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Foreword

Well met, well met, at the entrance to an old kind of make-believe. Old Songs tells ten short stories inspired by traditional ballads, with histories to bind them to the past and bring them to life for the present.

The time frame for this book will reach back to the Classical period and forward to the early twentieth century. However, we will, for the most part, dwell in the early modern period; an age that saw, according to the usual knots in the rope of British history, the sixteenth-century Protestant Reformation, the witch trials and rising urbanisation, the transatlantic slave trade, the Civil War and the Restoration, colonialism and the rise of Europe’s empires. Old Songs explores the narratives sung by people who worked and gathered, and tested the edges of their worlds, discerning what or who lay within, by putting them in stories.

Our primary source is the five volumes of ballads published by the nineteenth-century Harvard Professor Francis James Child (died 1896). His astonishing collection features murder ballads, history ballads, ballads about King Arthur and the outlaw Robin Hood, and ballads about lovers, whether fairy, human or monstrous. Child offers as many versions of each ballad as he could find, takes careful note of his sources and draws parallels in his commentaries with folklore and mythic literature, working across at least thirteen languages. His collection may therefore not be exhaustive, but it is huge, indispensable and to quote a personal note from one modern academic, ‘essentially unmatched in literary scholarship.’

Reflecting, perhaps, a contemporary Anglo-American quest for a preliterate narrative heritage, Child tends to prioritise what he called ‘popular ballads’ – what we might call ‘traditional’ or ‘folk’ ballads today. His emphasis is largely, though by no means exclusively, the focus of this book too.

Ballads are hard to define. They are often written in quatrains, with an abcb rhyme pattern, but their unruliness is part of their appeal and often, like language itself, they do not follow the parameters we have tried to give them. They are often rooted in oral traditions, but this is also often overstated. I come to ballads as a medievalist and art historian, with a special interest in stories, myths and legends. I am, as far as I can tell, interested in the ten ballads chosen here for how they connect to other traditions and for how they fill up familiar, even mundane, landscapes with music, magic and mayhem.

If you come to Old Songs without much prior knowledge of balladry, I hope that it is an exciting way in. If you are familiar with ballads – you may even be a folk musician or dancer or have some other connection to living folk traditions – I hope this offers interesting historical perspectives and – as living folk traditions have offered me – a deal of inspiration.

Politically, I am out neither to demonstrate the supremacy of academia and book culture in preserving ballads, nor the supremacy of those thousands, if not millions, of people who kept these stories alive by the tenacity of their memory and the confidence to get up and sing. Rather, I believe in folk culture and academic consensus; we are allies in the face of single-voice storytelling, especially the kind used by tyrants. I’m hoping to show that, when it comes to ballads, numerous spheres of human endeavour collaborated to bring us what survives today: ballads and their histories depend on everything from elite manuscripts to the increasingly accessible printed book, alongside broadside pamphlets reproduced in their thousands, and, weaving through it all, the constant and illimitable human voice. Old Songs is thus a manifesto, of sorts, for collective, multimedia stories. And, of course, I would not have bothered at all if the stories were bad. They are not; they are amazing. Their action and their histories coruscate with magic, provoking the kind of quiet, confident excitement felt in childhood, when something confirms magic to have been real all along, revealing fairies behind rock-faces and monstrous worms winding round dolerite chimneys. But not all the stories are happy and that is the way of the world.

The stories and histories, the illustrations and, in the audiobook and via the link at the end of the printed edition, the music offered by Old Songs all pay homage to the astonishing worlds of the ballads we have chosen and the collaborative work that made them. Thus, Gwen Burns’ tender and haunting imagery, Natalie Brice’s immersive music and my stories and commentaries came into being together.

The stories, as I present them, respond to at least one version of the ballad narrative. Whenever there is dialogue, while modernising and standardising the English for the sake of accessibility, I have taken the language from one of Child’s versions of the ballad (except for Chapter Eight, which is the only ballad in this book not to be found in Child). In the chapter commentaries, I have searched for stories of past people and events to shed light on the ballad narrative, which may be strange and supernatural, but which also has the potential to coax history closer in captivating ways. I offer one version of each of the ballads’ lyrics at the end, mostly taken from Child’s collection.

So let us begin, for here are treasures. But beware the woodbine winding round the homely cottage beams. Beware the sound of bridle bells on the night of Hallowe’en. Beware the stranger, who calls from a berry-brown horse. And beware the candles floating on the river; they burn brighter over a corpse. Beware of the deep dark water, reader, or – to hell with it – dive right in.
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