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INTRODUCTION.

HE subject of English folk song has recently been very prominently l)efore

the public. Twenty years ago, however, it was only by a very few people

that folk-songs were known to exist in this country ; and even they, prob-

ably, were quite unprepared for the developments that have since taken

place. At that time, and for several years afterwards, it was generally

assumed that we had no folk-songs of our own, and that the English

peasant was the only one of his class in all Europe Avho was unable to

express himself in terms of dance and song. How% in the face of facts as we now
know them, such an amazing misconception could have originated, obtained credence,

and escaped disproof for so many years, is an enigma which we will not here attempt

to explain. It is enough that recent researches have finally disposed of the grotesque

supposition. Those who realize all that this means, and who perceive the fresh

prospects that have been brought into view, are naturally jubilant.

The question, too, admits of no doubt. Folk-songs, genuinely and demonstrably

English, have already been gathered in their hundreds, and of a quality at least as

remarkable as their number. The work of collection, too, on any comprehensive

scale, has only just begun. The larger part of rural England is still virgin soil

;

while of those districts that have already been visited, very few have, as yet, been

explored with any degree of thoroughness. The future, therefore, may hold still

greater surprises in store for us.

Nevertheless, a great movement has been initiated, public interest is aroused, and

there is now little doubt but that this great and important national work will be

prosecuted with vigour and earnestness, and brought to a satisfactory conclusion.

True, it is a belated harvest that is being garnered. But even this is not without

its compensations. For the work is now being done in the right spirit, scientifically,

accurately, and above all with a scrupulous honesty and conscientiousness ; and this

is scarcely the way in which it would have been approached a century or more ago.

The eighteenth century musician had other notions, and was little disposed to trouble

himself with any strict ethical considerations where the collecting and editing of the

people's music were concerned. The present day collector, however, sets up another
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anil \(iy iliiri.reiit slaiulaicl. lie reali/x'S that his iirst anil cliief obligation is to

record just what he hears, no more and no less, and that tlie value of his work will

depend, and tlepenil only, upon the truthfulness and exactness of his transcriptions.

Manifestly, it would be premature at the present stage to essay a complete history

of English folk-song. An exhaustive treatise on the subject will some day have to

be written, but for this we must wait until every scrap of the existing material has

been recovered. In the meanwhile, those who are engaged upon the preliminary

work of collection are gathering, day by day, songs and dance-tunes, and taking care-

ful note of numberless minute but interesting and valuable facts that bear collaterally

upon the subject of folk-singing. Only those, perhaps, who have been brought into

close contact with the old folk-singers of to-day, can fully realize how intimately

folk-singing and folk-dancing have, in the past, been bound up with the social life of

the English village. It becomes, therefore, a matter of the highest importance that

not only the songs, but that all things that relate to the art of folk-singing, should

be accurately recorded while there is yet the time and opportunity. They, one and

all, form part and parcel of a great tradition that stretches back into the mists of the

past in one long, unbroken chain, of which the last link is now, alas, being forged.

In the present volume I have recorded many of the characteristics of the folk-

singer, his manner of singing, peculiarities of intonation, his attitude towards tra-

dition and so forth, all of which have come under my own observation. 1 have also

enunciated certain theories concerning the origin and nature of the folk-song, that

have been deduced from these observations, and to which they seem to lead. Some
of these, perhaps, in the fulness of time and in the light of wider research, may have

to be modified. In the meanwhile, they are advanced, not in any dogmatic spirit,

but cautiously and tentatively, in the hope that they may stimulate interest in the

subject and, perhaps, attract the notice and kindly consideration of students and, in

particular, of my fellow workers in other parts of England.

As I alone am responsible for the statements and theories contained in the follow-

ing pages, the reader is entitled to know the nature and extent of those experiences

of which they are the outcome.

It is eight years ago since I began, at first desultorily, to note down and collect

English traditional music. During the last half of that period I have spent every

available moment of my leisure in country lanes, fields and villages, in the quest of

folk-singers and folk-dancers. Chance, in the first instance, guided my footsteps

into Somerset, to which county my labours for the past four years have been almost

exclusively confined. I have, so far, deliberately resisted the temptation to stray

farther afield, because I believe that by concentrating my energies upon a limited

area, instead of spreading them out over a wider one, I shall acquire information

of especial value, and thus, perhaps, gain a deeper insight into the subject.

My collection contains, in round numbers, fifteen hundred tunes. Between

twelve and thirteen hundred of these have been captured in Somerset, or, more ac-
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curately, in about two-thirds of that county, which is ah that I have as yet thoroughly

explored. These tunes consist mainly of song and ballad-airs, the remainder being

made up of sailors' chanties, children's singing-games, dance-tunes, carols, and

nursery-rhymes. They have been noted down from upwards of 350 singers and

instrumentalists.

With these statistics before him, the critic may object that the title Eiiglish Folk-

Soiii^ is misleading, in that the book deals with the folk-songs of Somerset rather

than with those of England. This objection, however, is, I believe, more apparent

than real. For, in the present state of knowledge, it is impossible to say how far

the folk-music that has survived in a county like Somerset is, or is not, truly repre-

sentative of English folk-song as a whole. No authoritative statement on this point

can be made until every part of England has been explored with equal thoroughness.

In the meanwhile, there is some warrant for the belief that the distribution of folk-

songs throughout the kingdom is, to a large extent, independent of locality. This

is the general conclusion at which I myself have arrived -after examining, and com-

paring with my own, the material gathered by others, including the very large col-

lection made by the Rev. S. Baring-Gould in Devon and Cornwall. In this view I

have, moreover, the support of Dr. G. B. Gardiner, who has recovered a large

number of songs in Hampshire. He says :

—" I do not believe that the public or

even musicians are alive to the fact that the songs we are collecting are the folk-songs

of England, and that they are not confined to one county but are known throughout

the length and breadth of the land."

Be this as it may, I must confess that the conclusions contained in the following

pages are based for the most part upon the material that I have myself collected,

and the observations that have come under my own notice.

Because of their familiarity, and for the sake of convenience, the illustrations

have, wherever possible, -been culled from my own note books. Where they have

been gathered from other sources the names of the collectors are expressly stated.

The major portion of this volume is concerned with the music only of the folk-song.

Rightly regarded, the two elements of the folk-song, the words and the melody,

should be considered as inseparable. They are so closely interwoven, one with the

other, that both suffer by dismemberment. This is especially true of the words.

The tunes, however, suffer far less by being presented alone. In some cases,

the omission of the text is an actual advantage, as, for instance, with those old

ballad-airs that have been divorced from their own proper words, and are, nowadays,

allied to modern verses of very small literary value.

In the past, moreover, far more attention has been paid to the words than to the

tunes of the old ballads. Most of the standard collections of traditional ballads

give the words only. The collections edited by Herd and Buchan, for instance,

contain no tunes at all ; while those of Motherwell, Scott, Kinloch and Child include

but a very small number. It is time, therefore, that the balance, as between the
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respective claims i)f llic words ami llu; luiics, sliould he restored. Tlic folk-tune

presents many proMcms of absorbing; interest to the musical theorist, and it is to

the consideration of these that a lari^fe part of this book is directed. The theory of

the cNokuionary origin and ^Mowlh of folk-poetiy has recei\ed its full share of at-

tention durinj; the last ceiitury or mcne ; whereas, so far as 1 am aware, very little has

been written upon the application of that theory to the folk-tune.

It is, moreover, to the interest, which tin; tunes, rather than the words, iiave

e.xcited, that the present f(jlk-son}f movement in Kn<:,dand owes much of its impetus.

Nevertheless, I would deprecate any attempt to narrow down to a single issue the

many cpiestions wliicli arise out of this most fascinating subject. Its many-sidedness

is not the least of the many attractive qualities of the folk-song. It spreads a wide

net and entangles within its meshes specialists in many different branches of know-

ledge. The historian, musician, ethnologist, educationalist, social reformer, arch-

aeologist and student of folk-lore, are, one and all, attracted to its study. The field

is a wide one, and there is plenty of room for workers in all these spheres of learnmg

without jostlings or rivalries. If, therefore, in this volume the subject is treated

more especially from the musical and educational points of view, this is not because

in the opinion of the author these are the only, or even the most important of its

many aspects, but simply because they happen to be those with which alone he feels

himself at all competent to deal.

The main thesis of this book is the evolutionary origin of the folk-song. Now,

this is not a question of merely an academic interest, but one upon which many
practical considerations depend. The claims, for example, made by

^
those who

advocate the re-introduction of folk-songs into our national life, all hinge upon this

question of origin. They rest upon the assumption that folk-music is generically

distinct from ordinary music ; that the former is not the composition of the individual

and, as such, limited in outlook and appeal, but a communal and racial product, the

expression, in musical idiom, of aims and ideals that are primarily national in

character. Once establish the fact that the folk-song has not been made by the one

but evolved by the many, and its national character and its fitness to serve a national

purpose follow as a natural consequence. Musicians would then no longer place

" Tom Bowling " and " The Seeds of Love " in the same category, but perceive

that they typify, respectively, two distinct species of music, that differ not in degree

but in kind. The educationalist, too, would be alert to the danger of confounding

folk-song with art-song, and realize that, although both may serve his purpose, he

must, nevertheless, be careful to assign to each a separate niche in the ideal

educational scheme.

This point lay at the root of the controversy which recently took place over the

action of the educational authorities with respect to the introduction of folk-songs

into the elementary school. Their action was adversely criticised, because it was
based upon the misconception that the folk-song proper and the " merely popular
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song" were generically identical. To the outsider, and to those other than experts

in the subject, this, no doubt, seemed a matter of small moment, and the protagonists

of the communal theory of the folk-song were told that they were committing " the

common error amongst archaeological musicians of mixing up practical necessities

with interesting investigations." In point of fact, of course, they were doing

nothing of the kind. They were enunciating a very important and fundamental

principle, upon the clear understanding of which the whole question turned. Un-

fortunately, the subject was too large, and of too subtle and complex a nature,

adequately to be discussed in the columns of a newspaper.

The exposition of the communal theory contained in the earlier chapters of this

book, will, it is hoped, put the matter in a clearer light, and enable the educational

authorities to understand, even if they cannot agree with, the point of view taken

by their critics.

For the last century and more the practice of singing folk-songs has, in England,

fallen into abeyance amongst all classes, save only the peasantry, A purifying and

refining influence has thus, throughout this long period, been withdrawn from the

nation, and not, I believe, without detriment to it. Now that English folk-songs

are being collected and published and brought within the reach of everyone, every

effort should surely be made to popularize them once again amongst all classes of

society. This book will have served, perhaps, its chief purpose if it aids, to however

small a degree, in the restoration of the EngHsh folk-song to those to whom it

belongs by right of inheritance.

London, N.W.

August, 1907.
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SOME CONCLUSIONS

CHAPTER I.

DEFINITION.

(0^^=^ LL forms of mental activity are due to the development and specialization

^v/\V>/ of qualities that are natural and inborn. Education can create nothing
;

«0^\\g it can only develope those natural and instinctive faculties which already
^^%Mf^ exist in rudimentary form. When these aptitudes are pronounced they

will, under favourable conditions, reveal themselves without the aid of conscious or

formal education, and in some cases achieve results of a very remarkable kind.

Indications, therefore, of those special gifts for which a nation is renowned will

usually be conspicuous in the output of its lower and unlettered classes. The gift of

epigram, for instance, will be foreshadowed in the people's proverbs ; the talent

for literature and poetry in the tales and ballads of the common people ; the spiritual

and mystic sense in their myths and legends, and so forth.

If, therefore, we would gauge the musical potentialities of a nation we must look

to the musical utterances of those of the community who are least affected by ex-

traneous educational influences ; that is, we must search for them amongst the

native and aboriginal inhabitants of its remote country districts. Their own music,

if they have any, will be the outcome of a purely natural instinct. If they have

none, then we can be sure that the educated music of that country will be an artificial

product, an alien importation, and comparatively worthless. A country that is too

arid to grow wild flowers will scarcely win renown for the beauty of its gardens, or

for the excellence of its agricultural produce.

Now, as a matter of fact, in every land we do find music of a distinctive and

often of a very beautiful quality, prevalent among the unlettered classes ; bound, it is

true, by certain limitations, but of a beauty and character of its own which colour

although they may not be entirely shared by the educated or art-music of the same

nation. This spontaneous utterance is called /o/^-50«^'-.



2 English Folk-Song.

TIic word itself is a Clcrman coinpouncl, wliich of rc^ccnt years has found a liomc

in this country. Unhappily it is used in two senses. Scientific writers restrict its

meaning,' to tlic song created by the unlettered classes. Others, however, use it to

denote not only the peasant songs, but all popular songs as well, irrespective of

origin, i.e. in the wider and looser sense in which it is sometimes used in Germany.

This is to destroy the value of a very useful expression, and to rob scientists of a

word of great value. The expansion was, moreover, unnecessary. For the English

language already possessed in the phrase "popular-song", a class name which

covered the wider field. There was, therefore, no need to do violence to the restrict-

ed and strictly scientific meaning of " folk-song " by stretching it beyond its natural

signification. On the other hand there was a very good reason for coining a new

term, or for importing a foreign one, to signify a peasant-made song, because our

language contained no word with that precise meaning.

It is impossible to fix with certainty when the word folk-song first became current

in England, but itxDuld not have been much more than twenty years ago. For it

was in 1878 tha(^Carl Engtel contributed a series of articles to tl:e Musical Times on

the subject, which was-afterwards issued in book form under the title The Literature

of National Music. It is surely safe to assume that the author, himself of German

extraction, would scarcely have used the expression " national music " if the word

"folk-song" had at the time been available. That Engel meant by "national

music " the music created by the peasantry is made plain in the following passage, in

which he protests against the use of that expression in a wider significance

:

"The great majority of the airs printed in Ritson's English' Songs can

evidently not be regarded as national airs in a strict sense of the term, although

the tunes may have been for some time in popular favour. The same remark

applies to the airs in almost all the English collections of old songs. The

difference between a national song (German, Volkslied) and a merely popular

song (German, Volksthnndiche Lied) is not always distinctly observed by the

English musicians, and the two terms are often used indiscriminately."

Those, therefore, who claim the right to use the term folk-song in the loose sense

of popular song, are placing upon it a meaning never given to it by the scientific

writers of Germany, the country of its origin.

The word folk-song was added to the language when we had a use for it, and not

before. Until quite recently it was popularly believed that we had no peasant songs

in this country. It was not until after this superstition had been exploded that it

became necessary to find a word to denote the songs of the peasantry, a term which

would distinguish them from the " merely popular songs ". This need led, tio doubt,

to the importation of the German expression. We can only deplore the ambiguity

which has since become associated with the new word, for it has despoiled the

anguage of a very useful term.



Definition.
-

3

The word is, of course, not to be found in any of the older dictionaries; for some

inexplicable reason it is omitted from the Oxford Dictionary. It is, however,

included in the Century Dictionary (1889), where it is defined as follows ;—

" A song of the people ; a song based on a legendary or historical event, or

some incident of common life, the words and generally the music of which have

originated among the common people, and are extensively used by them."

The inclusion of the qualification " generally " is unfortunate, for it vitiates what

would otherwise have been an excellent definition.

Funk and Wagnall's Standard Dictionary ^ more precise :

—

" A song or ballad originating and current among the common people, and

illustrating the common life with its interests and enthusiasms as derived from

legend or story ; also a lyric poem on a popular theme in the style of such a

ballad."

The history of the kindred word " folk-lore" is an instructive one. It was first

used by Mr. Thoms in the "Athenaeum" in 1846. The "Folk-Lore Society"

afterwards appropriated the word, and the question of its definition was debated at

some length in the Society's Journal. Eventually Mr. Gomme's definition was

adopted, viz. " The science which treats of the survivals of archaic belief and

customs in modern ages."

It is to be hoped that the " Folk-Song Society " will some day follow this excel-

lent example and frame an equally clear definition of the term folk-song. Their's

would be an authoritative pronouncement, which would restore to the word its

scientific meaning, and provide those who are making a serious study of the subject

with a word for which there is no synonym in the English language.

In this book the word folk -so)ig will be used exclusively to denote the song which

has been created by the common people, in contradistinction to the song, popular or

otherwise, which has been composed by the educated. We shall see later on that

it might be possible to expand this definition by the addition of further qualifications,

such as " evolved ", " communal ", and so forth ; but for the present, it is enough for

our purpose to define it as

The Song Created by the Common People.

The expression " common people" is used in this definition, and elsewhere in this

book, strictly in its scientific sense, to connote those whose mental development has

been due not to any formal system of training or education, but solely to environ-

ment, communal association, and direct contact with the ups and downs of life. It

is necessary that a sharp distinction should be drawn between the »» -educated and

the «0H-educated. The former are the half or partially educated, i.e. the ilHterate.

Whereas the non-educated, or " the common people ", are the unlettered, whose

B2
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faculties have undergone no formal training whatsoever, and who have never been

brought into close enough contact with educated persons to be influenced by them.

In bygone days, the " common people " formed no inconsiderable part of the

population, and were fairly evenly distributed between urban and country districts.

Nowadays, however, they form an exceedingly small class— if, indeed they can be

called a class at all—and are to be found only in those country districts, which, by

reason of their remoteness, have escaped the infection of modern ideas. They are

the remnants of the peasantry, which originally consisted of those of the " common
people", who resided in the country and subsisted on the land. Consequently, at

the present time the expressions " peasant-song", " country-song", and " the song

of the common people ", all mean one and the same thing, viz. " folk-song ", and may
be used indifferently in contradistinction to the "town-song", or " art-song ", i.e. the

song of the cultivated musician. Strictly speaking, however, the real antithesis is

not between the music of the town and that of the country, but between that which

is the product of the spontaneous and intuitive exercise of untrained faculties, and

that which is due to the conscious and intentional use of faculties which have been

especially cultivated and developed for the purpose.



CHAPTER II.

ORIGIN.

HE dominant feeling of mankind, civilized or uncivilized, is the desire for

self-expression. It has been said that imagination rather than reason

makes the primary difference between man and the brute. The animal

lives in a world of present and immediate sensations, and is incapable

of recalling past impressions, either for pleasure or for comparison. The mental

life of the brute is thus a continuous series of disconnected sensations. But the

mind of man, even of primitive man, is stored with pictures of his past experience,

which he can reproduce at will. As, moreover, he derives pleasure from the exercise

of this faculty of reminiscence, we find him, even in the savage state, dramatizing

his adventures or reciting them in narrative form.

Mr. Herbert Macllwaine, who spent many years in the Australian bush, relates

that he noticed one evening in camp a black boy chanting a song in monotone, the

while he struck a log with rhythmic blows of his hands. On enquiry the aboriginal

explained that he was narrating an incident that had occurred that day, when a spare

horse had bolted and had been captured after an exciting chase.

Rhythm and metre are aids to memory. The Countess Evelyn Martinengo-

Cesaresco records that a modern Greek folk-singer once said to her, " As I do not

know how to read, I have made this story into a song so as not to forget it." That

is precisely what the Australian bushman was doing. The modern Greek and the

antipodean native acted under the same impulse.

These incidents would seem to show that, historically, the folk-song either pre-

ceded the folk-tale, or was co-incident with it. The latter is Mr. Jacobs' view, ex-

pressed by him in his note to " Childe Rowland", in his English Fairy Tales. He
writes :

—

" There seems to be a great probabihty that originally all folk-tales of a

serious character were interspersed with rhyme, and took therefore the form of

the cante-fable. It is indeed unlikely that the ballad itself began as continuous
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verse, and tlic caiite-fable is probably the protoplasm out of which both ballad

and folk-tale have been differentiated, the ballad by oiiiittinj,^ tlie narrative prose

the folk-tale by expandint,^ it."

The cautc-fahlc consists of a prose story interspersed with verses which are sung

or chanted by the reciter. Usually, as in Grimm's fairy tales, the verses occupy but

a small sj)ace compared with the prose recitation. On one occasion, however, I

noted down a version of " Lord Thomas and Fair Eleanour ", in which the whole of

the story was sung, with the exception of three lines, which the singer assured me
should be spoken (F.S.J.'' II, p. io8). This was clearly a case of a cante -fable that

had very nearly, but not quite, passed into the form of a ballad, thus corroborating

Mr. Jacobs' theory.

The music contained in the cante-fable is always, of course, very rudimentary.

Here is an example recorded by Mr. Kidson (F.S.jf. ii, p. 295) :

—

Deliberately.

THE STORY OF ORANGE.

3^
SimHi.

My mam -ma did kill me and put me in pies,

cres.

My dad - da did

t==l: A-- 1- 3 =1:

eat me and say My two lit

:"^a-̂=iMi

was nice

;

/
tie sis - ters came

pick - ing



Origin.

AUSTRALIAN CORROBOREE.

Numerous examples of aboriginal song have been recorded by travellers and others.

In most cases the song of the savage is embedded in story, legend or ceremony, apart

from which it has no separate existence ; while its tune, like our Australian example,

generally consists of a single strain, rambling and indefinite, which is repeated

either at the same or at varying pitch. Such tunes record the earliest attempts of

primitive man to express himself through the medium of music, and, as such, are of

profound interest. They are at the best, however, very rudimentary, and their kin-

ship with modern music is exceedingly remote. Folk-song proper belongs to a

later stage of development. The dividing line should, perhaps, as Sir Hubert Parry

in his Art of Music suggests, be drawn between music that consists of a single

phrase, and that in which two or more phrases are employed. Of the two examples

quoted above, the first is the less elemental, because it contains two different strains

of melody, which are contrasted, thereby showing some rudimentary feeling for

design. The Austrahan song, on the other hand, has but one amorphous phrase

which is repeated as often as the performer wishes. Although the gulf which

separates the formless song of the savage from the patterned tune of civilized man
is a very wide one—there may be geological ages between them—the former is,

nevertheless, the prototype of the latter.

Whatever theory of the origin of the folk-song be accepted, it is not difficult to

realize the causes which, in the main, have led to its genesis. But we are faced

with a problem of far deeper complexity when we come to trace the course of its

descent. Before, however, we embark upon this investigation there is a preliminary

objection which must be discussed.

In the preceding chapter we have defined the folk-song as " the song created by

the common people". This definition involves the assumption that the folk-song is

the unaided composition of the unskilled ; and this few, perhaps, will be prepared to

concede offhand. To some it will seem fantastic to credit the unlettered peasant

with the capacity to compose music, good, bad, or indifferent. For, by general

admission, the technical difficulties with which the musician has to contend are at

least as great as those which confront the sculptor or the painter
;
yet one may search

in vain in the country village for evidences of the peasant image or picture-maker.

Surely, it will be argued, it is far more probable that the folk-song is only the fashion-

able song of a bygone day, the composition of the skilled musician, which found its
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way into the counliy \ illayes where, allhouj^di long ago forgotten in the town or

city of its origin, it has since been preserved. To put it in another way, the folk-

song, it is contended, is not a genuine wild-ilowcr, but, in the jargon of the botanist,

a "garden-escape ".

On the face of it, this looks the easier and more plausible explanation ; and it

evades a very awkward assumption. But, unfortunately, it does not square with

facts. For, if the music of the common people originated in the towns, the sheet-

music and song-books of the past would surely bear evidence of the fact. And
this they fail to do. To search for the originals of folk-songs amongst the printed

music of olden days is mere waste of time. Moreover, there is a further difficulty.

Composed music differs generically from folk-music ; it belongs to a different order.

Folk-music, as we shall presently see, is distinguished by certain technical peculiari-

ties, which are absent from art-music ; while, on the other hand, art-music possesses

many musical attributes which are not to be found in the music of the common
people, or in that part of it which we call folk-music. But, apart from technical

differences, the extreme naturalness, the spontaneity, freshness and unconventionality

of folk-music are just those qualities which are conspicuously absent from the

popular song-music of past centuries. ' Indeed, folk- music is as distinct from art-

music as is the wild flower of nature from the gorgeous blooms of the cultivated

garden. As well search for a wild rose in a well-kept garden, as for a folk-song in

the song-books of the past.

/ These considerations force us to the conclusion that folk-music has in some way
or other originated amongst those who play and sing it ; that it is the product of the

folk muse, and that neither the skilled musician nor his compositions have inspired

its creation. How this has come about is another matter, which must now occupy

our attention.

On this question experts are divided. Some hold that folk-songs were composed
' by individuals just like other songs, and that they have been handed down to us,

more or less //^correctly, by oral tradition. Others, however, maintain that folk-songs

are the products not of the individual, but of a people or community, and that we
are indebted to the process of oral tradition, not only for preserving them, but for

creating them as well.

This question of origin formed the subject of a long and acrid controversy on the

Continent during the first half of the last century. The brothers Grimm were the

leading protagonists of the communal theory, which was hotly attacked by Schlegel

and others; while some straddled the fence and ascribed the origin of the folk-ballad

partly to individual and partly to communal effort.

It is true that the dispute centred round the words of the folk-song rather than its

music ; but this does not affect the question at issue. For it is clear that the life

history of the music of the folk-song has been, in principle, the same as that of the

words.
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The Grimms held that folk-poetry " makes itself" ; that "epic poetry is not pro-

duced by particular and recognised poets, but rather springs up and spreads a long

time among the people themselves, in the mouth of the people" ; that folk-poetry

was slowly and unconsciously evolved in the same way as language. " How does a

race make its language ?
" they asked. " In mass or by deputy ?

"

This was a very pretty theory and, on the face of it, sounded plausible enough.

But the Grimms supported it by assertion rather than by argument. They did not

condescend to explain the precise manner in which poetry "made itself" ; or the

exact way in which the " communal mind " bridged the gulf between inspiration and

concrete expression. This was the weak spot in their case and their opponents were

not slow to seize upon it.

Schlegel, for example, ridiculed in caustic language the vagueness of their utter-

ances. " A poem", he maintained "implies a poet; just as behind every work of

art there sits the artist." Legend, ballad, and proverb might be the property of the

people, but they were nevertheless the work of the individual, not of the community.

A crowd of workmen, no doubt, carry the stones and beams and do the actual

building of the cathedral ; but they act under the direction ot the architect, and

his are the ideas which they translate into terms of bricks and mortar. With such

scornful scoffings did Schlegel meet the vague assertion that "the song sings

itself".

Uhland took up a midway position between these extremists. On the one hand

he conceded that " in poetry of the people there is a decided preponderance of the

mass over the individual "
; "'but", he added, "this poetry can get utterance only

through individuals ". So at one moment he agreed with the Grimm theory, only in

the next to uphold the individualistic theory of Schlegel.

In Scotland, Motherwell favoured the communal view. In the introduction to his

" Minstrelsy ", he talks vaguely and indefinitely—after the manner of the Grimms—
of the " Universal Mind", and of its " intellectual and moral tendencies". But he

does not enlighten us as to what he means by this " Universal Mind ", nor how, in

practice, it works and expresses itself in terms of words and music.

On the other hand, Bishop Percy and Sir Walter Scott ascribed the origin of the

ballad to the individual work of the trained minstrel, " professing the joint arts of

poetry and music", or, maybe, to "the occasional effusions of some self-taught

bard".

Boehme, like Uhland, alternately faces both ways. He tells for instance, in his

Altdeictsches Liedeybucli, of a certain leprous monk of the fourteenth century, who
lived on the banks of the Rhine and made songs which the people loved and sang,

scattering them all over the land. "There", says he triumphantly, " we have the

secret about the origins of popular poetry; the oft-admired and nebulous composition

by a poetic multitude is mistake and nonsense. First of all one man sings a song,

and then others sing it after him, changing what they do not like."
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Nevertheless, later on in the same book, he swallows these words, and asks Why
enquire for the author of a folk-sont,^ when it was never really composed at all ? " It

is a masterless and nameless affair."

These are, of course, no more than thj main features of a controversy, which

originated, perhaps, with F. A. Wolf's attack on the Homeric poems (1795), and

which wandered into numberless by-paths, down which it is not necessary for us to

adventure. If the reader would pursue the subject he should consult the writings

of the controversialists themselves. Or we would refer him to an admirable essay

upon the subject—to which we are largely indebted for the above abstract—by Mr.

F. B. Gummere, in the introduction to his Old En<^lisJi Ballads, (Ginn and Co.,

Boston, U.S.A.)

And now, where lies the truth of the matter ? We would suggest that it is to be

found in the writings of the disputants on both sides. It is best expressed, perhaps,

lin the words of Boehme, already quoted ;
" First of all one man sings a song, and

Ithen others sing it after him, chan(^iiig zuliat they do not like.'' The italicized words

contain the kernel of the nut. The solution of the mystery of the origin of the

folk-song is to be found not by seeking for an original—that is a vain quest—but by

examining the method by which it has been preserved and handed down from one

,,generation to another. In other words, the method of oral transmission is not

merely one by which the folk-song lives ; it is a process by which it grows and by

which it is created.

The folk-song must have had a beginning, and that beginning must have been the

work of an individual. Common sense compels us to assume this much. ' Otherwise

we should have to predicate a communal utterance that was at once simultaneous

and unanimous; and that assumption even Jacob Grimm would have hesitated to

make. Whether or not the individual in question can be called the author, is another

matter altogether. Probably not, because the continual habit of " changing what

they do not like " must, in the course of time, ultimately amount to the transference

of the authorship from the individual to the community. The following illustration

will, perhaps, explain this point.

Let us suppose that an individual, A, invents a story and tells it to his friend, B.

B, if the story takes hold of him, will narrate it to C, but in doing so will consciously

or unconsciously— it matters not which—make some changes in the tale. He will

very likely locate it in his own neighbourhood, change the names of the dramatis

personce to those of his own friends and relatives, and in countless small ways " im-

prove " upon the tale as he received it from A. C. in passing on the story to D, will,

in like manner, add to it his own " improvements." D, E, F, etc., will follow the

same example. The story will thus leave each individual of the series in a different

form from that in which it came to him. By the time it reaches Z we may, without

doing violence to probability, conceive that the story has become so changed that it

bears no longer any resemblance to the form in which it originally left the mouth of A.
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Who is the author of the story which Y tells to Z ? Certainly not Y, because he
had it from X ; nor X, because it came to him through W ; nor V, U, T, etc., for

similar reasons. Nor, finally, can A be credited with its invention. Indeed, he

would not himself claim it ; for, by our hypothesis, his original tale has been so

changed during its passage from B to Z, that he would not even recognise it, much
less claim its authorship. The author has disappeared. The most that can be said

is that the authorship belongs equally to all those who have taken part in the trans-

mission. Thus, the authorship, originally individual, has become communal. The
individual has vanished, and the community has slipped into his shoes.

For simplicity's sake we have assumed that A related his story to one friend only.

But in all probability he would tell it to many others as well. Instead, therefore, of

one B, there will be many B's. Now each of the latter will in turn relate the story,

with personal variations of course, to his own circle of friends ; so that the number
of C's will be very much larger than the number of B's. As, therefore, we proceed

down the series represented by the letters of the alphabet, the number of those con-

cerned in the transmission of the story will increase at every step ; increase, too, by

geometrical progression. So that, by the time that Z is reached, the number of

persons in possession of the narrative will be enormous. And, be it remembered,

no two of these individuals will be relating their stories in exactly the same form.

Manifestly, this is the process to which all things preserved by oral tradition have

necessarily been subjected. All products of the primitive mind, that are preserved

orally and are not written down, are in a perpetual state of flux. The very con-

ditions of their existence postulate change and growth. This is in accord with the

experiences of the collector of traditional tales, legends, proverbs, dances or songs.

Each time that he notes down a particular tale or song he will record it in a

different form. The collector of folk-songs, for instance, knows that it is only very

rarely that two singers will be found to sing the same song in precisely the same

form.

These several forms are not corruptions in varying degree of one original. They

are the changes which, in the mass, engender growth and development. They are

the suggestions of individuals, akin to " sports " in animal and flower life, which

will only be perpetuated if they win the approval of the community. Nor are

these different forms necessarily or widely distinct from each other. On the con-

trary, when the collector comes to compare his variants of a particular song, he will

usually find that they will readily submit to some simple scheme of classification^

and that he can easily place each of them into one or other of quite a small number

of categories.

Moreover, although the variations are very numerous they will not all be preserv-

ed. Manifestly, those alterations will alone survive which commend themselves to

other singers and narrators and are imitated by them. Consequently, the folk-tale

or song, throughout its life-history, will always be approaching a form which will
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accurately express the taste and feeling of the community ; what is purely personal

will be gradually but surely eliminated.

How these communal characteristics become impressed upon the traditional tale

or song may be demonstrated if—to revert to our original illustration—we assume

that A, an Englishman, tells his story to b, a Frenchman, who circulates the tale

amongst his own countrymen. The additions and changes that the successive nar-

rators will now introduce into A's story will obviously be very different from those

which were made in the former case. The Frenchman is less downright and prac-

tical minded than the Englishman ; he is more fanciful, but less imaginative ; his

sense of humour, too, if less exuberant, is more subtle than that of the Anglo-Saxon.

Manifestly, the story would sooner or later be coloured by these national traits, and,

ultimately, the two versions, narrated respectively by Z and z, would differ very

materially from one another ; differ, indeed, just as the character of the Englishman

differs from that of the Frenchman.

This is not idle speculation. It is possible to confirm it by an appeal to fact.

For there are many ballads, which, alike in subject, have been current traditionally

in different parts of Europe. In all such cases the treatment accorded them by

different nationalities varies very considerably. Let the reader, for example, compare

the Scottish form of the words of " The Two Magicians ", (Buchan's Ancient Bal-

lads, i. p. 24), or the Somerset variant (F.S.F.S.''' No. ig), with the versions of the

ballad as it is sung in the South of France, (Child's English and Scottish Ballads,

i. p. 244). Here he will see three very different settings of one and the same story,

the treatment in each case bearing the impress of racial characteristics. Many
other and similar examples are to be found in the late Professor Child's admirable

collection of ballads above referred to.

"— The themes of some folk-ballads may, originally, have been drawn from fact.

"^Vhere, however, the fact has not been recorded in any written or printed document,

—the tale or ballad has proceeded along its evolutionary path unhindered. The orig-

~4nal incident has passed from the memories of the narrators and there is no chron-

"ncled version to control their imaginations. This may even happen for a while in the

case of a legend respecting a popular hero, whose doings are, nevertheless, recorded

in written history. In such a case the historian eventually steps in, produces docu-

mentary evidence, proves the falsity of the story and stays its evolution. The well-

known saying, " Up, guards, and at them ! ", attributed to Wellington, is possibly an

instance of this.

Printed songs or instrumental compositions show a similar tendency in the hands

of those who habitually play or sing them from memory. These alterations can

never, of course, stray very far, for there is always the text to refer to, and the critic

to call attention to it and to restrain the performer. Nevertheless, in some cases,

* i.e. Folk Songs from Somerset, (see Appendix).
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where an individual variation has won general approval, it has come, in the process

of time, to be accepted as a traditional " reading." The point to be remembered is

that, as a general rule, evolution can only take place in song or tale for any length

of time in the absence of an authoritative original.

The process of communal composition above described is not fundamentally

different from the method of every individual creative artist. One is only a

magnified reproduction of the other, on an immense scale ; in principle they are

identical, A melody is not suddenly born in the composer's mind ready made,

complete in every detail. On the contrary, it assumes many shapes, and suffers in-

numerable changes before it reaches the form which satisfies him and which he

ultimately uses. When these preliminary processes take place entirely within the

mind of the composer, we can only speculate as to their extent and character.

Mozart, for instance, is said to have arrived at the musical expression of his ideas

with great speed, and without putting his hand to paper until the process of compo-

sition was completed.

But with Beethoven it was otherwise ; he not only laboured long and painfully in

the act of composition, but, happily for us, recorded in books each idea as it occurred

to him. As many of his pocket-books have been preserved, it is possible to trace

the successive stages through which some of his most celebrated melodies passed,

from the germinal forms in which they first came to mind, down to the final states

with which we are familiar. In some cases the melody in its ultimate form bears so

little resemblance to the original draft, that, without a knowledge of the intervening

links, it would be difficult to believe that one had been evolved out of the other

—

just as difficult, indeed, as it was to connect Z's tale with A's original form of it.

Now, the successive forms, through which a melody passes in the mind of a com-

poser during the process of composition, correspond to the variants of a folk-song.

Both sequences represent successive attempts to consummate the expression of some

ideal, consciously or unconsciously preconceived ; in both cases they record the

stages in a process of evolution. That process, it is true, is controlled, in one case,

by an individual, in the other, by a community. This will affect the course of the

evolution, and the musical character of the finished product ; but the method is,

notwithstanding, precisely the same in each case.

Those critics, therefore, who argue that folk-song variants are corruptions of some

mysterious original, must, if they would be logical, regard the first draft of a Beeth-

oven melody as the original, and all subsequent developments as corruptions, includ-

ing, of course, the melody in its final and published state.

In both individual and communal compositions it is comparatively easy to trace

the course of development when once the evolutionary process has been brought into

action. The actual beginning of the folk-song, however, presents greater difficulties.

We have already argued that it is impossible to resist the assumption that every

traditional song, tale, or legend began with an individual invention of some sort.
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But we have also seen that, in the course of its descent through the ages, the folk-song

undergoes ceaseless and continuous change. Consequently, given the time, it will

inevitably and ultimately assume a shape tliat bears little or no similarity to the

form which it bore at its inception. The initial form, therefore, cannot properly be

regarded as the original or prototype of the folk-song in its later states, to which it

bears no resemblance. It is, rather, the source from which it sprung, the starting

point of its subsequent career.

With respect to the nature and character of the folk-tune in its primary state

there is not much to be said. There is, however, some evidence bearing upon the

point.

Probably, every collector has occasionally noted down folk-songs which the singers

have claimed to be their own compositions. Usually the claim covers the words only,

but sometimes it includes the tune as well. The tunes on these occasions are usually

of little value, consisting in the main of a string of the best known and most commonly
used folk-tune phrases. An exception to this generalization may, perhaps, be seen

in a tune, in the mixolydian mode, which Miss Lucy Broadwood recently noted

down in Ireland from Miss Bridget Geary, and which, together with the circumstances

under which it was recovered, are recorded in the Folk-Song jfonrnal (iii, pp. 37-8).

But this, I think, can scarcely be regarded as a typical example; it is, rather, the

exception that proves the rule.

Sometimes, singers will sing through a long ballad to a rambling and indefinite

tune. On one occasion, for instance, a Somerset singer recited to me the words of

a Robin Hood ballad. When asked to sing it, he at first demurred, but 'after some

pressure consented to do so—" just as I sing it v/hen I'm a milking". I soon saw it

was quite impossible to note down the tune. The singer sang well, and after the

manner of the regular folk-singer. He kept, moreover, to one key and to one mode
—the mixolydian. His phrases, too, were all interesting and rhythmical, and they

fitted the words of the ballad accurately enough. But the tune as a whole was

indefinite ; it varied with every verse and wandered from phrase to phrase after the

manner of a very free improvisation. A Gloucestershire singer gave me a similar

experience. He sang in much the same fashion as the Somerset singer, except that

his song was " The Golden Vanity," and his tune was in the dorian mode.

It is conceivable that a tune, sung in this rambling, go-as-you-please method, might,

in course of time, and in the mouths of other singers, gradually become stereotyped

into the form of a definite and patterned tune, which would thereafter be subjected

to the evolutionary process in the usual way. The minstrels, no doubt, often im-

provised their words, but this habit did not prevent their ballads from ultimately as-

suming more or less a definite shape ; and the same may be predicated with respect

to the tunes.

We may, perhaps, assume that every folk-tune began in one or other of the two

methods above described. Very probably the more recent song-tunes began in the

%
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first of these two ways, that is as defined and regularly formed melodies, made up of

well-known phrases ; while the older ballad airs originated in the second way, as

vague and indefinite improvisations. This, of course, is mere speculation. In tlie

nature of things there can be no absolute proof.

The folk-song is, therefore, communal in two senses ; communal in authorship,

and communal in that it reflects the mind of the community. That, no doubt, is

what Motherwell meant when he said that the people's ballad was "the actual em-

bodiment of their Universal Mind, and of its intellectual and moral tendencies."

And the Grimms, too, were on the right track. Where, however, actual demonstra-

tion was imperative, they took shelter behind poetic phrases which, although they

embodied much that was true, were singularly unconvincing. The demonstration

that we have given is an attempt to supply what they failed to give, and to reach by

logical steps conclusions which, if not identical with their's, are very nearly so.

We have seen, then, that communal authorship and communal expression are the

natural corollaries of oral transmission. This conclusion is of the utmost importance,

for it allows us, even at this early stage, to draw a distinction between folk-music

and art-music.

Art-imisic, then, is the work of the individual, and expresses his own personal

ideals and aspirations only ; it is composed in, comparatively speaking, a short period

of time, and, by being committed to paper, it is for ever fixed in one unalterable

form.

Folk-tnusic, on the other hand, is the product of a race, and reflects feelings and

tastes that are communal rather than personal ; it is always in solution ; its creation

is never completed ; while, at every moment of its history, it exists not in one form

but in many.



CHAPTER III.

EVOLUTION.

3N tlie preceding chapter it was shown that the essential features of the

folk-song, as we know it, may or may not have belonged to it at its

inception. Many, perhaps all of its most characteristic qualities, have

subsequently been acquired during its journey down the ages, and re-

present the achievements of many generations of singers. Individual angles and

irregularities have been gradually rubbed off and smoothed away by communal
effort, just as the pebble on the sea shore is rounded and polished by the action

of the waves. The suggestions, unconsciously made by the individual singer, have

at every stage of the evolution of the folk-song been tested and weighed by the

community, and accepted or rejected by their verdict. The life history of the folk-

song has, therefore, been not only one of steady growth and development ; there has

also been a tendency always to approximate to a form, which shall be at once con-

genial to the taste of the community, and expressive of its feelings, aspirations, and

ideals. It is clearly a case of evolution.

Now, the conception of evolution involves the three principles of continuity

,

variation, and selection. Let us take these three principles, one by one, and examine

them.

Continuity.

Insistence of type must be the rule, and variation the exception. Otherwise,

types would be so quickly changed and multiplied that their relationships one to

another would be obscured, their genealogies concealed, and order give place to chaos.

To those unacquainted with the mental qualities of the folk, the process ot oral

transmission would be accounted a very inaccurate one. The schoolman, for

example, accustomed to handle and put his trust in manuscripts and printed

documents, would look with the deepest suspicion upon evidence that rested upon

the memories of unlettered persons. In this, however, he would be mistaken, as all

collectors of folk-products know well enough. My own experience enables me to

vouch for the amazing accuracy of the memories of folk-singers. Here are two

examples.
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Not long ago I noted down a song from Mrs. Harriet Young at West Chinnock,

in Somerset. She told me that she had learned the song from some mummers, who
performed in her village about thirty years ago. She had never heard it sung since

then, and she could only remember one verse of the words. A few weeks later, I

noted down the same ballad from Mrs. Susan Williams of Ilaselbury-Plucknett.

Mrs. Williams told me the same story ; that she had heard it sung by the mummers
who visited her village about thirty years ago—evidently the same troupe that had

performed at West Chinnock. She also gave me but one verse, but the tune to

which she sung it was, note for note, identical with that which I had noted down
from Mrs. Young. I have never heard the air sung by anyone except these two

singets, and they were strangers to one another.

x\gain, a blind man, one Mr. Henry Larcombe, also from Haselbury-Plucknett,

sang me a Robin Hood Ballad (F.S.F.S., No. 43). The words consisted of eleven

verses. These proved to be almost word for word the same as the corresponding

stanzas of a much longer black-letter broadside, preserved in the Bodleian Library.

The words of the ballad have since been reproduced in other books, e.g., in Evans'

Old Ballads, but, so far as I am aware, they have never been printed on a " ballet
"

or stall copy, or in any form that could conceivably have reached the country singers.

1 cannot but conclude, therefore, that Mr. Larcombe's version, accurate as it was,

had been preserved solely by oral tradition for upwards of two hundred years.

It would be easy to multiply instances of this kind without going beyond my own
experience ; but these are sufficient for our purpose. The accuracy of the oral

record is a fact, though, I admit, a very astonishing one. Less astonishing, perhaps,

when we remember that the memories of the unlettered are, for obvious reasons, far

more retentive and trustworthy than those of cultivated people. The traditional

singer, moreover, regards it as a matter of honour to pass on the tradition as nearly

as possible as he received it. When I have asked a singer, as I have constantly had

to do, whether he sang a particular song, I have often received the reply ;
" No, I

have heard it, but do not sing it ; it is so-and-so's song." On these occasions it is

useless to press the singer ;
" I have never learned the song and could not sing it

exactly right ", will be his honourable plea.

^ Such experiences as I have just related may tempt the collector to attach an

exaggerated value to the accuracy and trustworthiness of the traditional record.

Edward Bunting, for instance, in the preface to his Ancient Music of Irelajid (1840),

goes so far as to state that, although the words of the popular songs vary according

to the several provinces and districts in which they are sung, " yet the case is totally

different with the music". " A strain of music", he says, "once impressed on the

popular ear, never varies." This statement asserts too much. Singers vary their

tunes as well as their words—at any rate according to my experience. That they do

this also in Ireland, anyone can see who will take the trouble to examine the Petrie

collection of Ancient Irish Music. Nevertheless, the fact that so eminent a collector
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as Edward Bunting; allowed himself to be betrayed into such a statement shows how

deeply he had been impressed by the accuracy of oral tradition.

It will be noted, however, that Bunting threw doubts upon the trustworthiness of

the oral record where words, as distinguished from music, were concerned. This is

not in accordance with my own experience, as I have already shown, nor, I may add,

with that of other collectors. Motherwell, for instance has an interesting passage

bearing upon this point in the introduction to his Minstrelsy. He says :

—

" 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 substitute for more efficient and less mutable channels of communi-

cating 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

preserved in Scotland, and of which there is fortunately extant a copy in an

English MS., apparently coeval with the date of the subject of the ballad.

The title of this copy is ' Captain Care.' " Between the text of the

traditionary version and that of the MS., a slight inspection will satisfy us that

the variations are neither numerous nor very important " Could,

however, there be MS. copies of other of our ancient ballads recovered, it

certainly would be a most desirable 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." ," It is not

therefore with the unlettered and the rude, that the oral song suffers vital and

irremediable wrong. What they have received from their forefathers, they

transmit in the same shape to their children."

Variation.

Before we discuss the causes which lead to variation, attention must be drawn to

—one extremely important characteristic of the folk-singer. It is a well-known fact

~-that the folk-singer attaches far more importance to the words of his song than to

—its tune ; that, while he is conscious of the words that he is singing, he is more or

\ ""less unconscious of the melody. I have come across many peasant singers who
L "TWere unable to recognize a tune, or at any rate to distinguish one tune from another.

The following experience is a very common one and illustrates the point. It is a

good plan, when you are striving to overcome the nervousness of a new singer, to

ask him whether he sings some well known ballad, such as " The Unquiet Grave ".

He will probably say that he does, and this admission will give you the opportunity

of singing to him a verse or two of your own version of the ballad, and of asking

him whether that is the way in which he is wont to sing it. He will, very likely,
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agree that it is. Later on, when you are on better terms with him, and he is no

longer nervous, you will ask him to sing a verse or two of " Tlic Unquiet Grave"-

In nine cases out of ten his version will prove to be rjuite different from that which

you just now sang to him, and which he had assured you was the same as his.

This is so frequent an experience that I have been driven to seek for some general

explanation. The only one that I can offer is that when a peasant sings a song, or

listens to one, his attention is exclusively occupied with the words, and he is

quite unconscious of the tune. Had you tripped in your words, when in the

first instance you sang to him, he would have corrected you at once. Not so, how-

ever, with regard to the tune, as we have seen.

I do not infer, because the singer is not thinking of the melody of his song,

that the tune, therefore, conveys no pleasure to him. On the contrary, I know that

it does. But his appreciation is sub-conscious rather than conscious. Some singers

are, of course, more tune-conscious than others, but I have never met with a singer

who could detect small melodic differences. So long as your tune is, in the main,

similar to his, the most musical of folk-singers will declare it to be identical,

although the diflferences may be of considerable importance from a musician's

point of view, e.g., a change of mode, or a variation in rhythm.

I once heard a man sing " Brennan on the Moor " in a village inn, the rest of the -

company taking part in the chorus. They all agreed with regard to the words of -

the refrain, but many of them sang different versions of the air, no one, as far as I —

could see, making any attempt to adapt his own particular version to that of his —

neighbour. I believe that they were one and all quite oblivious of the cacophony —

they were producing, which grew worse rather than better as the song proceeded. —
The inability, too, of the average singer to hum an air without its words provides

further proof of the peculiarity under discussion. Last Christmas, I was noting

down a song from a woman whose memory failed her at the last two lines of the

first verse. I was not anxious to have the words, for I had taken them down on a

previous occasion from another singer, but the tune was a fine one and a new one to

me, and I wished to secure it. I pressed her, therefore, to hum the last strain with-

out the words. After some hesitation she complied, and I noted down the music.

Just before I left her cottage she said that she thought she would be able to recall

the missing lines if she went out and walked in her garden for a while. On her

return she sang the whole verse without hesitation and, as I was quite prepared to

find, the music of the last two lines proved to be quite different from that which she

had previously hummed to me.

A similar experience is recorded by Miss Lucy Broadwood in the Folk-Song

Society's yonrnal (ii, p. 198). Miss Broadwood relates that she once persuaded a

singer to hum the tune of a song to her which he had refused to sing with its words,

as they were " outway rude ". He at once " got confused, saying that he never

could sing without words. His rhythm was impossible to note."
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This, however, is the tune as Aliss Broadwood noted it down {F.S.y. i, p. 150).

SALISBURY PLAIN.
ALOLIAN.

r?;^iEi;=i^E^=i^S^
3: ^^ r

:^^3=g —C3l-

Some years later, the same singer sang the ballad in question, with its words, to Dr.

Vaughan Williams, who tells me that the tune was almost identical with that which

he had previously noted down from another singer and which he has recorded in the

Folk-Song Society's Journal (ii, p. 196) ;

—

SALISBURY PLAIN.

:=l:

rIEE ^E3E^^,?=i=S: ^-c^
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Again, singers will often sing the first verse of a song to the whole tune, and then

for the remaining verses repeat over and over again the second half only of the

melody. Whenever this has happened to me I have questioned the singer and tried

to discover whether or no he was conscious of his maltreatment of the tune. I have

always come to the conclusion that he was not.

I am not in a position to say how far this inability on the part of the English

peasant to sing a tune without its words is shared by the folk-singers of other nations.

M. Bourgault-Ducoudray, however, mentions the existence of the same peculiarity

amongst the peasants of Brittany, and quotes a Breton proverb, " Celui qui perd

ses mots, perd son air."
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Fiddlers, too, associate the tune with the dance in precisely the same way as

singers connect the air of a song with its words. I have often heard them say that

if only they could recall the dance they would remember the tune also. They seem

quite incapable of playing a tune if they have forgotten the form and figures of the

dance to which it belongs. On one occasion, a concertina player, from whom I had

just noted down a Morris tune, innocently remarked " Now, sir, you know all about

the dance." On cross-examination, I discovered that he really believed that a

knowledge of the tune carried with it the knowledge of the figures of the dance also.

Now, this fact has an important bearing upon the question of variation. For,

manifestly, if the singer is habitually unconscious of the tune that he is singing, any

variation that he may introduce will be unconscious and unpremeditated also. Causes

can sometimes be suggested which may account for variation, but, in most cases,

melodic alterations apparently spring spontaneously from out the heart of the singer.

Mr. Henry Larcombe, the bhnd singer whom I have already introduced to the reader,

is a case in point. He will habitually vary every phrase of his tune in the course of

a ballad. I remember that in the first song that he sang to me he varied the first

phrase of the second verse. I asked him to repeat the verse that I might note the

variation. He at once gave me a third form of the same phrase. I soon learned

that it was best not to interrupt him, but to keep him singing the same song over

and over again, in some cases for nearly an hour at a time—the patience of these old

singers is inexhaustible. In this way I have been able to catch and note down those

variations, which have recurred two or three times, but, of course, I have missed

many of those which have appeared but once. I give below two of his tunes with,

in each case, the variations that I noted down from him. They will repay careful

study.

ROBIN HOOD AND THE TANNER.
DORIAN. (I)
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The phrase-variations of these two tunes are very ingenious, and many of them

are of great beauty. They display inventiveness of a high order, as well as a

wonderful feeling for the modes. Such a singer as Mr. Henry Larcombe is, of

course, very exceptional ; in my experience he is unique.

Important variations of this order are generally stereotyped and limited to a

certain fixed number in each tune. In such cases they are probably less individual,

and cannot all be credited to the invention of the singer. In " Bruton Town," for

instance, sung to me by Mrs. Overd of Langport, the final phrase appeared in four

different forms. These variations were not, however, attached to particular verses,

although Mrs. Overd never sang the ballad to me without introducing all four of

them.

IN BRUTON TOWN.
DORIAN.
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Singers like Mrs. Overd and Mr, Henry Larcombe belong to those who aid very

materially the evolution of the folk-song. The variations of the ordinary singer are

comparatively trivial, as we shall presently see. But those given in the above

examples are more than mere changes of detail ; they amount to the invention of

new phrases. Probably every generation has produced a small percentage of

singers like Mr. Larcombe or Mrs. Overd, and to their especial gifts must be

attributed many of those musical qualities which are the glory of the folk-song.
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Nothing less than inspired invention can be ascribed to the variations of the class

that we have been just considering. Ordinarily, however, it is quite possible to

suggest reasons which have led to melodic alterations. For instance, variations will

often proceed from the love of ornament. Wherever in the course of a melody

there occurs a long sustained note, the singer will be under the temptation to vary

the monotony by the introduction of turns, trills, or passing notes. The extent to

which singers will embellish tlieir tunes varies with particular individuals and with

the peoples of different nationalities. In Scotland and Ireland folk-singers are

especially given to this habit, and they will often bury their tunes under a profusion

of ornament (see F.S.jf., iii, pp. 3—38). The Hungarian gipsies, too, are renowned

for their love of decoration. But the English singer uses ornamental devices more

sparingly. He prefers his tunes unadorned, and, if he occasionally introduces notes

of his own, they are generally passing notes, designed to bridge a leap in the melody,

or to provide notes for extra syllables in particular verses. I give below some in-

teresting variations which were sung to me by a Bridgwater singer. They are

clearly individual changes, and I believe they arose from his love of ornament.

ERIN'S LOVELY HOME.
DORIAN OR yEOLIAN. (i)
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Another frequent cause of variation arises when the singer, having partially for-

gotten his words, has substituted corrupt and unmetrical lines. The attempt to
adapt the tune to these irregularities will often lead to the invention, unconscious of
course, of interesting melodic changes. " The Trees they do grow high," sung to

me by Mr. Harry Richards of Curry Rivel, is an instance of this.

THE TREES THEY DO GROW HIGH.

DORIAN.

=l===!==1^: :q=av -^ ^ -1-—

r

zjKi:nm.zz.mi
q>^=|i=t^

The trees they do grow high, and the leaves they do grow green ; The time is gone and

-^ 3^^
n -•- -•- -•- -^- -•

past, my love, that you and I have seen ; It's a cold win - ter's night, my love, when

^=i=i*z-2=*= 3 ^l^q: ^
you and I must lay a-lone. The bon - ny lad is young, but he's grow-ing.

±dl:
-P— ^

SECOND VERSE,

4= :i2=*= :^--i

"Oh, daugh - ter, dear- est daugh - ter, and if you stay at

\> I ^ L—^si

C^
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^-*=t Hisi
home and wait a - long o' me A la - dy you shall be, while he's grow-ing.".

THIRD VERSE.

'¥^ Id:
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" I will buy you a bunch of white rib - bons to tie a - bout his

-f^

=^v:
-*-^

bon - ny, bon - ny waist, To let the la - dies know that he's mar-ried.".
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FOURTH VERSE.

FIFTH AND SIXTH VERSES.

nev - er a one. So fare you well my own true love lor ev -

Yet another source of variation springs from the attempt to adapt an old tune to

new words of sHghtly different metre. Singers will sometimes learn new sets of

words from a ballad-sheet, and, being ignorant of the proper tune, will sing them to

an air with which they are familiar. If, as must frequently happen, the metre of the

words is not exactly the same as that of the tune, they will alter and adapt the latter

to meet the new conditions. I believe this to be a very fruitful source of variation.

Even when metrical difficulties are absent, aesthetic considerations may lead to

variation. For any emotional incongruity between words and tune will, sooner or

later, be insensibly felt by the singer, and eventually lead to melodic variation in the

attempt to bring words and tune into closer aesthetic relationship.

Change of mode is another cause of variation. Singers often display an individ-

ual preference for one particular mode. I have known singers, nearly all of whose
songs are cast in the dorian mode ; others, who evidently have an especial liking for

the mixolydian mode, and so on. Now, change of mode generally means change of

melody. Musicians know that it is only occasionally that a major tune can be con-

verted into a minor one, or vice versa, without material alteration. Each mode has

its own characteristic idioms, and its peculiar cadences. Consequently, change of

mode is of the nature of free translation rather than of exact transposition. As
an instance of this I will cite the well known folk-tune " Come all ye Faithful

Christians." On the next page will be found versions of this air in the major,

minor, dorian, mixolydian, and aeolian modes.
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The second of these is the tune of the well-known song " The Miller of the Dee."
As it stands, it is not, I tliink, a folk-utterance. It has evidently suffered at the

hands of the unscrupulous, and provides an excellent example of the hybrid folk-

tune, the " Old luiglish air," which has so often passed for the genuine folk-tune,

and which is still claimed as such by the uncritical. That the tune was, probably,
an ffiolian air when it first came into the hands of the musical editor, is, to some ex-

tent, proved by the last of the following examples, which was sung to Dr. Vaughan
Williams to the same words, " The Miller of the Dee," (see p. 116).

COME ALL YE FAITHFUL CHRISTIANS.

(l) Major.

From Rev. S. Baring Gould's MS. Collection.
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(2) Minor.

From Chappell's Popular Music.
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(4) MIXOLYDIAN.

(5) ^OUAN.
Noted by Dr. R. Vaughan Williams.
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There are, of course, many other causes of variation besides those already men-
tioned. I have confined myself to those that have come within my own personal

experience. Mr. Allingham, in the introduction to his " Ballad Book," enumerates

some of these. Talking of ballad-words that have been preserved by oral trans-

mission, he says :

—

" Passing from mouth to mouth and generation to generation of singers and

reciters, dull and clever, undergoing numerous alterations by the way by reason

of slips of memory, personal tastes, local adaptations and prejudices, additions,

omissions, patches, and lucky thoughts, and, on the whole, gaining in strength

in the process, . . .
."

It must be borne in mind, too, that any change, however small, may eventually

lead to results out of all proportion to the initial variation—^just as an extra feather

in a bird's tail has led to the evolution of the fan-tail pigeon.
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Selection.

In the evolution of species of the animal and vegetable worlds, those variations

will be preserved, which are of advantage to their possessors in the competition for

existence. In the evolution of folk-tunes, as we have already seen, the correspond-

ing principle of selection is the taste of the community. Those tune-variations,

which appeal to the community, will be perpetuated as against those which attract

the individual only. The nature of that appeal may be of two kinds. It may be
an appeal to the sense of beauty i.e., aesthetic in character; or, it may be an appeal

to the understanding, i.e., expressive in character. Which of these will be the de-

termining factor in selection will depend, ultimately, upon the racial characteristics of

the community. The Celt, will, in all probability, be attracted by those variations

which are primarily sensuous, and which satisfy his somewhat ornate feeling for

beauty ; whilst in the case of the Anglo-Saxon those variations which make for self-

expression will be given the preference. ^

The tunes that I have recovered in West Somerset, where the people, to judge by
their speech, are partly Celtic, are certainly smoother and more polished than those

that I have gathered in East and Mid-Somerset. A rugged and forceful tune, like

" Bruton Town," seems to me to typify the Anglo-Saxon, one in whom the need of

self-expression is the dominant feeling.

But this, I admit, is highly speculative ; it would be wiser, perhaps, to wait before

forming conclusions, until a larger amount of material is available. Nevertheless,

it is evident that the musical taste of every community must vary, and, as that taste

is the controlling factor in the evolution of the folk-song, national peculiarities must
ultimately determine the specific characteristics of the folk-songs of the different

nations.

Having now considered in turn the three principles of Continuity, Variation and
Selection, we are in a position to ascribe to each the part it plays in the drama of

the evolution of the folk-song.

Without the first. Continuity, no evolution can take place. Its function is to pre-

pare the way. It is a passive rather than an active agent ; a condition, not a cause.

The second principle. Variation, creates the material which renders development

possible. Variation, of itself, does not necessarily lead to development. Change
may produce growth, or it may be sterile ; or, again, it may lead to corruption.

The function of the third principle. Selection, is to ensure that variation shall, in

certain cases, result in organic growth and development. Of itself, variation merely

provides the building material, the bricks and mortar. The moulding of that

material, the business of construction, the determination of the form that the build-

ing shall take, these are the work of Selection.
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Moreover, Variation is the product of the individual ; whereas Selection is the

act of tlie coniniunity. The folk-sonj:^, therefore, has derived its couiinunal and

racial character solely throu.t^di the action of tlic third principle, Selection.

The illustration, f;iven in the last chapter, demonstrated how changes, introduced

by the individual, may, under favourable conditions, lead to development. It left,

however, the manner of that development to be inferred. In the illustration which

follows, this point will be exhibited more clearly.

There are few things in nature more wonderful and more incomprehensible than

the ordered flight of a flock of starlings. Many thousands of these birds will fly

together in a compact mass ; they will wheel about in the air and describe orderly

evolutions, without hesitancy, and with a precision which argues complete unanimity

of purpose. If attention be concentrated upon the bounding lines of the moving

and living mass, it will be noticed that these are not so clearly defined as, when

casually observed, they appear to be. The edges, instead of being smooth and even,

are rough and jagged. Further observation will show that these irregularities are

due to the aberrations of flight on the part of individual birds, who are constantly

separating themselves from their fellows, darting out at acute angles to the line of

flight, and then swiftly returning to the flock. Every now and again, however, it

will be seen that one of these birds is followed by all the rest, and the course of flight

of the whole mass is immediately changed.

It is here that we must look for the explanations of those varied evolutions which

at first seemed so puzzling. The erratic movements of the birds on the margin are

so many invitations to the flock to change the direction of its flight. Ordinarily,

these invitations are ignored ; the flock prefers to remain on its course and will not

be tempted to change it. When, however, one of these suggestions happens to

coincide at the moment with the will of the majority, the invitation is accepted ; the

flock changes its course and a new evolution is initiated.

The same principle guides the action of every crowd of human beings, in the

absence of an acknowledged leader. Suggestions are constantly being made to it

by its members, and when, as must happen sooner or later, one of these receives

general approval, it is automatically accepted, and the crowd acts as one man.

These two illustrations are, I believe, faithful pictures of the way in which a folk-

song is evolved. Of the innumerable changes made by individual singers, only those

that win general approval are perpetuated ; the rest, being ignored, pass into ob-

livion.

The causes which lead to variation have no material significance. They may or

may not be relevant to the issue. The starling, for instance, may have left the

ranks with the express purpose of luring the flock in its direction ; but, more pro-

bably, its action was due to something else, to mere waywardness or to the search for

food.

In like manner, the changes which singers, introduce into the words or melodies of
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their songs, proceed from many causes, forgetfulness, chance, accident and what not

;

but very rarely, if ever, from a definite and conscious desire to improve.

The individual, then, invents ; the community selects. It is necessary to dwell

upon this point because it is one which is often misapprehended by the opponents of

the comnumal theory. Only the other day, for instance, in reviewing a book of tra-

ditional ballads, the critic quoted a couplet from " Sir Patrick Spens," scoffed at

the possibility of its communal origin, and exclaimed that such lines as those could

only have sprung from the brain of an individual. Of course they did. Every line,

every word of the ballad sprang in the first instance from the head of some
individual, reciter, minstrel, or peasant ; just as every note, every phrase of a folk-

tune proceeded originally from the mouth of a solitary singer. Corporate action has

originated nothing and can originate nothing. Communal composition is unthink-

able. The conmiunity plays a part, it is true, but it is at a later stage, after and not

before the individual has done his work and manufactured the material. Its part

is then to weigh, sift, and select from the mass of individual suggestions those

which most accurately express the popular taste and the popular ideal ; to reject the

rest ; and then, when more variations are produced, to repeat the process once more,

and again once more. The process goes on unceasingly while the ballad lives ; or

until it gets into print when, of course, its process is checked, so far as educated

singers are concerned.

The racial character of a ballad or song is due, therefore, not to communal inven-

tion, but to communal choice. The form in which " Sir Patrick Spens " has come

down to us is stamped in its every line and every word with the hall mark of com-

munal approbation. The lines, which the reviewer quoted, may have reached us

unaltered, in the exact form in which some individual first conceived them ; or, as is

far more probable, they have, since then, passed many times through the crucible

of popular criticism. It matters not which. In either event, as they now stand,

they reflect the popular taste, express the popular ideal and are stamped with the

popular approval. Communal action means just this and no more.



CHAPTER IV.

CONSCIOUS AND UNCONSCIOUS MUSIC.

^^ N the preceding chapter we have seen that folk-music, being un-written

I^P music, Hves only in the minds and memories of those who sing it ; that it

l^jj is in a constant state of growth, each singer unconsciously contributing
{^^--os^ something of his own to every song that he sings ; that these minute

alterations are imitated or ignored by other singers according as they appeal to

them or not ; that folk-music is thus, at every stage of its evolution, being continually

moulded into conformity with the taste of the community ; that it is, therefore, com-

munal music, not individual ; and that, proceeding from out the heart and soul of a

nation, it embodies those feelings and ideas which are shared in common by the race

which has fashioned it.

The genesis of music was the same as that of language, in that both were born in

response to the human cry for self-expression. The primitive singer did not reflect-

upon the notes that he sang ; he gave no thought to their exact pitch, nor to the

order in which he sang them, any more than the primitive word-maker reasoned

about the nature of the grunts, which originally did duty for words. He sang or

talked because it pleased him, and because it satisfied some inward feeling which

called for expression.

His first musical efforts were of necessity very simple and rudimentary, amount-

ing, perhaps, to no more than a monotone varied by an occasional and arbitrary

inflection of note.

The second stage was reached when a few sounds, connected by simply related

intervals, were strung together and formed a musical sentence or phrase, of sufficient

individuality to fasten upon the memory. This formula would be repeated over and
over again, aimlessly and without purpose, in the way that savages at the present

day affect.

A further advance was made when two of these phrases, having nothing in

common, were sung alternately. This could only be accounted an improvement
upon the single phrase because of its increased complexity. As a vehicle of ex-
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pression, there was not much to choose between the repetition of a single phrase and

the arbitrary alternation of two.

The fourth and final stage was attained when two or more phrases, involving the

principles of contrast and repetition, were so combined as to form an intelligible

pattern ; a whole as distinct from its parts.

The single phrase is no more than the material out of which tunes are made.
|

The simplest melody, in its modern sense, requires for its construction at least two

phrases, just as the shortest piece of poetry must contain not less than two lines.
,

As we have already pointed out, it is a far cry from the single-phrase music of the^,

savage to the patterned melody of civilized man. A tune, as we understand it, is an

organized structure, made up of proportioned parts, which are arranged according

to some intelligible law of succession, and involve the elements of contrast and_
\

repetition, the whole conveying to the mind a definite impression. _^i

When this stage of development had been reached, music had become an

efficient instrument of expression, and men soon became conscious of it as some-

thing that had a separate existence of its own, altogether apart from the purpose

that it served. They then proceeded to examine it, to analyse its structure, and to

deduce therefrom laws and syntax. This marked a new epoch. What had hitherto

grown up unconsciously, and at the call of instinct, was henceforth to be manipulated

consciously, and developed by reasoned intention. The advent of the grammarian

heralded the birth of art-music.

The new order did not, however, extinguish the old. The people went on making

and singing their own songs, unaffected by the growth of art-music amongst the

cultivated. Thus, we find, even at the present day, the two streams of art-music

and folk-music flowing side by side. In the country, where nowadays the unlettered

classes alone survive, the common people still preserve their own music, just as they

have kept their own speech. The history of music and of language has been very

much the same. Literature has been built upon the speech of the common people,

as art-music has been founded upon their music. Peasant music is genuine music
;

peasant speech is genuine language; neither peasant music nor peasant speech is a

corrupt form of the music or of the speech of cultivated people.

The uncritical often overlook this. They confound the common language of the

illiterate with the dialect of the unlettered, and refuse to distinguish between the

instinctive music of the common people and the debased street-music of the vulgar.

They think that because folk-music has been evolved without conscious reference to'^"

rule and principle, that it must on that account be second-rate music, of necessity

inferior to the music composed by the educated musician. This, of course, is not so.

Very often, indeed, it is all the other way. For the unconscious output of the

human mind, whatever else it may be, is always real and sincere. A man, in his

involuntary actions and unconsidered utterances, must, of necessity, expose his

real nature ; whereas those things which he does and says of set intention may

D
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or may not be sincere, and may or may not, therefore, reflect his true character.

The music of the common people must always, therefore, be genuine and true

;

for instinct is their only guide and the desire of self-expression their only motive.

With art-music this is not always so. The art-musician practices his art of inten-

tion. He has expended time and thought upon his training. He is a specialist, and

music is his trade. Consequently, he is tempted, when the inspiration is not upon

him, to make music for the sake of making it, to turn it out mechanically, to use his

head and not his heart, to divorce feeling from expression. The folk-musician, on

the other hand, working unconsciously and guided alone by the light of nature, is

under no such temptation. He practises his art only when feeling and the desire of

expression compel his utterance.

Now, these are just the conditions under which true art is brought to birth. We
should, therefore, expect to find, as, indeed, we do find, that the unconscious music

of the folk has all the marks of fine art ; that it is wholly free from the taint of

manufacture, the canker of artificiality ; that it is transparently pure and truthful,

simple and direct in its utterance. And these are the invariable attributes of the

people's music. Folk-melodies may not always appeal to us with irresistible force,

or strike us as transcendently beautiful ; but they are always sincere, and free from

that pretence and affectation, which are the invariable concomitants of bad art in

general, and of bad music in particular.

Folk-music, then, just because it is unconsciously produced, is in its essence good

music. It is also scientific music. That is to say, it is constructed on well defined,

intelligible principles. Folk-music is the ungarbled and ingenuous expression of the

human mind, and on that account it must reflect the essential and basic qualities of

the human mind. Language came before grammar, and music before the sciences

of harmony and counterpoint were thought of. The laws of grammar are not the

inventions of the grammarian. His business is faithfully to record what is common
usage and to systematize the results of his enquiries. Music and literature are cor-

rect or incorrect just as they conform or not to the practice of writers and musicians

of recognised repute. The grammarian simply tells us what that practice is. The

fundamental laws and principles of music, that are nowadays known to every skilled

musician and are consciously used by him in the exercise of his craft, were first

enunciated in the music of the common people. A French writer has expressed this

truth very aptly :

—

" We must not be astonished if we come across myths which surprise us by

their ingenious direction, or even by their profound philosophy. This is often

the character of the human mind The human mind when it works

thus spontaneously is a philosopher, just as the bee is a mathematician."

A comparative analysis of the mythological beliefs and superstitions of the several

nations of the world goes to prove that the minds of men at equal levels of culti-
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vation are everywhere substantially the same ; what is due to the particular race is

the particular development of the belief or superstition. And this is undoubtedly
true of folk-music. For, although folk-tunes of different nations differ from one
another, and they all difler in certain respects from art-melodies, yet they are one and
all constructed upon the same fundamental and scientific principles.

Dz



CHAPTER V.

THE MODES.

^rfir^^HE scales, upon which many EngHsh folk-tunes are constructed, are not

the same as those with which we are familiar in modern music. They
are generally known as the Greek modes, and they certainly figure very

prominently in Greek literature. But the Greek writers, of course, did

not invent them ; they merely explained them. Presumably, it was from the folk

that they derived the material which they analysed, and from which they deduced

their theories. The Greeks were the earliest musical grammarians, and they laid

the foundations of a scientific system, of which, in a modified and extended form,

we are the inheritors.

The remark, made at the close of the last chapter, that the human mind " at equal

levels of cultivation is everywhere the same," receives remarkable corroboration in the

matter of folk-scales. For a large number of the Indo-European nations have

arrived at the same scales, and have thus, presumably, reached the same goal

independently of one another.

The subject of this chapter is, of course, only indirectly related to that of

folk-song. The fact, however, above mentioned, that a large number of our folk-

tunes are cast in the modes has awakened a new interest in these ancient scales.

Hitherto, that interest has been confined to the church musician, or to the anti-

quarian and to him of an academic cast of mind ; and in such hands the practical

musician has been content to leave them. For it has been customary to look upon

the ancient modes as mere relics of a bygone day, archaic scales, which were em-

ployed in the early days of art-music in default of something better, but which were

eventually discarded in favour of a system better suited to modern requirements.

But the recent discoveries of English folk-song have thrown a fresh flood of light

upon the matter, and have attracted the attention and interest of many of the

younger and more enterprising musical spirits of the day. i For, here are scores of

melodies, cast, it is true, in the old and despised modes, yet throbbing with the

pulse of life, beautiful, attractive, expressive, and making, withal, a powerful appeal

to modern taste and feeling. Manifestly, such melodies as these cannot be quietly
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dismissed as archaic survivals, and relegated, as such, to the lumber room. Old

they may be, measured by years, but there is a modernity about them, vivid and

unmistakable, which proves that they are also young, and that the spring of youth is

still in them. Nor, again, are they to be confounded with the music of the church.

Except for the fact that they happen to be cast in the same scales, they have but

little in common with the melodies of plain-song, t

Clearly, they represent a type of melody, which breaks fresh ground, and offers a

wider horizon, and new possibilities to the modern composer. That the latter is

keenly alive to these possibilities recent events have abundantly shown. For these

reasons it has been thought advisable to include a chapter in this book, dealing

with the modes.

As to the technical explanation of this ditBcult subject, the briefest summary must

suffice.

The white notes of the pianoforte form a diatonic scale, which may be defined as

a series of soioids arranged in alternate groups of tivo and three tones respectively,

each group being separated from the next by the interval of a semitone.

Each octave of the diatonic scale is thus spanned by seven steps, five of which

are steps of a tone, and two of a semitone. The seven notes in each of these

octaves are called natural notes and are named after the first seven letters of the

alphabet.

When the notes of the diatonic scale are referred to one principal and funda-

mental note—called the totiic—the resulting scale becomes a mode. As each one of

seven natural notes, a—g, may be used as a tonic, the number of modes is seven, as

follows :

—

Dorian.

II

MiXOLYDIAN.

i^EEE:a--=.==--=^gz=g=^-|]

84014
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yi'lOLIAN.

22: m

$
-& ^

LOCKIAN.

G Q-

lONIAN.

:c2:
_C2-

The Greek names by which the scales in the above Hst are distinguished, are not

attributed in accordance with ancient practice, but as they are famiharly known to

Enghsh musicians.

These seven modes are all diatonic, because each consists of a series of alternate

groups of two and three tones, separated by semitones. The relationships, which

the several notes of each mode bear to their tonic, depend upon the order in which

the intervals follow one another ; and this varies with each mode. For instance,

the semitones in the dorian mode fall between the 2nd and 3rd notes, and between

the 6th and 7th ; in the phrygian the semitones fall between the ist and 2nd notes,

and the 5th and 6th, and so on. Thus, each one of the seven modes has its par-

ticular sequence of intervals, peculiar to itself, by which it may be recqgnised, and

from which, moreover, it derives its distinctive character. The modes may be

best compared one with another by referring them to the same tonic, as in the

following list :

—

Dorian.

i -V& <
'-^' 'JZ£.

'^ ^~-

Phyrgian.

-\fG—

^

^^—^^—--Q

—

:

Lydian.

i
i7 1^. o ijo: m
i

MiXOLYDIAN.
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yEOLIAN.

i
=^^^r=Q=^

ifeoz

LOCRIAN.

i to—

^

:^^z=rts2=z^

Ionian.

22:

ZC2Z

:q:

The principle of tonality or modality lies in the predominance of the tonic as the

ruling note of the scale, and as forming the link which connects all the notes of a

composition. When this predominance is asserted throughout a given melody, then

and then only is the mode clearly defined, and its individuality impressed upon the

character of the music.

It is a moot point whether or not the ancient Greeks ever acquired a sense of ton-

ality according to the above definition of that term. Many authorities believe that

in the time of Aristoxenus (c. 350 B.C.), the so-called modes were no more than

segments of one mode, in which case we can only conclude that the Greeks of that

period possessed but a rudimentary sense of mode. It would, undoubtedly, be

difficult to cite a single passage from the writings of Aristoxenus to prove that the

scales which he propounded were regarded by him as separate and distinct modes.

But, at the same time, it must be borne in mind that our knowledge of his musical

system is very imperfect, for it is based upon those portions only of the three Aris-

toxenean treatises which have been preserved. Be this as it may, there is evidence

which goes to prove that, in post-classical times, the Greeks did acquire a sense of

modality comparable with that possessed by modern musicians. The writings of

Ptolemy, for instance, seem to indicate that in his time, i.e., 150 a.d., the use of the

different modes, or specific forms of the diatonic octave, had become general. Al-

though it may not be possible to establish this by direct quotation from the works

of Ptolemy himself, or from those of his contemporaries, there are many passages

which are difficult to interpret on any other supposition.

A flood of light would be thrown upon this vexed question if it could be shown

that the early Church musicians realized the full significance of the mode ; for there

is every reason to believe that the Church acquired her musical system from the

Greeks.

Now, it is stated by Helmholtz that in the time of S. Ambrose (340-397 a.d.), the

rule was enunciated that every melody should end upon its final, or, as we should

say, the tonic of its mode. This rule would, of course, signify an understanding of
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the meaning and of the importance of tonaUty. Very soon, liowever, according to

Hehnholtz, exceptions to this rule began to creep in. Under certain circumstances,

a melody was allowed to end upon other notes, called confinal tones, as well as upon

the final. This led to dire confusion, and, despite the formulation of fresh rules, it

became increasingly difficult to determine the mode to which a given melody be-

longed. Eventually, certain fixed concluding phrases, or " endings," became

associated with each mode, and it was by these only that the mode could be recog-

nized. The introduction of this artificial and mechanical method of determining

tlie mode marked a serious decline in the sense of modality.

It should be mentioned that Helmholtz gives no authority for his statement with

respect to the Ambrosian rule, which cannot, therefore, be accepted without reserva-

tion. It derives some support, however, from the fact that two centuries later a

system of scales was propounded, which, from the point of view of tonality, was far

less satisfactory than the Ambrosian. This system was introduced either by Pope

Gregory himself (580 a.d.), or during his life-time. The Gregorian system included

a new form of scale or so-called mode, designed to differentiate between melodies

which were in one and the same mode, but which differed in compass. Church

musicians would distinguish, and still do so, between the modes in which, for

instance, "Greenland Fishery" and "Lord Rendal " are cast, simply because the

former melody lies between the dominant and its octave, and the latter between

the tonic and its octave.

GREENLAND FISHERY.

I ! !— i r^\
I

LORD RENDAL,



The Modes. 41

To the modern musician, it seems superfluous to distinguish between the scales in

which these melodies happen to lie ; for the compass of a melody is a quality which

he regards as accidental and not essential. To him the essential quality of a melody

is derived from the relationships which its several notes bear to their tonic ; and these

relationships are altogether independent of the compass of the melody. But, in the

early days of musical history, with the Greeks as well as with the Church, and

before the real nature of the mode was apprehended, this was not understood. It

seemed quite natural, for instance, to the player of an instrument of limited compass,

to distinguish between those tunes which he could or could not play upon his

instrument. It may be that it was this difficulty which confronted Aristoxenus, and

led him to distinguish by name the several octaves of his one mode—if this is what

he really did. Whether the Greeks of a later day ultimately solved the problem

or not, it is difficult to say. But it is certain that no real progress could be made in

the science of music, until the theorists had learned to differentiate between " acci-

dental " and " essential " scales—to borrow terms used by Helmholtz.

The Greeks, it should be remembered, made the tetrachord—the scale of four

notes—the unit of their scale, not the octave ; and they expended an immense amount

of time and ingenuity in devising methods by which the tetrachords might be com-

bined, and the compass of the scale extended. As a method of scale analysis, this

was radically unsound and led nowhither. It is a curious fact, and one that may
have some bearing upon the matter, that many of the recently recovered Greek

folk-airs are founded upon phrases that lie within the compass of four notes. It is

possible that the folk-music, which provided the Greek analysts with their material,

possessed this same peculiarity. If that were so, it is easy to understand how the

theorists were led away on a false scent, and came to regard the tetrachord, and not

the octave, as the unit of the scale.

The common habit of picturing the scale as a succession of ascending or descend-

ing notes is one that leads to much confusion of thought. The essential feature of

a scale is the relationship which each of its component parts bears to the tonic. The

order of the intervals, which these successive degrees make, is a matter of secondary

importance. It is to this habit of viewing a scale as a succession of conjunct sounds

that much of the misapprehension, which exists with regard to the modes, must be

attributed. For the modes, when they are set out in the usual way (see p. 37), look

very much alike. Seeing this similarity and noticing, moreover, that they are all

constructed out of the same seven sounds, the superficial observer very naturally

jumps to the conclusion that the seven modes are merely different segments of one

and the same mode, that of C-major.

We see, then, that the early history of Church music justifies to some extent the

inference that the sense of modality, which the Ambrosian rule, cited by Helmholtz,

would seem to imply, could scarcely have originated with the Church musicians.

For, if the Ambrosian system had been of their own invention, they would have
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appreciated its full significance and jealously preserved it. As, however, they did

not preserve it, we can but assume that the Church musicians inherited their musical

system from an outside source ; and that that system was so far in advance of their

musical development that they failed to apprehend its real meaning. As it was

from the Greeks, presumably, that the Church learned the rule in question, there

is, therefore, some warrant for concluding that the Greeks did, in post-classical days,

arrive at an understanding of the meaning of modality.

The modes of S. Ambrose were four in number. These are known as the authentic

modes or tones, and are distinguished by the odd numbers, i, 3, 5, and 7, thus :

—

1st Totie.

3rd To7ie.

:r2i

5th Tone.

-3:21

'JZZ.

7th To7ie.

W=^
:?2:

Not one of these scales corresponds with either the major or the modern minor
mode. When, however, the B was lowered to Bb, as, in accordance with later

Greek practice, was occasionally permitted, the 5th tone would then coincide with

our major mode, and the ist tone with our descending melodic minor scale.

To these four tones Gregory added four more, which were distinguished from
the Ambrosian authentic modes by being called plagal. The plagal modes were
numbered 2, 4, 6, and 8, thus :

—

2nd Tone.

i

i

i

i

"23-

—Q ^

4th Totte.

6th Tone.

8th Tone.

:z2:
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The finals of these four plagal scales were respectively D, E, F, and G, i.e., the

same as those of the four Ambrosian or authentic modes. The Gregorian plagal

modes were, therefore, not new modes at all, but segments of the older authentic

tones, from which they differed in compass, but not in modality.

The number of Church tones was eventually increased to fourteen by the addition

of three more authentic tones on A, B, and C, and their corresponding plagals on
E, F, and G. This is the complete list.

AUTHENTIC

1st Totie.

PLAGAL.

2nd Tone.

22r:^=a:

3rd Tone.
"C3-

-C3 ^—
4th Tone.

:3:2i

:^==Q_
-G> <^

'jOl.

5th Tone. 6th Tone.

231
i^z:

(O ^-

7th Tone. 8th Tone.

321
22: —

^

&—-^^

9th Tone. 1 0th Tone.

i:
32:

p 22:

nth Tone. 1 2th Tone.

-C2_ fi Q-

32:
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The system of numbering the Church tones still obtains, but amongst secular

musicians the old scales are known by the pseudo-Greek names. This mistaken

Greek nomenclature was first introduced in 1547 by Glarean, who attempted, in his

Dodecachordou, to resolve the confusion into which the theory of scales had fallen.

His application of the Greek tribal names to the wrong scales suggests that his

knowledge of Greek music was not very profound.

Glarean propounded twelve modes of which six were authentic and six plagal.

Unhappily he failed to distinguish between "accidental" and "essential" scales,

and accounted both plagal and authentic tones as separate and distinct modes. He
thus perpetuated the confusion which the introduction of the plagal tones by Pope

Gregory a thousand years earlier had initiated. Glarean's twelve tones were the

fourteen Church tones, with the omission of the unmelodic eleventh and twelfth tones.

We will now give a table of the fourteen tones, with their Church numbers, their

ancient Greek names, and the Greek names falsely ascribed to them by Glarean.

Church Tones.



The Modes. 45

the pentatonic system may be a tonic. There are, therefore, five pentatonic modes,

as follows :

—

m.

:z2:

Examples of melodies, cast in each one of these modes, may be found in the folk-

music of Scotland and Ireland. " The Bold Robber," (p. 84), is in a pentatonic

mode, viz., that given in the first of the above list.

The black notes of the pianoforte form a pentatonic scale ; the first mode having

F
Jf

for its tonic ; the second mode, G ^, and so on.

There is a common belief that melodies, which can be played on the black notes

of the piano, are always Scottish in character. This, of course, rests upon the

popular superstition that the majority of Scottish folk-airs are in pentatonic modes.

So far from this being the case, however, a competent authority, Mr. Colin Brown,

has calculated that not more than a twentieth part of Scottish folk-tunes are

pentatonic.

An example, in modern music, of a pentatonic tune in the first mode, is exhibited

in the second movement of Mendelssohn's " Scotch Symphony ".

A scale of less than seven notes to the octave is sometimes called " gapped ", or

" transilient ".

The Modes in Modern Music.

The Church modes were used in polyphonic music, both ecclesiastical and secular,

down to the close of the first quarter of the Seventeenth Century. During the last

fifty years or so of that period, a change began to take place in the use of the modes,

which eventually led to their abandonment, and the substitution in their stead of our

modern system of major and minor scales. This change originated from the difficulty,
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which contrapuntists experienced in providinj:^ satisfactory harmonies to modal melo-

dies. Musicians found that in certain passages, particularly in the cadences, the ear

demanded the introduction of certain notes foreign to the mode. This led to the

occasional use of accidentals, which were, however, strictly confined to the subordin-

ate parts, their introduction into the melody itself, or Cantus Firmus, being resolutely

forbidden. Out of respect for popular prejudice, musicians, for a half-century or

more, refrained from marking these inflections in their scores, relying upon the sing-

ers to make the necessary changes—a typical instance of the conservative nature of

the artist. The singers were guided by certain unwritten laws, tacitly agreed upon

by both composers and performers. The music of this period was called " musica

ficta".

The fact is that, after the introduction of harmony, musicians found it impos-

sible to obtain a satisfactory cadence, or point of repose, unless one part proceeded

to the last chord by the step of a semitone upwards to the tonic. In other words

the need of a " leading note " began to assert itself. As only two of the available

modes had leading notes of their own, this necessitated the introduction of accident-

als in the remaining four. In melodies without accompaniment, or even in short

harmonized compositions, the lack of a leading note was not seriously felt. But in

extended compositions, where frequent cadences were necessary to avoid obscurity,

it was found impossible to dispense with it.

The Ionian and lydian modes each possessed a leading note. It was only

necessary to flatten the 4th note of the latter for both modes to become major

scales. Raising the seventh of the mixolydian mode reduced that scale also to the

major pattern. The remaining three, viz., the dorian, phrygian and aeolian, needed
but Httle alteration, beyond the sharpening of their sevenths, to make them conform to

the minor mode. Thus, three of the ancient modes lost their identity in the major
scale, while the remaining three became merged in the minor.

The great advance which, in consequence of the extinction of the modes, har-

monic music has since made, fully justifies the change. But it was not all gain
;

something must be placed to the debit side of the account. As vehicles of pure

melody, the ancient modes were far superior to the scales which supplanted them ; and
lovers of melody, pure and simple, will, for this reason, always deplore their loss. It

may be that the increasing interest that is now being excited in folk-music, espec-

ially in that part of it which is modal, may lead to a revival of the ancient modes.
But if the modes are to be brought again into common use, if they are to enrich,

and to extend the boundaries of modern music, they must not be regarded as mere
varieties or modifications of major and minor scales, but be frankly accepted as gen-

uine modes, possessing each its own character and individuality. Following upon
centuries of experience in the manipulation of the maj.or and minor scales, music-
ians have learned how to treat them as separate and distinct modes, and to preserve
the character of each, not by disguising their differences, but by accentuating them.
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The old difficulty of treating the modes harmonically, which troubled the Sixteenth
Century musicians, and which led eventually to their abandonment, has no lony-er

to be reckoned with. But there is the danger, and a very real one, that the har-

monic skill possessed by the modern musician may, where the modes are in question,

be used indiscriminately and unwisely.

For, of course, each of the modes has its own set of intervals from which it de-

rives an individuality as characteristic and distinct as that of the major or minor.
If, therefore, the modes are to take their place side by side with the major and minor
scales, it must be on equal terms, and as separate and distinct systems, possessin"-

specific qualities of their own.

The character of every melody is, in part, derived from the mode in which it is

cast. Consequently, new modes should give birth to new types of melody. This
they have already done in the mouths of the folk ; and this they will also do in the

hands of musicians, if they are treated with a wise restraint, sympathetically, and
with a due appreciation of their especial musical qualities and capabilities.

It is so easy to harmonize a modal melody in terms of major or minor ; and also,

of course, the quickest and most effectual way of destroying its modal character.

Unfortunately, too, this is the treatment that in nine cases out of ten it will receive

from the modern musician—and not perhaps unnaturally. He is so saturated in the

harmonic effects which are peculiar to the major and minor system, that they dominate
his thoughts and colour everything that he writes. Every passage of music that

comes his way he refers, as of instinct, to the modern tonality. It is not that he is

necessarily antipathetic to the modes, but that he fails to perceive that they call for

any special treatment. They come to him as remnants of a dead past, that need
modern handling, if they are to be revivified and made acceptable to modern ears.

He underestimates their musical and emotional capabilities, and, by disguising their

essential and characteristic qualities, he robs them of all that is individual. In the

result he produces a hybrid, which is neither major, minor, nor modal.

If he were to go down into the country, seek out the old peasant singers, and
hear modal tunes sung by those to whom the modes are the natural scales, he would
understand what is meant by the specific musical qualities of the various modes.
He would get rid, once for all, of the idea that modal music has no message for the

modern ear ; that the modes are merely archaic survivals, of no present value what-
ever, except for manufacturing what are commonly known as " Wardour-Street

"

effects. He would, on the contrary, derive from the modal folk-tune a definite

musical impression, fundamentally dififerent from any that he had hitherto ex-

perienced. He would, assuredly, yield to its fascination and realize that the modes
really offered a new channel of musical expression, and an escape from the present

restricted tonality. There is a world of difference between a dead language and a

living one.

When, after this experience, he came to harmonize a modal folk-tune, he would
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instinctively strive, by carefully chosen harmonies, to preserve and translate into

terms of polyphony that peculiar modal quality which had so impressed him. And
this he would find to be quite possible ; but only so long as he eschewed modulations

to major and minor scales, and kept rigidly within the tonality of its mode. He
would not, for instance, harmonize an aeolian air, partly in the modern minor scale

with a sharpened seventh, and partly in the relative major. Nor would he treat his

mixolydian tunes with sharpened leading-notes and frequent modulations to the

major scale of the subdominant ; nor his dorian melodies as though they were minor

tunes, perpetually modulating to the dominant-minor scale—and so forth. Rather

would he confine himself, at first at any rate, exclusively to the notes of the mode,

and seek to realize and to feel the relative values and specific qualities of its seven

diatonic common chords.

That Beethoven was keenly alive to the musical significance of the modes, he has

shown in his harmonization of the " Sacred song in the Lydian mode," in the

quartet No. 15, Op. 132. The melody is harmonized exclusively with diatonic

chords of the mode and without, of course, modulation. This is a typical example

of genuine modal writing, and one which musicians would do well to study.

FROM BEETHOVEN QUARTET.
Molto adas^io.
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Needless to say, modal folk-airs have suffered grievously at the hands of modern
musicians. Curiously enough, Brahms, who had the deepest affection for folk-music,

is one of the worst offenders. This is particularly unfortunate, for Brahms is re-

garded by musicians of the present generation, and justly so, with the deepest
reverence ; and this makes it extremely difficult to win a hearing for views that con-

flict with his teaching.

Of the modal airs included in his seven books of German Folk-Songs (Simrock),
there is not one that is harmonized in its own mode. In every case the mode is

ignored, frankly, and no doubt with set intention ; the melody is referred to more
than one tonic, and treated as a hybrid tune, a patchwork of major and minor modes
and keys.

The following is a typical example of the harmonic scheme adopted by Brahms :

—

DER REITER.
German Folk-Sons'. Harmonised by Johannes Brahms.
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The notes of which this melody is composed (excluding the D-sharp in the eighth

bar, which is an auxiliary note), form the following scale :
—

ill

This is, of course, the aeolian mode, in the key of A. Brahms has, nevertheless,

harmonized it partly in the modern minor key of A, with a sharpened G, and partly

in the relative major scale of C. The G-natural, which occurs in thd melody six

times, is throughout treated, not as the seventh note of the aeolian scale of A, but as

the fifth degree of the major scale of C. The introduction of a leading-note, where

none exists in the melody, and the reference to two tonics and two modes, to neither

of which the melody belongs, not only destroy its tonality, but deprive the air of

all of its most characteristic elements.

The following harmonic scheme, which is strictly modal, is offered as an alter-

native :
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There are seven more aeolian airs in the same collection, Nos. 7, 17, 22, 24, 16,

30 and 31, and they are all harmonized upon what I venture to call a faulty and
illogical principle, i.e., as minor airs, eked out with modulations to the relative major

key.

Nos. 9 and 10 are both phrygian airs in the key of F-sharp, but they are treated

as major melodies in the key of D, ending on the third notes of their scales ; while

the dorian tune, No. 14, is harmonized partly in the tonic minor, and partly in the

dominant minor.

To refer a simple folk-air, like any one of these, to two or more tonal centres can

only obscure its tonality and cloud its meaning. Mere craftmanship, however

clever, even when it is masterly as that of Brahms, cannot convert a method, which

is radically unsound, into a good one. As a general principle, too, modulating

harmonies are out of place in the accompaniment to a folk-song. For, as we shall

see in the next chapter, folk-airs very rarely modulate ; the spirit of modulation is

foreign to them. Although it is the modern habit to modulate with great frequency,

it is, nevertheless, a habit which must be curbed when the harmonization of folk-airs

is in question.

Many writers have consistently followed the example set by Brahms, and have

harmonized their modal folk-airs in modern and non-modal fashion. Few, however,

of his imitators are equipped with a like technique ; consequently, in their hands

the faults of the method become magnified. To fit a modal air into modern dress is

not always an easy matter, but often calls for some ingenuity. The determination

to do this, at all hazards, by those who are technically unequal to the task, may be

attended with comical results—as in the following example :

—

E2
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These are the concluding bars of a dorian or, perhaps, an a^oHan air (the sixth is

absent from the melody). Despite the modal character of the tune, and its final D,

the accompanist has determined to harmonize it in the key of F-major. And this

he does, although it necessitates his harmonizing the final note D with the chord of

F-major. Evidently feeling that this is not quite satisfactory, he clinches the matter

by adding a bar of his own, frankly in F-major.

The best modern examples of the harmonization of modal folk-airs are, perhaps,

to be seen in M. Bourgault-Ducoudray's Melodies Populaires de Grece, and his

Melodies Populaires de Basse-Bretagne. M. Ducoudray recites his modal creed in

the preface to the former of these two volumes in the following sentences :

—

" We have made it a rule never to alter the melody for the gake of the

harmony ; on the contrary we have made the harmony conform to the melody,

and have forced ourselves to preserve in the accompaniment the character of

the mode in which the melody is cast In the work of harmoniza-

tion we have not banned the use of any harmonic combination. The only

harmonies that we have proscribed are those which seemed to conflict with the

modal impression created by the melody that was to be harmonized. We have

directed our efforts to enlarge the circle of the modalities of polyphonic music,

and not to restrict the resources of modern harmony. We have declined to be

bound by the rules of a past age in an attempt which is new ; if it is to find

imitators the future must prove.

*' We trust that we have been able to show that the application of harmony
to Oriental scales is productive of result. Eastern music, till now exclusively

melodic, will start upon a new harmonic career ; Western harmonic music,

hitherto restricted to the exclusive use of two modes, the major and minor, will

escape at last from its long confinement. The fruit of this deliverance will be

to provide Western musicians with fresh resources of expression, and with

colours hitherto unknown to the palette of the musician."
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As to how far M. Ducoudray has succeeded in these his efforts to extend the

boundaries of modern music, opinions will probably differ. He has, however, shown,
and that without question, that it is possible to draw upon the resources of a modern
technique in the harmonization of modal folk-airs, and yet retain their essential

modal characteristics.

It is interesting, too, to note that M. Ducoudray makes it the test of good
harmonization that the effect shall accord with the " modal impression created by
the melody." He had, of course, himself collected the songs that he harmonized,

so that in his case that " modal impression " was the result of actual experience.

And, this, as I have already suggested, is the best education that the musician

can undergo, the surest way of bringing about his conversion. For the pioneer,

it is, probably, the only way.



CHAPTER VI.

ENGLISH FOLK-SCALES.

'NGLISH folk-tunes are cast in the dorian, phrygian, mixolydian, Kolian,

and Ionian (major) modes, and occasionally in the minor. Personally, I

have never recovered an English folk-tune in the minor mode, and

very few have been recorded by other collectors. Minor folk-airs are, no

doubt, seolian airs that have been modernized by the addition of a leading-note. The
minor mode is a very modern scale in art-music, and lends itself more readily to

harmonic effects than to melodic.

This large preponderance of aeolian over minor airs is very remarkable ; it is, I

believe, peculiar to English folk-song. The explanation may be that the influence

of modern music has extended further and more thoroughly into the remote districts

of European countries than has been the case in England. Or it may be that

European collections of folk-songs have been more freely edited than ours. The
cultivated musician cannot rid himself of the notion that a scale with a minor

seventh is fundamentally false, and conflicts with natural law. When, therefore, he

is confronted with folk-tunes containing flattened sevenths he hastily concludes, either

that they have been wrongly recorded, or that they are the ignorant corruptions of

rude singers. In either case, he feels himself justified in raising the sevenths in

accordance with his modern ideas. It should be remembered that of the two
melodic forms of the minor scale, the descending is identical with the seolian mode,

while the ascending form does not coincide with any one of the modes, and is not,

strictly speaking, a diatonic scale.

The phrygian mode occurs but rarely In English folk-song. I do not think that

more than half-a-dozen English folk-airs in that mode have been recorded.

So far as I am aware, no English collector has yet found a folk-tune in the lydian

mode. I have, however, occasionally noticed a tendency, more particularly amongst
fiddlers, to sharpen the fourth note of the major scale, and it is possible that this

may be due to lydian influence. The EngHsh folk-singer, to judge by his tunes, Is

very sensitive to the harsh effect of the tritone, which, of course, is the characteristic
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interval of the lydian mode, Lydian tunes are occasionally found in Irish and

Scottish folk-music.

The majority of our English folk-tunes, say two thirds, are in the major or ionian

mode. The remaining third is fairly evenly divided between the mixolydian, dorian

and aeolian modes, with, perhaps, a preponderance in favour of the mixolydian.

These figures have been compiled from an examination of my own collection ; but,

I believe, they accord approximately with the experiences of other collectors.

It is not necessary to attribute this large proportion of ionian tunes to modern

influence, for the folk have always shown a special predilection for that mode. It

was, indeed, because of its popularity with the common people that the Church

dubbed it the modus lascivus, and prohibited it from use in the Divine Office. It

will be remembered, too, that one of the very earliest folk-tunes of this or of any

other European country, " Sumer is icumen in ", is cast in this mode.

With many folk-singers the proportion of modal songs is much larger than one

third ; indeed, some of them sing almost exclusively in the modes. Only last winter,

for instance, I sat one day from noon till four o'clock in the parlour of a primitive

way-side inn on the peat moors of Somerset. The company numbered on the

average some twelve or fourteen men, and song followed song in quick succession,

but not a single major or minor tune was sung throughout the whole of the four

hours.

This partiality for the modes on the part of the English peasant-singer is a fact

that is by no means generally known amongst English musicians, as the following

quotation from a class-singing book, recently published, will prove :

—

" EngHsh children may at first experience some difficulty in grasping the

peculiar scales and intervals of Keltic tunes ; but what Scotch, Welsh, and

Irish children can sing naturally, English children can acquire, and the trouble

will be amply repaid by the widening of their musical horizon, and by the more

deeply poetical influence which Keltic music will exert upon the young mind."

As a fact, and one to which I can personally testify, English children sing in the

mixolydian, seolian and dorian modes with the utmost ease. It is, after all, only

natural that they should do so, seeing that their ancestors have always shown a

marked preference for those modes. Mr. Perceval Graves has come to the same

conclusion. In the very able address, which he delivered to the " Welsh Folk-Song

Society," he remarked that " to suggest that England and Wales were distinguished

from the Irish and Scots by not using modal tunes at an early period is preposterous."

It is often said, too, that the introduction of Plain Song into the services of the

English Church should never be attempted, save only in those town and city churches

where the congregations are of educated people. This is surely an error. Culti-

vated people, who have been brought up on modern music, will only acquire the art

of modal singing with effort and difficulty ; to many of them, the Gregorian tones,
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with their flattened sevenths and unexpected intervals, will never sound natural or

convincing. On the other hand, the congregations of village churches will take to

Plain Song much more readily, and to the manner born. For the Gregorian tones

are their own scales, in which for generations past their forbears have been accus-

tomed to sing. The flattened seventii possesses no terrors for the country singer.

The leading-note is much more likely to cause him difficulty. Who has not heard

the village organist struggling to force the sharpened seventh, especially of tunes in the

minor mode, upon the unwilling ears of a rustic congregation ?

The identification of mode is simple enough if we take the final note of a melody

to be its tonic. For then it is enough to examine the 2nd, 3rd, 6th, and 7th notes of

the scale to arrive at the mode. If, for instance, all of these notes are minor, then

the mode is phrygian. If, however, the 2nd is major and the others minor, the mode
is aeolian—and so forth (see p. 38). Whether or not we are justified in always

assuming the concluding note of a tune to be its tonic is, perhaps, a moot point.

Some will think that to do so is to beg the question.

Now, definiteness of tonality requires, as we have already seen, that the tonic

shall be supreme throughout the melody. A conclusion on the tonic is the most

effective way of accentuating this supremacy ; but, of itself, it is not enough. P'or,

unless the tonic is felt, throughout, to be the link connecting the several notes of the

melody, the concluding note will come as a surprise and will lack the feeling of

naturalness and inevitability. The performance of a well-designed melody should

leave the hearer with a sense of complete repose, and this effect will be wanting

unless the melody converges simply and naturally to its conclusion. In other words,

the melody must not only end on the tonic ; it must also be dominated throughout

by that note.

This is especially necessary in the case of an unaccompanied melody. In har-

monised music the tonality may be defined by the underlying chords, and there is

then not the same need for a frequent reference, actual or implied, to the tonic in the

melody itself. Such a melody may even conclude on the 3rd or 5th notes of the scale

without disguising the tonality, so long as its final note is harmonised with the chord

of the tonic.

But, it may be objected, there is no such thing as an intelHgible melody that has

no relation to harmony ; that it is impossible to think a melody without thinking

a harmony to it. This is true for us, no doubt, but it is certainly not true for the

average folk-singer. We must remember that scales were in use centuries before

harmony was thought of; and that history shows that the art of accompanying a

tune with even the simplest chords was acquired very slowly and with, apparently,

the utmost difficulty. Indeed, the first attempts of musicians at harmonization were

so extraordinarily clumsy that we can but conclude that their predecessors had no

feeling whatever for harmony.
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An analysis of ancient popular melodies, too, seems to show that they were com-
posed without reference to harmony ; indeed some of them will only admit of an

accompaniment by the exercise of great ingenuity.

My own experience has taught me that with the folk-singers of to-day the sense

of harmony is very rudimentary. It was only very few of them, for instance, who
were able to recognise their own songs when I played harmonized versions of them
on the piano ; and still fewer who could sing them to the simplest instrumental ac-

companiment. The average folk-singer of to-day stands, I believe, with regard to

harmony, just where his more cultivated predecessor stood in pre-harmonic days.

Otherwise, he would long ago have exchanged his non-harmonic melodies for modern
harmonic tunes, or have modified them in accordance with the modern feeling for

harmony. I do not say that this has not to some extent taken place ; nor, again,

will I affirm that every folk-tune is non-harmonic. The harmonic sense, however,

which those few tunes reflect that have not been corrupted by modern influence, is

very elementary. Moreover, the fact, as we have already seen, that the peasant-

singer still sings a large number of modal melodies indicates a preference for the

non-harmonic tune ; for the modes are essentially melodic and not harmonic scales.

I have never heard old singing men attempt to sing in parts. The only concerted

music the countryman ever hears is at the village church on Sundays. The old men,

who used to play stringed or wood instruments in church, may, perhaps, have

developed some sense of harmony. But then, they do not sing in the modes—at

least, none of them that I have come across.

The fact, too, that a folk-tune so rarely modulates that one can almost say that it

never modulates at all, provides further evidence pointing to the same direction.

Change of mode, or rather the occasional inflection of a note which may or may not

imply a change of mode, is occasionally met with in English folk-song ; but this

very rarely involves a change of tonic such as is implied by a change of key. The
folk-singer has not even developed that elementary feeling for harmony, which

demands a modulation to the dominant at the middle cadence of a major tune.

He will, on the contrary, go out of his way to avoid it. The well-known tune of

" Polly Oliver," which in the received version modulates to the dominant in the

following way,

—

POLLY OLIVER.
From Chappell's Popular Music.
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has always been sung to nie in some sueh way as this,

—

POLLY OLIVER.

The disinclination of the folk-singer to modulate in such a case as this, is all the

more remarkable because, what feeling for harmony he may have, would be shown in

a major tune more readily than in one in any other mode.

I will now give an example of a modal tune, which conveys but little sense of an

underlying harmony, but in which, nevertheless, the tonahty is clearly defined :
—

HIGH GERMANY.
FIRST VERSION.

y^iOLTAN.

:Jr^

It will be seen that this tune begins on the chord of C, the seventh note of the

scale, and that the tonic is not defined until the fourth bar. A large number of

modal folk-tunes begin in this unusual way, i.e., with a note that is not the tonic,

and with a phrase which is not suggestive of the tonic harmony. Indeed, this un-

conventional beginning is highly characteristic of the folk-tune ; and it is, I believe,

the direct outcome of the peculiar conditions under which it has been evolved. We
must remember that the folk-singer habitually sings without accompaniment, and

that his mind is engrossed with the words of his song rather than with its tune,

which to him is a matter of secondary importance. Now, a pause at the end of
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every verse would, in the absence of an accompaniment, be peculiarly tiresome and

senseless, and would materially interfere with the continuity of the narrative. Both

considerations urge the folk-singer to sing his ballad straight through, without

pause; and this, of course, is his invariable habit. In j^ractice, therefore, the first

phrase of a folk-tune follows immediately upon the conclusion of the last one.

Now, if the key were to be defined with equal clearness both at the beginning and at

the end of the melody, the first phrase would have the effect of a repetition of the

last one, rather than a continuation of it ; and this would obstruct the even flow of

the melody. Accordingly, the opening phrase, especially of ballad-tunes, has come

to be evolved in a form which will fit in naturally and continuously with the conclud-

ing strain of the air.

In an art-song, on the other hand, it is customary to separate the verses with a

few bars of accompaniment, and to end each verse with a decided cadence. The
cultivated singer, moreover, thinks more of his tune and less of his words than the

folk-singer, and attaches but slight importance to maintaining the continuity of his

narrative. There is nothing, therefore, to deter the composer from defining both

key and mode in the opening bars of his melody. This may not be the invariable

practice in very modern music, but, in the composed music of fifty years and more

ago, it would be difficult to find a melody which could not be accompanied with the

harmony of the tonic in its opening bar.

To return, however, to the tune under discussion. The whole of the first phrase

of " High Germany " provides an excellent example of a non-harmonic melody. The
first two bars, for instance, are not easy to harmonise, because of the non-harmonic

way in which the passing notes C and G are used.

I have collected a variant of this air which begins in a more usual manner :

—

MOLIAN.
SECOND VERSION.

and my friend, Mr. H. E. D. Hammond, has noted down yet another variant in

Dorset.

yEOLIAN.

THIRD VERSION.

ii|:=z etc.

In both these versions the tonic is clearly defined in the first bar, and again at the

beginning of the fourth ; indeed, in the Dorset variant, the first four bars could be

harmonised with the tonic chord alone. I venture to think, however, that the tonality

of the first version is quite as clearly defined as it is in either of the other two.
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' In the next example, that of " Sweet Kitty",—a dorian tune—the tonahty is less

clear.

SWEET KITTY.
FIRST VKKSION.

^1^5:

DORIAN.
rz^taziq:
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:^=P=

^mimil^^H^^ :=q:

It must be confessed that the conclusion of this tune comes upon the ear as a sur-

prise. G would seem to have been the natural note to end with ; for the tune begins

with that note, and all the cadences fall upon one or other of the notes of the chord

of G minor. As the tune stands, it leaves behind it a sense of vagueness and lack

of completion. Many folk-tunes are like "Sweet Kitty" in this respect, and I can

only assume that either folk-singers like this effect or, at least, do not object to it.

For my own part, I do not find that tunes of this kind repel me, although, when I

first heard them, they struck me as very curious and unusual. In a variant of this

air, in the same mode, which I noted down at Minehead, and which I now print, the

tonality is quite clear.

SECOND VERSION.

DORIAN.

Some critics may consider that the first tune is but a corrupt version of the

second, which they will look upon as the original. I have already shown that we
cannot regard any version of a folk-tune as the " original ;

" but, apart from this, I
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lielicve that many folk sinc^ers would prefer the first tune to the second. After all,

what right has the modern musician to condemn a tune simply because it fails to

conform to certain rules and conventions which he has learned to regard as necess-

ary ? It may sound crude and unconvincing to him ; but that is merely because he

has cultivated a certain mental habit with which it conflicts. To those, on the other

hand, whose musical development has proceeded on divergent lines, the same tune

may sound perfectly satisfactory. Greek music, for instance, judging by the very

few examples that have been preserved, seems but poor stuff to us ; but that it did

not do so to the Greeks themselves their writings abundantly prove. And no one

would be so bold as to condemn Greek music on the ground that the Greeks were

less developed, intellectually or emotionally, than ourselves.

All that the natural man requires of a tune is that it shall provide him with an

efficient vehicle of self-expression, and that it shall be designed on a plan that is

coherent and intelligible. The fact that the folk do sing such tunes as " Sweet
Kitty", without hesitation or incorrect intonation, is of itself proof that they find in

this type of tune a satisfactory medium of self-expression.

The earlier folk-tune may well have been of a simpler type, fashioned on a pattern

more easy of comprehension than the one in question. For the history of folk-

music has been one of continuous progress. In art-music it is the genius only who
can successfully violate rule. He is the pioneer, who shows the way for others to

follow, each generation thus making rules to be broken by the next. Folk-music

has developed in like manner, except for the fact that its growth has been spontane-

ous, unconscious, and unperceived. " Sweet Kitty " may, therefore, be the product

of a late rather than an early stage of development. The tonality of Liszt's

" Lorelei " is less obvious than that of Beethoven's " Adelaide ".

There are some folk-tunes whose vagueness of conclusion admits of another and '

simpler explanation. These may be called "circular" tunes, in that they are

intended to be played over and over again. The apparent end of a circular tune is

not the real one, but is designed to lead back to the first phrase without break. The
well known dance tune, " Dargason," may be cited as an example.

m—•—'

DARGASON.

:=^::a-

From Chappell's Popular Music.

^^^^E^^^^
|gl^?=^^E§^Sl=S=3
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When a tune is played as an accompaniment to the dance, it is, of course, repeated

as often as the dancers rerjuire it. If, therefore, a dance tune, bc,qinning with a tonic

plirase, were also to end with the usual full close on the tonic, the music would be a

succession of full-stops ; and this would be very tiresome, and disconcerting,to the

dancers. In ballad-tunes, as we have already seen, a similar difficulty was obviated

by a free treatment of the opening phrase. But in dance music the converse of this

method was the more usual. That is to say, the concluding phrase was changed, the

final cadence avoided, and an ending substituted that would dovetail naturally into

the beginning of the air, and thus allow the repetition to be effected without break

of continuity. The full close would then be postponed until the conclusion of the

dance, and the player would, consequently, play the false cadence very many times,

while the proper conclusion would occur but once. In this way, the latter would

tend to fall into disuse and to be forgotten. Consequently, many dance-tunes have

come down to us in an incomplete form, shorn of their proper endings. A certain

number of song-tunes, too, if often used as dance airs, would be corrupted in like

manner, and be perpetuated in an incomplete form. The following, I take it, is such

an one (see F.S.^. ii, p. 97)
:

—

THE TWO AFFECTIONATE LOVERS.
Noted by F. Gwillim.

:^-: :t=:

The cadence to this tune may have been either

IzIe^^^^II
:i?5zr==^" =0

"Queen Jean" (F.S.y. ii, p. 221) is another instance of a circular tune.

The Gregorian tones, to which the psalms are sometimes chanted in the English

Church, are also incomplete tunes, like the circular dance airs which we have just

been considering. In primitive days, it was customary for the people to sing a

refrain or antiphon, consisting of a few words of scripture, between each verse of

the psalm. The music, to verse and refrain together, made one continuous melody,

the full close of which came at the conclusion of the antiphon. Later on, the

practice of singing the antiphon between each verse of the psalm fell into disuse,

and the refrain was only sung once, after the last verse of the psalm. This practice
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still obtains in the Roman Church, but in the Anglican Communion the antiphon

has disappeared altoi^cther. Consequently the Gregorian psalm-tones, as they are

sung in England, are, like circular dance-airs, incomplete tunes which have been

deprived of their last phrases, and which never attain to a full close.

Besides "circular " tunes there are other folk-airs which, apparently, conclude on

notes other than the tonic.

I have in my collection a few tunes in the a?olian mode which end on the third of

the scale. Here is one of them :
—

THE HEARTY GOOD FELLOW.
yEOLlAN.

—P

—

m—

a
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' If the last note of this tune is the tonic, the melody is in the key of G major.

But the character of the tune is definitely aeolian rather than major, as any one

would discover who tried to harmonize it, (see Songs of the West, No. 26). This

cannot be a corrupt tune, because 1 have taken down numerous variants of it, and

all of them end in the same way. It belongs to a class of tune, therefore, which

conflicts with the usual rule that a folk-tune always concludes upon the tonic.

" The Farmer's Daughter " {F.S.F.S., No. 50) is another instance of the same

peculiarity. The German folk-song " All mein Gedanken," harmonized by

Brahms, is yet another example.

Again, there are a few folk-tunes which, judging by their finals, are mixolydian, but

which are, nevertheless, major rather than mixolydian in character. I have always

suspected the cadences to these tunes to be corrupt and due to the imperfect

recollection of the singers, and the other day a case occurred which confirmed my
suspicions. I was noting down from a peasant woman the following tune to " The

Unquiet Grave "
:

—

THE UNQUIET GRAVE.

«Ei=5^iJzit
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The conclusion to this air seemed to me to be very peculiar and unexpected.

Although, strictly speaking, it was mixolydian, yet I felt sure the tune was really a

major one. I accordingly prevailed upon the singer to repeat the ballad several

times. When she had sung the air ten or twenty times, she suddenly repeated the

last hne of one of the verses to the following phrase :

—

I have no doubt but that this was the correct form of the tune, and that in her

previous repetitions the singer had forgotten to " double " the last line. The tune

was, after all, a major one in the key of G ; not a mixolydian in D, as it at first

appeared to be.

This is the only experience of the kind that I have as yet met with, and it is,

perhaps, not safe to generalize on such slender evidence. Nevertheless, I have a

strong suspicion that not a few folk-tunes, which appear to be mixolydian, are, in

reality, incomplete major tunes. It is not difficult to detect them to one who is

familiar with the modes.

There are, then, three classes of tunes, in which it is not always safe to regard the

final note as tonic.

(i). " Circular " tunes.

(2). -^olian airs ending on the 3rd of the scale. '

(3). Major airs with false mixolydian endings.

The non-harmonic character of many folk-tunes is exemplified by the notes of the

scale upon which the several divisions or cadences fall. In harmonic melodies, the

note at the midway cadence is usually the dominant, or a note of the dominant har-

mony. In major folk-tunes this is very frequently the case, e.g., the following

example :

—

HARES ON THE MOUNTAINS.

'rt's
^=S=:

:—^s.i]2=q:
=P m \-
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The mid-cadence will, however, often fall on the 3rd or 6th notes of the scale.

We have already seen an example of the use of the sixth for this purpose in " Polly

Oliver ", (see p. 58). Of the seven notes of the major scale, the sixth, perhaps, suggests

harmony the least of all. The seventh, when it is a leading note, brings to mind the

dominant harmony ; the fourth, that of the sub-dominant, and so on. But the sixth,

if it suggests anything at all, suggests a modulation to the relative minor. For this

reason. Sir Hubert Parry {Art 0/ Music, p. 49), describes the submediant as "the

most indefinite note in the system ". The folk-singer does not find it indefinite, but

this is because he is thinking in terms of melody not of harmony.

To dwell on the mediant at a pause or cadence is a very favourite device with the

folk-singer, and one that he often uses with very happy effect, as in the following

very beautiful tune :

—

THE CRYSTAL SPRING.

7?-fe-H
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e

MJXOL YDIAN.

THE UNQUIET GRAVE.

^=z^ig!zi=j
, ,
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In the modes, the 7th note plays a much more important part than it does in the

modern scales, where it is a leading-note, and suggestive of the dominant harmony.

In the second version of " High Germany" already quoted, (see p. 59), the cadences

fall alternately on the tonic and the 7th note, and the latter note is constantly

referred to throughout the tune. See also another example of the same thing in the

following ;

—

BRUTON TOWN.
DORIAN.

--A-t— 'tf-i—I ^ 1-

-c:^-

^^=\-

Sir Hubert Parry, in the chapter on "Scales" in his Art of Music, points out

that " in melodic systems the influence of vocal music is infinitely paramount ; in

modern European art the instrumental element is strongest." In illustration of this,

he shows that modern melodies, in rising to the last note of the concluding cadence,

do so for harmonic considerations only. The natural instinct is for the voice to fall

to the cadence, as the word implies, and this is almost invariably the case in modal

melodies. If the reader will examine the examples of modal tunes quoted in this

book he will find that this is so—but with this further quahfication. The downward

phrase will often descend below the tonic, to the 7th note of the scale, and then re-

turn to the key-note, e.g.,

This use of the flattened seventh, as though it were a leading-note, is often to be

found in folk-airs, especially in those of England. The modern musician finds, in this

practice, that which is so directly at variance with all that he believes to be natural, that
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I have known him to question the fact that folk-singers really do sing such phrases.

They do, however, and the effect is often very beautiful. Musicians forget that what
they call a " natural " desire for a leading-note is no more than a desire for what
they have been accustomed to hear. The sharpened seventh is no more and no less

" natural " than the flattened seventh. Nature has nothing whatever to do with the

matter, one way or the other ; it is purely a question of habit or convention.

Modulation.

Modulation may be effected in three ways ;

—

(i). By change of key without change of mode, e.g., C-major to F-major, or

G-minor to D-minor.

(2). By change of key together with change of mode, e.g., C-major to A-minor,

or G-mixolydian to D-dorian.

(3). By change of mode without change of key, e.g., C-major to C-minor, or

A-dorian to A-phrygian.

When we remember that there was, generally speaking, no modulation in art-

music until after the close of the polyphonic period, i.e., c. 1625, it is not surpris-

ing that, as already mentioned, folk-airs modulate with extreme rarity.

The first of the above forms of modulation may be said to be almost unknown in

genuine folk-music. Dr. Vaughan Williams has, however, pointed out [F.S.J. ii,

p. 1 98) that there are a few folk-airs, which convey to modern ears a faint sugges-

tion of a change of tonic, and he cites the following as a case in point :

—

^OLIAN (.?).

SALISBURY PLAIN.

SECOND VERSION. NoTED BY DR. VaUGHAN WiLLIAMS.

=ra^ d *
• ^- -c^-

Ŵ^^ -tT

Xr-

This air would be an aeolian tune throughout, were it not for the B-natural in the

6th bar. The inflected note may be interpreted in two ways. It may be regarded

as effecting a modulation of the third species, that is a change of mode, aeolian to

dorian, without a change of tonic. Or, on the other hand, it may be taken to imply

a change of tonal centre, from D to A, without change of mode, in which case it

Fa
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would come under the heading of the first species of modulation. Dr. Vaughan

Williams is probably right in favouring the latter interpretation, but the matter is

by no means free from doubt.

We must remember that progress in the technique of an art takes place very

slowly and by very minute steps. We may presume, therefore, that the sense of

modulation was manifested vaguely, and in isolated instances, for a long period before

it became established and recognized as a principle. The above tune may, there-

fore, represent an early and, of course, an entirely unconscious effort at modulation,

the first foreshadowings of a new departure.

In any case, those tunes which suggest, however faintly, a change of tonal centre

are exceedingly rare in folk-music. For all practical purposes we may, therefore,

eliminate the first two of the above-mentioned species and confine our attention to

the third, i.e., change of mode without change of key.

Even modulations of this nature are very unusual in folk-music, if we except

those doubtful cases of modulation from mixolydian to dorian, and vice-versa,

which will presently be discussed. With regard to English folk-airs in particular, it

may be taken, as a general statement, that they never change their key or their mode.

This, however, is not to say that accidentals never occur in English modal folk-

melodies.

They do, of course ; but they are, as a rule, auxiliary or passing notes, which in-

duce neither change of key nor change of mode. In the following example, for in-

stance, the B-flat in the penultimate bar is clearly a chromatic auxihary note ; the

singer has instinctively preferred the smooth B-flat to the B-natural, which in this

place would be very harsh.

I'M SEVENTEEN COME SUNDAY.

DORIAN.

Some singers are so possessed by the mode that even in such a case as this they

would prefer the modal note. This is exemplified in the next illustration where,

except for the B-natural, the passage is almost identical with the corresponding one

in the last example :

—
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THE HUSBANDMAN AND THE SERVING MAN.

DORIAN.

69
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In like manner, the seventh in aeolian airs is occasionally raised a semitone, i.e.,

as a chromatic auxiliary note
;
just as the sixth in dorian melodies is sometimes

lowered a semitone.

Theorists will, no doubt, differ in their interpretation of the accidentals which

occur in modal folk-melodies ; and they will not all agree with the explanation above

suggested. M. Bourgault-Ducoudray, for instance, in his Trente Melodies de Basse-

Bretagne, propounds a modulation whenever a note of a modal tune is inflected. In

the following air, for example,

LAMENTATIONS.

=F=t

d m ^zL ^^
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he pomts out that the first part of the tune is dorian, and the second half aeolian.

I cannot agree with this analysis. The tune appears to me to be dorian throughout,

and the B-flat an auxihary note, which induces no modulation. Of course, if M.

Ducoudray's method of analysis be accepted, then the statement that English folk-

airs rarely modulate will need material modification. That is a matter for theorists

to decide.

There are, however, several English folk-airs in which accidentals occur, that

cannot be explained in this way. These are mixolydian tunes in which the third

of the scale is occasionally flattened, thus, technically at any rate, changing the mode
from mixolydian to dorian. There is no question here of change of key or tonal

centre, although it may, possibly, be a case of change of mode. English mixolydian

folk-tunes will often begin with a dorian phrase, as in the following air,
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BARBARA ICLLEN.

„ MIXOLYDIAN.
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afterwards continuing strictly in the mode. A very remarkable instance of this is

exhibited in the following air :

—

DOWN IN THE GROVES.

MIXOL YDIAN.
ti=d=q=ir=p:

lii
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•s-

^ ^r^ ^^*
-^-* ^ J: ^ -J--

This is in the mixolydian mode, in the key of C, although the distinctive seventh

—

in this case B-flat—only occurs in the last bar but one. The flattened third, E-flat,

in the last bar, produces a very curious and unexpected effect, and, technically,

changes the mode from mixolydian to dorian.

Here is another example very similar to the last one :

—

AS I WALKED THROUGH THE MEADOWS.

MIXOL YDIAN. Saa^

The last phrase of this air recalls the corresponding phrase in the previous example.

The B-natural in the third bar is an inflection obviously introduced for vocal reasons.

It is a chromatic auxiliary note and does not induce change of mode.

It would be difficult, I think, to argue that the flattening of the third note of the

scale has brought about a modulation from mixolydian to dorian in any one of the

three examples just given. They all strike me as mixolydian tunes not dorian.
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This inflection of the third in mixolydian and dorian airs is the only constant and
systematic instance of an apparent change of mode to be found in English folk-tunes.

How it has come about, and why it is not found in other modes, as well as in the

dorian and mixolydian, we will now consider.

It is possible to attribute it to Church influence. For in Church music, as in that of

ancient Greece, the B might, on occasion, be changed to B-flat—the only note in

either system where this was allowed. Now, in the open scale of the mixolydian

mode, with tonic G, the third note of the scale is this same B. So that folk-

singers in making this inflection are, at any rate, conforming to the practice of the

Church, as well as to that of ancient Greece. But it was the people's music which

supplied the Greek theorists with their material ; so that this exceptional use of this

particular note may have been a common practice with the folk of those days.

Possibly, therefore, it may be but an inversion of reasoning to ascribe this habit of

lowering the third of the mixolydian mode to the influence of Plain Song.

But this, I am satisfied, is not the true explanation. In the first place, although

the Church musician dipped freely enough into the people's music, there is very little

evidence of any traffic in the reverse direction. The Church musicians were the

importers, not the exporters. It is, therefore, extremely unlikely that the people

derived this melodic irregularity from ecclesiastical sources. The real explanation

must be sought elsewhere.

It must be understood that the third is not a fixed note in the folk-scale, as it is in

both of the modern scales. The English folk-singer varies the intonation of this

particular note very considerably. His major third is never as sharp as the corres-

ponding interval in the tempered scale, to which modern ears are attuned. On the

other hand, it is often so flat that it is hardly to be distinguished from the minor third.

Frequently, too, it is a " neutral " third, i.e., neither major nor minor, like the inter-

val between the two notes of the Cuckoo's song, when the Spring is waning. Ap-

parently, the folk-singer, not having any settled notions with regard to the pitch of

the third note of the scale, varies it according to the character of the phrase in

which it happens to occur. The third of the scale may, therefore, be sung with two

or even three different shades of intonation in the same tune, not arbitrarily but

systematically, i.e., consistently in every verse.

Now the third of the scale is the only note by which the dorian mode may be

distinguished from the mixolydian. In the latter it is major ; in the former, minor.

The folk-singer, in either of these two modes, can, therefore, alter his third from

major to minor and still keep to one of the recognized diatonic modes, and one,

moreover, with which he is familiar. But this he could not do in any other

mode. If, for instance, he were to flatten the third in the major mode, or sharpen

it in the aeolian, the new scale in each case would have four consecutive tones, and

would not be diatonic. Similarly, if he were to sharpen the third of the phrygian

mode, or flatten the third note of the lydian, he would in each case obtain the un-
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melodic interval of the augmented second between two consecutive degrees of

the new scale, which, again, would not be diatonic. Consequently, the only modes

in which he could change his third from major to minor, or vice versa, would be the

mixolydian and dorian. And these are the very modes in which, in practice, he

does so. I have but little doubt but that this is the true explanation of this

exceptional inflection of the third in the mixolydian and dorian tunes.

The English country singer usually sings the natural seventh, especially in

mixolydian airs, instead of the minor seventh of the tempered scale. This, how-

ever, does not lead to a change of mode, although it makes it impossible faithfully to

reproduce a mixolydian folk-tune on a modern keyed instrument.

I have also noticed a tendency on the part of some folk-singers to flatten

the second of the scale. If this were done as systematically as we have seen is

sometimes the case with the third, the only modes, in which it could be effected

within the limits of the diatonic genus, would be the phrygian and aeolian. For to

flatten the second in major, lydian, or mixolydian modes, would produce, in each

scale, an unmelodic interval ; while flattening it in the dorian mode would effect a

transition to a scale having four consecutive tones. I do not know of an instance of

either a phrygian or aeolian folk-air in which the second of the scale is thus

inflected, but I should not be surprised if, some day, one were to be recovered.

This question of intonation is a very interesting one, and a very important one,

too, and one which will, I hope, engage the serious attention of the collector.

Subtleties of intonation can best be noted and studied on the phonograph. The

attention of the collector is ordinarily occupied with other matters, many of which

are at the moment of greater importance, and it is, therefore, very difficult to record

with scientific accuracy delicate shades of pitch variation. Now, however, that

English collectors are using the phonograph, material for the study of this particular

branch of the subject is being rapidly accumulated. English folk-singers have, no

doubt, a racial scale of their own, but how this may compare with the folk-scales of

other nations it is impossible in the present state of knowledge of the subject to say.

The few remarks on the question contained in this chapter are the results of personal

observation ; they will, very probably, have to be modified when more evidence is

forthcoming.



CHAPTER VII.

RHYTHMICAL FORMS AND MELODIC FIGURES.

Rhythmical Forms.

HE pattern of the folk-tune has, throughout its evolution, been dominated -^

by the words, with which at first, probably, it was always associated.-

There is a close correspondence between the structure of melody and ^

that of language. The analogy, however, is with metrical language only,

i.e., poetry, not prose. Musical form, in its wider meaning, i.e. as exhibited in

symphony and sonata, has been evolved independently of language-forms, with

which it bears no analogy. The unit of musical form, however, is the pro- *—

portioned melody ; and that, most certainly, took shape under the controlling ^
influence of the metrical structure of the words to which it was united. -^

The usual stanza of poetry contains four measured lines, not necessarily of equal

length, though forming a just balance; and the music to which such a stanza is set

consists, normally, of four phrases, the points of division being marked ofif by
means of cadences. Of these the middle cadence is the most important.

If we call the several phrases A, B, C, etc., then one of the commonest of folk-

tune formulae is A B A, which is known to musicians as " the primitive rondo form."

The first A is often repeated, the formula then becoming A A B A. The following

beautiful Dorian tune is constructed on this pattern :

—

\

THE SHIP IN DISTRESS.

DORIAN.

ZZ J—* ^ Q--

--X qz^:
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"Just as the tide is a-flowing " {F.S.F.S., No. 46) is another example of the

same formula. For cadential reasons, the concluding notes of the repetitions of A
are often varied, as in "Sweet Europe" {F.S.F.S., No. 47) and in the well known

air " Green Bushes "
:

—

GREEN BUSHES.

*:
MIXOL\DIAN.

Iif|gli=g^^^
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Another and very common pattern is A B B A. This is the design of the follow-

ing air, which may be called the stock-in-trade of every English folk-singer. When-
ever an EngHsh peasant singer is at a loss for a tune, he is pretty certain to fall back

upon " The Banks of the Sweet Dundee" :

—

THE BANKS OF THE SWEET DUNDEE.

MIXOLYDIAN.'^ =1: ^ =1:
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Rhythmical Forms and Melodic Figures. IS

The second B is often a free rendering of the first, rather than an exact reproduc-

tion of it, as in the above example. This formula, A B B A, is sometimes said to be

peculiar to Celtic folk-airs, and there are, no doubt, a large number of Irish and

Scottish folk-melodies that are constructed on this pattern. But the formula is quite

a common one with English folk-airs, and it is not entirely unknown in the folk-

music of other countries.

A B A C is another pattern, upon which a large number of English folk-tunes are

constructed. C is sometimes formed out of material taken from A or B, as in

" Bruton Town" (see p. 66). On the other hand in "Down in the Groves" (see

p. 70), the last phrase is a new one. This is the case, too, in "The Sweet

Primeroses "
;

—

THE SWEET PRIMEROSES.

Great economy is sometimes exhibited in the use of material by the employment
of the same phrase three times in succession. A A A B is the formula of the two
following airs ;

—

LITTLE SIR HUGH.

THE TRUE LOVER'S FAREWELL.

DORIAN.

:q-=l

A A
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In the last example, the double length of the last phrase balances the threefold

iteration of the opening phrase.

One of the most remarkable instances of beauty, achieved by the very simplest

means, is exemplified in the following air, the formula of which is A A B A. Its

simplicity is shown not only in its melodic formula, but in the fact that it is con-

structed practically out of the first five notes of the scale—for the sixth note is only

once touched.

THE KEYS OF CANTERBURY.

yEOLIAN. A
~s r-

fag^'i=^=^^^
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Another instance of naive simplicity is shown in the following melody, the first

phrase of which consists of two consecutive notes sounded four times in succession ;

—

MOWING THE BARLEY.

The frequent iteration of one short phrase cannot be said to be so characteristic

of the English folk-tune as it undoubtedly is of the French folk-air, and still more

emphatically of that of modern Greece (see Ducoudray's Melodies Populaires de

Grece). English examples may, however, be seen in " The Drowned Lover," and in

"The Sheep-Shearing Song" {F.S.F.S., Nos. 32 and 18). The latter is of the

nature of an improvisation, to which the frequent recurrence of certain small

phrases gives coherence. The opening phrase of the song, consisting of five notes,

recurs no less than five times in the course of the melody.

Nevertheless, this economy of invention is by no means a common habit with the

makers of English folk-tunes. They will more frequently squander their ideas than
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husband them, as, for instance, In those tunes in which every phrase is a fresh one.

In such cases, rehance is placed upon regularity of rhythm, and upon a certain subtle

emotional connection between the several phrases, to produce the necessary feeling

of coherence and unity. The two following airs are excellent examples of the

formula A B C D ;—

A FARMER'S SON SO SWEET.

^ES^^^EE^

-o-=-

:tz: m
AS I WALKED THROUGH THE MEADOWS.
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In some folk-tunes the monotony of a regular rhythm is relieved by the interpola-

tion of an extra phrase. This added phrase often comes at the conclusion of the

tune, as though it were an afterthought, as in the following, the formula of which is

A B C ;—

EARL RICHARD.

i E -•—^
.,_^-

• d- :i=K Q-'-

I -* *-
-^=T- S

-*-•-"-*-

The same peculiarity may be seen in " Poor Old Horse," {F.S.F.S., No. 27).



78 English Folk-Song.

The interpolated phrase, will, however, occasionally be inserted between the third

and fourth phrases, i.e., before, instead of after the fourth phrase, as in the next

example ;

—

THE BANKS OF GREEN WILLOW.

A

^l^^^ -̂lfe 4=:

»*t:
D

il=J--
1-^-

E ^^

Other and similar examples will be found in "The Seeds of Love", "The True

Lover's Farewell", and "Greenland Fishery", (see pp. 83, 75, and 40). In the

latter tune, the first bar of the redundant phrase is a repetition of the preceding bar,

a device which softens the irregularity of the rhythm.

A very striking instance of the peculiarity under discussion is shown in the follow-

ing very beautiful air ;

—

BUSHES AND BRIARS.

Noted by Dr. Vaughan, Williams.

yEOLTAN.',
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This air consists of five four-bar phrases. The formula is A B C B C. C on its

first appearance forms a parenthesis to the preceding phrase B. But when it recurs

at the end of the tune it becomes the second half of a regular 8-bar sentence.
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The words to which this tunc is set suggest that this may not be the true analysis.

The first half of the four-line stanza is sung to the first four bars of the tune, a and b ;

while the remaining two lines are spread over the next eight bars, c and d. Analysing

the air on the analogy of the words we arrive at the following pattern, abed,
and c d repeated as chorus. The tune by itself, and apart from its words, would not,

I think, suggest this reading.

A phrase is sometimes curtailed owing to the disinclination of the singer to wait

the prescribed number of beats on the last note. In a 4-time tune the last note of

each phrase usually ends on the first beat of the bar, the next phrase beginning on

the fourth beat of the same bar. In such cases the folk-singer will often omit one

of the two intervening beats. In accompanied tunes, the pause in the voice part is

covered up by the instrumental accompaniment ; but, in the absence of the latter, the

singer becomes impatient and moves on at once. " Cupid's Garden " is always sung

in the following way ;

—

CUPID'S GARDEN.

s:iiz :*«:

S=FP= :^^:t=:Uit:d

i
-f-—

-b—*

—

??^^^eSw ±1: itn

For another instance see "The Farmer's Daughter" {F.S.F.S., No. 50). In

5-time tunes, the pause between the second and third phrases is nearly always

robbed of one or two beats, as in the following example ;

—

THE BOLD FISHERMAN.
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W'liy this omission of the silent beats between the phrases is made in some songs,

and not in others, is a Httle puzzHng. The explanation may lie in a remark made by

Chappell, when speaking of minstrel ballad airs. He says ;
—" One peculiar feature of

these airs is the long interval between each phrase, so well calculated for recitation,

and for recovering breath in the lengthy stories to which they were united." Pos-

sibly, therefore, the customary pauses are observed in ballads of great length, e.g.,

"Earl Richard" (see p. 77), but omitted in songs or ballads of shorter length. I

cannot think of a long ballad which supplies an exception to this rule.

Five-time is a very common measure in English folk-melodies. Certain songs,

e.g., "The Bold Fisherman" and" Barbara Ellen," are always sung in 5-time by

Somerset singers ; very frequently, " Lord Bateman " also. In the latter song, the

5-measure may be a variation of 3-2, due to the impatience of the singer in omitting

one of the beats of each of the dotted minims. The usual form of the tune is as

follows ;

—

LORD BATEMAN.

FIRST VERSION.

But by many singers it is rendered ;

—

SECOND VERSION.

-J 1
—j \=f:^=^=4 1 \

I have only once recorded a tune in 7-time, and that one was not quite regular ;

—
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RIDING DOWN TO PORTSMOUTH.

T

Neither 5-time nor 7-time is a distinct species of rhythm. Each is compounded of

alternate bars, in the first case of three and two beats respectively, and in the second

of three and four. In " The Bold Fisherman ", the alternation of two and three beats

is constant throughout the tune ; so that the secondary accent falls on the third beat

of every 5-time bar. But in " Riding down to Portsmouth " the alternation is

irregular. In the first bar, for instance, it is four and three, the secondary accent

falling on the fifth beat ; while, in the second bar, the alternation is three and four,

with the secondary accent on the fourth beat. Nevertheless, leaving the 9-4 bar out

of consideration, the irregularity is methodical. That is to say, the secondary

accent falls on the fifth beat in bars i, 3 and 7 ; and on the fourth beat in bars 2, 4,

6, and 8.

A change from simple to compound time in the course of a tune is often used with

very beautiful effect in English folk-music, as in the following example ;
—

COLD BLOWS THE WIND.

Many folk-tunes, owing to their irregular barring, look very complex on paper, but

sound quite simple and natural when sung—such a tune, for example, as the follow-

ing ;—
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COLD BLOWS THE WIND.

E^gi^i^ll

The irregularities in this air are the natural and inevitable characteristics of music

that is the product of instinct. The inclination of the theorist is to reduce every-

thing to a system, hedged round with rules as fixed and unalterable as the laws of

the Medes and Persians. " Exceptions " are the darts which lacerate the soul of the

academic. Consequently, the freedom of the artist is often, and quite unnecessarily,

*' cabin'd, cribb'd, and confined." That the latter-day musician is fully alive to this,

is shown by the frequent occurrence of irregular barring in modern music.

It would, perhaps, be impossible to cite any particular melodic formula as

especially characteristic of the English folk-tune. Those that have been mentioned

in this chapter—as well as many others that have had, perforce, to be omitted—are

all to be found in the folk-music of other countries. It may, perhaps, be said that

tunes in 5-time and 7-time, and irregular tunes like "Cold Blows the Wind "(see above)

are found more frequently in English folk-music than elsewhere. But this may be

only because English folk-tunes, owing to their collection in more recent times, have

been taken down with great care, and have, consequently, suffered but little from

editings and " improvements."

There is, however, one quality which is very characteristic of the English folk-

melody. A large number of our folk-tunes are remarkable for their large compass,

the unexpectedness and width of their intervals, and the boldness and vigour of

their melodic curves. These characteristics are exhibited in a very remarkable

manner in the following tune ;

—

THE BROKEN TOKEN.

The compass of each of the four phrases of this tune is unusually large ; the last

two phrases each cover a tenth.
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The interval of the octave is a common one in the folk-airs of all countries. It

is often found in English folk-tunes as, for example, in the following ;

—

THE SEEDS OF LOVE.

^-^--^
*

—

mi3-^--—B^- z^zz-
-ej-— W

Melodic Figures.

There are certain melodic figures which occur very frequently in English folk-

song. There is, for instance, the phrase

;-33^ ZZ^ZZi

'-MZZZ
:^^

which is the beginning of the well-known air "The Maid of Ishngton." For an
example in the ^olian mode, see " The Wraggle Taggle Gipsies, O !

" {F.S.F.S.,

No. 9).

Another favourite beginning is,

*
=]=: J- 3^

The first phrase of " The Green Bushes " begins, for instance, in this way. See
also " Bushes and Briars "

(p. 78).

One of the phrases of a tune, generally the third, will often end with the following
figure ;—

pit|*.-zii=j=E^=

even when the rest of the tune is major and not mixolydian. Examples of this may
be seen in " Sovay, Sovay ", {F.S.F.S., No. 31), in " Come all you worthy Christian

men" (see p. 28), in "The Seeds of Love" {F.S.jf. ii, p. 24, 4th version), and
elsewhere.

G 2
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Sir Hubert Parry {Art of Music, p. 79) points out " tliat a pathetic rise up to the

minor seventh of the scale througli the fifth " is characteristic of old German folk-

tunes. It is, however, equally characteristic of English folk-airs. The opening

phrase of " The Ploughboy's Courtship " (F.S.J. ii, p. n) is as follows ;

—

I
MIXOL YDIAN.

and the corresponding phrase in " The Grand Conversation of Napoleon " {F.S.J, ii,

p. 188) begins in similar manner;

—

Noted by Dr. Vaughan Williams.

MIXOL YDIAN.

^^5?

Other examples are to be seen in " I'm Seventeen come Sunday", {F.S.J, ii, p. 9),

and in the two middle phrases of " Young Henry the Poacher " {F.S.J, ii, p. 166).

See also the first phrase of " Lamentations "
(p. 6g) for a French example.

Another common melodic figure in English folk-song is an ascending scale passage

of four quavers or semiquavers, connecting tonic and dominant, often used in the

opening phrase of a melody. "The Bold Robber" {F.S.J, ii, p. 165) is a good

example of this ;

—

Noted by Dr. Vaughan Williams.

i
b
M OLIAN.

zj-mi L \~-0 0-m. J

See also " The Crystal Spring "
(p. 65), where the phrase is repeated in ascending

sequence; and "William and Phyllis" {F.S.J, ii, p. 216), where it occurs in every
one of the four phrases of the melody. " The Ploughboy's Courtship " (see above),
and "The Old Woman and the Pedlar" {English Folk-Songs for Schools, No. 45),
are other examples.

The manner, in which passing notes are used in folk-music, differs materially from
that to which we are accustomed in modern harmonic-music ; and this gives rise to

several very characteristic melodic figures.

The ist, 4th, 5th, and 8th notes were the fixed points in the primitive scale, and
are still the more stable notes in the scale of the folk-singer. The position of the
intermediate notes between the tonic and the subdominant, and between the dominant
and tonic above, are still to some extent vague and undefined sounds in the mind of
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the average folk-singer. Consequently, when he is proceeding downwards, say from

subdominant to tonic, and wishes to connect the two notes with a single intervening

sound, he will almost invariably choose the note nearest to the one which he is singing,

and which, therefore, he has clearest in his mind

—

i.e. the upper one, thus;

—

i^H
Harmonic usage, on the other hand, would dictate

IeSe5^

If, however, he were proceeding in the reverse direction, he would, acting on the

same principle, use the lower of the two intermediate notes for his passing note,

thus ;

—

q-^^EEB=S=

not

i
^

as the cultivated musician, guided by harmonic considerations, would elect.

This peculiar use of the passing note imparts to folk-music a very distinctive

character ; for, in art-music, it is very unusual to quit a passing note by leap. These

non-harmonic passing notes occur in a very large number of folk-tunes. In the fol-

lowing air they are used no less than seven times ;

—

GLENCOE.
Noted by Dr. Vaughan Williams.

i
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MOLIAN.
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See also the yth bar of " Sweet Kitty ", first version (p. (Go) where a descending

sixth is divided in this manner— -& -r—^
,

w—*=^

Many folk-tunes, especially those of Celtic nations, begin with the notes

These three notes form the customary intonation of the Gregorian psalm-tone.

Mozart's favourite theme, which he used in the " Jupiter " symphony and elsewhere,

is based on the same figure ;

—

s
ZS21

We have already remarked that in modal melodies the seventh note is used "with

much greater freedom than the leading note, which is its analogue in the modern
scale. It is hampered by no especial restrictions and, moreover, it makes a perfect

fifth with the subdominant above it. The leading note, on the other hand, is re-

garded and treated as an exceptional note in the modern scale ; and it makes a dim-

inished fifth, of course, with the subdominant above. The seventh, second, and
fourth notes of the scale, used consecutively, are frequently met with in modal
melodies. In the next example they occur three times ;

—

ROBIN HOOD AND THE PEDLAR.

PENTA TONIC.

"^Hl
=1=

i.—
*-

Noted by Dr. Vaughan Williams

3z:

itzn — . -d
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For other examples, the reader is referred to " Bruton Town ", " High Germany ",

(see pp. 66 and 58), " Lincolnshire Farmer ", " The Jolly Thresherman ", " Sheffield

Apprentice ", (F.S.y. ii, pp. 174, 198, 169) ; and to the following in Folk Songs fro)]i

Sojiierset, Nos. 30, 29, 34, 40, 48, 67, and 78.
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The following metrical formulae are, perhaps, especially characteristic of the

English folk-tune ;

—

-o-~
etc.

itx
dz: : etc.

Of the former, " Lord Bateman," " Robin Hood and the Tanner" (pp. 21-22), and

"Early, Early" {F.S.F.S., No. 70) are typical specimens; and of the latter,

" Bruton Town", "The Ship in Distress" (pp. 66 and 73), " Waly Waly " and
" The Bold Lieutenant " {F.S.F.S., Nos. 66 and 56).

In this and the preceding chapter an attempt has been made to call attention to

certain technical attributes of folk-music, which are demonstrably of folk origin, and

by means of which the musical creations of the common people may, to some extent,

be distinguished from the inventions of professed musicians. It is not pretended,

for one moment, that this technical analysis has been an exhaustive one, or that a

definite and conclusive result has been reached. Even if our enquiry had been more

thorough and searching than the scope and purpose of this book permitted, it would,

nevertheless, have failed in deducing any set of rules which would enable the critic

to discriminate, without possibility of error, between folk-music and composed music.

A precise and scientific definition of the difference between folk and art-music is, in

the nature of things, unattainable. No one has yet succeeded in explaining, 1

scientifically, why one succession of sounds is pleasing and another displeasing.
'

And yet we all know a good melody from a bad one, and there are scores of tunes

which, by universal consent, may be classified as either good or bad. It is, of

course, often possible to feel and understand when we cannot explain. As a poli-

tician recently remarked, " Although I cannot define an elephant, I know one

when I see it." And that after all, where questions of art-criticism are concerned,

is the last word. We know a folk-tune when we hear it ;—or we don't. Certain

technical qualities may be pointed out as peculiarly characteristic of folk-music, and

that we have endeavoured to do here. Yet it would be always possible to produce

an undoubted folk-air, in which, nevertheless, not one of these qualities was present.

This is not to sa)', however, that our investigation has necessarily been mere waste
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of time. We have arrived, I venture to think, at certain conclusions which, so far

as they go, are not altogether valueless. Let us summarize them ;

—

(i). A folk-song is always anonymous. (This does not mean that all music

that is anonymous is folk-music. Anonymity is a condition, not a cause.)

(2), Modal melodies, set to secular words, are nearly always of folk-origin.

(3). Song- tunes in the minor mode are either composed tunes, or folk-airs that

have suffered corruption.

(4). Folk-tunes do not modulate.

(5). Folk-melodies are non-harmonic ; that is to say, they have been fashioned

by those in whom the harmonic sense is undeveloped. This is shown ;

—

(a) In the use of non-harmonic passing notes (see pp. 84-86).

(b) In a certain vagueness of tonality, especially in the opening phrases of

modal tunes.

(c) In the use of the flattened seventh, after the manner of a leading note,

in the final cadences of modal airs.

(cl) In the difificulty of harmonizing a folk-tune.

(6). Folk-melodies often contain bars of irregular length.

(7). Prevalence of five and seven time-measures in folk-airs.



CHAPTER VIII.

FOLK-POETRY.

HIS book is concerned with the music of the folk-song rather than with

its text. As, however, it was impossible to avoid all mention of folk-

words, this chapter has been included. Much has been written about

folk-poetry in general, but very little about the traditional poetry of

England. It is hoped that a book on this branch of the subject will some day

be written, in which scientific use will be made of the material now being amassed

by collectors. No attempt is here made to forestall any such enterprise. The
following observations represent no more than a brief summary of a large subject,

to which are added a few general remarks concerning the character of the words

of the English folk-song of the present day.

Early folk-poetry consisted chiefly of ballads, that is poems that are narrative

in substance and lyrical in form. The song, which is largely personal and subjective,

belongs to a later development. To childhood, as to primitive man, incident and

drama are ever more attractive than the analysis of feeling. The English folk-

singer of the present day sings both ballads and songs, but far more of the latter

than of the former.

The primitive folk-ballad was the literary product of an unlettered people
;
just as

the folk-tune was the musical output of the unskilled musician. It was addressed

to the ear, not to the eye. It was composed in the head, and it lived in the minds

and memories of those who recited it for generations before it was committed to

paper. What has already been said with regard to the origin and evolution of the

folk-tune applies, mutatis mutandis, to the genesis of the folk-ballad. The latter is

an evolved and communal product, and is the expression of the ideas, and the

reflection of the taste and feelings, not of the individual, but of the community at

large.

The subjects of many of the folk-ballads, that are sung in different parts of Europe,

are substantially the same. Some of them have been traced to an Eastern

origin, and they all appear to have been drawn from a common storehouse, the
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heritage, presumably, of the Arian race. Folk-ballads are, in many cases, only

versified forms of the Maixhcn or popular talcs, which are found all over the world,

and in countries, be it noted, that possess no literature and no professional poets,

singers or reciters. The Gcstn Koniaiinnim, the first published collection of

European folk-tales, is believed to have been compiled as early as the 13th century,

and possibly in England. It contains several stories that have passed into ballads,

some of which are still being sung by the English peasantry.

Although ballad themes are thus common property, their treatment by the several

nations of Europe varies very considerably. The extent and character of these

variations may be studied with profit in the late Professor Child's English and

Scottisli Popular Ballads, where many of the ballads, which have in recent years

been collected in Great Britain, may be seen and compared with their European

analogues. Indeed, as Mr. Andrew Lang has remarked ;
—" It is unnecessary to

indicate more than one authority on the subject of ballads. Professor Child of

Harvard, has collected all known ballads, with all accessible variants, and

has illustrated them with an extraordinary wealth of knowledge of many literatures."

In the evolution of the ballad the minstrel, that is the professional singer, played

no insignificant part. The ballads themselves, or, at any rate, many of them,

originated among the common people, with whom they were current for centuries

before the minstrel appropriated them and sang them. At first, the minstrel ad-

dressed himself, not to the vulgar, but to the great and noble ; and these his patrons

demanded something less ephemeral and limited in scope than the ballads of the

people. The minstrel met this demand by presenting to his audience long Romances

or Epics, which he constructed by piecing^ together several of the smaller folk-

ballads.

Thus, for a while, the earlier and popular ballad lost its independent existence and

became merged in the longer and more complex Epic. The Iliad of Homer was

nothing more than a concretion of a large mass of earlier Greek traditional and

popular poetry ; while the Norse Sagas and Eddas were composed of the older

legendary and mythical ballads of Scandinavia. The Niebelungenlied of Germany,

the Cid Romances of Spain, and our own Arthurian cycle all originated in like

manner.

When, however, with the invention of printing, the educated classes were pro-

vided with a literature of their own, they were no longer solely dependent upon the

minstrel for their amusement. The latter found his audience dwindling away, and

with it his occupation, and this compelled him to turn to the common people and to

cater for their tastes. The folk demanded, as they had always done, the short and

concise story ; somethingj better adapted to their understanding than the involved

and lengthy stories of the Romances. The minstrel met thjs. demand bj, breaking

up the Romances into smaller pieces, each of which formed a complete story and

was within the comprehension of the multitude. So, the Epics, which, in the first
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instance, had been built up out of the people's ballads, were now disintegrated and

served up in fragments for the benefit of the people.

It would not be true to say that all our ballads have come down to us in this way.

Many, no doubt, escaped absorption into the Romance and have been handed down
to us from very early times without break of continuity ; while others have reached

us from foreign sources—for the minstrels were inveterate wanderers. Nevertheless,

most authorities agree that our ballad literature consists for the most part of ballads,

not of the earlier epoch—the ninth or tenth centuries—but of the second and later

period i.e., the fifteenth or sixteenth centuries.

The wide distribution of the ballad is illustrated by the fact that the recent

investigations of collectors in England have brought to light many ballads, which

hitherto had been accounted exclusively Scottish. In Somerset alone I have found

quite a large number of so-called Scottish ballads, e.g., " Bonnie Annie ", " Henry
Martin ", " Geordie", " Johnnie Faa ", " Earl Richard ", " The Outlandish Knight ",

"John Barleycorn", "The Crabfish", "Lord Lovell", "Lady Maisry ", "Lord
Thomas of Winesberrie ", " Waly, Waly ", and " O, my luve's like a red, red rose ".

It may be that Scottish collectors will some day revenge themselves by proving

that many of our recently discovered English ballads are no more English than

Scottish. Their claim to be accounted of English origin rests, at present, upon no

surer evidence than priority of collection, and this, as in the case of the Scottish

ballad, may some day prove to be unsound.

The fact is that, so far as traditional poetry is concerned, England and the Low-
lands of Scotland must be regarded as one area. Mr. Jacobs has reached this con-

clusion with respect to the folk-tale. In his English Fairy Tales (p. 231), he says :

—

"There is no evidence of a distinct story store of Lowland Scots differing

from that of Northern or even Southern Englishmen My principle

of selection has been linguistic rather than ethnographic. I accordingly dis-

tinguish two areas in which the folk-tale has passed from mouth to mouth owing

to the continuity of language. The first of these includes England and runs up

to the Highland line in Scotland. I make no distinction between Lowland

Scotch folk-tales, when they existed, and other Northern English tales."

Motherwell writes in similar strain :

—

" The ballad poetry of England and Scotland has been at one time so much
alike, that it is difficult, if not impossible, to discriminate between what may be

considered as the native production of the one or the other. To lay down any

general law for ascertaining their respective rights of property in literature of

this description, is therefore impracticable."

Owing to their traditionary and communal origin the words of the folk-ballad have,
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like its music, characteristics of their own, by means of which they may be dis-

tinguished from the " composed " ballad of literature.

They are almost always impersonal and objective ; the personal note is rarely

sounded. The dramatis personce usually speak in the first person and often, as in a

play, unannounced. This to the reader of the ballad, will sometimes obscure the

meaning. But when the ballad is sung or recited, as of course it should be, the

performer, by means of gesture and change of voice, can and does make its meaning

clear enough, thus enabling the hearer to follow the narrative without hindrance.

The language used by the folk-ballad maker is singularly simple, direct and

unlaboured. Poetical figures and imagery are but rarely employed. What is super-

fluous is rigorously excluded ; the narrator plunges into his story without pre-

liminaries.

Economy of invention is another marked characteristic of the ballad-maker. It

is exhibited in the use of the same words and expressions in the description of

similar incidents, which by chance recur in different ballads. A question is usually

answered in as nearly as possible the same words as those in which it was asked
;

just as a message is delivered word for word as the messenger received it. Re-

dundancy of expression, or monotony of repetition, has no fears for the ballad

singer. Indeed, the possession of certain well worn phrases and stanzas served to

relieve the strain upon the memory of the reciter ; while their popularity with the

audience would not suffer by reason of their familiarity. The uneducated are like

children and eagerly welcome what they have heard before. Novelty has no

particular charm for them.

The hackneyed phrase is frequently to be found at the beginning and at the end

of a ballad. Peasants, like all simple people, find an especial difficulty both in making

a start and in consummating a conclusion. For this reason, conventional beginnings

and endings are particularly helpful to them. Thus, the letter of the schoolboy will

usually begin with " I hope you are quite well "•, while the infant story-teller will

commence with " Once upon a time", and end with "and they lived happily ever

afterwards". In like manner, countless ballads and songs will open with the line,

" As I went out one May morning", a fact that, by-the-way, provides the collector

with a ready means of jogging a singer's memory. Times without number I have

asked a singer, whose memory was exhausted, whether he had ever heard of a song

beginning " As I went out, etc." ? The question always produces a flash of recog-

nition and very often, too, a ballad which, except for the conventional beginning, is

a fresh one. The ruse rarely fails. There are other phrases which may be used in

the same way. A tragic ballad that leads to the death of the hero and his spouse is

usually rounded off with the well-known verses about the " red rose " and the

" sweet briar ". What is generally known as the " vow " verse beginning,

" There's not a swaithe goes round my waist,

Nor a comb goes through my hair."
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is common to many ballads ; as is also the couplet,

" Come, saddle to me my milk-white steed,

Come, saddle my pony, too."

The method of narration, too, is a characteristic feature of the traditional ballad,

which calls for notice. Much is left to the imagination of the listener ; the story is

sketched in a few bold strokes, with, here and there, a minute and elaborate des-

cription of some minor incident. This is one of the arts by which the ballad-maker

imparts to his story a vivid sense of reality. " Yes, Sir, and it is true", is the reply

that has often been made to me by a folk-singer at the conclusion of a long ballad

which I have praised. Here, again, the peasant singer is like the child, and loves to

think that the story which has moved him is not fictitious but true. To him there

is no tale like the true tale ; and, to heighten the sense of reality, he will often lay the

scene of his story in his own locality. I have even heard " Torquay" substituted

for " Turkey " in the ballad of " Lord Bateman,"—though this may admit of another

explanation.

There is no feature that is more characteristic of the popular ballad than the re-

frain. It forms almost the invariable adjunct to the ballad that has any claim to

antiquity.

There is reason to believe that the primitive ballad was not only communal

in authorship but communal in performance also, and that it was danced as

well as sung. Some writers maintain that the game of ball also formed an integral

part of the performance, and derive from the root ball the etymology of the words

" ballet " and "ballad". As time went on, dance and song became divorced, each

taking on a separate and independent existence, and developing along its own lines.

With this separation the words "ballet" and "ballad" became differentiated, the

former being applied to the dance only, and the latter to the song. Curiously, the

synonymous use of these two words still survives. The English peasant will often

say that he has learned a particular song " off a halht ", meaning thereby a " ballad-

sheet "
; or, " Never had no ballet to it "—as a singer once said to me.

Very soon after the separation of the song and dance had taken place, the former

became less communal in its performance. A " leader " of the ballad made his ap-

pearance, between whom and the crowd the performance was apportioned. As

time went on, the part allotted to the multitude, which at first was of considerable

importance, gradually diminished until it had dwindled down to the chanting of cer-

tain stereotyped phrases at regular intervals, the whole of the narrative portion be-

ing supported by the leader. Hence the solo and chorus—or refrain—with which

we are all familiar. Nowadays, the crowd has been dispossessed altogether, and

both narrative and chorus are sung by the soloist. When the refrain was sung by

the people it served the dual purpose of providing the minstrel with breathing space

—a very necessary thing when we remember the length of some of the ancient
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ballads—and of giving him time to recall his next lines or, maybe, of inventing

them when he was improvising.

This popular method of performance, viz., solo and refrain, was imported into the

Church very early in its history, where it laid the foundations of Antiphonal singing.

Mr. Burgess, in his Plaiiisoiig and Grc'^oriaii Music (pp. 23-4), says;

—

" The most popular method in the Western Church, and, probably the only

one used during the first four centuries, was that known as Responsorial chant-

ing. The psalm was chanted by one voice, the people responding after each

verse with an unvarying refrain often taken from the psalm itself. It was pro-

bably from this germ that the whole system of Antiphons developed. The An-

tiphonal singing mentioned by ancient writers probably consisted in a similar

arrangement—one body of voices singing the psalm, another set of singers

responding with the refrain, or Antiphon, after each verse." (See p. 62.).

The ballad refrain was not, so far as is known, taken from the ballad itself, as the

Antiphon appears to have been taken from the psalm. But many authorities assert

that the song refrains were fragments of still older ballads, cunningly chosen by the

minstrel to create a suitable atmosphere. The refrains of many Danish ballads

have been so traced, and it is well-known that the old French poets often incorpor-

ated lines of ancient songs in the refrains of their own poems.

The ancient refrain takes several forms. It may alternate between every hne of

the ballad, thus converting a couplet into a four-lined stanza, as in " The Coasts of

Barbary " ;—

There were two ships from England set sails,

Blow high ! blow loiv ! and so sailed we.

The King of Prussia and the Prince of Wales,

Cruising down the coasts of Barbary. '

Or, it may take the form of a stanza as long as, or even longer than, the verses,

between which it is interpolated, as in " The Two Magicians," {F.S.F.S., No. 19).

Or again, it may consist of a single line attached to the end of every verse, as in

"Earl Richard", {F.S.F.S., No. 28);—

There was a little shepherd maid

Kept sheep one summer day :

And by there came a fair young man,

Who stole her heart away.

Line, tzvine, the willow and the dee.

The form of the refrain of " The coasts of Barbary " is probably the most ancient

of the three types ; the lines make sense, and are in keeping with the subject of the

ballad. Irrelevant words marked a later period, and one of decadence, such as, for

instance ;

—
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Say can you make me a cambric shirt

Sing Ivy Leaf, Szveet William and Tliyme,

Without any needle or needle work ?

And you shall be a true lover of mine.

The third stage was reached when, with the loss of meaning, the words themselves

became corrupted into the meaningless jingles with which we are all familiar. This

process of decline may be traced in the refrain of " The Lover's Tasks," which has

been taken down in the following forms ;

—

(i). Parsley, sage, rosemary and thyme.

(2). Sing, ivy leaf, sweet william and thyme.

(3). Every rose grows merry in thyme.

(4). Sober and grave grows merry in time.

(5). Whilst every grove rings with a merry antine.

The last four are probably corruptions of the first.

How easily words will become corrupt when they convey no meaning to the singer

is illustrated by the following incident. I once noted down a set of words of " Little

Sir Hugh", {F.S.F.S., No. 68), from a very bright and intelligent singer. Her
version of the ballad was a very full one and quite intelligible, except for the two

opening lines, which she sang as follows; —
Do rain, do rain, American corn.

Do rain both great and small.

The singer was quite unable to explain these astounding .lines, but on comparing

them with other recorded versions of the same ballad I discovered that they were

but a corruption of.

It do rain, it do rain in merry Lincoln,

It do rain both great and small.

To Somerset singers Lincoln is an unknown name, and the presence of this single

and unintelligible word was enough to corrupt the meaning of the whole passage.

Occasionally, a jingling refrain may be traced to a foreign tongue, e.g., " Hey,

Derry Down ! ", which is said to have been the Welsh burden of an old Druid song,

signifying " Let us hye to the Green Oak". It would be as well, perhaps, not to

attach too much credence to suggested explanations of this kind, which must be

highly speculative. Nevertheless, we may, I think, take it that the jingling refrain is

a corruption of words that were not, in their origin, meaningless. Such a refrain as

To my oor, bag boor, bag nigger, bag waller and ban-ta-ba-Ioo !

is so extraordinary that it is impossible to believe it to be a mere collocation of ar-

bitrarily chosen syllables. Whatever its origin, the jingle is often very beautiful in



II

<)6 English Folk-Song.

itself, as mere sound, and it provided, moreover, the folk-singers with an excuse for

some delightful strains of pure melody.

Although the preceding observations apply, for the most part, to the ballad, some

of them are equally applicable to the song. The impersonal note is, perhaps, the

most distinctive attribute of the ballad. The song is more subjective. If less

romantic and imaginative than the ballad, it is in closer relationship with the life

and present interests of the singer. In point of time the song succeeded the

ballad, of which, in a sense, it is the lineal descendant.

"Love" is the perennial theme of the folk-singer of all lands. The English

peasant is no exception to this rule, and a very large proportion of his songs are

love-songs. These are not, however, of the intense, erotic type, which is so common
among the Southern nations of Europe. The Englishman's love-song is of the

adventurous, open air order, with love at first sight, hastily reciprocated, to the

accompaniment of nightingales and the breaking into blossom of buds at Spring

time. " As I went out one May morning", is the motto which might be affixed to

the majority of them. It is the Englishman's way to look on the bright side of

things, to view life from the standpoint of May rather than of December. The

lovers are milk-maidens and ploughboys, or, very often, as in the fairy tale, of

different stations in life ; the Squire is enamoured with the milk-maid, or the Squire's

daughter with the ploughboy or sailor. Usually, the course of true love runs

smoothly enough, and it is only a small proportion of English love-songs that end

unhappily, and still fewer that lead to disaster. And even then, the jilted 'one is not

driven to despair ; she will console herself in the last verse with the comforting

reflection that

—

There's many a dark and cloudy morning

Turns out to be a sunshiny day.

or, accept the position with fortitude and remark

—

And I shall not die for my love

Young man believe me.

The picture of the disconsolate lover, bemoaning his fate and meditating suicide,

is not by any means unknown to English folk-song, but it is far less common than

in the folk-literature of other nations—Russia, for example.

Another theme favoured by the English folk-singer is that of the rover or wander-

er. " I am a rover ", or " roving is my trade ", are expressions that constantly recur

in English folk-ditties. This is remarkable when we remember that the peasant

usually spends his life in the village of his birth, from whence he will rarely adven-

ture beyond a circle of a few miles radius. The lave^oL travel and adventure is his,

nevertheless, and it is, probably, just because circumstances bar him from indulging

his^desires thatjie gives rein to this particular fancy irijiis songs. He is never tired
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of singing of the navvy-man, the travelHng linker, or the recruiting serjeant, and

those Avhose occupations lead to wandering.

On the other hand, the actual occupations of his life less often form the subject of

the peasant's song, although there are a certain number in which the pleasures of

ploughing, sowing, reaping and other farming operations are extolled. In days gone

by, songs of this type were, perhaps, more numerous, but, with the passing of the

harvest home and the village feast, many of them have disappeared. After all, it

is not unnatural, seeing that his hours of work are long and arduous, that the

labourer should find more recreation in songs of romance and adventure than in

those which remind him of his toil.

For a like reason, the sailor, who is an inveterate songster, revels in romantic love-

songs and ballads of adventure. It is only in the drawing-room or on the stage that

he sings of "Ho! Heave Ho!". The chanty is, however, an exception. That

is, of course, a genuine sailor-song, the direct outcome of the peculiar conditions

appertaining to life on board ship. The chanty is sung by sailors only when they

are actually engaged upon their work, and for the purpose of lightening it. It is,

however, the exclusive possession of the sailor. The peasant would never sing a

chanty any more than a sailor would sing a sheep-shearing song. But, on ordinary

occasions, that is when he is singing for amusement, the sailor sings precisely the

same songs as the country people, except that he shows a partiality for those ballads

in which the hero is a sailor, or in which the scene of the adventures is laid at sea.

It is such ditties as these which are ordinarily known as " sea-songs "
; but they are

sung just as frequently by the country folk, who have never seen the sea, as by

those who have spent the greater part of their lives upon it. The only song of this

type that I have never heard in the country districts is that very beautiful ballad

" Spanish Ladies "
; but that, I believe, is, properly speaking, a capstan chanty.

What is generally accepted as the patriotic song is conspicuous by its absence

from the repertoire of the folk-singer. Such songs as " Heart of Oak", "Rule,

Britannia !
" etc. are of course not folk-songs ; nor are they sung by the folk.

When wars are mentioned they are but the minor incidents in the course of an

adventurous love-song, as in "Polly Oliver" or "High Germany," where the

heroine dresses up in the garb of a soldier that she may accompany her lover to the

battle field. The English folk-singer has, however, his heroes, and he will sing of

Nelson, or Napoleon, or General Wolfe. But the outlaw and the freebooter appeal

to his imagination with greater force than the successful military or naval commander.

Robin Hood, Dick Turpin or Henry Martin are his real heroes.

The^subjects of English folk-song are rarely drawn from history or politics. I

have never happed upon a folk-song in Somerset which contained an allusion to the

battle of Sedgemoor, or to any of the disturbances which took place in the county

during the great revolution. The only historical ballad I have recovered in the

West is one in which the death of Lady Jane Seymour, in giving birth to Edward
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the Sixth, is recorded. And this is probably because Lady Jane came of a Somerset

family, and is said to have been born near Bridgwater. It is generally assumed

that the subjects of many of the more ancient ballads were founded upon historical

events, but the attempts that have been made to confirm this, chiefly by Scottish

commentators, are not very encouraging.

In some cases, no doubt, the ballad story did really originate in some actual

historical event. More often, however, the latter is what is technically known as an

" intrusion." An incident occurs in real life similar to that narrated in a ballad,

with which it is for ever afterwards associated. To increase the likeness, and that

it may conform more closely with the details of the actual occurrence, the ballad is

gradually and insensibly modified. Names of persons and places are changed, dates

are altered, and so forth, and it is upon these that, in after days, misleading and un-

warranted conclusions are often based.

The words of " The Seeds of Love," for instance, are usually associated with a

Mrs. Habergam, of Whalley in Lancashire, simply because the story of her life,

which was no doubt well known in her neighbourhood, corresponded more or less

with the incidents narrated in the song. Naturally enough, a popular belief soon

grew up in Lancashire that Mrs. Habergam had herself composed the words of the

song ; and this is the explanation that is often accepted. There is, however, little

doubt but that " The Seeds of Love " is a modern variant of an older ballad, " The

Sprig of Thyme," modified, in the way above explained, to suit the case of Mrs.

Habergam.

Songs in praise of sport and hunting are not, apparently, held in high' estimation

by the folk. " When bucks a-hunting go " is probably one of the best, as it is also

one of the best known songs of this class. The hunting songs, that are usually sung

in the country districts, are either very poor folk-songs, or not folk-songs at all. The
majority of them are the productions of eighteenth century musicians, and they are

more often sung by farmers than by peasants. The illegitimate form of sport, i.e.,

poaching, is a subject which possesses far greater attractiveness to the folk-singer.

Those poaching songs, too, that end with hangings, or transportations to Botany Bay,

are especially popular.

Drinking songs, too, are scarcely ever to be found in the repertoire of the folk-

singer. Incidental allusions to drink are common enough, but the thorough-going

bacchanalian song, of the type of " Down among the dead men," is unknown to the

folk-singer—so far as my experience goes. The only drinking song I have ever heard

in the country is " Fathom the Bowl," and that is probably not a folk-song.

" Execution " songs, which recount the adventures and subsequent hangings of

notorious criminals, possess a strange fascination for the peasant singer, partly because

many of them are of local origin, but mainly, perhaps, because they purport to be

true. They are valuable to the collector, not on account of their words, which are

modern doggerel as a rule, but because of their tunes which are often fine old ballad-
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airs. A tune that is often used for this purpose is " Come all you faithful

Christians," (see p. 27). With regard, however, to the poverty of the words of the

"execution" song, exception must be made for "The Berkshire Tragedy", which

is a fine old ballad and stands in a category of its own.

Ballads, which deal with the supernatural or the marvellous, are not often met with

nowadays, and those that are still to be heard have usually suffered grievously at the

hands of latter-day editors, by whom the supernatural element has been either

eliminated, or rationalized into conformity with the more material behefs of the

present day. " The Unquiet Grave " is, happily, an exception to this rule. There

is no more popular song to be heard on the country side ; it is freely sung by the

old singers, and, probably, in very much the same form as that in which it has been

sung for centuries. "The Shooting of his dear", "Little Sir Hugh" {F.S.F.S.,

Nos. 16 and 68), " The Cruel Ship's Carpenter ", are other examples of the same class.

Songs in praise of the home and of the virtues of domesticity are not to be found

amongst genuine folk-songs. Songs of this type are too sentimental for the peasant

taste, and are alien to the spirit of folk-song. The vision of the rustic is neither very

wide nor very narrow. On the one hand, he is not attracted by subjects of large

national interest, nor, on the other, by those which deal with his own private and family

life. ,The domestic virtues he may or may not have, but he certainly does not sing

about them. There is no song more popular with country singers all over England

than " The Wraggle Taggle Gipsies, O ! ", and this, probably, because it extols

the healthful, open-air pleasures of the vagrant life, as against the enervating, smug^

indoor life of the parlour.

There are, too, very few folk-songs that can be classed as humorous. When
humor enters into the peasant song, and it is but rarely, it is of the boisterous, ex-

uberant and obvious type ; it is neither subtle nor delicate. Nothing can be further

from the truth than the popular belief that a folk-song is invariably a comic-song.

Those songs, which recount the clown-like adventures of the yokel on his journey to

London, and which weire so popular in the Vauxhall and Ranelagh days^ were com-

posed songs, written by contemporary musicians for middle-class consumption. It

is not to be expected that the peasant would go out of his way to sing, much less to

invent songs, in which he himself was held up to ridicule. Popular superstitions die

hard, and it will be long before it is generally realized that soldiers are not in the

habit of singing patriotic songs in the canteen ; that sailors do not sing of the perils

of the sea in the fo'castle ; and that peasants neither burlesque themselves in their

songs, nor sing about " Home, Sweet Home ". Peasant, sailor and soldier, one and

all prefer the love song of romance to anything else.

Cumulative songs are very popular with country singers, and they used to be in

great request at harvest homes, sheep-shearings and other festive gatherings.

The cumulative song is one in which the verses increase in length, in arith-

metical progression, each verse consisting of a repetition of the previous one, with
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the addition of one or more lines. " The House that Jack built " is a well-known

example of this type of song. " The Twelve days of Christmas ", " The Everlasting

Circle", "The Dilly Song", "The Barley Mow", "One man shall mow my
meadow ", and " The Mallard ", are all cumulative songs, and most folk-singers know

one or more of them.

Cumulative songs take a long while to sing, especially those that are retrogressive

as well as progressive, "The twelve days of Christmas" is one of these. The

first verse deals with the first day, the second verse with the first two days, and so

on, until the whole of the twelve days are introduced in the twelfth verse. At this

point the verses decrease in length ; the thirteenth verse dealing with eleven days,

the fourteenth verse with ten days, and so on, until the singer triumphantly reaches

the twenty-third and last verse, which completes the circle, and lands him at the

point from which he set out.

This is a particularly popular song with some singers, and the ability to " go

through" with it, without hesitation or mistake, is regarded as a great test of

memory, and, on convivial occasions, as an absolute proof of sobriety

!

To those who have never heard a cumulative song properly sung by a folk-singer,

the above description will probably convey a very false impression. As a matter of

fact, many of them are exceedingly beautiful. The short musical phrases are com-

bined in a varied and skilful manner in the different verses, and the song, as a whole^

produces an effect that is quite delightful.

" I have a song to sing, 01" in Gilbert and Sullivan's " Yeoman of the Guard ",

is a modern recension of " The Dilly Song ".

Mention must be made, too, of the carols, which, in days gone by, were very

numerous and very popular. The traditional carol stands mid-way between the hymn
and the ballad, and may be regarded with equal propriety as a secular hymn or as a

sacred ballad. The subject of the carol is usually taken from some incident in the

Christ story, narrated in the gospels, or in the legends and stories of doubtful

authenticity, recorded in the apocryphal gospels and elsewhere. Carols are usually

associated with the festivals of Christmas and the Epiphany, but there are Easter

and Ascension carols as well. Musically regarded, the traditional carol is not to be

distinguished from the folk-song ; indeed, the broadside carol was often directed to be

sung to some well-known secular and popular air. Several genuine folk-carols, some

of them of supreme beauty, have recently been recorded by collectors in England

(vide F.S.y., vols, i and ii). But they are fast disappearing, together with

the simple belief in the literal truth of the Gospel story, and that child-like

attitude towards religion of which they were the faithful expression. Such carols as

" Nowell, Nowell ", " God rest you merry, gentlemen ", " The withy carol", " The
White Paternoster", etc., not only remind us of days gone by, but are present and

national possessions of the highest value. In some parts of England, especially in

the West, almost every hamlet had, and in some cases still has, its own carols, which
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were highly prized and jealously guarded from appropriation by neighbouring

villages. But these, so far as my personal experience goes, were always " composed "

carols, often harmonized, and obviously the productions of 17th and i8th century

village musicians, possessing no great musical or literary value. Like all folk-

products, the genuine traditional carols were not confined to any one locality, but

were widely distributed.

Wassail songs, and carols associated with the May-day festival, are pagan survivals,

which, although they have since been modified by contact with Christian customs,

must be sharply distinguished from the carols connected with the festivals of the

Church, which latter were the direct outcome of Christian belief.

Before concluding this very incomplete summary, something must needs be said

about the broadside or ballet, which has had so marked, and in many ways so detri-

mental an influence upon the words of the folk-ballad and song. The ballad broad-

side, which sprang into life very soon after the invention of printing, consisted of a

single sheet of paper, upon one side of which were printed the words only of the

ballad, or song. These broadsheets were hawked about the country by packmen,

who frequented fairs, village festivals, and public gatherings of all sorts, and who
advertised their wares by singing them in market-places, on village greens, in the

streets of the towns, and wherever they could attract an audience. In this way bal-

lads and songs were disseminated all over the land. In later days the broadside

would have two or more ballads printed upon it, and sometimes several ballads were

bound together and distributed in small books of three or four pages, called "gar-

lands ".

Many of these broadside ballads w^ere the productions of the literary hacks of the

towns, the Fleet Street scribblers of the day ; occasionally they were written by

ballad-mongers of literary repute, like Martin Parker. Some of them were learned

by the hawkers during their country excursions, and were afterwards recited by

them, for a consideration, to their employers. In this manner the traditional ballad

found its way on to the broadside, but, usually, in a very garbled form, and after

many editings. Consequently, the ballad-sheet, while it aided the popularization of

the ballad, also tended to vulgarize it. It was only very rarely that a genuine tra-

ditional ballad found its way on to a broadside without suffering corruption. A
broadside version of a ballad is usually, therefore, a very indifferent one, and vastly

inferior to the genuine peasant song.

With very rare exceptions, and for obvious reasons, the broadside contained the

words only of the songs, not the music to which they were sung. The music of the

folk-song did not, therefore, suffer corruption through the agency of the ballad-sheet,

as was the case with the words. We must remember also that the folk-singer would

often learn modern and very indifferent sets of words from the broadside, and sing

them to old tunes, after the manner of the " execution songs," already mentioned.
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These, no doubt, are the chief reasons why the music of the folk-song of to-day has

been more faithfully preserved than its text. For it must be confessed that the

words of the folk-song often come to the collector of to-day in a very corrupt and

incomplete state. The truth is that the twentieth century collector is a hundred

years too late. The English ballad is moribund ; its account is well-nigh closed.

This conclusion corroborates that which was reached by "The Society of Anti-

quaries of Newcastle-upon-Tyne ", when, in 1855, they set about the collection of the

Northumbrian ballads. In their first report they recorded that, so far as the words

were concerned, they were " half-a-century too late".

And yet, although page after page of the collector's note-books are filled with

scraps of imperfectly-remembered broadside versions, here and there will be found,

sometimes a whole ballad, more often a verse or two, or, perhaps, a phrase only of

genuine folk-made poetry. It is only from scraps of this kind that an estimate can

be formed, and that a speculative one, of what the English ballad was in its prime.

It has been pointed out that the Scottish ballad is immeasurably finer and more

poetical than the English. But the comparison is scarcely a fair one. For the songs

of Lowland Scotland were collected more than a hundred years ago, when ballad-

singing was still a living art ; whereas we in England have so neglected our oppor-

tunities that we are only now making a belated attempt to gather up the crumbs.

Such ballads as " The Unquiet Grave " etc., which have survived in more or less in-

corrupt form, are there to remind us of the loss that we have suffered from the un-

worthy neglect of past opportunities.

Over and above this question of word-corruption, there are some folk-songs, which,

for other reasons, can only be published after extensive alteration or excision. Some
of these, happily only a few, are gross and coarse in sentiment and objectionable in

every way. I am convinced, however, that the majority of these are individual and

not communal productions, and cannot therefore be classed as genuine folk-songs.

At any rate, I know that they offend against the communal sense of propriety, that

the verdict of the community is expressly against them, and that those who sing

them do so fully understanding that they are bad, vicious and indefensible.

But there are also a large number of folk-songs, which transgress the accepted

conventions of the present age, and which would shock the susceptibilities of those

who rank reticence and reserve amongst the noblest of the virtues. These are not,

strictly speaking, bad songs ; they contain nothing that is really wrong or unwhole-

some. And they do not violate the communal sense of what is right and proper.

They are sung freely and openly by peasant singers, in entire innocence of heart, and

without the shadow of a thought that they contain anything that is objectionable, or

that they themselves are committing any offence against propriety in singing them.

This is a phenomenon which opens up a large question. The key-note of folk-

poetry, as we have already shown, is simplicity and directness without subtlety—as

in the Bible narratives and Shakespeare. This characteristic might be mistaken for
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a want of refinement by those who live in an age where subtlety and circumlocution

are extensively practised, This question comes especially to the fore when the most

universal and elemental of all subjects is treated, that of love and the relations of

man to woman. Its very intimacy and mystery cause niany minds to shrink from

expressing themselves openly on the subject, as they would shrink from desecrating

a shrine. The ballad-maker has no such feeling. He has none of that delicacy,

which, as often as not, degenerates into pruriency. Consequently, he treats " the

way of a man with a maid " simply and directly, just as he treats every other sub-

ject. Those, therefore, who would study ballad-literature, must realize that they will

find in it none of those feelings and unuttered thoughts, which are characteristic of a

more self-conscious but by no means more pure-minded age. Nevertheless, however

much we may admire the simplicity and the straightforward diction of the ballad-

maker, we have to realize that other times and other people are not so simple-

minded and downright, and that what is deemed fit and proper for one period is not

necessarily so for others. The folk-song editor, therefore, has perforce to undertake

the distasteful task of modifying noble and beautiful sentiments in order that they

may suit the minds and conform to the conventions of another age, where such

things would not be understood in the primitive, direct and healthy sense.

These songs, however, in that they throw a searching light upon the character of

the peasant, possess great scientific value. For this reason alone, it is obviously the

duty of the collector to note them down conscientiously and accurately, and to take

care that his transcriptions are placed in libraries and museums, where they may be

examined by students and those who will not misunderstand them.

Songs of the type that we have been discussing, as well as those whose words are

incomplete or corrupt, present a knotty problem to the collector who would publish

them for popular use. Only those who have tried their hands at editing a folk-song

can reahze the immense difficulty of the task. To be successful the editor must be

in close sympathy with the aims of the folk-poet. He must divest himself of all

acquired literary tricks, be alert to avoid anachronisms, and contrive to speak in the

simple and direct language of the peasant. The high estimation, in which the best

Scottish traditional poetry is deservedly held, is due in no small measure to the genius

and sympathetic insight of those who edited it. Amongst these Burns was, of

course, pre-eminent. But he was a peasant as well as a poet, and represented the

peasant element in song. He was, moreover, an enthusiastic collector of the folk-

tunes of his own country, of which he possessed an intimate, if not a technical

knowledge. Yet, it cannot truthfully be said that even Burns was uniformly suc-

cessful in his revisions, although in such songs as " John Anderson, my Jo ", or " O !

my luve's Hke a red, red rose", he approached perfection. It must be remembered,

too, that he confined his attention to the songs, and that he scarcely touched the

ballads, which were left to Sir Walter Scott and others to recover and to edit. Who
will do for our EngHsh ballads and songs what Scott and Burns did for the Scottish ?



CHAPTER IX.

FOLK-SINGERS AND THEIR SONGS.

'NE of the most amazing and puzzling things about the EngHsh folk-song

is the way in which it has hitherto escaped the notice of the educated

people resident in the country districts. When I have had the good

fortune to collect some especially fine songs in a village, I have often

called upon the Vicar to tell him of my success. My story has usually been re-

ceived, at first, with polite incredulity, and, afterwards, when I have displayed

the contents of my note-book, with amazement. Naturally, the Vicar finds it

difficult to realize that the old men and women of his parish, whom he has known
and seen day by day for many a long year, but whom he has never suspected of any

musical leanings, should all the while have possessed, secretly treasured in their old

heads, songs of such remarkable interest and loveliness.

It would not be just—indeed, it would be an impertinence—to ascribe this ignor-

ance on the part of the village priest to any lack of interest in his parishioners.

For, intimacy with a peasant may go a long way and yet stop short of his songs.

The peasant guards these with jealous care. His songs are his own, the creations

of his own class ; he is proud of them ; they are exceedingly precious to him ; they

have come to him as an inheritance, and he rates them at a high value. His in-

stinct tells him that they are very different from the songs of educated people

—

which is, unhappily, only too true ; has he not been entertained at Penny Readings ?

—and fear of ridicule makes him secretive. For a like reason he will instinctively

disguise his dialect, so far as he can, when educated people speak with him. Indeed,

you must be on exceedingly good terms with him if you would hear him talk in his

own native tongue ; and still more intimate with him before he will sing to you his

own native songs.

This may be the chief reason why the leisured classes have never discovered the

fact that the English folk possess music and a ballad literature of their own, and

that their chief amusement and recreation for generations past has been the singing

of folk-songs. But it is not the only reason. The clergyman of the village is
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usually present at the annual Club feast, and very often at the Harvest Home, and
folk-singing is very much in evidence on these festive occasions. But the songs that

he then hears are sung with rough voices and without accompaniment, and, thus

disguised, he dismisses them as crude, archaic music, quite unworthy of his serious

consideration.

The late Carl Engel, in his Literature of National Music, (p. 32), commented upon
the supposed lack of English folk-music in the following terms ;

—

" It seems rather singular that England should not possess any printed col-

lection of its national songs with the airs as they are sung at the present day
;

while almost every other European nation possesses several comprehensive
works of this kind Some musical enquirers have expressed the opin-

ion that the country people in England are not in the habit of singing while at

their work in the fields, or when towards evening they are returning to their

homes ; and that those social gatherings during the long winter evenings, in

which the Germans and other Continental nations delight in singing their

favourite songs, are unknown to the English rustics. However, this opinion

would probably be found to be only partially correct if search were made in the

proper places There are, in some of the shires, rather isolated districts,

in which the exertions of a really musical collector would be not entirely re-

sultless."

So far as I am aware these views were never challenged. No English musician

felt himself called upon to test their truth or falsity. Yet Engel wrote at a period,

thirty or forty years ago, when folk-singing in England was a living art, and when
the old singers of to-day were young men and women, in their prime as singers. A
musician at that time could have walked into almost any country village in England

and gathered without trouble a rich harvest of folk-song. He did not do so because,

convinced that he came of an unmusical race, there seemed to him no reason to

question the assertion that his countrymen had no folk-songs of their own.

I have talked with scores of old country people on this subject of folk-singing.

They all repeat the same tale. Everyone sang in their young days, they will tell

you ; they went to their work in the mornings singing ; they sang in the fields, and

they trudged home in the evenings to the accompaniment of song. Talk to any

old peasant and you will find that he has an intimate acquaintanceship with the old

songs. Maybe, he will confess that he himself was " never no zinger ", but he will

volunteer to " tell" you a song, and own to the ability to join in when others are

there to give him a lead. The evidence is overwhelming that, as recently as thirty

or forty years ago, every country village in England was a nest of singing-birds. It

seems impossible to believe that this was unknown to the Squires or to the Clergy.

We had rather conclude, I think, that they did know it, but that they failed to appre-

ciate its significance.



io6 English Folk-Song.

The folk-singers of to-day, as I have already remarked, are the last of a long line

that stretches back into the mists of far off days. Their children were the first of

their race to reject the songs of their forefathers. Nowadays, the younger genera-

tions despise them, and, when they mention them, it is with a lofty and supercilious

air and to pour ridicule upon them. The old singers, of course, hold the modern

song in like contempt, although they accept the changed conditions with a quiet

dignity, which is not without its pathos. One old singer once said to me, " Our

tunes be out 'o vashion. They young volk come a-zingin' thicky comic zongs, and

I don't know they, and they won't hearken to my old-vashioned zongs." The old

order changeth, and the old singers realize that their day has gone and that they and

their songs are " out 'o vashion ". Imagine, then, their joy when the collector calls

upon them and tells them of his love for the old ditties. He has only to convince

them of his sincerity to have them at his mercy. They will sing to him in their old

quavering voices until they can sing no more ; and, when he is gone, they will ran-

sack their memories that they may give him of their best, should, perchance, he

call again, as he promised.

Attention must be drawn to the conventional method of singing adopted by folk-

singers. During the performance the eyes are closed, the head upraised, and a rigid

expression of countenance maintained until the song is finished. A short pause

follows the conclusion, and then the singer relaxes his attitude and repeats in his

ordinary voice the last line of the song, or its title. This is the invariable ritual on

formal occasions. It does not proceed from any lack of appreciation.' The English

peasant is by nature a shy man and undemonstrative, and on ceremonious occasions,

as when he is singing before an audience, be becomes very nervous and restrained,

and welcomes the shelter afforded by convention. I have never seen women sing in

this way ; but then they never perform in public, and only very rarely when men are

present. If you would prevail upon a married woman to sing to you, you must call

upon her when her man is away at work, that is, if he be a singer himself. She wil}

never sing to you in his presence until you have come to know both her and her

husband very intimately.

A man will sing naturally enough, and without any formality, by his own fireside.

I have known him, on such occasions, to get quite excited when he is singing a song

that moves him, and to rise from his chair and gesticulate and, perhaps, beat the

table to enforce the rhythm of the tune. One old woman once sang to me out in

the open fields, where she was working, and between the verses of her song she

seized the lappel of my coat, and looked up into my face with glistening eyes to say,

" Isn't it beautiful ? ".

Singers have often said to me " When I were young I used to dance thicky zong,

but I be too old now "—an interesting survival of the days before the sister arts of

singing and dancing were divorced. " The Keys of Heaven " is a song that often

used to be danced and sung with dramatic action by a man and his wife.
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The repertoires of many of the old singers are very extensive. I have taken

down as many as a hundred genuine folk-songs from a single singer, and to recover

as many as thirty or even forty is no unusual experience. These figures, moreover,

must be doubled to arrive at the number of songs such singers really know ; for, for

every song that the collector will take from them, they will know another that he

does not want, either because he has already noted it down from someone else, or

because it is not a folk-song. Miss Lucy Broadwood writes of a Sussex singer, Mr.

Henry Burstow (F.S.y^., vol. i, p. 139) :

—

" He is proud of knowing four hundred songs, and keeps a valuable list of their

titles, of which he allowed me to make a copy. He once, by request, sang nil his

songs to a gentleman ;
' it took a month to do it !

'
"

Mr. Percy Merrick, another well known collector, has published in the Folk-Song

Journal (vol. i, pp. 64 and 269), fifty-seven songs, all of which he recovered from the

same singer.

The old singers were proud, too, of the large number of songs that they could

sing. To prove their prowess they would often arrange singing matches, which

would last for several evenings. Each night the competitors would meet and sing

songs alternately, until one of them had exhausted his repertoire ; when the loser

paid for his defeat in being mulcted in the cost of all the refreshments that had been

consumed during the contest. The unsuccessful competitor has often told me that

the day after his discomfiture several songs came back to his mind, which, if he had

remembered at the time, might have reversed the verdict. This, I have no doubt,

is true enough
;
you never know when you have got to the bottom of a singer's

memory.

The quality of the voice of the average folk-singer is, of course, thin and poor,

but that is because he is an old man. Yoiv cannot expect a man of eighty years of

age, or upwards, to sing with the resonant voice of youth ; the wonder is that he can

sing at all. The folk-singer is, however, no mean vocalist. He is a past-master in

the art of welding together words and tune, i.e., in enunciating his syllables with

great clearness, while maintaining an unbroken stream of melody. He sings, too, as

a rule, with very pure intonation, except when the compass of a song is so wide that

• he is driven on to the extreme notes of his voice. I have already said that many

singers take the natural seventh, especially in mixolydiah tunes, and the natural

third, instead of the corresponding tempered intervals. Folk-singers have, no doubt,

acquired their vocal skill from constantly singing without accompaniment. The un-

evenness of tone, which mars the vocalization of all but the very best of singers, is

directly attributable to the practice of singing habitually with instrumental

accompaniment.

But, it must be remembered that the vocal method of the folk-singer is in-

separable from the folk-song. It is a cult which has grown up side by side with the

folk-song, and is, no doubt, part and parcel of the same tradition. When, for
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instance, an old singing man sings a modern popular song, he will sing it in

quite another way. The tone of his voice will change and he will slur his intervals,

after the approved manner of the street-singer. Indeed, it is, usually, quite possible

to detect a genuine folk-song simply by paying attention to the way in which it is

sung.

Folk-singers like to sing in as high a pitch as possible, and they will often apolo-

gise for not being able, on account of age, to sing their songs high enough. Some-

times this habit, especially in the case of nervous singers, will lead to the gradual

raising of the pitch of a song, verse by verse, until the singer reaches the limit of

his voice, when it is necessary to come to his assistance and start him afresh in a

lower key. Singers, too, will often take a particular interval in a song too sharp or

too flat. This, again, will result in the gradual raising or lowering of the pitch as

the song proceeds, unless the singer is able to put himself right later on in the same

verse. A very remarkable instance of this may be seen in "Joan to Jan", which I

noted down from a famous old singer in North Devon.

JOAN TO JAN.
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mar-ried in," says Jan to Joan. "Good as oth-er poor folks," says Joan to Jan.
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what an 'or-rid thing for to get mar-ried in," says Jan to Joan.

In this song the singer kept his pitch with perfect accuracy, despite the awkward
and unvocal interval of the augmented 2nd in the middle of each verse—and he was
an old man, too " in his 74 ". I am quite sure that he kept his pitch unfailingly, and
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that he sang the song exactly as I have recorded it, for I tested it at the time on the

piano.

I have already pointed out that the mind of the folk-singer is occupied exclusively

vifith the words of what he is singing, with the clearness of which he will allow

nothing to interfere. Consequently, he but rarely sings more than one note to a

single syllable. Indeed, rather than break this rule, he will often interpolate a
syllable of his own, especially when the word in question contains the letter "1".

For instance the singer of the second version of " High Germany " (see p. 59)
began the first verse as follows :

—

abroad as I was jvordelkin'

1 was walking all alone,

When I heard a couple tordelkin'

As they walk-ed all along.

Edelin for Ellen, smodclkin for smoking, and cndelico for caHco, are other instances

of the same peculiarity. I once noted down the opening line of the well known
song " Jack Hall " as follows :

—

" O my name it is Jack Candle, chimney sweep, chimney sweep,"

and later on in the same song

" My neck shall pay for ordlc (all) coming down, coming down."

This rule of a single syllable to a single note is, however, not without its excep-

tions. Occasionally, as we have already seen (see p. 24), superfluous notes, for the

sake of ornament, are introduced by the singer ; and in some songs, the third and

fourth phrases are linked together by a short passage that is sung to one syllable, as

in " The Ship in Distress," (see p. 73). In the latter case the passage in question is

sometimes so extended that it becomes an important vocal flourish or cadenza,

which is plainly inserted for expressive reasons. A good example of this may be

seen in that very beautiful air " My Bonnie Boy" [EnglisJi County Songs, p. 146), of

which the last phrase runs as follows ;

—
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But these are the exceptions that prove the rule, and it may, I think, be taken

that the usual habit in folk-singing is to sing but one note to each syllable. Perhaps

the custom is observed more strictly in some counties than in others. For instance, in

Devonshire, the refrain of " The Sweet Nightingale " is sung ;—

From Songs of the West.
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As she sings in the val - leys be - low,.
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As she

while, in Somerset, the singers invariably render the passage

*-*-
As she sings in the val -leys be - low, be low, be - low, be-low, be - low, As she

Again, in the Devonshire version of " Henry Martin," there is the following ca-

denza at the close of the third line, thus :

—

From Songs of the West.
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That he should go rob on the salt, salt sea, To

But in Somerset this is avoided by a repetition of syllables, in the following way

^^^^m:p:

All for to turn rob - ber up - on the salt salt salt

Most folk-singers, besides their own peasant songs, know a certain number of

"composed" songs. Indeed, it is these songs that they will first offer to the collec-

tor in the mistaken belief that, like all educated people, he will prefer them to the

old-fashioned songs. The popular songs that they thus oiTer him are not, however,

the town songs of to-day, but of yesterday. At the present time, for instance,

the peasants are singing the popular songs of the mid-Victorian era, such as

" Woodman, spare that tree", " The Mistletoe Bough", " Cheer boys. Cheer" etc.,

etc., rather than " Daisy, Daisy ", or " The Bull and the Bush ". On the other hand,

the popular songs of a still earlier period, 1800-1850, if they were ever sung by the

peasantry, have long since been forgotten by them. Dibdin's songs, for instance,
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have almost entirely disappeared. I only know one of them that is still sung in

Somerset, and the Rev. S. Baring-Gould tells me that he has only heard two of them

in Devon and Cornwall. This is very remarkable v/hen we remember the vogue which

they once enjoyed. Dibdin, it will be recalled, was commissioned by the Admiralty

to write sea-songs for the people, and he complied by turning out 1,300 songs or so

in the course of a few years. I have no doubt that many of these were freely sung

by the peasant singers of a previous generation, but they have evidently failed to

survive the wear and tear of time and usage.

From these considerations we may, I think, reasonably conclude that the popular

songs of the town have always been sung to a limited extent by folk-singers, side by

side with their own songs ; although none of the former, apparently, have succeeded

in obtaining a permanent resting-place in their affections. And herein the peasant

shows his good taste. Give him time, and the folk-singer is just as good a critic as

your cultivated musician. He sings only what he likes, and, though for a while the

superficial sweetness of an indifferent tune may beguile him, he will, sooner or later,

inevitably tire of it, and discard it in favour of those tunes whose qualities are more

enduring. The town songs have never taken root in the country ; they have been

ousted in the struggle for existence by the superior and more permanent attributes

of the peasant song.

Old English Songs.

Many people confound the folk-song proper with what is ordinarily known as the

"Old English" song. The designation "Old English", is usually employed in a

very loose and unscientific manner. It is indifferently applied to three distinct

classes of song, viz., (i) "composed" and popular songs of a past epoch, such as

" The Bay of Biscay ", " Rule, Britannia ! ", or " The Lass of Richmond Hill "
; (2)

songs founded upon folk-airs and set to words written by professional ballad-mongers,

such as " Begone Dull Care ", " The Vicar of Bray ", or " Cease your Funning" ;

and (3) folk-songs that were collected and printed a century or more ago and which

were freely edited by contemporary musicians in accordance with the musical notions

of their day, such as " Polly Oliver ", or " Come Lasses and Lads".

We have just seen that songs belonging to the first of these categories have

never enjoyed more than a fleeting popularity with the country singers.

With regard to the songs of the second type, we must bear in mind that the

popular town-songs of the olden days were nearly always, or, at any rate, very

frequently, set to tunes that were founded upon folk-airs. This is no doubt the

reason why so many of them have been preserved. The words of " Lilliburlero
"

would scarcely have survived two centuries and more, if it had not been for the

sterling qualities of the tune to which they were united. The ballad writers of

those days showed their wisdom in attaching their words to tunes of proved worth,
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rather than to tlie ephemeral compositions of contemporary musicians ; we can but

regret that such an excellent habit has not survived to the present day. It was not,

perhaps, wholly a matter of choice with the ballad writers; for in those days com-

posers were more occupied with the manipulation of themes, than with the invention

of them. It would be very hard in the art-music up to the end of the i6th century

to fmd a single tune that was wholly the composition of a professed musician
;
and

a very large proportion of the themes embedded in the music of the two following

centuries were little more than free adaptations of folk-airs. Be this as it may, the

old song books are full of what may be called "derived" folk-tunes, many of which

have since found their way into the standard collections of Old English airs. That

is why, in the absence of collections of genuine folk-airs. Old English songs have

been so often mistaken for folk-tunes.

Of course, the folk-tunes under discussion suffered in the process of adaptation.

To what extent they were corrupted we can only guess, except in the cases of those

tunes which have since been recovered by folk-song collectors. The well known air,

"The Vicar of Bray", for example, was, we must presume, a free rendering, per-

version if you will, of " Country Gardens," a tune which is still in use amongst

Morris dancers. The two airs are now printed for purposes of comparison.

THE VICAR OF BRAY.

From Chappell's Popular Music.
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Needless to say, the peasants do not sing and, probably, never have sung the

" Vicar of Bray". Leaving out of account the tune, which lacks the spontaneity,

artlessness and spirit of the genuine folk-melody, the words would not appeal to

them.

Many of the airs in the Ballad Operas of the eighteenth century were derived from

folk-tunes. They were introduced at irregular intervals during the course of the

opera, and were set to words in keeping with the situations of the play. " The
Beggars' Opera ", the first and most famous of the series, was produced in 1727 and

contained sixty-nine songs, most of which were labelled with the titles of folk-songs.

Gay, the author of the opera, not being himself a musician, engaged the services of

a German, Pepusch by name, who noted down and arranged the airs which Gay
sang to him. It needs but a cursory examination of this opera to see that the airs

are anything but faithful transcriptions of genuine peasant-tunes. The ancient

dorian air, " Cold and Raw ", is converted into a minor tune with a minor 6th and a

sharpened leading-note ; other modal airs have obviously received similar treatment

;

while many of the major airs are provided with dominant modulations to bring them
" up to date". The rhythm of the fine old melody, " Constant Billy ", is changed

that it might fit the metre of the new words of " Cease your Funning," and the tune

adorned with a dominant modulation at the middle cadence. A comparison between

the edited and the traditional versions of this air will serve to illustrate the nature

of the alterations or "improvements" of which Gay or Pepusch, or both of them,

were guilty.

CEASE YOUR FUNNING.
From "The Beggars' Opera."
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CONSTANT BILLY.
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Which of the two authors must be held responsible for the maltreatment of the

folk-airs contained in " The Beggars' Opera ", it is not easy to decide. It is difficult

to believe that Pepusch was the culprit. He was a first rate musician and, unlike

his professional brethren, he had a keen affection for, as well as an abstruse know-

ledge of the ancient modes, upon which subject he was the author of two books. It

is inconceivable that such a man would have modernized modal airs, if Gay had sung

them to him. On the other hand, it is more than probable that Gay,, who was a

townsman and, therefore, steeped in the music of his day, would unconsciously

modernize the tunes, which he sang to his collaborator. This is not to accuse him
of any want of good faith ; not being a technical musician, he might easily alter the

airs, without knowing that he had done so. No collector would accept as authen-

tic a folk-air which came to him through the mediation of an educated singer. Be
this as it may, it is impossible to accept the tunes in " The Beggars' Opera " as

trustworthy records of peasant-song ; and a like criticism must regretfully be passed

upon all the so-called folk-airs contained in the forty or more ballad operas, which

followed upon the heels of " The Beggars' Opera." Had the musicians, who were

responsible for the music of the ballad operas, but had the grace to present the

tunes in their native dress, unadorned and un-" improved," i.e., as the peasantry

were at that period singing them, the ballad operas of the Eighteenth Century

would now be of incalculable worth, veritable treasure-houses of English folk-song.

As it is, they are but the repositories of tunes which, scientifically speaking, are well-

nigh worthless.

Songs that belong to the third category, i.e., edited folk-songs, are only to be dis-

tinguished from the ballad-opera airs, with which we have just dealt, in that their

words are of reputed folk-origin as well as their tunes. It is hardly necessary to
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point out that the edited folk-song has never penetrated into the country districts.

The peasant-singers would naturally prefer their own songs as they had themselves

fashioned them, to the forms in which they came to them from the hands of pro-

fessional musicians. To the musician of a past age, especially to him of the Eigh-

teenth Century, the irregular rhythms, the absence of modulations, the unexpected

intervals, and the curious modal cadences of the folk-tune, were blemishes, gross and

shocking ; natural enough, he would argue, in the work of untutored yokels, but

ignorant errors, nevertheless, which must be carefully removed if the tunes were to

be made acceptable to the more delicate ears of politer audiences. Needless to say,

in the process of editing to which they were thus subjected, the peasant-tunes were

usually despoiled of just those characteristic qualities from which they derived their

unique charm. We cannot, therefore, without discrimination, accept as genuine

folk-products the so-called folk-tunes, which were collected and printed in the

Eighteenth, Seventeenth and earlier Centuries. Like the folk-airs of the ballad-

operas, they are suspect ; and, if we would stand on firm ground, we must judge

English folk-song by those examples only, which have been taken down from the

lips of peasant-singers by competent musicians, and published by them without any

alterations whatsoever.

Fortunately, it is possible, in some measure, to repair the damage which the nar-

row pedantry of the past inflicted upon English folk-song—in the cases, that is, of

those tunes which are still sung in the country districts. Such songs, for instance,

as " Gossip Joan ", " The Shepherd's Daughter ", The Three Ravens ", " The Baffled

Knight", "Pretty Betsie ", "Admiral Benbow", and many others, are still popular

with country singers ; but they are all sung in forms other than those in which they

appear in collections of " Old English Airs". In cases such as these, it is not diffi-

cult to distinguish between the genuine folk-song and its edited version. There are,

no doubt, a few songs which have long been in print, but which, for some reason or

other, have happily escaped injury. "Barbara Allen" and "The Maid of Isling-

ton", may perhaps, be placed in this category, and safely accepted as genuine and

unedited folk-songs. But these are the exceptions. The majority of those " Old

English" airs, which purport to be folk-songs, compare very unfavourably with the

versions of them that are now being collected.

No better nor more typical instance of the difference between the genuine folk-air

and the " improved " edition of it could be adduced than " The Miller of the Dee",

already referred to in a preceding chapter (see p. 27). If the reader will carefully

examine the form in which this tune is printed in Chappell's Popular Music of the

Olden Time,
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the dominant modulations in " Polly Oliver" and " Constant Billy", upon which we
have already commented.

The above remarks apply, of course, only to those folk-airs which have found their

way, in some form or other, into collections of " Old English Airs". And these are,

comparatively speaking, but few. For we must remember that the vast majority of

English folk-songs have never been included in these collections in any form whatever,

good, bad, or indifferent. Such songs as " The Banks of the Sweet Dundee", " The
Sweet Primeroses ", " The Dark-Eyed Sailor ", " The Golden Vanity ", and scores of

others of a similar type, are known to and sung by almost every folk-singer of the

present day. They are the ordinary, typical songs of the English peasant, the

a b c of English folk-song. And yet not one of these characteristic and beautiful

songs were known to musicians until they were recently recovered and published by

collectors. How they escaped inclusion in books of English airs, which contained

so many tunes that were inferior to them, must for ever remain a mystery. But,

obviously, no publication, which excluded them, could for one moment be regarded as

a representative collection of the folk-songs of England.

I have dealt at some length with this question of the exact nature of the " Old

English Song ", and its relationship to the genuine peasant ditty, because, until

recently, it has been universally accepted as English folk-song. In the absence of

any published editions of genuine English folk-song, taken down directly from the hps

of peasant-singers, this confusion was excusable. It was a case of " Old English

Songs", or nothing. Although, however, there is happily no longer any excuse for

perpetuating it, many musicians still cling to the old superstition. Only the other

day, a well-known musician answered the foolish assertion that we had no folk-songs

in England, by referring to the late Mr. William Chappell's Popular Music of the

Olden Time.

Now, Chappell gathered nearly the whole of his material from libraries and

museums, and his book contains no more than a stray tune here and there, which

can properly be classified as folk-song. It is emphatically not a collection of folk-

songs. Its title proclaims that it deals, not with the living songs of to-day, but

with the dead songs of the past. This is not to depreciate the value of the work in

question. It contains the results of an immense amount of patient research, pre-

sented with a wise discrimination, analysed with scientific acumen, and adorned with

rich and deep learning. But it is, avowedly, no more than a record of the printed

music of the past. The traditionary ballads of the people, except so far as they ap-

peared in the manuscripts and printed books of past centuries, are practically ex-

cluded from it. Chappell himself would not, I think, have quarrelled with this

estimate of his work. Indeed, in the second edition, which appeared 13 or 14 years

ago, the editor, Mr. Wooldridge, emphasized the real purpose of the book by care-

fully excluding the few traditional airs that were contained in the original edition.

As a matter of fact, Chappell had but little sympathy with the folk-song collector,
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of the value of whose recoveries he was profoundly mistrustful. This, no doubt,

arose from the fact that he spent the greater part of his life in libraries and museums,

and became so accustomed to the handling of manuscripts that he grew suspicious

of all evidence but that of the printed or written word. This can be gathered

from remarks that he himself makes from time to time in his book, respecting the

untrustworthiness of the tunes sung by peasants ; as when he points out that the

versions of a certain tune, collected in different parts of the country, " differ in some
points, especially in the terminations of the phrases, but that might be expected as it

was gatJiered from unttUored singers''.

That this is a just and true estimate of his attitude towards the peasant singers was
confirmed the other day by a friend of his, who recorded in the public press that he

had once expressed to her the opinion that " unwritten songs were but corrupt ver-

sions of printed copies". It never seems to have occurred to him that those self-

same printed copies, which he handled so reverently and confidently, might, and

indeed, probably were, "corrupt versions" of "unwritten songs". The numberless

minute variations, that are found in the several versions of every traditional peasant-

song, represent to the expert in folk-song the causes and conditions of growth, the

proofs of vitality, and the surest evidences of authenticity. But, in a mind like

Chappell's, they simply aroused suspicion.

Chappell's book is, therefore,—to quote the dictum of the Rev. S. Baring-Gould

—

" a monument erected over the corpses of dead melodies, which, indeed, it enshrines

and preserves. It in no way represents the living music of the English people."

In conclusion, we must once again warn the student of folk-song no't to search

for his material amongst the printed and manuscript music of the past, nor in the

numerous collections of " Old English Songs". He must either go direct to

the peasant singers themselves, or to those publications which contain songs that

have been taken down from their lips by competent musicians. For his guidance,

and for the benefit of all those who are interested in the subject, a list of these

books is printed in the appendix.



CHAPTER X.

THE DECLINE OF THE FOLK-SONG.

'OLK-SONGS and folk- dances, in days gone by, played an important part

in the social life of the English village. That life is now waning, and

with it are passing away the old traditions and customs. It is, happily,

still possible, here and there, and in out-of-the-way nooks and corners, to

come upon peasant men and women old enough to remember the village life of

sixty, seventy, or even eighty years ago ; and they will sing to you the songs

and explain to you the dances that, in their young days, and on summer evenings,

were sung and danced on the village greens. The English peasant still exists,

although the peasantry, as a class, is extinct. Reformers would dispel the gloom

which has settled upon the country side, and revive the social life of the villages.

Do what they will, however, it will not be the old life that they will restore. That

has gone past recall. It will be of a new order, and one that will bear but little

resemblance to the old social life of the " INIerrie England " of history.

Already, many of the old singers, from whom three or four years ago I recovered

songs, are dead and gone ; and, of the rest, few will be able to " tune a zong " many

years hence. Mr. Baring-Gould tells me that, without a single exception, all his old

singers have gone to their long rest. The seventy-nine songs in FoIk-So)!gs from

Somerset were contributed by thirty-eight singers, whose ages average over seventy

years apiece. In less than a decade, therefore, English folk-singing will be extinct.

I have learned that it is, as a rule, only waste of time to call upon singers under

the age of sixty. Their songs are nearly all modern ; if, by chance, they happen to

sing an old one, it is so infected with the modern spirit that it is hardly worth the

gathering. There are, of course, exceptions ; but they are few. Cripples, and those

whose infirmities have kept them within doors engaged in sedentary occupations,

sometimes retain the old traditions with greater fidehty than their more fortunate

brothers and sisters. But they are not many, and their songs, moreover, are not

always trustworthy.

It appears, then, that the last generation of folk-singers must have been born not

later than sixty or seventy years ago—say 1840. Why the chain of tradition
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snapped, and withont warning, at tliat particular link, it is difficult to say. Some

would attribute it to the invention of railways, to the spread of education, to the

industrial revival, or even to the political unrest, which followed the passing of the

Reform Bill and the repeal of the corn laws. On the other hand, there are those

wlio would ascribe the cause not to an altered environment, but to a fundamental

change in the outlook of the people themselves, arising from their attainment of a

particular stage of their development. Be this as it may, it is the fact of the

decadence of the folk-song, not the causes which have led to its decline, with which

we are here concerned. And the fact is beyond dispute.

Some critics see, in the rejection of the folk-song by the country people of the last

generation, proof that its vitality is exhausted. They argue that the folk-song was

the product of a society, which, in the natural course of things, has come to an end ;

that, as the survival of a past age, it has nothing in common with the complexities

of modern life. They, accordingly, ridicule all attempts to popularize the folk-song

in the towns and the country villages, and would relegate the collectors' gatherings

to the museums and libraries for the benefit of antiquarians and archaeologists.

This view, which on the face of it sounds reasonable enough, rests upon the

assumption that the country people of the last generation rejected the folk-song for

the sole reason that it did not attract them, nor satisfy their desires so well as the

modern music of the towns. This, however, is not really so, as the following

incident brought very clearly to my notice a few years ago.

I had collected a large number of songs in Hambridge—from the grand-parents,

of course,—with the co-operation of the Vicar, the Rev. C. L. Marson. ' We pub-

lished several of these songs, and the Vicar directed that they should be taught in

the village school. The children eagerly received them, and once again the old

traditional songs were heard, between school hours, from end to end of the long

village street. Then, strangely enough, the fathers and mothers of the school-

children pricked up their ears ; the old songs caught their fancy. They learned

them from their children and sang them with evident pleasure. That is to say, the

men and women, who, forty or fifty years ago, had scornfully refused to accept these

same songs from their parents, were now learning them with avidity from their own
children ! Clearly, the fault was not with the songs, nor with their attractiveness.

This experience does not stand alone. The experiment has since been repeated in

other country villages with, in every case, identically the same result.

Again, the decline of the folk-song has led some critics to argue that the songs

that are now being collected are corrupt and unworthy of serious consideration ;

that they are, as a well-known musician recently put it, " the decaying survivals of

something better".

So far as the words are concerned, as we have already seen, this criticism is to

some extent justified. A very much better case can, however, be made out for the

tunes. The causes, whatever they may have been, which led to the decadence of
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the words have, happily, operated upon the tunes to a much smaller extent. And
this statement is made not forgetting that it is, in the nature of things, less easy

to discern corruptions in a tune than in its text. In the latter case the blemishes

are patent, and cannot be disguised. But, so long as a tune is clear in its tonality

and intelligible in its rhythm, who is to say whether it is true to tradition or

not ? It may be that many of the tunes, now being recovered by collectors, are but

the veriest travesties of the same tunes as they were sung a hundred years ago
;

that, in fact, since then, devolution not evolution has been at work. There is, how-

ever, not a tittle of evidence to warrant any such supposition ; for no one, a hundred

years ago, collected our folk-tunes, and there is, therefore, nothing with which a

comparison can be made. If the tunes have suffered we can but deplore it. In the

meanwhile, we must rest satisfied with their face value, and console ourselves with

the reflection that, however corrupt they may be, they are, nevertheless, indisputably

very fine melodies. For most of us this is enough. We are content to leave the

vexed question of their authenticity in other hands.

But, although, as we have said, it is difficult to test the fidelity of the tradition by

which these tunes have been preserved, it is not impossible to offer some evidence

bearing upon the point at issue. Here, for instance, is a tune that 1 collected from

a very famous old Mendip singer, Mr. James Bishop—now, 1 regret to say, dead.

It is a curious tune and quite unlike any other variant of the same song that I have

recovered :
—

TARRY TROWSERS.
FIRST VERSION.

DORIAN.

Strangely enough. Dr. Vaughan Williams captured a very close variant of the

same air from an Essex singer. This is his version:

—

SECOND VERSION.
Noted bv Dr. Vaughan Williams.

DORIAN.

^=£gi5=^^^^^^^^ll
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It will be seen that the two forms of this air are substantially the same, allowing,

of course, for the small differences inherent in tunes that have been evolved and

transmitted orally. Now, in the face of such evidence as this, would any critic be

bold enough to maintain that either of these versions is a corrupt tune ? To do so

would involve the assumption that the same tune has been corrupted in substantially

the same manner, and to the same extent, in two districts as far apart as the width

of southern England. Surely, it is more reasonable to conclude that neither of them

is corrupt, but that both have been handed down to us by a tradition that is beyond

suspicion. The reader will recall another and similar instance narrated in a preceding

chapter (see p. 17). If further evidence be needed, The Jouninl of the Folk-Song

Society will supply scores of examples of tunes that have been faithfully preserved,

in almost identical forms, by singers in different parts of the country.

We have already seen that in the absence of any authentic collection of English

folk-tunes that were recorded a century or more ago, it is practically impossible to

apply the only test, which would incontrovertibly settle the question under discussion.

I can, however, produce one piece of evidence of this nature. Last year, I noted

down the following air to " The Bonny Bunch of Roses, O !
" from Mr. John Cully

at Farrington Gurney, in Somerset :

—

THE BONNY BUNCH OF ROSES, O!

FIRST VERSION.

MIXOL YDIAN.

In the current number of the Folk-Song Society's j^oiirnal, Mr. Charles E. D.

Waring communicates the following variant, which he noted down from "an old

Nurse at Lyme Regis, about 1852 to 1856 :

"

—

SECOND VERSION.
Noted by Mr. Charles E. Waring.

MIXOL YDIAN.
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The final A and also the E-flat in the sixth bar call for explanation, (see F.S.J, iii,

p. 56). In all other respects, however, this tune, which was recorded more than half

a century ago, is very nearly identical with that which I noted down in Somerset
last summer. Clearly, so far as this particular tune is concerned, no corruption has
taken place during the last 50 years.

The two instances above given, without being conclusive, provide, at any rate,

some evidence in favour of the trustworthiness of those folk-tunes which are now
being collected in England.

I have, of course, as all collectors must have done, frequently listened to tunes

which were incomplete, that varied verse by verse, and which were obviously corrupt,

or imperfectly remembered. But this is not necessarily peculiar to the present gen-

eration of singers. The collector of a hundred years ago would probably have found

the same thing. Folk-singers vary in capacity just as do their professional brethren

of the towns. The great ages of the folk-singers of to-day may mean that we hear

a larger proportion of corrupt or imperfect tunes than would our predecessors of a

century ago—if there had been any. But, after all, it is not difficult to sift the chaff

from the grain. The fact that a tune is repeated in every verse makes it possible to

judge whether it is a consistent version or not ; for, if the singer is hazy about the

melody, it is easy enough to convict him in the course of a long ballad.

In seeking for an explanation why the tunes have lasted longer than the words, we
must remember that the singer is mentally occupied with the words, but not with

the tune, which he sings without conscious effort. Consequently, lack of practice

would act more injuriously upon the words than upon the tunes. But, another and

more important reason arises from the fact, upon which we have already commented,

that, centuries ago, the words of folk-songs were printed on ballad-sheets and dissem-

inated all over the country, while the tunes were preserved by oral tradition only.

If the words had been carefully collected and accurately printed on the broadsides,

this would have aided their preservation. Unfortunately, this was rarely the case.

Usually, they were recited, from memory, by the hawkers and pedlars to the ballad-

printers, by whom they were freely and often unintelligently edited. Moreover, the

ballad-sheet provided the singers with new sets of words, but not with new tunes.

Consequently, the old ballads were often discarded and replaced by more modern

sets of words which were, however, sung to old ballad tunes. So that in more ways

than one, the distribution of ballad broadsides has acted detrimentally upon the

words of the old traditional songs, without exerting any injurious effect upon the

melodies.

But, as I have already said, the real answer to the critic who is disposed to throw

doubts upon the trustworthiness of latter-day folk-tunes, is to be found in an exam-

ination of the tunes themselves. If they are intrinsically beautiful, what matter if

they be corrupt or not ?



CHAPTER XI.

THE ANTIQUITY OF THE FOLK-SONG.

'T is an easy matter to assess the age of ordinary composed music. The

composer's name is usually upon the title page to bear witness, if not to

the exact year of its birth, at least to the period in which it was written.

Even where the composition is unsigned, a date can generally be ascribed

to it without difficulty.

The history of music has been continuously progressive, and each generation of

composers has been occupied with the solution of particular technical and aesthetic

problems. Consequently, the music of every epoch is distinguished by the presence

of certain musical figures or idioms, which to the musical historian bear evidence of

the date at which it was composed. The amateur, for example, will usually ascribe

the music of the first half of the eighteenth century to Handel. He recognizes the

formal cadences and the four-square type of phrase, with which a passing acquaint-

ance with the Messiah or one of the better known oratorios of Handel has familiar-

ized him. He is unaware that these musical idioms were not peculiar to Handel,

but were the common characteristics of all the music of the period, by whomsoever
composed. Every age has produced its own distinctive type of music.

But when we come to assign a date to folk-music, we are faced with a much more

difficult problem, perhaps even an insoluble one. For, in one sense, a folk-song never

grows old. It belongs not to one period but to many ; it is always growing. It

lives, moreover, upon sufferance. Its life is conditioned by its popularity. If its

development is arrested, sooner or later it falls in popular esteem ; singers cease to

sing it, and it dies beyond hope of resuscitation. It is recorded on no written or

printed document, and all the antiquarians in the world are incapable of reviving it.

The folk-song in this sense, therefore, can never grow old ; it must always be abreast

of the times. Modernity is the key-note of the folk-song. Those who regard the

collector as an amiable archaeologist, and ascribe to his recoveries an antiquarian

value only, altogether mistake the nature of the folk-song.
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The folk-songs, which the country people are now singing, may be compared to

the acorns which fell last autumn from an oak. The tree is, perhaps, an old one and

has its roots in the past, but the acorns are the product of a season's growth. It is

just as easy, or just as difficult to discern the age of the tree by examining its fruit,

as it is to assign the birth-year to a folk-song by an examination of it in the form in

which it is being sung by the present generation of folk-singers. Apart from physical

signs, the age of a human being can be gauged with tolerable accuracy. With him

development and age have proceeded pari passtL, and the stage of development that

he has reached may be compared with that of others, whose ages are known. Now,
the peasant musician has, no doubt, progressed in the practice of his art, generation

by generation, but the songs which he now sings represent his present acquirements

only. What those same songs were like in their earlier states we do not and never

will know, for we have, practically, no ancient records that are trustworthy. The

latter-day folk-song does not necessarily bear upon it any mark to witness to

its antiquity. One of comparatively recent origin may be indistinguishable from one

that has been continuously sung, though in ever varying form, for many centuries.

The time expended in the process of composition does not affect the age of the

finished product. The theme in the last movement of Beethoven's Choral Symphony

cannot be called older than the theme of the first movement, because the former

represented the work of a life-time, while the latter was composed in a few months.

It is often said that a modal folk-song must be at least 300 years old, because the

modes fell into disuse at the beginning of the seventeenth century. This reasoning

is correct enough with respect to art-music. It is fallacious when applied to the music

of the folk. The common people, as we have seen, were, in all probability, them-

selves the originators of the modes, and they have never discontinued their use.

The mode provides a most efficient instrument for the making of melody, pure and

simple ; and it is with such melody that the folk are exclusively concerned. It is the

peasant idiom, and the folk-singer uses it because it fits his purpose, and suits his

taste better than any other scale. It is but rarely that a folk-singer of the present

day will attempt the composition of a folk-song. But when he does, as we have

already seen, he will usually and unconsciously fall into one or other of the modes as

his natural vehicle of expression (see p. 14). It will also be remembered that the

Australian tune (p. 7) is in the mixolydian mode. The mode, in the case of the

folk-song is, therefore, no test of age.

I have already mentioned that folk-singers often show an individual preference for

one particular mode. Such singers will unconsciously transpose many of their songs

into their favourite scale. The tune of " Cupid's Garden" is a harmonic melody ;

it is constructed in a very obvious manner upon the three major chords of the major

scale. For this reason it has a very modern flavour. One singer, however, addicted

to the dorian mode, sang it to me in his favourite scale. This, to the ear of the art-

musician, quite disguised its modernity. But it did not make it old. On the other
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hand, modern characteristics are not necessarily evidence of modern origin, for they

may be due to modern inlluence. The harmonic melody of " Cupid's Garden " may,

therefore, be but an ancient tune in modern garb. I offer no opinion ; I give it as

an instance of the danger of theorizing about the past history of a folk-song.

Again, many people would, prima facie, ascribe a great age to a melody apparently

ly as archaic as " Bruton Town ". It is a song which has, as yet, only been found

in Somerset ; and I have only heard it sung by three singers, not one of whom can

reasonably expect to be alive ten years hence. It may, therefore, be a survival of a

past age, which has escaped adaptation to the more modern needs of the present

race of folk-singers, and is nearing its end. In this Hmited sense, it may be

accounted an old song, i.e., in comparing it with those that have been more con-

tinuously subjected to the process of evolution.

It might be conjectured, in cases where the words are of the old ballad type, e.g.,

" Lady Maisry ", " Earl Richard", etc., that the tunes to which they are sung are of

a like age. But it would be unsafe to draw any such deduction. There has been

great traffic in tunes, and many an old ballad will be sung to a melody which some singer,

not knowing the proper tune, has quite recently fitted to it. The theme of the

words of "The Two Magicians" is, undoubtedly, of ancient origin, but I have

grave doubts whether the tune, to which I have heard it sung, is of any great age.

The fact is, the evidence is too scanty to warrant any certain conclusions with

respect to the age of the folk-song. We must assume that, of the folk-songs now

being hardly won from the EngHsh peasantry, some have a long history behind them,

while others are comparatively of recent birth. And we can only assume as much as

this from a general consideration of the manner in which we believe folk-songs to

have been evolved, together with the indubitable fact that the English peasantry

have been singing songs of their own creation continuously since the Conquest, and

very probably from a still earlier period.

Our inability to ascribe a great age to the folk-song will come as a disappointment

to those who attach value to a song in proportion to its antiquity. Age and beauty

do not necessarily go together with tunes, any more than they do with human
beings.

After all, we can but reiterate that the value of the folk-song lies in its own
intrinsic qualities. If it is beautiful, it needs nothing to recommend it. And if it

is not beautiful, declaring it to be as old as Moses will not make it so.
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THE FUTURE OF THE ENGLISH FOLK-SONG.

'?IE opinion has been freely expressed that the recent recoveries of EngUsh
folk-song are destined to create a revolution in the musical taste of this

country. This, time alone can show. But it is certain that the sudden

and unexpected discovery of an immense mass of melody, not only rich

in emotion, but possessing withal a distinctive and national flavour, cannot fail to

produce some effect upon the musical life of England.

The Englishman's habit of self-depreciation has often occasioned remark. It is

one of those national traits that is exceedingly difficult to account for. For

centuries we have rested under the stigma of being an unmusical race, and, so far

from resenting the imputation, we have modestly acquiesced. So long as it was be-

lieved that we alone of all the nations of Europe possessed no folk-music of our

own, it was, perhaps, a little difficult to do aught else. It was not enough to point

to our " Old English Songs " in refutation of the charge, because, beautiful as many
of them are, they are obviously lacking in those especial qualities, which characterize

the folk-songs of other countries. Now, however, that recent research has shown

that in this respect we are at least as richly endowed as any other European nation,

the case is materially altered.

But it is early days, and English folk-song has yet to win its spurs. For even

now, when at last the folk-song collector has laid bare the facts and exposed the

hoUowness of the ancient superstition, the old prejudice still persists. A few

enthusiasts, it is true, have become converts, but the majority, including many in

high places, have turned deaf ears to the new gospel and still slumber on in the old

misbelief.

It is the old story. The habit of self-depreciation, and the ingrained belief that

nothing of musical value can come out of England, have distorted our judgment and

blinded our eyes. If we look back, for a moment, upon the past history of music in

England, it will, perhaps, help us to understand why we have come to adopt this

pessimistic attitude towards the musical prospects of our country.
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First of all, we must remember that for centuries past it has been the fashion in

England to honour the foreign and decry the native-born musician. Under such

conditions no art could flourish. It is not surprising, therefore, that we have had

no nuisician of the first rank since the death of Purcell in 1695. '^"'^^ even Purcell

was not uninfluenced by the prevailing beliefs of his day, for he found it necessary to

look abroad and—to use his own words—" to endeavour a just imitation of the most

famed Italian masters ".

Prior to Purcell, however, musical England held a proud position among the

nations of Europe. Her madrigal composers of the sixteenth and early seventeenth

centuries were unsurpassed, while her writers of sacred music of the same period

stood very nearly as high in the estimation of Europe. Erasmus, writing in 1509,

said of the English that " they challenge the prerogative of having the most hand-

some women, of keeping the best tables, and of being the most accomplished in the

skill of music of any people". In still earlier days, we were known as " Merrie

England ", and renowned throughout Europe as a nation of dancers and ballad-singers

;

and, during the mfancy of art-music we contributed our full share to its nourishment.

But with the death of Purcell English music fell upon evil days. To disparage

that which was of native growth, and to applaud all that was French or Italian,

became the prevailing fashion. The patronage of the great was bestowed exclusively

upon foreign singers and foreign instrumentalists, while English composers and per-

formers were quietly ignored—and those were the days when art was far more

dependent upon patronage than, happily, it is now.

Dr. Burney (1726- 1814), in his history of music, accurately reflected the jaundiced

estimate of English music that was customary in his day. Throughout his history

he systematically depreciated English music in order that he might the more easily

glorify the Italian. In one well-known passage he remarked " that the Turks have

a limited number of tunes, to which the poets of their country have continued to

write for ages ; and the vocal music of our own countrymen seems long to have been

equally circumscribed, for, till the last century, it seems as if the number of our secu-

lar and popular melodies did not exceed that of the Turks", which, in a foot-note,

he stated were exactly twenty-four in number.

The Nineteenth Century, so rich in the domain of literature, poetry and the

sciences, brought to light no English musician of real eminence. During the first

half of the century there was no composer of higher rank than Bishop, while, later

on, Benedict and Costa, both of foreign extraction, ruled the musical world. Stern-

dale Bennett, it is true, was a composer of far greater eminence than any of these,

and he might, perhaps, have founded an English School of composition had con-

ditions been more favourable. But, although his music was by no means lacking in

individuality, it was clearly dominated by the writings of his German contemporaries,

and there was little in it that could justly be regarded as distinctive of the country

of his birth.
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At the present day, there are several EngHsh musicians wlio, in musical ability,

scholarship, and technical accomplishment, far outshine any of their predecessors of

the previous century. But their warmest admirers must admit that they have as yet

written nothing that can be called distinctively English music. And this is, perhaps,

natural enough, when it is remembered that, in the absence of an English tradition,

they have been compelled to seek their inspiration from abroad, and to mould their

styles upon those of their foreign contemporaries.

The fact is, of course, that there exists at the present day no National School of

English music. Since the death of Purcell, as we have seen, the educated classes

have patronized the music of the foreigner, to the exclusion of that of the Eng-

lishman. Foreign vocalists, singing in a foreign tongue, have for two centuries

monopolized the operatic stage ; while English concert platforms have, during the

same period, been exclusively occupied by alien singers and instrumentaUsts, singing

and playing the compositions of European writers.

This is the fact. Is this deplorable state of things to continue indefinitely ? Is

there no remedy ? Is England, the land of Shakespeare, to go down to posterity as

the only nation in all Europe incapable of original musical expression ? Or, is there

any justification for the more comforting prediction that the recent recoveries of

English folk-song—of music, that is, which is distinctively national and Enghsh, and,

therefore, inherently different from that of every other nation in the world—will

eventually lead to the foundation of an English National School of composition,

comparable with any one of the great Continental Schools of Music ? Let us con-

sider the point.

Some critics, it should be noted, dispute the need of a National School of music

in England, and deny that any good results would follow upon its establishment.

They argue that music is an universal language, and that national characteristics

are elements of weakness rather than of strength, in that they tend to destroy its

catholicity and restrict its appeal.

This objection, however, expresses no more than a half-truth. Manifestly, all

music written in the conventional forms adopted by the nations of Western Europe,

may be called universal in the sense that it is intelligible to all musicians irrespective

of nationality. At the same time, the products of every existing School of Music

are characterized by certain attributes, which are essentially and demonstrably

national. Indeed, it would be difficult to cite a single instance of a School of Art or

of Literature of which this could not be said.

There is no mistaking German music for French, or French for Italian music
;

although the music of each may make an appeal that reaches beyond the limits of

its own country. The truth is, that although in one sense the musician speaks in

an universal language, he, nevertheless, betrays his nationaHty in his music every

whit as much as he does in his speech. Music is a medium of expression analogous

to that of language, and, although its range may be less restricted than that of speech.
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it is itself bound by certain national limitations. Hence it follows that no School of

Music has yet arisen and flourished in Europe that has not primarily been concerned

with the expression of national aspirations. Music may be so individual that it will

appeal only to the few. If it is to become popular its circle must be widened ; and

if it is to found or advance a School, it must express the ideals and aspirations that

are shared by those to whom it is especially addressed, and be couched in an idiom

that is intelligible to them. That is to say, it must possess national attributes, and be

to some extent a communal, as opposed to an individual, utterance.

Now we have seen that the earliest form of music, folk-song, is essentially a com-
munal as well as a racial product. The natural musical idiom of a nation will,

therefore, be found in its purest and most unadulterated form in its folk-music.

There is no music, for example, so characteristic of the German people as German
folk-song ; of the Russian people as Russian folk-music, and so on. The relation,

therefore, between German or Russian art-music and German or Russian folk-music

must be a close and intimate one. That much we may assume a priori, without

seeking further afield for confirmation.

That the German School of art-music has been built upon a foundation of German
folk-song is obvious enough, and is admitted on all hands. The Schubert song, the

Weber opera, and the Beethoven symphony have one and all sprung from German
folk-song. Indeed, this has been freely conceded by German musical writers and

critics—Wagner, for example, in his prose writings, has pointed it out over and over

again. Some composers, such as those above mentioned, have derived their in-

spiration directly from folk-song ; while others, by building upon the mu,sic of their

predecessors, have only touched upon it indirectly. But that German music, as a

whole, has its roots in German folk-song, and that it derives its distinctive and

national qualities therefrom, there can be no question.

This is equally true of the music of the Italian School. No more than a cursory

examination of Italian folk-song is needed to perceive the intimate relationship that

it bears to the dominant-tonic melodies of Bellini, Donnizetti, Verdi, and their

followers.

The comparatively recent birth of a National School of Music in Russia provides

another example. Its founder was Glinka (1803—1857), who was called by Liszt

the " Prophet-Patriarch " of Russian music. He grew up steeped in the folk-music

of his own country, and, early in life, conceived the idea of composing a national

opera. This ambition he eventually satisfied in " The Life of the Tsar " (1836), an

opera which marked an epoch in the musical history of Russia. As Mrs. Newmarch
has said :

—

" The more thoughtful critics saw that the opera was new in the best sense of

the word, and marked a fresh departure in Art—the birth of a genuine School

of Russian music He did not merely play with local colour, but
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re-cast the primitive speech of the folk-song into a new and pohshed idiom, so

that henceforth Russian music was able to take its place among the distinctive

schools of Western Europe." (Grove's Mus. Diet. New ed. II, 180-8).

Russian composers, subsequent to Glinka, have worthily carried on the national

tradition founded by him, and the Russian School of music is now fully the equal of

that of any European nation. It is worthy of remark that Tchaikovsky, perhaps

the greatest of the composers of the new Russian School, did not derive his inspira-

tion directly from the folk-songs of his own country. Madame Lineff, the eminent
Russian folk-song collector, has told us that Tchaikovsky is " full of popular

melodies, although, according to his own confession, he was little acquainted with

folk-songs." This is highly significant. For it shows that when some musician of

genius has once demonstrated how the people's music may be translated into terms

of art-music, the musical idiom of the nation is settled once for all, and may be

utilized and developed by composers of the same nationality, even when, as in the

case of Tchaikovsky, they are themselves ignorant of their country's folk-music.

The birth of the Russian School of music is extraordinarily interesting to us. It

was founded, within living memory, by one man—it may almost be said to have

sprung from one opera—and its growth has been so swift, and so recent, that it is

possible to examine with the greatest minuteness every stage in its history. For us

in England it has many lessons.

Another, and still more modern instance, is furnished by the rise of the Scandinavian

School of music. Gade, the first Norwegian composer to win an European reputa-

tion, after studying music in his own native land, spent several years at Leipzig.

There he became the disciple, first of Schumann, and afterwards of Mendelssohn,

and thenceforth wrote music that was German rather than Norwegian. In this way,

he disappointed the hopes that his talents had aroused, and he failed to contribute

anything of moment towards the foundation of a School of music in his own country.

This honour was reserved for Grieg. Unlike Gade, Grieg studied in Leipzig and

then returned to Norway, where he became associated with those who were " devoting

themselves to a distinctively national form of the various arts ". Under this influence,

he set to work to lay the foundations of a national School of music. He drank

deeply at the fount of folk-song, with the result that his music " owes much of its

success to the skill with which he adapted the classical structure to themes so nearly

allied to actual traditional tunes as to be hardly distinguishable from genuine folk-

music." (Grove's Mus. Diet. New ed. II, 248, Art. Mr. Fuller Maitland).

To return to English music. We have seen that, from the age of Purcell down to

recent days, music in England has been in the hands of the foreigner. How this

came about need not concern us here. It may or may not have proceeded—as the

Rev. S. Baring Gould has suggested—from the " aff"ectation that dated from the

period when it v/as considered proper for a gentleman to make the grand tour. He

K 2
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returned from the Continent to turn up his nose at his old English manor-house,

and to call in Italian architects to tear it down and substitute for it a Florentine

palazzo."

Some writers attribute the decadence of English music to puritan rather than to

foreign influence. They, however, who espouse this view, should remember that

both Germany and Norway were subjected in some degree to a like influence

without, in either case, its hindering the foundation of a national School of music.

Furthermore, the puritans in England, although they tried their best to do so, never

silenced the ballad-singer ; nor did they succeed in arresting the development of the

kindred arts of literature, poetry and painting. Bearing these facts in mind, while

we cannot wholly ignore the injurious effect which the puritans, for a while, undoubt-

edly exerted upon English music, it seems unjust to attribute its decadence wholly

to their malign influence.

But, whatever the reason, we cannot blink the fact that, about the time of

Charles I, music in England began to languish and to fall from its high estate, until,

by the beginning of the Nineteenth Century, it had become practically moribund.

The question of vital importance for us now to consider is whether English

music is capable of resuscitation. One thing is certain ; the present vogue of train-

ing English musicians to lisp in the tongue of the foreigner can have no beneficial

outcome. It is, emphatically, not that way that salvation lies. Nor, on the other

hand, need we listen to the pessimists. They, like the poor, are always with us, and

will never weary of reminding us that we are an unmusical race, that we have no

temperament, and so forth. We may safely turn a deaf ear to such crgakings and

console ourselves with two considerations.

First of all, we must never forget that, in the past, we proved ourselves capable of

holding our own side by side with the foremost of the musical nations of Europe.

Unless, therefore, we have since deteriorated, we may reasonably believe in our

capacity to repeat in the future what we have accomplished in the past. And,

secondly, we must remember that we have a literature of folk-song of our own,

which affords incontrovertible evidence that, as a nation, we possess a natural and in-

herent musical faculty of no mean order. The tree, therefore, is sound at the root.

If in past seasons it has failed to flourish, to put forth branches and leaves and to

bear fruit, this is not from any lack of vitality, but simply because it has been

neglected, because it has not received the necessary attention and cultivation,

because, in short, of the faults of its environment.

So long as we believed that we were barren of folk-song, it must be confessed that

the musical prospects of the nation looked black. It seemed extremely difficult to

credit ourselves with any musical ability, comparable with that of other European
nations, if, unlike theirs, our peasantry were unable to express themselves in terms of

dance and song. Seeing, too, that every School of music on the Continent had

been founded upon folk-song, how were we English to follow their example if we

1
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had not the material with which to build ? How were we to make bricks without

straw ?

Now, however, that this disability has been removed, there is surely no reason for

despondency. On the contrary, is there not every reason to regard the future with

great hopefulness ? We have the musical ability, and we have the folk-song. Our

first and obvious duty is to see that the latter is restored to the nation as soon as

may be ; for not until this has been done can we look for results. When every Eng-

lish child is, as a matter of course, made acquainted with the folk-songs of his own

country, then, from whatever class the musician of the future may spring, he will

speak in the national musical idiom.

It is not enough to "play with local colour". Brahms did not write Hungarian

music when he borrowed Hungarian themes. Nor did Beethoven write Russian

quartets when he made use of Russian folk-song. Both Brahms and Beethoven

wrote German music always, because they were Germans and had been brought up

in the traditions of German music. Similarly, the English musician will not neces-

sarily write English music simply by going to English folk-music for his themes. It

is highly desirable that he should do so ; what effect it has upon him will be all in

the right direction, and it will, at least, aid in popularizing English folk-song. But

an English School of music is not going to be founded in that way. For that we

must wait until the younger generations have been familiarized with folk-song. We
must leave it to them to restore English music to its rightful position— to do for our

country what Ghnka and his followers did for theirs. That we have lain fallow,

musically speaking, for two or more centuries is all in our favour. There is nothing

so fertile as virgin soil.

Looking forward to the dawn of a new musical era in England brings to mind the

precedent of Percy's Reliques. It would be difficult to exaggerate the effect upon

English poetry which the publication in 1765 by Bishop Percy of five and forty

folk-ballads occasioned. It not only killed at one blow the cold formalism which had

characterized the poetry of the preceding age, but it led to the revival of a taste for

genuine and natural poetry, which has endured to the present day. Contemporary

writers testified to the strength of the new force. Sir Walter Scott recorded :—

" The first time I could scrape a few shillings together—which were not common

occurrences with me— I bought unto myself a copy of the beloved volumes, nor

do I believe I ever read a book half so frequently or with half the enthusiasm."

And Wordsworth's testimony was no less unequivocal :

—

" I do not think that there is one able writer in verse at the present day, who

would not be proud to acknowledge his obligations to the ' Reliques.' I know

it is so with my friends "—amongst whom, of course, Coleridge and Southey

must be included—" and for myself, I am happy to make a pubhc avowal of

my own."
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It is surely not unreasonable to anticipate a similar revival in English music, con-

sequent upon the influence exerted upon musicians of the present generation by the

folk-songs which are now being collected and published.

But there are other uses, leading to other and no less important results, to which

the folk-song may be put. There is, for instance, its value as an educational force.

The importance of music as a factor in general education has latterly received

almost universal recognition. Educationalists are agreed that the inclusion of music

in the curriculum of the elementary school will not only tend to cultivate a taste for

music, but will also, by exciting and training the imagination, react beneficially upon

character. That some art should, if possible, be taught in the elementary school is

highly desirable, if for no other reason than that it may correct the materializing

tendencies of those subjects which appeal to the intellect only.

Now, it happens that music is the only art that a child can practise without previous

study or the acquisition of any technical accomplishment. He can sing and enter into

the full aesthetic enjoyment of music without knowing a crotchet from a quaver.

Moreover, children are extraordinarily susceptible to music, and display, even in the

nursery, an eager desire to sing. It is these considerations which make music a

valuable and, in some respects, an unique educational instrument.

Tune is the natural foundation of musical education. The world made tunes for

centuries before it made harmony, and the wise educationalist, bearing this in mind,

will prescribe melody, and melody only, for the musical education of very young

children. With this conclusion few will be found to differ. When we c'ome, how-

ever, to the consideration of the songs that shall be used in the school, we tread con-

troversial ground.

The ideal school song should satisfy two conditions. It should, of course, be

music of the highest and purest quality. But this is not enough. It must also be

attractive to children and be easily assimilated by them. Many, perhaps most, of

the songs that are now sung in our elementary schools satisfy one or other of these

requirements ; few satisfy both. Good music is often dull to children, difficult to

sing, and difficult to understand ; while the music which is immediately attractive to

them is often little better than rubbish. These considerations point to the folk-song

as the ideal musical food for very young children. Folk-songs most certainly belong

to the category of good music ; they are natural, pure and simple. They are, more-

over, attractive to children, easily comprehended, and easily learned by them. The
songs must, of course, be chosen with discrimination; the compass of the tunes must

be within the range of young voices, and the words adapted to the understanding of

immature minds. Above all, they must be of the same nationality as that of the

children ; English folk-songs for English children, not German, French, or even

Scottish or Irish.

Historically, as we have seen, folk-music came first and provided the foundations
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upon which the superstructure of art-music was subsequently reared. For this

reason alone, folk-music is clearly the best and the most natural basis upon which to

found a musical education. If the songs are carefully graded, beginning with tradi-

tional nursery rhymes and advancing by slow degrees to the more difficult folk-songs,

no other musical pabulum will be needed until the child has reached the age of ten

or eleven years. By that time folk-music will have served its purpose, and the child

will be prepared to make a wider excursion into the realms of art-music.

Other nations have, long ago, recognised the value of the folk-song in elementary

education. Hitherto, from lack of the necessary material, we have been debarred

from following the example set by our continental neighbours. Now, however, that

we poS:iess that material in abundance, we have no longer any excuse for refusing to

follow in their footsteps.

If some such scheme as this, which we have been considering, were adopted in

the State schools throughout the country, and in the preparatory schools of the

upper and middle classes as well, not only would the musical taste of the nation be

materially raised, but a beneficent and enduring effect would be produced upon the

national character. For, good music purifies, just as bad music vulgarizes; indeed,

the effect of music upon the minds of children is so subtle and so far-reaching that

it is impossible to exaggerate the harmful influence upon character which the sing-

ing of coarse and vulgar tunes may have. Up till now, the street song has had an

open field ; the music taught in the schools has been hopelessly beaten in the fight

for supremacy. But the mind that has been fed upon the pure melody of the folk

will instinctively detect the poverty-stricken tunes of the music-hall, and refuse

to be captivated and deluded by their superficial attractiveness. Good taste is, per-

haps, largely a matter of environment ; but it is also the result of careful and early

training. Matthew Arnold somewhere recommends retaining in the memory certain

passages of poetry of undoubted and admitted excellence, to be used as touchstones

with which to preserve a high standard of poetical taste. The same will be done

with regard to music, if school teachers will but adopt a wise and intelligent scheme

of musical education, and give their children nothing but the best music, and music,

moreover, that they like and can understand ; and these conditions can best be satis-

fied by giving them the folk-songs of their own country.

We may look, therefore, to the introduction of folk-songs in the elementary schools

to effect an improvement in the musical taste of the people, and to refine and

strengthen the national character. The study of the folk-song will also stimulate

the growth of the feeling of patriotism. It cannot be said that, at the present

moment, the English people are remarkable for their love or pride of country. The

patriotic societies, which have recently sprung into existence, seem to show that their

promoters and supporters are alive to this very serious national shortcoming.

There are many ways of stimulating the feeling of patriotism. Education is one

of them. Our system of education is, at present, too cosmopolitan ; it is calculated



136 English Folk-Song.

to produce citizens of the world rather than Englishmen. And it is Englishmen,

English citizens, that we want. How can this be remedied ? By taking care, I

would suggest, that every child born of English parents is, in its earliest years,

placed in possession of all those things which are the distinctive products of its race.

The first and most important of these is the mother tongue. Its words, its gram-

matical constructions, its idioms, are all characteristic of the race which has evolved

them, and whose ideas and thoughts they are thus peculiarly fitted to express. The
English tongue differs from the French or German precisely as the Englishman

differs from the Frenchman or the German. Irish patriots are fully alive to this,

and, from their own point of view, are quite right in advocating the revival of the

Irish language.

Then there are the folk-tales, legends, and proverbs, which are peculiar to the

English ; the national sports, pastimes, and dances also. All these things belong of

right to the children of our race, and it is as unwise, as it is unjust, to rob them of

this their national inheritance.

Finally, there are the folk-songs, those simple ditties which have sprung like wild

flowers from the very hearts of our countrymen, and which are as redolent of

the English race as its language. If every English child be placed in possession

of all these race-products, he will know and understand his country and his

countrymen far better than he does at present ; and knowing and understanding them

he will love them the more, realize that he is united to them by the subtle bond of

blood and of kinship, and become, in the highest sense of the word, a better citizen,

and a truer patriot.

The discovery of the English folk-song, therefore, places in the hands of the pat-

riot, as well as of the educationalist, an instrument of great value. The introduc-

tion of folk-songs into our schools will not only affect the musical life of England ; it

will tend also to arouse that love of country and pride of race, the absence of which

we now deplore.

There is still another and wide field to exploit. We are too apt to forget the needs

of those tens of thousands of our countrymen who regard music simply from the

point of view of melody, who never get beyond something which they can sing, a

tune that they can whistle or tap their umbrellas to. All of these are, of course, in

the elementary stage of musical education. The pity of it is that the majority of

them remain there all their lives, lingering with their feet on the lowest rung of the

ladder. It is only the few, the very few, who rise from the bottom and win their way
to higher things. And the reason, of course, is that the tunes that attract them, and

which they habitually sing, are bad tunes and, therefore, uneducative.

The important thing to remember, and one that would-be reformers too often for-

get, is that bad tunes are popular, not because of their badness, but because of their

attractiveness. The classes who sing bad tunes sing them simply because they

never hear good ones that appeal to them with equal force. They are never called
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upon to exercise a choice. It is a case of bad tunes or nothing. Place, however,
good tunes into competition with bad ones, and the good tunes will win the day, pro-

vided that—and this is the essential condition—they are at least as "catchy" and
attractive as the bad ones.

Now, one of the most remarkable qualities of the folk-song is its power of appeal

to the uncritical, to those who, unversed in the subtleties of musical science, yet

"know what they like". Its value lies in its possession of this dual quahty of

excellence and attractiveness. Flood the streets, therefore, with folk-tunes, and those,

who now vulgarize themselves and others by singing coarse music-hall songs, will

soon drop them in favour of the equally attractive but far better tunes of the folk.

This will make the streets a pleasanter place for those who have sensitive ears, and
will do incalculable good in civilizing the masses. Not only will the streets of towns
and cities be purged, but those of country villages also. A few weeks ago I was
hunting for songs on Exmoor, and had spent two or three hours one afternoon

listening to and noting down several exquisite melodies that were sung to me by an

old man, eighty-six years of age. In the evening of the same day, my peace was
rudely disturbed by the raucous notes of coarse music-hall songs, shouted out, at the

tops of their voices, by the young men of the village, who were spending the evening

in the bar of my hotel. The contrast between the old-fashioned songs and kindly

manners of my friend the old parish clerk, who lived hard by, and the songs and

uncouth behaviour of the present occupants of the bar, struck me very forcibly, and

threw into strong relief the deplorable deterioration that, in the last 30 years or so,

has taken place in the manners and amusements of the country villagers.

There is, probably, not a country in Europe where vulgar music flourishes as it

does in England. Compare, for instance, the music that is sung and played in a

French tavern with the songs that are bawled out on a Margate steam -boat, or on

Hampstead Heath on Whit-Monday. Or, contrast the songs that are sung in the

slums of Naples with those that are coarsely shouted, or whistled, or played on

barrel organs, in Seven Dials. What is the reason of this ? Is it not to be found in

the fact that all the nations of Europe, with the exception of England, have pre-

served their folk-songs and nourished their children upon them, and that in this way
a cultivated soil has been created, which will not permit the growth of the noxious

weeds, which flourish so luxuriantly with us ?

It is, however, not only to the uncritical that the folk-song makes its especial

appeal. There are those who have always been attracted by music and who, being

cultivated people, perhaps versed in one of the sister arts, have had the good sense

to perform and listen to nothing but the best music ; but who, nevertheless, have

never been really moved by it. This may be because they began their musical

education at the wrong end, with advanced and complex harmonized compositions,

instead of with simple melody. To such people, the advent of the folk-song has been

a revelation. Its pure and simple strains, appealing less to the intellect, than to the
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emotions, have struck home, gone straight to their hearts, and caused many of them

to reaHze for the first time what music really means. To cultivated people such as

these, the folk-song will be an education, helping them to appreciate the beauties of

the more advanced modern music, which hitherto they have only dimly apprehended.

The views elaborated above will not, of course, be accepted without question.

They are, however, something more tlian mere theories. Many of them have

been wholly and logically deduced from actual experience ; others have, in part, been

tested and verified by experiment.

Folk-songs have already been introduced into many elementary schools, and have,

so far without exception, achieved results which confirm in the most emphatic

manner our predictions. School teachers have one and all testified to this. The
children, they have said, learn the songs, both words and music, with an ease that

astonishes, and this, too, in spite of the fact that many of the songs are modal,

irregular in rhythm and, technically speaking, far more difficult than the average

school song. What is still more important—and here the evidence is overwhelming

—

the children sing the songs out of lesson time, in the play-ground and in the streets

;

consequently, songs taught in one class soon spread throughout the school, and

beyond the school. The children, so at least their teachers say, accept the songs

with enthusiasm and regard them as a possession, seeming instinctively to realize

that they belong to them of right. Entertainments are organized, the songs are

performed in costume, with perhaps a simple dramatic setting, and in this way the

children's enthusiasm is communicated to their parents and friends.

That folk-songs, moreover, appeal just as strongly to the more educated classes,

has been abundantly proved. For, results, similar to those recounted above, have

followed their introduction into preparatory schools, public schools, and the univer-

sities. That they are popular, too, with the general public is shown by the fact that

many of our leading vocalists are now singing them at concerts and vocal recitals.

The evidence, so far as it goes, is decisive ; although, of course, it cannot and does

not cover the whole ground. It establishes, however, the fact that folk-songs are

easily learned and readily assimilated by children and adults of all classes ; that

they exercise over them a peculiar fascination, and appeal to them in a manner

which is very wonderful and very different from that produced by any other kind of

music. Whether the popularity which folk-songs so quickly win will persist ; and

whether the effects upon taste and character will prove to be as beneficial as we
have predicted, are questions which time alone can answer. But, it is surely not

unreasonable to credit with the quality of endurance songs that have stood the test

of centuries of wear and tear; nor hazardous to assume that good tunes will, of a

surety, exercise a salutary influence upon the minds and characters of those who sing

them.

Every week adds to the accumulation of the evidence in support of our contention
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that the re-introduction of folk-songs into England will effect many and notable

reforms.

It becomes, therefore, a matter of the highest interest to enquire what steps are

being taken to bring about this desirable consummation. Up to the present, all that

has been done has been effected by private and individual effort. Upon a population

so large as that of England, a small band of reformers, however enthusiastic, cannot

make a great impression, at any rate, in a moment. And the matter is urgent

;

time can ill be spared. If anything really effective is to be done, it must be done at

once, and on an adequate scale. Seeing that the elementary schools are the key of

the position, the Board of Education would seem to be the proper authority to

undertake the work. If a decree were to issue from Whitehall, recommending—for

there is no power to compel—that English folk-songs be freely taught in the primary

schools throughout the country, the problem would be more than half solved.

But, if the Board of Education take any action in the matter, it must, to be effective,

be based upon the theory propounded in the foregoing pages. That is to say, the

authorities must realize that the folk-song stands in a category of its own, that it is

generically distinct from all other forms of music, and that, as such, it must be

given a special place in the educational scheme. Any action wdiich they may take,

and which fails to recognize this, is, I am convinced, foredoomed to failure.

The spectacle of a great nation, like England, in an advanced stage of civilization,

intent upon the instruction of her people in their own folk-songs, is a strange one.

Here is a country with its folk-music neglected or ignored for a century and more

;

its folk-singers, for the greater part, dead or mute; its musicians, many of them,

found declaring that English folk-music is negligible or non-existent ; its children

growing up, generation after generation, having never heard the songs that to their

forefathers were the songs of life itself. In all this, we have in England to-day a

spectacle, likely enough, unique in the history of the world.

Small wonder the English are called, even by the cultivated and shrewd amongst

themselves, greatly lacking or altogether unoriginal in the musical sense. As I have

already shown, in every country—certainly in every European country^where the

music is native and sincere, expressive of the soul and aspirations of its people,

there also the children have grown to maturity with the folk-music of their own

country a sound as familiar to their ear as the sound of their mother tongue itself.

To ourselves as a nation, the sound of our folk-music is all but unknown. And, in

place of it, we have been nurtured musically—rather, unmusically—upon alien

sounds, or sounds fugitive and flashy, or pretty and insincere, or ugly and downright

harmful.

The task that lies before the reformer is a formidable one. Apathy, ignorance,

and prejudice, encumber the path. There is, moreover, one especial difficulty, which

he would do well to realize. The practice of folk-singing in England has, for very

many years, been confined exclusively to one small class of the community. The
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folk-song will, therefore, come to the majority of the nation, unhallowed by past

associations, with nothing to recommend it but its own intrinsic qualities.

Now, this is a very serious disability. For, one of the reasons why the German,

for instance, is so attached to his volksliedcr, is that he has known them all his Hfe.

They are intimately associated with every stage in his career. They were the first

songs that he heard in the nursery, and they were the first songs that he learned to

sing. It was through the doors of the folk-songs of his country that he entered the

great world of music. The history of his country, too, is in some measure bound

up with his folk-songs. They have been sung on great historical occasions, at times

of his country's triumph, or, maybe, at moments of national grief, and the associa-

tions, which have in this way grown up around them, account, in no small degree, for

the feelings of patriotism which they inspire, and the affection in which they are held

by him. A wealth of association clings around them. Over and above their

aesthetic qualities, and independently of any national appeal they may make, they

represent to him something which we, who are learning our folk-songs in middle life,

can never know.

If the efforts that are now being made to popularize it are successful, similar

associations will, no doubt, and in the course of time, cluster around the English

folk-song also. In the meanwhile it comes to us destitute of association, unlinked

with the past ; like an ancient building newly restored, with walls scraped and

cleaned and stripped of their moss and fern.

Nevertheless, this is a defect which time will cure. In the meanwhile, the English

folk-song, if it is to win the affections of the nation, must do so upon its own merits.

Being the product of a past era, it possesses a historical and archaeological value,

which will commend it to some. It has, also, as we have seen, certain national

characteristics, which must render it especially acceptable to English ears. But it

is not merely on these, or upon any sentimental grounds, that the resuscitation of

the English folk-song is here advocated. The question is, rather : Is it worth

reviving ? In other words, is it, apart from all other considerations, beautiful in

itself, judged as music, pure and simple, and judged, too, by the very highest

standard ?

Now, this is a question of taste rather than of argument. For this reason, we
have, in the foregoing pages, dwelt but little upon the aesthetic qualities of our folk-

music. And yet no recommendation could be stronger than one that is founded

upon artistic considerations. There are not so many fair things in the world that no

room can be found for more. In a material age, too, such as the present, there is an

especial need for fostering the growth and development of those things which, like

good music, exercise a purifying and regenerative influence. If, therefore, the

English folk-song is, as I fervently believe it to be, music of the very highest quality,

that alone is sujfficient justification for advocating its revival. And where is the

musician who could listen unmoved to such exquisite melodies as " The Seeds of
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Love", "My Bonny Boy", "Bushes and Briars", "Henry Martin", or "The
Trees they do grow high "—to mention the first that come to mind ? Surely, such
tunes as these may safely challenge comparison with the greatest melodies that any
European country has produced.

If this be sound criticism, it is only necessary that it should be known for the

folk-music of our country to win for itself an abiding resting place in the hearts of

the people. As time goes on, it will, no doubt, become enriched by the associations

which will gradually gather around it. And then, but not before, will the English

people enter, once again, into the full possession of their musical heritage.



APPENDIX.

LIST OF BOOKS CONTAINING ENGLISH FOLK-SONGS, WHICH HAVE BEEN TAKEN

DOWN DIRECTLY FROM THE LIPS OF FOLK-SINGERS.

Sussex Songs. Collected and printed for private circulation by Rev. John Broad-

wood, 1843. Sixteen songs with pianoforte accompaniment.

Sussex So7igs. Reprint of above with additions, collected by Miss Lucy Broadwood.

The whole arranged by H. F. Birch Reynardson, i88g. Stanley Lucas, Weber
and Co. (now Leonard and Co., Oxford Street). Twenty-six songs with piano-

forte accompaniment.

Nursery Rhymes and Country So)!gs. Collected and arranged by M. H. Mason,

1877. Metzler and Co. Fifty-eight songs with pianoforte accompaniment.

NortJiunibriaii Minstrelsy. Ballads, melodies and small-pipe tunes of Northumbria,

edited by J. Collingwood Bruce and John Stokoe. PubHshed by the Society of

Antiquarians of Newcastle-upon-Tyne, 1882. A hundred and thirty tunes, un-

accompanied.

Songs and Ballads of Northern England. Collected and edited by John Stokoe and

arranged by Samuel Reay, Mus. Bac. Walter Scott, Ltd. Ninety-two songs

with pianoforte accompaniment, chiefly from Northumbrian Minstrelsy.

The Besom-Maker, and country folk-songs, collected and illustrated by Heywood
Sumner, 1888. Longman, Green and Co. Nine songs unaccompanied.

Songs and Ballads of the West. A collection made from the mouths of the people

in Devon and Cornwall, by the Rev. S. Baring Gould and the Rev. H. Fleet-

wood Sheppard. Four parts, i88g-i8gi. Methuen and Co. A hundred and

ten songs with pianoforte accompaniment.

Songs of the West. A new and revised edition of the above in one volume, under

musical editorship of Cecil J. Sharp, 1905. A hundred and twenty-one songs

with pianoforte accompaniment.

Traditional Tunes. A collection of ballad airs, chiefly obtained in Yorkshire and

the South of Scotland by Frank Kidson, 1891. Taphouse and Son, Oxford.

A hundred and nine tunes, unaccompanied.
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Rnr^lish Folk-Soiiin^s. Collected and arran,e[ed by W. Alex. Barrett, i8gi. Novello

and Co., Ltd. Fifty-four songs with pianoforte accompaniment.

English County Songs. Collected and edited by Lucy E. Broadwood and
J. A.

FuUer-Maitland, 1893. The Leadenhall Press, Cramer and Co., etc. Ninety-

five songs with pianoforte accompaniment.

A Garland of Country Song. Collected and arranged by the Rev. S. Baring Gould
and the Rev. H. Fleetwood Sheppard, 1895. Methuen and Co. Fifty-four

songs with pianoforte accompaniment.

Wiltshire Folk-Songs and Carols. Collected and edited by the Rev. Geoffry Hill,

1904. Bournemouth. Nine songs with pianoforte accompaniment.

Folk-So)igs from Somerset. Gathered and edited by Cecil J. Sharp and the Rev.

Charles L. Marson. Vol. I (1904); Vol. II (1905); Vol. Ill (igo6). Simpkin
and Co., Ltd., and Schott and Co., etc. Seventy-nine songs with pianoforte

accompaniment.

English Folk-Songs for Schools. Collected and arranged by the Rev. S. Baring

Gould and Cecil J. Sharp, 1906. J. Curwen and Sons, Ltd. Fifty-two songs,

with pianoforte accompaniment.

Folk-Songs. Edited by Cecil J. Sharp. Novello and Co., Ltd.

Book I. Folk-Songs collected in Dorsetshire by H, E. D. Hammond, and
arranged with pianoforte accompaniment by Cecil J. Sharp, 1907. Sixteen

songs.

Book II. Folk-Songs collected in East Anglia and arranged with pianoforte

accompaniment by Dr. Vaughan Williams. Sixteen songs. (In the Press.)

Journal of the Folk-Song Society. Vol. I, 1899-1904 ; Vol. II, 1905-7; Vol. Ill,

(one part only), 1907. To be had from the Honorary Secretary, Miss Lucy
Broadwood. Four hundred and ninety-seven tunes, without accompaniment.
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