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In "Joyous Gard," Arthur Christopher Benson weaves an intricate tapestry of nostalgia and introspection, blending autobiographical elements with reflections on nature, love, and the quest for personal happiness. Written in a lyrical style reminiscent of the late Victorian and Edwardian literary movements, the book encapsulates Benson's philosophical musings within an idyllic pastoral setting. The narrative, imbued with rich imagery and poignant observations, explores themes of homecoming, the search for solace, and the essence of joy itself, thus situating Benson within a broader tradition of English literature that celebrates the beauty of existence amid life'Äôs complexities. Arthur Christopher Benson, a noted writer, poet, and essayist, was profoundly influenced by his upbringing in the English countryside and his education at Cambridge. As the son of the Archbishop of Canterbury and a member of a distinguished literary family, Benson's works often reflect his deep contemplation on spiritual and existential themes. His experiences within the landscape of his childhood inform the evocative imagery and heartfelt reflections present in "Joyous Gard," illustrating a longing for both physical and emotional sanctuary. "Joyous Gard" is a must-read for those who appreciate contemplative literature that resonates with the human experience. Benson's ability to articulate the transcendent beauty found in ordinary moments invites readers to reflect on their own journeys. This timeless work will particularly appeal to fans of nature writing and seekers of joy within the complexities of life.
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PREFACE

The issue of this second volume of Popular Ballads of the Olden Time has been delayed chiefly by the care given to the texts, in most instances the whole requiring to be copied by hand.

I consider myself fortunate to be enabled, by the kind service of my friend Mr. A.Francis Steuart, to print for the first time in a collection of ballads the version of the Grey Selchie of Shool Skerry given in the Appendix. It is a feather in the cap of any ballad-editor after Professor Child[1] to discover a ballad that escaped his eye.

My thanks are also due to the Rev. Professor W.W. Skeat for assistance generously given in connection with the ballad of Judas; and, as before, to Mr. A.H. Bullen.

F. S.

 

BALLADS IN THE SECOND SERIES

The ballads in the present volume have been classified roughly so as to fall under the heads (i)Ballads of Superstition and of the Supernatural, including Dirges (pp. 1-122); (ii)Ballads of Sacred Origin (pp. 123-154); (iii)Ballads of Riddle and Repartee (pp. 155-181); and (iv)afew ballads, otherwise almost unclassifiable, collected under the title of ‘Fyttes of Mirth,’ or Merry Ballads (pp. 182 to end).

I

That the majority of the ballads in the first section are Scottish can hardly cause surprise. Superstition lurks amongst the mountains and in the corners of the earth.[1q] And, with one remarkable exception, all the best lyrical work in these ballads of the supernatural is to be found in the Scots. Thomas Rymer, Tam Lin, The Wife of Usher’s Well, Clerk Sanders, and The Dæmon Lover, are perhaps the most notable examples amongst the ballads proper, and Fair Helen of Kirconnell, The Twa Corbies, and Bonnie George   Campbell amongst the dirges. All these are known wherever poetry is read.


‘For dulness, the creeping Saxons;

For beauty and amorousness, the Gaedhills.’



But the exception referred to above, The Unquiet Grave, is true English, and yet lyrical, singing itself, like a genuine ballad, to a tune as one reads.

The complete superstition hinted at in this ballad should perhaps be stated more fully. It is obvious that excessive mourning is fatal to the peace of the dead;[2q] but it is also to be noticed that it is almost equally fatal to the mourner. The mourner in The Unquiet Grave is refused the kiss demanded, as it will be fatal. Clerk Sanders, on the other hand, has lost—if ever it possessed—any trace of this doctrine. For Margret does not die; though she would have died had she kissed him, we notice, and the kiss was demanded by her and refused by him: and Clerk Sanders is only disturbed in his grave because he has not got back his troth-plight. The method of giving this back—the stroking of a wand—we have had before in The Brown Girl (First Series, pp. 60-62, st.14).

In the Helgi cycle of Early Western epics (Corpus Poeticum Boreale, vol.i. pp. 128ff.), Helgi the hero is slain, and returns as a ghost to   his lady, who follows him to his grave. But her tears are bad for him: they fall in blood on his corpse.

The subject of the Lyke-wake would easily bear a monograph to itself, and at present I know of none. Ihave therefore ventured, in choosing Aubrey’s version in place of the better known one printed—and doubtless written over—by Sir Walter Scott, to give rather fuller information concerning the Dirge, its folklore, and its bibliography. Ashort study of the ramifications of the various superstitions incorporated therein leads to a sort of surprise that there is no popular ballad treating of the subject of St. Patrick’s Purgatory, which has attracted more than one English poet. Thomas Wright’s volume on the subject, however, is delightful and instructive reading.

II

The short section of Ballads of Sacred Origin contains all that we possess in England—notice that only two have Scottish variants, even fragmentary—and somewhat more than can be classified as ballads with strictness. Yet I would fain have added other of our ‘masterless’ carols, which to-day seem to survive chiefly in the West of England. One of their best lovers, Mr. Quiller-Couch, has complained that, after promising   himself to include a representative selection of carols in his anthology, he was chagrined to discover that they lost their quaint delicacy when placed among other more artificial lyrics. Perhaps they would have been more at home set amongst these ballads; but I have excluded them with the less regret in remembering that they stand well alone in the collections of Sylvester, Sandys, Husk; in the reprints of Thomas Wright; and, in more recent years, in the selections of Mr. A.H. Bullen and Canon Beeching.

The Maid and the Palmer would appear to be the only ballad of Christ’s wanderings on the earth that we possess, just as Brown Robyn’s Confession is the only one of the miracles of the Virgin. One may guess, however, that others have descended rapidly into nursery rhymes, as in the case of one, noted in J.O. Halliwell’s collection, which, in its absence, may be called The Owl, or the Baker’s Daughter. For Ophelia knew that they said the owl was the baker’s daughter. And the story of her metamorphosis is exactly paralleled by the Norse story of Gertrude’s Bird, translated by Dasent.

Gertrude was an old woman with a red mutch on her head, who was kneading dough, when Christ came wandering by, and asked for a small   bannock. Gertrude took a niggardly pinch of dough, and began to roll it into a bannock; but as she rolled, it grew, until she put it aside as too large to give away, and took a still smaller pinch. This also grew miraculously, and was put aside. The same thing happened a third time, till she said, ‘I cannot roll you a small bannock.’ Then Christ said, ‘For your selfishness, you shall become a bird, and seek your food ’twixt bark and bole.’ Gertrude at once became a bird, and flew up into a tree with a screech. And to this day the great woodpecker of Scandinavia is called ‘Gertrude’s Bird,’ and has a red head.

III

The Ballads of Riddle and Repartee do not amount to very many in our tongue. But they contain riddles which may be found in one form or another in nearly every folklore on the earth. Even Samson had a riddle. Always popular, they seem to have been especial favourites in early Oriental literature, in the mediæval Latin races, and, in slightly more modern times, amongst the Teutonic and Scandinavian peoples. Perhaps King John and the Abbot is the best English specimen, for it is to-day as pleasing to an audience as it can ever have been. But Lady Isabel and the Elf Knight, better known as May   Colvin, is the most startling of any, in its myriad ramifications and supposed origin.

IV

The ‘Fyttes of Mirth’ conclude the present volume. It may be as well to say here that I have placed under this head any ballad that tells of a successful issue and has a happy ending or mirthful climax.

The version I have given of that famous ballad The Lord of Learne (or, more commonly, Lorne) is most enchanting in its naïveté, and, when read aloud or recited, is exceedingly effective. The curious remark that the affectionate parting between the young Lord and his father and mother would have changed even a Jew’s heart; the picturesque description of the siege of the castle, so close that ‘aswallow could not have flown away’; the sudden descent from romance to a judicial trial; the remarkable assumption by the foreman of the jury of the privileges of a judge; and the thoroughly satisfactory description of the false steward’s execution—

‘I-wis they did him curstly cumber!’

—all these help to form the ever-popular Lord of Learne.

The remaining ‘Fyttes of Mirth’ are mostly well known, and require no further comment.

 

ADDITION TO GLOSSARY OF

BALLAD COMMONPLACES

(See First Series, pp. xlvi-li)

The late Professor York Powell explained to me, since the note on ‘gare’ (First Series, p.1) was written, that the word means exactly what is meant by ‘gore’ in modern dressmaking. The antique skirt was made of four pieces: two cut square, to form the front and the back; and two of a triangular shape, to fill the space between, the apex of the triangle, of course, being at the waist. Thus a knife that ‘hangs low down’ by a person’s ‘gare,’ simply means that the knife hung at the side and not in front.

 

THOMAS RYMER

The Text.—The best-known text of this famous ballad is that given by Scott in the Minstrelsy of the Scottish Border, derived ‘from a copy obtained from a lady residing not far from Erceldoune, corrected and enlarged by one in Mrs. Brown’s MS.’ Scott’s ballad is compounded, therefore, of a traditional version, and the one here given, from the Tytler-Brown MS., which was printed by Jamieson with a few changes. It does not mention Huntlie bank or the Eildon tree. Scott’s text may be seen printed parallel with Jamieson’s in Professor J.A.H. Murray’s book referred to below.

The Story .—As early as the fourteenth century there lived a Thomas of Erceldoune, or Thomas the Rhymer, who had a reputation as a seer and prophet. His fame was not extinct in the nineteenth century, and a collection of prophecies by him and Merlin and others, first issued in 1603, could be found at the beginning of that century ‘in most farmhouses in Scotland’ (Murray, The Romance and Prophecies of Thomas of Erceldoune, E.E.T.S., 1875). The existence of a Thomas de Ercildoun, son and heir of Thomas Rymour de Ercildoun, both living during the thirteenth century, is recorded in contemporary documents.

A poem, extant in five manuscripts (all printed by Murray as above), of which the earliest was written about the middle of the fifteenth century, relates that   Thomas of Erceldoune his prophetic powers were given him by the Queen of Elfland[2], who bore him away to her country for some years, and then restored him to this world lest he should be chosen for the tribute paid to hell. So much is told in the first fytte, which corresponds roughly to our ballad. The rest of the poem consists of prophecies taught to him by the Queen.

The poem contains references to a still earlier story, which probably narrated only the episode of Thomas’s adventure in Elfland, and to which the prophecies of Thomas Rymour of Ercildoun were added at a later date. The story of Thomas and the Queen of Elfland is only another version of a legend of Ogier le Danois and Morgan the Fay.

Our ballad is almost certainly derived directly from the poem, and the version here given is not marred by the repugnant ending of Scott’s ballad, where Thomas objects to the gift of a tongue that can never lie. But Scott’s version retains Huntlie bank and the Eildon tree, both mentioned in the old poem, and both exactly located during last century at the foot of the Eildon Hills, above Melrose (see an interesting account in Murray, op. cit., Introduction, pp. l-lii and footnotes).

THOMAS RYMER


1.

True Thomas lay o’er yond grassy bank,

And he beheld a ladie gay,

A ladie that was brisk and bold,

Come riding o’er the fernie brae.

2.

2.3 ‘tett,’ lock or bunch of hair.

Her skirt was of the grass-green silk,

Her mantel of the velvet fine,

At ilka tett of her horse’s mane

Hung fifty silver bells and nine.

3.

True Thomas he took off his hat,

And bowed him low down till his knee:

‘All hail, thou mighty Queen of Heaven!

For your peer on earth I never did see.’

4.

‘O no, O no, True Thomas,’ she says,

‘That name does not belong tome;

I am but the queen of fair Elfland,

And I’m come here for to visit thee.

5.

‘But ye maun go wi’ me now, Thomas,

True Thomas, ye maun go wi’me,

For ye maun serve me seven years,

Thro’ weel or wae, as may chance tobe.’

6.

She turned about her milk-white steed,

And took True Thomas up behind,

And aye whene’er her bridle rang,

The steed flew swifter than the wind.

7.

7 is 15 in the MS.

For forty days and forty nights

He wade thro’ red blude to the knee,

And he saw neither sun nor moon,

But heard the roaring of the sea.

8.

8.2 ‘garden’: ‘golden green, if my copy is right.’ —Child.

O they rade on, and further on,

Until they came to a garden green:

‘Light down, light down, ye ladie free,

Some of that fruit let me pull to thee.’

9.

‘O no, O no, True Thomas,’ she says,

‘That fruit maun not be touched by thee,

For a’ the plagues that are in hell

Light on the fruit of this countrie.

10.

‘But I have a loaf here in my lap,

Likewise a bottle of claret wine,

And now ere we go fartheron,

We’ll rest a while, and ye may dine.’

11.

11.4 ‘fairlies,’ marvels.

When he had eaten and drunk his fill;

‘Lay down your head upon my knee,’

The lady sayd, ‘ere we climb yon hill,

And I will show you fairlies three.

12.

‘O see not ye yon narrow road,

So thick beset wi’ thorns and briers?

That is the path of righteousness,

Tho’ after it but few enquires.

13.

13.2 ‘lillie leven,’ smooth lawn set with lilies.

‘And see not ye that braid braid road,

That lies across yon lillie leven?

That is the path of wickedness,

Tho’ some call it the road to heaven.

14.

‘And see not ye that bonny road,

Which winds about the fernie brae?

That is the road to fair Elfland,

Where you and I this night maun gae.

15.

‘But, Thomas, ye maun hold your tongue,

Whatever you may hear or see,

For gin ae word you should chance to speak,

You will ne’er get back to your ain countrie.’

16.

16.1 ‘even cloth,’ cloth with the nap worn off.

He has gotten a coat of the even cloth,

And a pair of shoes of velvet green,

And till seven years were past and gone

True Thomas on earth was never seen.



 

THE QUEEN OF ELFAN’S NOURICE

The Text.—As printed in Sharpe’s Ballad Book, from the Skene MS. (No.8). It is fragmentary—regrettably so, especially as stanzas 10-12 belong to Thomas Rymer.

The Story is the well-known one of the abduction of a young mother to be the Queen of Elfland’s nurse. Fairies, elves, water-sprites, and nisses or brownies, have constantly required mortal assistance in the nursing of fairy children. Gervase of Tilbury himself saw a woman stolen away for this purpose, as she was washing clothes in the Rhone.

The genuineness of this ballad, deficient as it is, is best proved by its lyrical nature, which, as Child says, ‘forces you to chant, and will not be read.’

‘Elfan,’ of course, is Elfland; ‘nourice,’ anurse.

THE QUEEN OF ELFAN’S NOURICE


1.

1.4 ‘ben,’ within.

‘I heard a cow low, abonnie cow low,

An’ a cow low down in yon glen;

Lang, lang, will my young son greet

Or his mother bid him come ben.

2.

‘I heard a cow low, abonnie cow low,

An’ a cow low down in yon fauld;

Lang, lang will my young son greet

Or his mither take him frae cauld.

*****

3.

‘.....

.....

Waken, Queen of Elfan,

An’ hear your nourice moan.’

4.

‘O moan ye for your meat,

Or moan ye for your fee,

Or moan ye for the ither bounties

That ladies are wont to gie?’

5.

‘I moan na for my meat,

Nor moan I for my fee,

Nor moan I for the ither bounties

That ladies are wont to gie.

6.

‘.....

.....

But I moan for my young son

I left in four nights auld.

7.

‘I moan na for my meat,

Nor yet for my fee,

But I mourn for Christen land,

It’s there I fain wouldbe.’

8.

‘O nurse my bairn, nourice,’ she says,

‘Till he stan’ at your knee,

An’ ye’s win hame to Christen land,

Whar fain it’s ye wadbe.

9.

9.2 i.e. till he can walk by holding on to things.

‘O keep my bairn, nourice,

Till he gang by the hauld,

An’ ye’s win hame to your young son

Ye left in four nights auld.’

*****

10.

‘O nourice lay your head

Upo’ my knee:

See ye na that narrow road

Up by yon tree?

11.

.....

.....

That’s the road the righteous goes,

And that’s the road to heaven.

12.

‘An’ see na ye that braid road,

Down by yon sunny fell?

Yon’s the road the wicked gae,

An’ that’s the road to hell.’

*****



 

ALLISON GROSS

The Text is that of the Jamieson-Brown MS.

The Story is one of the countless variations of the French ‘Beauty and the Beast.’ Amodern Greek tale narrates that a nereid, enamoured of a youth, and by him scorned, turned him into a snake till he should find another love as fair as she.

The feature of this ballad is that the queen of the fairies should have power to undo the evil done by a witch.

ALLISON GROSS


1.

O Allison Gross, that lives in yon tow’r,

The ugliest witch i’ the north country,

Has trysted me ae day up till her bow’r,

An’ monny fair speech she made tome.

2.

She stroaked my head, an’ she kembed my hair,

An’ she set me down saftly on her knee;

Says, ‘Gin ye will be my lemman so true,

Sae monny braw things as I woud yougi’.’

3.

She show’d me a mantle o’ red scarlet,

Wi’ gouden flow’rs an’ fringes fine;

Says, ‘Gin ye will be my lemman sae true,

This goodly gift it sal be thine.’

4.

‘Awa’, awa’, ye ugly witch,

Haud far awa’, an’ lat mebe;

I never will be your lemman sae true,

An’ I wish I were out o’ your company.’

5.

5.1 ‘sark,’ shirt.

She neist brought a sark o’ the saftest silk,

Well wrought wi’ pearles about the ban’;

Says, ‘Gin ye will be my ain true love,

This goodly gift you sal comman’.’

6.

She show’d me a cup o’ the good red gold,

Well set wi’ jewls sae fair to see;

Says, ‘Gin you will be my lemman sae true,

This goodly gift I will yougi’.’

7.

‘Awa’, awa’, ye ugly witch,

Had far awa’, and lat mebe!

For I woudna ance kiss your ugly mouth

For a’ the gifts that you coudgi’.’

8.

She’s turn’d her right and roun’ about,

An’ thrice she blaw on a grass-green horn;

An’ she sware by the meen and the stars abeen,

That she’d gar me rue the day I was born.

9.

Then out has she ta’en a silver wand,

An’ she’s turn’d her three times roun’ and roun’;

She’s mutter’d sich words till my strength it fail’d,

An’ I fell down senceless upon the groun’.
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