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The conception of individual song can be shown to exist
among the very lowest peoples. Professor Gummere’s be-
lief is that human beings get together for rhythmic move-
ment, begin to sing, and thus song is born. But the same
savage tribes that sing in groups tell stories in which indi-
vidual songs appear. Among the myths of the wilder
tribes of Eastern Brazil, for example, (illustrated in O
Selvagem, the well-known collection of José V. Couto de
Magalhaes), there are many in which the composition and
singing of songs by individuals form important incidents.
This fact shows plainly that the authors of these myths
were perfectly familiar with the conception of individual
composition. Granting the manifestations of primitive
singing and dancing throngs which seem so decisive to
Professor Gummere, they are capable of quite other
interpretations than those which he puts upon them.

the Purus River, Annual Report of the Smithsonian Institution, 1901,
pp- 363-393. The following are songs of the Hypurinis (cannibals),
and are individualistic in character: ¢ The leaf that calls my lover
when tied in my girdle ” (Indian girl’s song); “I have my arrows
ready and wish to kill you”; “Now no one can say I am not a war-
rior. I return victorious from the battle ”; “I go to die, my enemy
shall eat me.”

The following are some songs of the Paumari, a “humble cow-
ardly people who live in deadly fear of the Hypurinis”: “My
mother when I was little carried me with a strap on her back. But
now I am a man I don’t need my mother any more ”; “The Toucan
eats fruit in the edge of my garden, and after he eats he sings”;
“The jaguar fought with me, and I am weary, I am weary.” The
following they call the song of the turtle: “I wander, always
wander, and when I get where I want to go I shall not stop, but
still go on.”

Hunting songs of the Bakairf, of the Xingu river region, egoistic
in character, are cited by Dr. Max Schmidt, Indianerstudien in
Zentralbrasilien, Berlin, 1905, pp. 421-424.

The “I” of these songs of South American tribes cannot always
be “racial.” The context shows that, sometimes, at least, it must be
egoistic, as in the individualistic songs of the North American
Indians.



THE BEGINNINGS OF POETRY 221

IV
Tae “Barrap” as taeE Earviest Porric Form

And now what truth is in the assumption that the
ballad-dance is the germ from which emerged the three
separate arts, poetry, music, dance? A passage by Profes-
sor Moulton, affirming this, has been cited, and this pas-
sage presents, without doubt, a view now widely accepted
in the United States.

Let us ask, first, in what sense the word “ ballad 7 is
used by those who derive poetry from it. Does Professor
Moulton, for example, use the word ballad in its etymologi-
cal sense of “ dance song,” leaving undetermined the char-
acter of the words, whether meaningless vocables, purely,
lyrical, or prevailingly narrative? Usually the classifica-
tion “ ballad ”” is employed of lyric verses having a narra-
tive element. By “ballad” we are supposed to mean a
narrative song, a story in verse, a short narrative told
lyrically. Itis a loose usage which permits scholars to use
the word in the sense both of dance song and of lyrical nar-
rative, in the same work ; the ambiguity is unnecessary.*
If ballad means something like dance song, or choral dance,
or folk-dance accompanied by improvisation and refrain,
the term ballad-dance is tautological ; for all ballads involve
dancing. One wishes for more precision. But this need
not detain us here.

In whichever sense the term ballad be used, it is some-
what rash to place the ballad dance so certainly at the
source of man’s musical and poetical expression. We have

“1In which sense, for example, does Professor G. P. Krapp (The
Rise of English Literary Prose, 1915, Preface) use “ ballad ” when he
writes, “ Poetry of primitive origins, for example the ballad, often at-
tains a finality of form which art cannot better, but not so with
prose?”






THE BEGINNINGS OF POETRY 223

but they do not involve dancing, and they are not ballads.
The class that is nearest the real ballad, in that it is based
on happenings, or on the composer’s experiences, is not by
any means the largest or the most important group for
primitive song. Songs of this latter type may be suggested
by some event, or may present some situation; but they
tell no story in the sense of real telling. That demands
length, elaboration, completeness, beyond primitive
powers. If we try to fix chronology, it is most plausible
to begin with rhythmic action and with melody. Profes-
sor Gummere thinks that melody is born of rhythmic ac-
tion. But vocal action of the singing type, i. e., melody,
may well be as instinctive in man as in birds. Action and
melody in singing may well have come together ; for song
interprets primarily feeling, emotion, not motion. In any
case, words came later than melody, and real narrative
later yet. As a lyrical species, the narrative song is a late,
not an early, poetical development. If we look at what
certain evidence we have, primitive songs are very brief,
the words are less important than the music, indeed they
need hardly be present; and they rarely tell a story. I
have found no case in which a primitive song tells a story
with real elaboration or completeness. Nor need these
songlets always have their origin in the choral—specifi-
cally in the improvisation and communal elaboration of a
festal dance. Why, then, apply the term ballad to the
brief and simple lyrical utterances, often nothing more
than the repetition of a few syllables, or of one syllable,

Kiwai Papuans, Folk-Lore, vol. xx1v (1913), p. 308; Howitt, The
Native Tribes of South-Bast Australia, pp. 275, 388, 396-399; James
Cowan, The Maoris of New Zealand, pp. 218, 219; E. H. Gomes,
Seventeen Years Among the Sea Dyaks of Borneo, pp. 225, 226, 228,
as “The song of mourning is among some tribes sung by a profes-
sional wailer, generally a woman.”
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which—according to the evidence—makes up the great
body of primitive song ?

But it is time to bring up a few illustrations.

First place may well be given to the words of Miss Alice
Fletcher, who has had thirty-five years of acquaintance
with Indian music:

The word ‘song’ to our ears, suggests words arranged in metrical
form and adapted to be ‘set to music,” as we say. The native word
which is translated ‘song’ does not suggest any use of words. To the
Indian, the music is of primal importance, words may or may not
accompany the music. When words are used in a song, they are
rarely employed as in a narrative, the sentences are not apt to be
complete. In songs belonging to a religious ceremony the words
are few and partake of a mnemonic character. They may refer to
some symbol, may suggest the conception or the teaching the symbol
stands for, rarely more than that. Vocables are frequently added
to the word or words to eke out the musical measure. It sometimes
happens that a song has no words at all, only vocables are used to
float the voice. Whether vocables alone are used or used in con-
nection with words, they are never a random collection of syllables.
An examination of hundreds of songs shows that the vocables used
fall into classes; one class is used for songs denoting action, an-
other class for songs of a contemplative character, and it is also
noted that when once vocables are adapted to a song they are never
changed but are treated as if they were actual words.48

She writes elsewhere to the same effect:

In Indian song and story we come upon a time when poetry is not
yet differentiated from story and story not yet set free from song.
We note that the song clasps the story as part of its being, and the
story itself is not fully told without the cadence of the song. . . .
The difference between spontaneous Indian melodies and the composi-
tions of modern masters would seem to be not one of kind but of
degree. . . . Many Indian songs have no words at all, vocables only
being used to float the voice.44

The investigator of Ojibway song also finds the melody

“®The Study of Indian Music, 1915, pp. 231-232.
“ Indian Story and Song, pp. 121, 124, 125.
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to be more important than the words, and has nothing to
say of an inevitable relation between dancing and song:

His l}the Ojibwa.y] poetry is mot only inseparable but indistin-
guishable from music. . . . Among all civilized peoples the art of
expression through verse is one thing, and the art of expression
through modulated tones is quite another, linked though they often
are by the deliberate intent of the composer, and always associated
in the popular mind; in the Ojibway conception the two arts are
not merely linked inseparably, they are fused in one. . .45

The Ojibway is more gifted in music than in poetry; he has
wrought out a type of beautiful melody, much of it perfect in form;
his verse, for the most part, has not emerged from the condition of
raw material.4é

He does sing his new melody to meaningless syllables, tentatively
correcting it here and there, but meantime experimenting with words
that convey meaning; and the probability is that the precise senti-
ment of the words finally accepted is established by rhythmie con-
siderations, those that fall readily into the scheme of accents appeal-
ing to him as the most suitable vehicle for the melody.47

The melody and the idea are the essential parts of a Midé song.
Sometimes only one or two words occur in a song. . . . Many of the
words used in a Midé song are unknown in the conversational Chip-
pewa of the present time.48

A number of Chippewa songs, as transcribed, have no words. Some
of these songs originally may have had words and in a limited num-
ber of love songs the words partake so much of the nature of a
soliloquy that they cannot conveniently be translated and given with
the music. The words of most of the Chippewa songs are few in
number and suggest rather than express the idea of the song. Only
in the love songs and in few of the Midé songs are the words con-
tinuous.49

“ Burton, American Primitive Music, p. 108.

“ Ibid., p. 172.

“ Ibid., p. 173.

“ Frances Densmore, Chippewa Music, 1, 1910, pp. 14, 15.

“ Ibid., 1, 1913, p. 2. Similarly Washington Matthews, Journal
of American Folk-Lore, 1894, p. 185, writes of traditional songs
among the Navahos, “One song consists almost exclusively of mean-
ingless or archaic vocables. Yet not one syllable may be forgotten
or misplaced.”
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Such evidence may be multiplied indefinitely.5® The
brevity of Indian songs is striking. Many have few words,
some one word, and some no words. The songs of other
savage peoples show the same characteristic. There are
one-word traditional poems among the African Kwai, and
two-word traditional poems of the Botocudos and the Es-
kimos. These are not narrative songs, and they need not
be dance songs; for savage peoples do not always dance
their verses. They are not, then, “ ballads.” Nor need
they have any relation to choral improvisation.

Literary historians have dwelt too much, it seems to me,
on the festal throng and communal improvisation and the
folk-dance, when dealing with the “ beginnings of poetry,”
until the whole subject has been thrown out of focus. The
term ballad might well be left out of account altogether
and reserved for the lyric species, appearing late in liter-
ary history, the “epic in little,” or “ short narrative told
Iyrically ” exemplified in the conventional ballad collec-
tions. If we are to mean by ballads narrative songs like
those of the middle ages, or narrative songs wherever they
appear, we should certainly cease placing the ballad at the
source of primitive poetry. It is not proved that the bal-
lad, in any sense, came first, or even that choral songs pre-
ceded solos. Tt is likely enough that choral song and solos
co-existed from the beginning, or even that solos preceded,
for all that can be certainly known. The assumption that
group power to sing, to compose songs, and to dance, pre-
cedes individual power to do these things,5! is fatuously

®1It is obvious to the student of negro songs that these songs
tend to retrograde to the simple repetition of phrases rather than
to assume a narrative type.

® Erich Schmidt (“ Anfﬁnge der Literatur,” p. 9, in Kultur der
Gegenwart, Leipzig, 1906, 1) writes: . . . schon weil keine Masse
nur den einfachsten Satz unisona improvisieren kann und alle roman-
tischen Schwiirmereien von der urheberlos singenden “ Volksseele ”
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speculative. It rests neither on  overwhelming evidence ”
nor on probability. The individual ought to be able to
engage in rhythmic motion, to compose tunes, and then to
evolve words for these tunes, at least as early as he is able
to do these things along with others of his kind. And let
it be said again that it is safer to affirm that the primitive
lyrie, whether individual or choral, is not the ballad but
the song—more strictly, the songlet.

\4

ImprOVISATION AND Fork-Sona

From the preceding discussion, it seems clear that it is
time to instil caution into our association of the primitive
festal throng improvising and collaborating, and hypo-
thetical throngs of peasants or villagers collaborating in
the creation of the English and Scottish popular ballads.
Primitive song and the medizval ballads are separate
phenomena, with a tremendous gulf in time and civiliza-
tion between. No doubt some of the choral improvisations
of savage peoples found or find permanence, as is the case
with individual improvisations, and also with songs
thought out in solitude—or ‘dreamed” in the Indian
way. But such songs—consisting of a few words, or a
few lines monotonously repeated—are quite a different

eitel Dunst sind, muss sich Sondervortrag und Massenausbruch sehr
frih gliedern. Einer schreit zuerst, einer singt und springt zuerst,
die Menge macht es ihm nach, entweder treulich oder indem sie bei
unartikulierten Refrains, bei einzelnen Worten, bei wiederkehrenden
Stitzen beharrt.

In this connection, since it deserves to be cited somewhere, may
be quoted a passage from von Humboldt: *The Indians pretend that
when the araguatos [howling monkeys] fill the forests with their
howling, there is always one that chaunts as leader of the chorus.”—
A. von Humboldt, Travels in the Hquinoctial Regions of America,
Bohn edition, vol. 11, p. 70.
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thing from improvisations of length, having a definite
narrative element, and high artistic value as poetry. Most
primitive improvisations are no tax on the memory, and
hardly, in view of their brevity, on the creative power.52
A singer with a good voice and a turn for melody might
succeed, whether he could compose words very well or not.

But when it is affirmed that improvising folk-throngs
created the literary type appearing in the English and
Scottish ballads of the Child collection, pieces like “ The
Hunting of the Cheviot,” the Robin Hood pieces, ¢ Sir
Patrick Spens,” “ Lord Randal,” ete., the affirmation is
pure—and not too plausible—conjecture. We have to do
with long, finished narratives, obeying regular stanzaic
structure, provided with rhyme, and telling a whole story
—pretty completely in older versions, more reducedly in
the later. To assume that ignorant uneducated people
composed these, having the power to do so just because
they were ignorant and uneducated—that is quite a differ-
ent thing, and it finds no support in the probabilities.

Of late years a considerable number of pieces composed
by groups of unlearned people whose community life
socialized their thinking have been made available to stu-
dents of folk song, namely American cowboy and lumber-
man songs, and negro spirituals. It is hardly likely that
human ability has fallen greatly since the middle ages; yet

%2Tn the field of primitive ritual song there are many feats of
memory that are quite wonderful. Long years are required for an
Indian to become a really adept renderer of tribal rituals. See,
for examples of verbal length, in the 27th Report of the Bureau of
American Ethnology, the ritual song of 39 lines on p. 42, or that
of 50 lines on pp. 571-572, at the bottom very nobly poetic. Similar
examples are to be found in other tribes. Also there is something
remotely analogous to ballad structure in such ritual songs as are
given on pp. 206-242 of The Hako. But these ritual songs are not
improvisations; nor are they of “communal ” rendering.



THE BEGINNINGS OF POETRY 229

when we see what is the best that communal composition
can achieve now, and are asked to believe what it created
some centuries ago, the discrepancy becomes unbeliev-
able.5® The American pieces which, according to their
collectors, have been communally composed, or at least
emerged from the ignorant and unlettered in isolated re-
gions, afford ample testimony in style, structure, quality,
and technique to the fact that the English and Secottish
popular ballads could not have been so composed, nor their
type so established. In general, real communalistic or
peoples’ poetry, as we can place the finger on it, composed
in the collaborating manner emphasized by Professor Gum-
mere and Professor Kittredge, is crude, structureless, in-
coherent, and lacking in striking and memorable qualities.
There are now many collections of American folk-song,
made in many States. In these collections, the pieces of
memorable quality are exactly those for which folk-com-
position can not be claimed. The few rough improvisa-
tions which we can identify as emerging from the folk
themselves—which we actually know to be the work of un-
lettered individuals or throngs—are those farthest from
the Child ballads in their general characteristics and in
their worth as poetry. Nor is there a single instance of
such an improvisation developing into a good piece, or
becoming, as time goes on, anything like a Child ballad.
Yet they emerged from throngs no less homogeneous, per-
haps more homogeneous than the medizval peasants and
villagers.

The most homogeneous groups in the world are doubt-
less the military groups; yet war and march songs are al-

* See my New-World Analogues of the English and Scottish Popu-
lar Ballads, the Mid-West Quarterly, April, 1916. Also The South
western Cowboy Songs and the English and Scottish Popular Ballads,
Modern Philology, October, 1913.

7
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ways appropriated, never composed by the soldiers. The
examples afforded by the war for the Union are still
familiar ; the favorite song developed by the Cuban war 3+
was adapted from a French-Creole song; and we know
the origin of the songs popular among the soldiers in the
present European war. If the “ homogeneity ” theory has
any value, it ought to find illustrations in army life. And
do prisoners in stripes and lock step ever invent songs?
Granting the “communal conditions” theory, our peni-
tentiaries should be veritable fountains of song and bal-
ladry. As a matter of fact, the most famous of prison
ballads is the masterpiece of an accomplished poet,—
Wilde’s “ Ballad of Reading Gaol.”

Another thing shown by modern collections of folk-song
is that the songs preserved among the folk are nearly cer-
tain not to be those composed by them. Those they make
themselves are just about the first to die. Usually some
special impetus, some cause for persistence or popularity,
1s to be detected for the pieces that live. And the striking
or memorable qualities, or the special mode of diffusion,
necessary to bring vitality are just what the genuine
“ communal ”* folk-pieces do not and cannot have.

The test of subject-matter should also be taken into ac-
count, when we are considering the likelihood that some
process akin to the processes of primitive choral song and
dance—continued through untold centuries among villag-
ers and peasants—produced the Child ballads. Perhaps
I may be permitted to quote my own words here:

- - « The real communal pieces, as we can identify them, deal with
the life and the interests of the people who compose them. They
do nobt occupy themselves with the stories and the lives of the class

above them. The cowboy pieces deal with cattle trails, barrooms,
broncho riding, not with the lives of ranch-owners and employers;

54 Joseph T. Miles, “A Hot Time in the Old Town Tonight.”
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and the negro piece deals with the boll weevil, not with the adven-
tures of the owners of the plantations. Songs well-attested as emerg-
ing from the laboring folk throngs of the Old-World deal with the
interests of factory life or agricultural life, or with the adventures
of those of the social class singing or composing the songs. What
then must we think of the English and Scottish ballads, if the people
composed them? Their themes are not at all of the character to
be expected. They are not invariably on the work, or on episodes
in the life of the ignorant and lowly. Would they have had so great
vitality or have won such currency if they had dealt with labourers,
ploughmen, spinners, peasants, common soldiers, rather than with
aristocrats? The typical figures in the ballads are kings and prin-
cesses, knights and ladies,—King Estmere, Young Beichan, Young
Hunting, Lord Randal, Earl Brand, Edward, Sir Patrick Spens,
Edom o’Gordon, Lord Thomas and Fair Annet, Lady Maisry, Proud
Lady Margaret, or leaders like the Percy and the Douglas. We
learn next to nothing concerning the humbler classes from them;
less than from Froissart’s Chronicles, far less than from Chaucer.
The life is not that of the hut or the village, but that of the bower
and the hall. Nor is the language parallel to that of the cowboy
and negro pieces. It has touches of professionalism, stock poetic
formulae, alliteration, traces of the septenar meter. It is not rough,
flat, crude, in the earlier and undegenerated versions; instead there
is much that is poetic, telling, beautiful. It is for its time much
nearer the poetry coming from professional hands than what might
be expected from medi®val counterparts of The Old Chisholm Trail
and The Boll Weevil. No doubt there existed analogues of these
pieces, i. e., songs which were sung by and were the creation of ignor-
ant and unlettered villagers; but we may be certain that these
medizval analogues were not the Child ballads.™

On the whole, the type of the mediwval ballad, with
choral refrain, is more likely to have emerged from medize-
val music—to have been determined by the kind of melo-
dies which prevailed, the lyrical treatment given them, or
the type of dance they accompanied—than to be the amaz-
ingly persistent legacy of the dance-songs of primitive
man. It is farless likely that primitive man established the
lyrical species we now call ballad 5¢ than that this species

*The Mid-West Quarterly, April, 1916, pp. 179-180.
® Of “incremental repetition,” often emphasized as inherited from
primitive poetry, and held to be the surest proof of the communal
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derived from the aristocratic song, or dance, or minstrel
modes, of the medizeval bower and the hall. The English
and Scottish ballads should no longer be inevitably re-
lated to primitive singing and dancing throngs, improvi-
sing and collaborating. We can not look upon creations
of such length, structure, coherence, finish, artistic value,
adequacy of expression, as emerging from the communal
improvisation of simple uneducated folk-throngs. This
view might serve so long as we had no clear evidence be-
fore us as to the kind of thing that the improvising folk-
muse is able to create. When we see what is the best the
latter can do, under no less favorable conditions, at the
present time, we remain skeptical as to the power of the
mediseval rustics and villagers. The mere fact that the
medizeval throngs are supposed to have danced while they
sung, whereas modern cowboys, lumbermen, ranchmen, or
negroes do not, should not have endowed the medixval
muse with such striking superiority of product.

The subjects, the authorship and composition of primi-
tive song, and the authorship and composition of the Eng-
lish and Scottish popular ballads, are distinct; and, for
both, the unqualified affirmation of “ communal” origin
should no longer be made.

Lovuise Pourp.

origin of the ballad type, Mr. John Robert Moore (The Influence of
Transmission on the English Ballads, Modern Language Review, XI,
1916, p. 398) writes: ‘ Unfortunately . . . the facts seem to make
little provision for the theory; for it is the simple ballads which
most often have the fixed refrain, and the broadsides which exhibit
the most marked use of incremental repetition. Furthermore, when
oral tradition adds a refrain to an original printed broadside, it is
only a simple refrain, without the structural device of aceretion
which Professor Gummere considers so characteristic.” . . .



