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“Both Me and Mine He Causd to Dine”1

Sandra Ballif Straubhaar and Richard Firth Green

ANY ACCOUNT OF LARRY Syndergaard’s contributions to academia must begin with his more than forty years of work, planning, promoting, and participating in the International Congress on Medieval Studies, held first biennially, and then annually, every spring, at Western Michigan University since 1962.2 Larry began this work in 1971, only three years into his new job as a junior professor of English. His undergraduate degree from Iowa State College had been in forestry and general science, but following this, he and his wife Ardis had spent a gap year in Copenhagen researching European forests along with family genealogy. It was there that Larry had caught the ballad bug and changed his academic alignment to the liberal arts. After returning to the U.S. to pursue a PhD at the University of Wisconsin in English and Scandinavian Studies, in 1968 he and his family arrived in Kalamazoo for the new job.

Larry’s involvement in the International Congress on Medieval Studies can be documented, via archived conference programs, from 1971 onward. From 1976 to 1989, and probably in numerous other years as well (the records are incomplete) he participated on the Congress program committee (reading proposals and abstracts, as well as organizing sessions), while his wife Ardis, too, worked intermittently with the Congress committees and in the Medieval Institute office. Over a period of thirty years, Larry organized and/or presided over paper sessions on (among others) Old English Literature; Beowulf and the Idea of the Heroic; Viking Studies; Saga and Epic; General Medieval Literature; Critical Approaches to Chaucer; The Pearl Poet; Chaucer and Women; Jungian Approaches to Medieval Literature and Culture; Texts, Transmission and Editing; and Archetypal Theory and Medieval Literature.

But from the early 1990s onward Larry began to organize the sessions on the ballad for which he is so fondly remembered by the contributors to this volume. These attracted scholars, not only of Anglophone balladry, but also of Hispanic, Nordic, Slavic, Celtic, and Sephardic ballads, among others. Paper topics included not only ballad texts, but also tunes and illustrations; ballad genre boundaries; Norse saga connections; Eddic poetry connections; connections to metrical romances; connections to the cantefable; women singers and informants; social class and singing style; ballads as cultural markers; ballads as cultural resistance; Robin Hood and other outlaw heroes; unquiet graves; abductions by elves; church frescoes; anti-Semitism; just and unjust queens; tragedy and gender; affect and emotion; and ballads in Jacobean drama. In connection with the ballad sessions at the Congress that he indefatigably organized and presided over through the years, Larry was made a Fellow of the International Ballad Commission / Kommission für Volksdichtung, and in that capacity tirelessly networked within and without the international community of ballad scholars. It delighted him to introduce like-minded “ballad-mongers” (as he called them) to one another.

In 1995 Larry published the work for which he is best known, English Translations of the Scandinavian Medieval Ballads—a volume that includes an exploration of the connections between Anglophone and Nordic ballads and remains an invaluable reference work for scholars of both (closely related) ballad corpora.3

Larry retired from his post in Western Michigan’s English department in 2000, but remained on the list of affiliated faculty for WMU’s interdisciplinary medieval studies MA for some years, and stepped up his activity with the IBC / Kommission für Volksdichtung. Larry and Ardis attended IBC conferences in Austin, Texas (2003); Ukraine (2005); Germany (2006); and Scotland (2007). After Ardis’s death in 2008, Larry went solo to the IBC in Portugal (2011); Turkey (2012); and South Africa (2013). In 2009, ballad sessions at ICMS were held in memory of Ardis; and in 2016, they were held in memory of Larry himself. Larry’s daughter Jennifer brought ballad-related books from Larry’s extensive library to the 2016 sessions and generously invited the attendees to take home whatever they liked.

One ongoing and unforgettable tradition for ballad scholars attending the Medieval Congress were Larry’s and Ardis’s annual dinners at the Syndergaard home near the WMU campus. From the very beginning, these dinners were determinedly inclusive affairs. Whether you were a senior rock-star academic or an independent unaffiliated scholar or a young ballad enthusiast with serious impostor syndrome, Larry and Ardis would make you welcome.

There follows our attempt to re-create the experience of a typical Ballad-Mongers’ Dinner. First, participants would receive an e-mail (“with apologies for its form-letter nature”), reminding us that the “International Congress on Medieval Studies [was] bearing down upon us,” and inviting our participation in “a kind of tradition that has developed over the last years, an informal dinner at our house for the ballad session participants and other friends of the ballad.” In due course we would all meet in the lobby of the Hadley-Britton student dormitory, since it was closest of all the conference buildings to Larry’s house, and while the lobby dutifully changed its furniture, floors, and wall treatments over the years, Larry himself never seemed to change. At the appointed hour, right on cue, Larry would walk in, tall and lanky (6’2” and 155 pounds, his family confirms); chances would be good he’d be wearing a plaid wool sport jacket, in mustardy colors. Larry would lead us eastwards across the damp evening grass, studded with dandelion and fleawort, through the gap in the chain link fence, and into a neighborhood of older houses, forest-like in its tall trees but garden-like in its plantings. Daffodils or tulips might be in bloom, depending on the year.

The Syndergaard home on Prairie Avenue had been built in 1913, but there were trees on its lot far older than that. One had blown down in a recent year, and Larry, the ex-forestry student, had painstakingly counted the rings and nailed in little metal signs to mark dates, including the Revolutionary War, his and Ardis’s wedding, and the births of their children. We would visit and admire the playhouse Larry had built for his granddaughters Ellie and Maisie, a true miniature of the same era as the big house with many of the carpentry detailings of an actual residence.

Then, we went inside to be greeted by Ardis—Ardis Carr Syndergaard, who had been Larry’s sweetheart since he took her to his senior prom in 1953, and whose printed memoir of her upbringing in rural Wisconsin Larry would proudly show his guests. She served us maybe a half-dozen different types of hors d’oeuvres—savory and sweet, beautifully presented: nuts and dates, bacon-wrapped water chestnuts, cheeses—as we sat in the pale-green-painted screened porch, perhaps in its two-seater porch swing. We had dinner in the dining room, its wood-beamed ceiling like something out of Rivendell, with the early-evening spring sun streaming through the high windows. Local wine from Paw Paw, local morels from the forest in the meat sauce, fresh asparagus on the side: beautiful presentations, on vintage china. Was the silver table service engraved with a C for Carr? No, said Ardis, laughing: we got it at an estate sale! We admired Ardis’s custom kitchen, with sink and range heights adjusted to Ardis’s petite proportions; the upstairs bathroom, with its claw-foot bathtub and books of Danish cartoons to peruse; and the living room, with its Chinese screen, and its solid wall of dark hardwood bookshelves built by Larry himself, where we retired after dinner for stories and laughter and sometimes singing. These dinners continued even after Ardis’s death in 2008, with Jennifer Syndergaard Snyder and family friends cooking from the recipes Ardis herself had used.

In the days and weeks following the various Congresses down the years, Larry would send emails out to the participants in the ballad sessions, praising the papers and suggesting like-minded scholars to contact, actively nourishing the international ballad community, as he also did after the annual IBC meetings all over the world. As Jennifer wrote to a group of us shortly after Larry’s death:

You may know that my father collected many things (have you seen his library?). But by far his favorite “collectible” was people. He simply loved getting to know new people. Whenever it was that you and Larry first met, I have no doubt that he was genuinely interested in you—in your interests, your history, and your outlook on life—and he remembered what you talked about. And you probably found that he kept in touch! Correspondence was central to who Dad was. [5/14/2015]

Ample evidence that an international ballad researchers’ (and sometime singers’) community continues to thrive, and continues to owe an inestimable debt to Larry Syndergaard, can be seen in the varied banquet of ballad- and song-lore served up in the articles which follow in this volume.

While this introduction, as its title suggests, is primarily intended to memorialize Larry Syndergaard himself, it must also serve to introduce the larger memorial to him that is Ballads of the North. Our title reflects Larry’s interest in the relationship between the ballads of Scandinavia (particularly Denmark) and those of Scotland, England, and the United States, and unsurprisingly many of the contributions to this volume began life as papers presented at the sessions he organized for WMU’s Medieval Congresses. This interest of Larry’s has a long scholarly pedigree (it reaches back at least to F. J. Child’s extensive correspondence with the famous Danish ballad scholar Svend Grundtvig),4 but, unlike Child, Larry was also fascinated by the cultural legacy the traditional ballad has bequeathed to the modern world—its ongoing presence in the literature, the music, and the art of our own day. This particular fascination of his is reflected in our subtitle, Medieval to Modern, and particularly in the essays that make up the final part of our volume.

The introductory part of Ballads of the North, Medieval to Modern turns on the perennial question of how the ballad genre is to be defined and how far it resembles, or is distinct from, other forms. James Massengale’s “Swedish Ballad Authenticity and Its Gatekeepers” measures Bengt R. Jonsson’s five-volume Sveriges Medeltida Ballader [Sweden’s Medieval Ballads] (1983−2001) against the corpus of ballads included in earlier collections, and interrogates the grounds upon which some have been excluded; though, as he concedes, any selective enterprise of this kind must entail some kind of gatekeeping feature, its inevitable consequence is the large “shadow-corpus” of Swedish balladry on which Massengale concentrates. The two pieces that follow, by Shaun F. D. Hughes and Sandra Ballif Straubhaar, are more narrowly focused but both discuss the features that distinguish ballad versions from those of other genres. Hughes’s “The Relationship of the Anomalous Ballad Þorgeirs rímur [Stjakarhöfða] to Áns rímur bogsveigis” discusses the relationship of an Icelandic ballad about the wrestler Thorgeir to a rímnaflokkur (set of rímur) about Án Bow-bender, and suggests that the reason that the ballad of Þorgeirs rímur is so unusual in an Icelandic context is that the continuing popularity of formal rímur inhibited the development of ballads (such as those we find in the Faroe Islands) that might have been felt to be in competition with them. In the final piece in this part, “Hervör, Hervard, Hervik: The Metamorphosis of a Shieldmaiden,” Straubhaar concentrates, not on a male wrestler, but on a female warrior called Hervör, who appears in two Old Norse sagas and three later ballads (two Faroese and one Danish); to what extent, she asks, can we attribute the differences in the way Hervör is treated in these sources to the very different generic demands of saga and ballad?

The first of the essays in our second part (which examines various aspects of the ballad cultures in both Scandinavia and the English-speaking world) is Sarah Harlan-Haughey’s “Uncanny Cetology in the Sagas and Later West-Scandinavian Balladry.” Harlan-Haughey covers material similar to that treated by Hughes and Straubhaar, but from a different perspective. She compares the literary trope of the beached whale and its butchering in the Icelandic Sagas with the appearance of this motif in later Icelandic and Faroese folklore. She shows how overtones of malevolent pre-Christian magic permeate the sagas’ treatment of whales, whose beached carcasses are often the impetus for social dissension and feuding, whereas the ceremonial aspects of the modern Faroese Grindadráp (and also later Scandinavian ballads and folktales) perform a quite different function—reaffirming order, efficiency, and community. Tom Pettitt’s “If You Go Down to the Woods Today … Fateful Locations in the Ballad Landscapes of Three Kingdoms,” combining as it does the study of a single formulaic setting, the rosenlund, across a wide range of both Danish and Anglophone ballads, forms an appropriate centerpiece to this tribute to Larry Syndergaard. The rosenlund (perhaps better translated as “flowery grove” than “rose grove”) provides a “fateful location” for the action of many Danish ballads, and by examining the setting for such action in a handful of English and Scottish analogues to these ballads, Pettitt reveals far greater diversity in their Anglophone counterparts; whether this diversity is a result of topographical or generic differences he leaves an open question. James Moreira’s “‘His Hawk, His Hound, and Lady Fair’: Social Symbols and Ballad Metaphors” explores another set of ballad motifs, those of “hawks and hounds as agents of characterization,” but he restricts his investigation here to English and Scottish sources. His analysis exposes “the manner in which balladry plays on pre-established symbols in order to create unique effects in its own fictive universe,” in this case, how “references to hawks and hounds illuminate the potential for character weakness and vulnerability.” Continuing the investigation of Anglophone balladry, David Gregory’s “Balladry and Social Mores: An Exploration of Attitudes to Sexual Relations in Songsters, Broadsides, and Oral Tradition” concludes this section by comparing the attitudes of traditional ballads to sexual license with those of broadsides, drolleries, and popular songs. In an exhaustive examination of all the ballads in the Child canon, he concludes that while there is a small group of moralistic ballads in which adultery or premarital sex is explicitly condemned, a far greater number elicit our sympathy for the lovers or even condone their activities.

The two essays that conclude this part offer readings of individual ballads, one Danish the other Anglo-American. Lynda Taylor’s “The Agnete Ballad of Denmark: Cultural Tool or Protest Song?” discusses the supernatural ballad of “Agnete og havmanden” [Agnete and the Merman]. Taylor finds the emotional core of this ballad to be the relationship between Agnete and her domineering merman—itself a reflection of a marital relationship in the human world—and she asks whether this is not a ballad that “to all intents and purposes, could have been used as a protest song, shared amongst the sisterhood and presented in a subversive way?” Richard Firth Green’s “From Sir Eglamour to ‘Old Bangum’: The Travels of a Ballad Hero” traces the history of the ballad of “Sir Lionel” from its origins in a fifteenth-century romance to its emergence as a popular Appalachian ballad. How, Green asks, do the varied social and cultural contexts in which this story has resurfaced over time reshape and modify its meaning? He suggests that American versions of “Sir Lionel” (often called “Old Bangum”) are doing quite different cultural work from their British counterparts, and concludes that the common interpretation of “Old Bangum” as primarily a frivolous children’s song constitutes a serious misrepresentation of the latter.

Our final part represents an aspect of ballad study particularly dear to Larry Syndergaard’s heart—the influence of traditional ballads on later forms of artistic expression. This part begins with Hans Kuhn’s “Writing Romances for Amateur Singers: A Nineteenth-Century Danish Example,” a study of the parlor songs of Joseph Glæser (1835−1891). It is useful to be reminded that America in the 1960s was not the only time that old folksongs were revived and set to new uses, and just as the protest songs of the Vietnam War era are only dimly foreshadowed in the corpus of traditional ballads, so, too, the sentimental lyrics intended for communal singing in nineteenth-century middle-class Danish households seem to be far removed from Grundtvig’s great collection of medieval and early-modern ballads, despite the fact that some of their motifs (such as spring’s awakening, or the lovers’ farewell) are indeed very old. Sally Ann Schutz’s “The Secret Lives of Ballads: Fan Fiction as Folk Space,” presents us with a fascinating analogy between the traditional ballad and modern fan fiction. She speculates that fan fiction may function as a “folk space,” and suggests that it actually has “much more in common with oral performance than it does with conventional print authorship”; by comparing the process by which fan-fiction writers “create and perform their identities as they interact with each other in their digital space” with the creation and performance of ballads in an oral context, Schutz offers us new insights into the nature of the ballad genre. Our final contribution, Jennifer Goodman Wollock’s “A Game of Crows: Poe, Plagiarism, and the Ballad Tradition,” finds the inspiration for Edgar Allan Poe’s “The Raven” in the related traditional ballads of “The Three Ravens” and “The Twa Corbies”; Wollock makes this insight the starting point for an extended investigation into Poe’s relationship to the larger field of American and European romanticism, and into the poet’s internal struggle between the two sides of his creative persona, one beholden to the idealist Kant, the other to the traditionalist Herder.

When William James Entwistle essayed a taxonomy of European ballads in 1930, he divided his category of “Nordic balladry” into two: the ballads of Scandinavia and the British Isles, and those of Germany and Central Europe: “with the ballads of Scandinavia go our own ballads,” he asserted confidently.5 It is this conjunction that informed the whole of Larry Syndergaard’s scholarly enterprise and it duly informs the collection, Ballads of the North, that is offered here as a tribute to his memory.

But before we turn to this scholarly main course, here is a small appetizer, in the form of one of Ardis Carr Syndergaard’s memorable recipes, written down by Jennifer Syndergaard Snyder and annotated by Larry himself:6

Larry: Here’s Jenny’s e-mail of the recipe. It’s Ardis’s, based on something from a cookbook, then modified by Jenny (the pineapple juice, I think). Do enjoy.

Jennifer: Here is Curried Coconut Chicken:

8 small chicken breasts (I used 4 XL ones, cut in half, fatter half flattened somewhat)

6 tablespoons butter, melted

One 14-oz bag of Baker’s Angel Flake sweetened flaked coconut

Approx. 3 tablespoons curry powder (to taste)

1 teaspoon salt

Sauce: 2 cups Apricot preserves, warmed and thinned with a little fruit juice (I used about ⅓ to ½ cups pineapple juice. Could also use orange or apple). Stir in approx. ½ cup yellow raisins and 3 tablespoons [melted] butter. You can add a little ginger, curry, salt and pepper, to taste. [Serve this in gravy boats, on the table.]

Melt butter in shallow bowl. In another shallow bowl, mix curry and coconut. Dip chicken pieces in butter, then coat on both sides with coconut mixture. Pat it back into place if it falls off. Place in greased casserole dish and sprinkle with salt. Bake at 350 degrees for about 35 minutes. Serve with rice. [5/18/2012]

NOTES

1 “The King’s Disguise” (Child 151:38).

2 The 1962 conference lasted one day, and consisted of two plenary addresses, six paper sessions, and an evening showing of Ingmar Bergman’s Seventh Seal. The 2017 conference, by contrast, lasted four days, and contained 574 paper sessions, several plenaries, and more evening performances and events than could be easily listed here.

3 Turku [Finland]: Nordic Institute of Folklore, 1995.

4 Reprinted in Sigurd Bernhard Hustvedt, Ballad Books and Ballad Men: Raids and Rescues in Britain, America, and the Scandinavian North Since 1800 (Cambridge, MA: Harvard University Press, 1930).

5 European Balladry (Oxford: Clarendon Press, 1930), p. 203.

6 I have added two additional instructions in brackets [SBS].




Bibliographical Note

THE FOLLOWING FIVE WORKS are cited by several authors, and in the interests of avoiding duplication we provide full bibliographical references here and abbreviated ones wherever they occur later in the text. For collections that are cited in only a single chapter—i.e., Svenska Folk-Visor från Forntiden (GA) and Svenska fornsånger (SF) in Chapter 1—full references will be found at the point of first citation.


	1)
	The Corpus Carminum Færoensium: Føroya kvæði, ed. Napoleon Djurhuus, Christian Matras, et al., 8 vols. (Copenhagen and Hoyvik: Ejnar Munksgaard et al., 1945−2003), based on the work of Svend Grundtvig and Jørgen Bloch, is the standard edition of the Faroese ballads. References to individual texts are given as CCF, followed by ballad number and version; thus “CCF 28E.4” refers to the fourth stanza of the E-text of “Trøllini í Hornalondum”; volume and page numbers are also added in parenthesis.


	2)
	The English and Scottish Popular Ballads, edited by Francis James Child. Child’s collection was originally published in five volumes (of ten fascicles) between 1882 and 1898. Citations in this volume are taken from the second corrected edition prepared by Mark F. Heiman and Laura Saxon Heiman, 5 vols (Northfield, MN: Loomis House, 2001−2011). This edition conveniently collates both Child’s original ballad versions and those that he later appended in his “Additions and Corrections” sections, so that, while the original numbering system is retained,1 pagination can differ from that of the first edition. References to ballad texts are given by ballad number, version, and stanza; thus “Child 37A: 1” refers to the first stanza of the version, from Jamieson’s Popular Ballads (A), of “Thomas Rymer” (Child 37). Where reference is made to Child’s commentary or notes, citations are given by volume and page number; thus: “Child, ESPB, 1:452−83.”


	3)
	Danmarks gamle folkeviser [Ancient Popular Ballads of Denmark], edited by Svend Hersleb Grundtvig, Axel Olrik, Hakon Harald Grüner-Nielsen, Erik Dal, and Erik Abrahamsen, 12 volumes (Copenhagen: Samfundet til den danske literaturs fremme, 1853–1976). Abbreviated here as DgF (as with the CCF, individual Danish ballads are referenced by the number assigned to them in this edition, plus, where relevant, the letter designating a particular variant).


	4)
	Traditional Tunes of the Child Ballads, edited by Bertrand H. Bronson, 4 volumes (Princeton, NJ: Princeton University Press, 1959–1972). Bronson follows Child’s numbering system, but specifies individual versions by numerals rather than letters. Thus, “Bronson 7.1b:28” refers to the twenty-eighth stanza of a Northumberland version ( 1b) of “Earl Brand” (Child 7). Where reference is made to Bronson’s commentary citations are given by volume and page number; thus: “Bronson, TTCB, 1:266.”


	5)
	The Types of the Scandinavian Medieval Ballad: A Descriptive Catalogue, edited by Bengt R. Jonsson, Svale Solheim, and Eva Danielson, in collaboration with Mortan Nolsoe and W. Edson Richmond (Stockholm: Svenskt Visarkiv; Oslo: Universitetsforlaget, 1978). (Contains summaries in English for each of the 838 ballads covered.). Abbreviated here as TSB.


	6)
	Sveriges Medeltida Ballader [Sweden’s Medieval Ballads], edited by Bengt R. Jonsson, Sven-Bertil Jansson, and (melody edition) Margareta Jersild (Stockholm: Almqvist & Wiksell, 1983−2001). Its five volumes comprise seven fascicles, numbered 1, 2, 3, 4:1, 4:2, 5:1, and 5:2. Volumes 6−9, mentioned as planned commentary and index volumes, have not appeared at the time of writing (some preparation for these was apparently left to the Archive by Bengt R. Jonsson at his death in 2008). This series is abbreviated here as SMB.




NOTE

1 But see Pettitt (below), n. 44.




Part I

The Ballad Genre



Chapter 1

Swedish Ballad Authenticity and Its Gatekeepers

James Massengale

THE FIVE-VOLUME BALLAD EDITION completed in 2001 by researchers at the Swedish Folksong Archive—Sveriges Medeltida Ballader—will stand in the new century as a model for Nordic folksong scholarship and for international balladry as a whole. “SMB,” as it is called, is the most up-to-date and easily navigated ballad collection available. It is an inspiration for scholars both because of the types of material we may find there, and because of its consistency of focus and superior layout, with music and texts closely integrated, and needs no apology for what we may not find, though it lacks, at least in its textual volumes, all speculative or comparative theorizing.

The edition’s conceptual author and driving force, Bengt R. Jonsson, left the job of text editing for the fifth and final, bipartite volume to Sven-Bertil Jansson; but he lived to see the completion of the enormous corpus, giving Sweden (and all enthusiasts of the old songs) a legacy that will hopefully stand the test of time. The edition now takes its place alongside Svend Grundtvig’s monumental Danish edition of Danmarks gamle Folkeviser (DgF) as a worthy counterpart. That being said, I think it is also time to review not only what makes up the comprehensive Swedish ballad corpus, but also what does not. There have been gatekeepers at work, not only defining the term “ballad” in a way that still reflects early Romanticism, but also restricting the numbered representatives of the genre—making a large number of ballads, or, let us say, apparently balladic texts disappear from easily accessible view. Both the definition and the resulting disappearances affect not only our knowledge about specific songs, but also our understanding of Swedish balladry in general. Without wishing to undermine the corpus of SMB or the extraordinary erudition that lies behind it, I would submit that a rethinking of the ballad problem is in order. We need to bring some neglected songs back into focus and to indicate some ways in which ballad scholarship might be developed in the new century.

The point of departure for one such rethought may be exemplified by a poem published in 1767. It was written by Olof von Dalin as an entertainment piece some years before, at the court of Adolf Fredrik and Lovisa Ulrika:


Kom låt oß nu dricka wårt goda Thé,

Och tala om gårdags Legender,

Och hwad som i dag vi tänka skal ske,

Och hwad som förmodlig ej händer.

I hafwen det wäl hört, at alla = = = ä skalkar.

+

Kom lät oß nu hastigt til nattduken gå;

Men se hur den klockan hon löper:

Friseuren är långsam och jag skyndar på:

Jag tror detta Tyget jag köper.

I hafwen det wäl hört, at alla = = = ä skalkar.

+

Kom lät oß nu ändtlig få mat klockan tu;

Men soppan jag orkar ej smaka:

Wi måste wäl wara tilreds klockan sju,

Och sen öfwer midnatten waka.

I hafwen det wäl hört, at alla = = = ä skalkar.



Or, as it might be rendered in a rhyming English variant:


Come, let us have us a good cup of tea,

And yesterday’s legends recall:

And tell all the things that might come to be

And things that won’t happen at all.

Now, surely you have heard, that all those [pst, pst, pst] are scoundrels.

+

Come, to the dressing-table let’s go,

But just see how the time is a-flying:

The hair-dresser dawdles when I’m hurrying so,

Here’s some cloth I think is worth buying.

Now, surely you have heard, that all those [pst, pst, pst] are scoundrels.

+

Come, let us at least have some lunch now at two,

But the soup is fit only for scorning;

By seven o’clock I’ll be ready as you

To party till midnight or morning.

Now, surely you have heard, that all those [pst, pst, pst] are scoundrels.



But what does this bit of jolly satire have to do with the balladry question? It depends, of course, on what you mean by “the balladry question,” which is to say, by the point of this brief essay. The little gossip-ballad was noticed by Karl-Ivar Hildeman, who anticipated some of the notions presented here in an excellent article in 1985.1 I would only like to twist Hildeman’s argument here (he considered songs like this one “pastiches,” as did Jonsson) in order to direct my reader’s attention to a deep-seated issue in Swedish ballad research that concerns SMB, and by extrapolation, most of the national ballad collections anywhere.

Ballads are, of course, deucedly difficult to define and categorize. The complex story of balladry and ballad collection by various professional and amateur scholars is laid out in detail by Jonsson in his massive dissertation, Svensk balladtradition [Swedish Ballad Tradition].2 Since this volume has emerged as the initial basis or framework on which SMB was constructed, Jonsson’s working definition of a ballad may be taken as normative:

Med ballad förstås i detta arbete den nordiska medeltidsballaden, dvs. en i ett begränsat antal strofformer uppbyggd och av vissa speciella stildrag utmärkt, berättande visa, som genremässigt är av medeltida ursprung. Balladen skall enligt definitionen uppfylla elementära krav i avseende på form, stil, innehåll och ålder.

[By a ballad in this work is meant the Nordic medieval ballad, i.e., a narrative song constructed with special stylistic characteristics, and which, seen as a genre, is of medieval origin. The ballad must by definition fulfill basic demands with respect to form, style, content, and age.]3

That definition sounds a bit sketchy and abstract, but seems, prima facie, unproblematic. The technical “characteristics” (two or four-line strophes, the latter often alternating with four- and three-beat lines rhymed xAxA, with end- and sometimes mid-strophe refrain, etc.) are noted by Jonsson elsewhere. An apparent hedge is provided on the “age” issue: the Nordic medieval ballad is undeniably, seen as a genre, of pre-Reformation origin. The reasonable set of definitional criteria is, however, abnegated in his following gatekeeping (“must … ” ) statement, which for polemical purposes may be twisted around negatively. Song poems which do not fulfill basic demands with respect to form, style, content, age, and (lack of) authorship are therefore not ballads at all, or perhaps somewhat, but not enough.

By reviewing the above points in turn, we may then begin to assemble what might be called a ballad gate or fence with multiple posts dug in, designed to repel a plethora of old songs. Is the poem “Nordic” (i.e., was it at no point translated or derived from any other non-Nordic language)? Does it tell a whole story, rather than a mere sequence of events? Does it have a single, stable refrain (or does the poem show decadent influence, such as a refrain that shifts, perhaps even requiring a change of melody)? Is its strophic form of the old, accredited type, with two lines rhymed [a a] or four lines rhymed [x A y A]? (Or has some unballadic or over-refined poetic influence crept in, with a cross-rhymed form [a B a B]?4 Is the poem completely anonymous (or is there any indication of individual creativity found or suspected or attributed)? And so it goes, but of course most crucially: is the poem truly medieval?5 With respect to this last question, it has been asked by numerous folklorists: how are we to know? The pre-Reformation requirement runs immediately into difficulty, as Jonsson himself explains in detail, because of certain aspects of the extant Swedish material, which (with only quite minor exception) is not directly found in medieval sources. Sweden’s case thus echoes that of Denmark and the English and Scottish collections, of course.6 Partly because of the academic challenge, and perhaps partly due to a fervent wish, the subject of the ballads’ medieval origin has attracted serious attention.7 Nothing like the same attention has been focused on the opposite end of the ballad genre’s development. The latter is intertwined with the gatekeeping issue, which needs to be established before much can be said about the ballads that find themselves on the wrong side of the fence. So where did this fence come from?

We may begin with a simple exercise in the Swedish material, addressing the issue faced by the two watershed sets of ballads published in the early decades of the nineteenth century: first that of A. A. Afzelius and E. G. Geijer, and then that of A. I. Arwidsson. The two collections represent the foundation of Swedish ballad scholarship. The collaboration by Afzelius and Geijer, Svenska Folk-Visor från Forntiden (or GA, as this edition is usually referred to) is truly unique, in interesting contrast to that of their neighbors and immediate predecessors, the Danish editors Abrahamson, Nyerup, and Rahbek of Udvalgte Danske Viser fra Middelalderen (UDVM).8 The Danes had been explicitly re-editing old published songbooks by A. S. Vedel, P. Syv, and Mette Göje, with some additions and an updated commentary. Afzelius (who apparently took on the role of organizing the Swedish material for the new ballad collection) was starting from scratch. For his 100 numbered Swedish songs, perhaps an oblique nod to Vedel’s so-called Hundredevisebog [The Book of a Hundred Songs] (1591), he had no way of knowing what would ultimately land on his desk in the 1810s, or indeed how he would best be able to organize it at all, let alone how to define exactly what it was that he and his friends had collected. That statement is an exaggeration, of course: Afzelius himself was one of the collectors, and mentions his love of the old folksongs and ballads he had heard as a child in Västergötland.9 Whatever faults were (and still are) attributed to Afzelius’s talent or lack thereof at his chosen task, his determination to prioritize his field workers’ notes over broadsides and to attempt to provide at least minimal provenance information and a collected melody for as many as possible of his acknowledged and numbered songs left its significant mark on Swedish balladry.10 He cast a significant side-glance at the massive Danish material, but would not—indeed, could not—simply assemble a Swedish counterpart to it.11 That his work was later improved on and expanded greatly by subsequent collectors and editors goes without saying, but we should give Afzelius’s impulse its due.

The Danish Vedel-Syv collection had already cemented the concept of age and Nordic mythology as the keystones of the ballad genre.12 The frontispiece for the well-known Hundredevisebog in its later, expanded edition advertises 200 Viser om Konger, Kæmper oc Andre [200 Songs of Kings, Old Heroes and Others], and the title page emphasizes their battle exploits “fra Arilds Tid,” which is something like saying: from the beginning of time. The “age thing” is thus laid out, front and center. It was then up to Afzelius, within the short timetable he had decided upon for the production and the necessarily amorphous nature of the Swedish field notes he received, to quickly establish a Swedish ballad genre and some subcategories, in a way that would show how (or if) his material reflected or even competed with the established collections of Sweden’s southern neighbor. He was to become the first Swedish gatekeeper for the ballad. From the Danes, Afzelius would have found the following rubrics:


	a)
	Kjæmpeviser [Heroic songs] (derived from the lives of giants or heroes or related to a mythical sphere)


	b)
	Trylleviser [Magical songs] (concerning supernatural or marvelous happenings)


	c)
	Historiske Viser [Historical songs] (linked to specific events or known people in Nordic history)


	d)
	Ballader & Romantser [Ballads and romances] (concerning the Age of Chivalry)




The fourth category was split by the editors, such that “Ballader” in Danish parlance referred to songs with a tragic outcome and “Romantser” to those with a happy solution.13 Despite this small distinction in nomenclature that would later be refined, the original Danish genre designation and its four-part classification system would remain stubbornly in place, as may be seen today in DgF. One might note in particular that the subcategory Legendeviser [Ballads of religious legendry] only crept into Grundtvig’s “Tryllevise”-volume at DgF 96, without particular fanfare, and that the jocular ballads as a category never crept in at all, as will be noted below.

Whether or not Afzelius tried to apply the Danish classification system, his project could hardly follow it closely. GA, at the perspective of this distance of 200 years, is a folklorist’s goldmine—but also something of an editorial hodge-podge. One finds a number of rather odd editorial decisions, among which are the publication of clear variants of a single folksong under different song numbers, a decision at times to include—while at other times to exclude—songs of religious legendry from the numbered corpus, and the acceptance of a non-balladic popular song by Carelius, the “Hen-Lady’s Song,” apparently because Afzelius knew that so many people liked to sing it.14 Two other authored songs, Dahlstierna’s “Konungen och Herr Peder” (no. 29) and Odel’s “Malcom Sinclair” (no. 30) may be found as well in his balladic corpus—also because of their popularity—and these inclusions (and their hedging introductions) may lead us—or perhaps could have led us at an early point—toward a folklorist’s crossroads. Afzelius was well aware of the authorships. He speaks of the first of these as a “lycklig härmning” [well-done imitation] of ballad style and meter, and of the second he notes: “För sitt poetiska värde, sin vackra gamla Melodi och såsom en redan öfver ett halft Århundrade allmänt känd och älskad Folkvisa, upptoges här detta stycke, fastän, strängt enligt planen, ej till-hörande denna Samling” [For its poetic value, its lovely old melody and as a generally known and beloved folksong for now over a half century, this piece is included, although, strictly according to plan, not rightfully in this collection].15 The issue of Afzelius as a reluctant gatekeeper—by today’s standards, a reluctant gate-opener—for the concept of the medieval Swedish ballad is thus one which has not been researched. It is particularly difficult to know which ballads or “balladic” or “non-balladic” folksongs or popular songs he eliminated along the way.16

We must turn to his co-editor, Erik Gustaf Geijer, to get a notion of the genre the two collaborators had envisioned as the “Swedish folksong from the old times.” In addition to being one of Afzelius’s field collaborators, Geijer became the theoretician for GA. His sixty-page introduction to the collection was highly regarded by his contemporaries, but has not (at least to this date) been given attention in SMB, nor was it reviewed in Jonsson’s dissertation.17 His introduction is not only generally erudite, it appears sober and thoughtful. Geijer sidesteps any editorial glitches by his co-editor, insisting that it was “ett företag, hvaraf [Afzelius] tillhör hela äran och mödan” [an undertaking for which all the honor and the hard work belongs to (Afzelius)].18 His own contribution, he says, is only to supply a discussion of “begreppet om Folk-dikten” [the concept of folk-poetry] for the edition, and to make some basic observations. Beyond the neutral, generic title for all the songs in the collection—“Folkvisor” [Folksongs]—Geijer’s term for what later became to be known as the Swedish “ballads of chivalry” is “Romans” or “Romanz,” a term he used differently than the Danes had done:

Romansen tillhör ursprungligen ej denna stam till namnet (det motsvarande Skandinaviska namnet är Wisa (Vise), det Tyska Lied, det Engelska och Skottska Ballad) men väl till saken; så vida Romansen är en berättelse i sång, såsom uttryck af en känsla eller lära [The romance did not belong originally to this (cultural/linguistic) branch in name (the corresponding Scandinavian name is Wisa or Vise, the German Lied, the English and Scottish Ballad) but rather in essence; insofar as the romance is a sung story representing a feeling or lesson].19

The knightly “romances” not only form the bulk of the collected Swedish material, but the moral framework which Geijer has found to be characteristic of the ballad genre. Geijer was convinced that the “lesson” supplied by the ballad is a Christian one, based in a cultural climate when all of Europe was united under the Roman Catholic church. When Geijer turns his attention to the ballads that refer to older, heathen elements connected to Eddic or mythological saga material, he uses the old term “kämpavisor” [heroic songs] for them, as the Danes had already done.20 But noting the paucity of the latter material in the volume going to press, he takes an interesting, negative stance in his observations:

För öfrigt, ehuru interessanta de egentligen så kallade kämpevisorna äro, såsom bevis på sagans liflighet i folkets minne, kan jag dock ej i dem finna det höga värde, som W. C. Grimm och de Danske utgifvarne dem tillägga. Det synes för väl, att den ursprungligt hedniska sagan förlorar sitt rätta förstånd i ett till Christendomen öfvergådt folks mun. Man ser allt för mycket, att de som i dessa visor besjunga en kolossal forntid, sjelfve äro utom den; hvarföre de också i allmänhet travestera den … och endera falla i matthet eller en löjelig öfverdrift, hvilka begge för den gamla sagan i sin äkta gestalt äro främmande.

[Otherwise, however interesting the proper, so-called heroic songs are as a proof of the power of the sagas in the people’s memory, I cannot find in them the great value that W. C. Grimm and the Danish editors (of UDVM) attribute to them. It is too obvious that the original heathen saga loses its rightful meaning in an oral tradition of a people who have been converted to Christianity. One sees too clearly that those who sing in these songs about a colossal ancient time are themselves disconnected with it, so they also make a travesty of it as a rule … and either fall into insipidity or into a ridiculous exaggeration, both of which are foreign to the old saga in its genuine form.]21

Not only does Geijer here cut through some Romantic theory used by other ballad editors of his generation, he sets up a framework for a progressive reversal of the standard categories used by Svend Grundtvig a generation later for DgF.22 Grundtvig was of course well aware of the difference between the proposed age of any individual ballad text and the hypothesized age of a ballad category. But that the category of the heroic ballads is quite “disconnected” with the age and mythical culture it represents, as Geijer puts it, was a fresh idea for his time. Specifically, Geijer refers to GA’s ballad no. 4: “En sådan travestering of kämpalifvet företer äfven den enda visa af detta slag, som förekommer i denna samling, neml. den om Grimborg (No: 4.) och det med en temmeligen merkbar ironi; hvilken i ännu senare produkter af detta slag, t. ex. i den bekanta visan om Ramunder, blir allt mera högljudd.” [Such a travesty of the heroic is found in the single folksong (of the “kämpavisa” type) in this collection, namely the one about Grimborg (no. 4), and made with a rather noticeable irony; which, in still later products of this type, for example in the well-known song about Ramund, becomes increasingly obvious.]23 Travesty and exaggeration is their keynote, and the argument for their ancient heritage is tenuous. Geijer makes no attempt to argue that these travesties had to have been serious ballads from the beginning, nor that they might ostensibly have lost some of their sheen over centuries of oral transmission. His implication is that the “kämpavisor” were conceived in a satirical vein. His argument could therefore be used in support of a continuum of travesty, politics and humorous engagement with written and oral sources contributing to the whole “kämpavisa”-concept.24

The second great Swedish ballad collection, Arwidsson’s Svenska fornsånger (SF), reflects the rapid development of folklore research in Sweden during the intervening 15 years after GA, as well as the talent of L. C. Rääf, one of the most remarkable of the nineteenth-century folklorists.25 Arwidsson’s work shows the felicitous advantage of a well-planned overview for a compendious collection. But it is more than this. While explicitly prioritizing in his first two volumes the “folkvisor, hvilkas grundton är episk eller historisk” [folksongs, the principal characteristic of which is epic or historical], his third volume opens out into two areas neglected—or rejected—by Afzelius: the lyrical ballads from the old manuscripts, and the jocular ballads, many of which were still widely sung. Both of these categories in turn merge into Arwidsson’s remarkable collection of sung folk dances and games, often with ballad refrains, little stories, and dramatic dialogs. This open-gated approach, to collect and publish everything folkloric that could be found, supplied the impetus for a long line of assiduous folklorists to follow, from Wiede and Dybeck to their twentieth-century counterparts such as Greta Dahlström in Swedish-speaking Finland and Märta Ramsten in Sweden.26

It is too late to speculate what might have hapened to the Swedish ballad corpus, had this progressive argument won the day. But DgF soon became established as the central Nordic ballad project, and its distinguished gatekeepers, Svend Grundtvig and his subsequent editorial cohorts, by the sheer weight of their combined academic prowess and acknowledged authority, established the concepts of the “DgF-type” and the “DgF-number,” the parameters for the definitive collection and codification of ballads in all of the eastern portion of the Nordic region.27 “Danmarks ældste poetiske Literatur er den Kreds af Folkesange fra Middelalderen, som sædvanlig benævnes Kæmpeviser” [Denmark’s oldest poetic literature is the ring of folksongs from the Middle Ages, usually referred to as “Kæmpeviser”], as Svend Grundtvig put it at the beginning of the publishing project that would continue for 123 years.28 Grundtvig’s exemplary, modern technique in publishing “alt hvad der er – alt som det er” [everything that there is—everything just as it is] has been rightfully regarded as a unique model for folklorists everywhere.29 We must distinguish, however, between the progressively conceived variant apparatus and the conservative frame that determines where a ballad is placed in the massive corpus, or if it is placed anywhere at all.

Two large categories of ballads—the “Skæmteviser” [jocular songs] and the amorphous “Efterklangsviser” [ballad echoes]—were categorically excluded from DgF, but were organized into a “Registrant” [registry] of gatekept, supposedly younger balladic material at the Danske Folkemindesamling, where they lay (and still lie) in uneasy and partially overlapping conjunction with the accepted and numbered songs. As is well known, Grundtvig used the problematical criterion of age as the organizing principle for the 539 numbered types of ballads ostensibly found in Denmark. The “Kæmpeviser” were considered the oldest group, the “Trylleviser” [magic/supernatural ballads] next, the historical ballads fell into a third category beginning with great age, and the “Ridderviser” [chivalric ballads] were considered to be too difficult to assign particular historical dates. The search for great age (quite obviously in conceptual conflict with Geijer’s conclusions from a generation before) colored the individual ballad commentaries as well. If the ballad categories are removed from the search, the argument changes slightly, but its contours remain: the “real balladry” was by this token to have been conceived deep in the Middle Ages; after some centuries, “productive balladry” ceased around the Nordic Reformation (early decades of the sixteenth century), and a period of “reproductive” or memorized balladry followed, gradually losing its life force by about 1700. The eighteenth century was characterized as a period of rejection of the old songs on the part of the upper classes, who turned to newer poetic forms, while the peasant class continued to sing old memorized ballads, but less and less, as they gradually forgot the lengthy texts.

When Bengt R. Jonsson compiled the material that would become his thesis and later support the SMB edition, the Grundtvigian model was no longer possible to uphold rigorously. Jonsson took a middle-ground position. He chose to accept the Grundtvigian mantra of “otvivelaktigt medeltida ursprung” [undeniably medieval origin], while allowing that “enstaka ballader a priori antas ha tillkommit senare” [certain ballads a priori are considered to have come into being later]. The strict definition allows as well “ett antal s. k. skämtvisor, vilka endast somliga forskare velat räkna till balladen men som i detta arbete inte helt skall förbigås” [a number of so-called jocular songs, which according to some researchers should be counted as ballads, but which in this (dissertation) shall not be completely excluded]. Yet another gatekept category is “en mer eller mindre ingripande nydiktning” [a more or less far-reaching new poetic production]. Jonsson refers obliquely here to the principal categories of Grundtvig’s Registrant, and apparently supports its gatekeeping basis. These borderline categories were de facto initially excluded from the new Swedish corpus, because Jonsson refers their discussion largely to “part II” of his dissertation, a work that has never appeared.30 His conservative stance had the felicitous effect, however, of making the enormous Swedish corpus at least manageable.

By applying the Grundtvigian categories, Jonsson could return to the problem traced by the early Romantics and sort out the material that was to become SMB. He gave the two publications, GA and SF, special attention in a song-by-song review, establishing when possible the provenance of each text and melody, and (not least) evaluating the quality and the balladic genre category in each case. It is important to note that while both Afzelius and Arwidsson mention their hesitation for printing or assigning type-numbers to some individual songs, as a kind of warning to their readership in borderline or apparently spurious cases, Jonsson makes the gatekeeping function categorical. If a Swedish song is not assigned a DgF-type number or a new Swedish type number in his dissertation, it disappears from the corpus. The borderline area is described briefly, with a few salient examples, in a chapter called “Pastischer och falsifikat” [pastiches and falsifications].31 We learn there that there are still other categories: “yngre visa” [younger song ], as well as “ballad efterklang” [ballad echoes] and “balladefterbildningar” [ballad imitations], to which we might also add Grundtvig’s “Efterslæt” [late harvest], applied to DgF 518−39. Jonsson notes that the gatekeeping work is difficult and that the borderlines are diffuse: “Gränsen mellan ballad och balladefterklang är i vissa tillfällen icke helt lätt att uppdraga. Stundom kommer också vad som kan misstänkas vara i senare tid vid skrivbordet diktade pastischer in i bilden, så att frågan rörande en viss bestämning kan bli: ballad, balladeft-erklang, eller balladpastisch?” [The line between ballad and ballad echo is in some cases not completely easy to draw. Sometimes there appear what might be suspected to be pastiches written in later times at a desk, so the question regarding a categorization can be: (is it) a ballad, a ballad echo, or a ballad pastiche?]32

The question comes quickly to mind, however, whether reasonable and sensible hesitations about individual songs’ ballad authenticity constitutes a legitimate ground for their banishment forever from our reach as researchers? Or to reverse the question: since the gatekeeping exercise is so complex and so uncertain, and since in spite of every effort to maintain it, a number of arguably illegitimate songs have undoubtedly attained the status of numbered ballads, should the ballad researcher not abandon the authenticity exercise entirely, and deal with the extant material based on ballad-strophe songs, broadly defined? Or whatever happened to the dictum “everything there is—everything just as it is”? Certainly Jonsson did more than most ballad scholars even could dream of accomplishing, as he labored for decades to provide an optimal answer to an impossible question. Working through every twist and turn in the collecting and recording of those Swedish ballads deemed authentic, Jonsson arrived at a superb corpus of 219 types. But his decision to adhere to DgF’s flawed schematic and its gatekeeping procedure left some painful problems, and created for Swedish balladry a shadow-corpus, the outline of which may be seen below.

In the case of GA, the following list of discarded songs may be culled from Jonsson’s notes:33

GA 5 “Skön Anna” (“Skön Anna hon går till sjöastrand”) [“Ballad echo”; DgF 258]

GA 20 “Konungabarnen” (“Det voro två ädla konungabarn”) [“Ballad echo”]

GA 29 “Konungen och Herr Peter” (“Herr Peter han drömde en dröm om en natt”) [probably: “Ballad pastiche,” by a known author (Dahlstierna)]

GA 30 “Malcom Sinclair” (“Sist, när på ljuvlig blomsterplan”) [undoubtedly: song not in ballad meter, by a known author (Odel)]

GA 31 “Oväntad Bröllopsgäst” (“Det var två såta vänner”) [“Ballad echo”; Ekl. B 47]34

GA 40 “Slottet i Österrik” (“Det ligger ett Slott i Österrik”) [“Ballad echo”; Ekl. A 5]

GA 41 “Den förtrollade Prinsessan” (“Jag vet väl hvar, som står ett Slott”) [“Ballad echo”; DgF 57]

GA 42 “Den Hedniska Konungsdottern i Blomstergården” (En hednisk Konungsdotter båld”) [“Ballad echo”; Ekl. A 4]

GA 44 “Riddaren Bryning” (“Det var en gång en Riddare, en Riddare Son”) [“Ballad echo”; Ekl. B 96]

GA 47 “Herr Heimer och Margreta” (“Stolts Margreta sitter i högan lofts sal”) [“Ballad pastiche”]

GA 61 “Om Brunkebergs slag” (“Willen ij höra, hvad iagh wil göra”) [possibly “younger,” or metrically unballadic]35

GA 64 “Gothlands Visan” (“Wi klaghe thet alle, för herrar och välde”) [possibly “younger,” or metrically unballadic]

GA 65 “Thord Bondes mord” (“Then helga Trefaldighet med sin nådh”) [possibly “younger,” or metrically unballadic]

GA 66 “Hönsgummans Visa” (“Hanar å hönor å kycklingar små”) [song not in ballad meter, by a known author (Carelius)]

GA 76 “Vedergällningen” (“Om alla berg och dala de voro utaf gull”) [“Ballad echo”; DgF 306]

GA 97 “Elisif Nunna i Risberga Kloster” (“I Östgjötha bodde en Herre så båld”) [“Ballad pastiche”; alternatively, ballad falsification]36

GA 100 “Stenen i grönan dal” (“I verlden medan vi lefve”) [undoubtedly: song not in ballad meter, of lyrical and moralizing content]

With these seventeen exclusions—even reckoning with necessary adjustments in Afzelius’s corpus for obviously valid reasons—more than ten percent of GA has been consigned to a balladic limbo. The same gate, and about the same percentage, is closed before SF and the highly respected team of Arwidsson and Rääf:

SF 11 “Herr Boo” (“Herr Boo han tala til svenarna små”) [“Ballad pastiche”]

SF 42 “Skön Anna” (“Det bodde sju röfvare vid en strand”) [“Not a ballad”; DgF 258; TSB would modify this pronouncement to “Later ballad of German origin”]

SF 93 “Johannes” (“Der bodde en skälm ibland alla”) [“younger song”]
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