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1 Introduction 

“I never saw myself as a folk singer.”  

– Bob Dylan 

 

Bob Dylan – musician, probably the most influential singer-songwriter of the 20
th

 century and 

Nobel Laureate in Literature – has undergone numerous stylistic changes in his six decades-

long career. In his early works of the years 1961-1964, the time when his career was just gain-

ing momentum, Bob Dylan’s songwriting was heavily influenced by folk music and the Eng-

lish and Scottish ballad tradition. It was the era when he wrote songs such as “Blowin’ In The 

Wind” and “The Times They Are a-Changin’”, thereby catapulting himself to the forefront of 

the early 1960s New York protest movement. It is a position he never intended to attain, yet 

also the circumstance responsible for his fame and radiance in the western culture of the sec-

ond half of the 20
th

 century up to present. 

 The present thesis investigates the ways in which Bob Dylan’s early work refers to 

English and Scottish ballads by closely examining his utilization of the ballads’ style and sub-

ject matters in his songwriting. At the outset, formation conditions and reception history of 

the English and Scottish ballads are discussed. This part of the thesis is largely based on the 

works of Alan Bold, Natascha Würzbach and Wolfgang G. Müller, who all contributed sub-

stantially to ballad studies over the past few decades. Furthermore, stylistic features as well as 

typical topoi and themes of both traditional and street ballads are discussed. A communication 

model for the enactment of ballads rounds off the ballad-related section of the thesis. 

 The second part of the thesis is dedicated to Bob Dylan’s early life and work. A short 

biography highlighting relevant events in the life of the songwriter for his later work is pro-

vided. This biography grounds on the works of Dennis McDougal, Heinrich Detering, Donald 

Brown, Bob Batchelor and Clinton Heylin. Furthermore, information concerning the relevant 

songs’ and albums’ formation and contextual conditions is given. 

 The heart of the thesis is an analysis of Bob Dylan’s songs regarding their interrela-

tions with the ballad tradition. Songs are analysed concerning their balladic influence. This is 

followed by an analysis of the ballad tradition’s influence on Dylan as a songwriter in general. 

The effects of Dylan’s use of traditional sources in popular music are briefly discussed as 

well. The analysis concludes with a proposition as to how the findings are to be interpreted 

and whether the songs subjected to influence of the ballad tradition are modernised versions 

of these, or whether they should be regarded as independent works of art.  
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2 The English and Scottish ballads 

2.1 Definition of the Term ’Ballad’ 

The term ‘ballad’ “is derived from the French ballade (which in turn comes from the Latin 

ballara, to dance)” (Bold 1979: 12). The French ballade was indeed a music genre of Proven-

cal origin which was often accompanied by dancing. At first sight, the French ballade and the 

English ‘ballad’ may therefore naturally appear to be closely related to each other and to share 

mutual origins. The term ‘ballad’ suggests a connection of the format to dancing, which is, 

however, not necessarily the case for the English ballads. The Middle English equivalent to 

the French ballade was the ‘roundelaye’ or ‘carole’, defined as a “kind of round dance ac-

companied by singing” (Müller 1983: 9). The term ‘ballad’ was often believed to derive from 

the Italian balata (‘to dance’) as well, which is, however, not verifiable (cf. Würzbach 1990: 

4). 

 Further differences can be discerned on the structural level of the two genres. The 

French ballade is strictly regulated in regard to structure and rhyme scheme, whereas the style 

and structure of the English ballad is not subjected to any strict conventions at all. In fact, its 

style in regard to rhyme scheme is fairly free (cf. Bold 1979: 12). The term ‘ballad’ itself re-

mained highly polysemous well after the heyday of the English street ballad and it was used 

for, besides the actual ballads, all types of songs as well as poems. It is furthermore notewor-

thy that the term generally had negative connotations, as can be seen in chapter 2.3.1 (cf. 

Müller 1983: 12f.). A contemporary definition is provided in the OED: a ballad is “a poem or 

song narrating a story in short stanzas. Traditional ballads are typically of unknown author-

ship, having been passed on from one generation to the next” (Stevenson 2010: 124). This 

proves to be a suitable definition that raises the question of the origin of ballads, which shall 

be discussed in the next chapter. 

2.2 Types of Ballads and their Functions 

There are numerous criteria according to which ballads can be classified. Differentiating by 

topic, one quickly realises that, thematically, there is no such thing as the ballad. The reper-

toire of themes and motifs is vast (as set out in section 3.2), enfolding the issues of “tragic 

love; the eternal triangle; murder; magic; romantic passion; requited love; the supernatural” 

and many more, all in all a subject pool “we would find in a modern chart of bestsellers” as 

well (Bold 1979: 43f.). This allows for drawing two conclusions:  
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 1)  Throughout the centuries, readers/listeners have been attracted to a quite simi-

  lar choice of topics.  

 2)  The ballads fulfilled functions somehow similar to those of novels and TV 

  formats today. 

Apart from the diverse range of topics according to which ballads can be distinguished, there 

is one criterion essential for differentiating between two general types of their origin. Depend-

ing on their source and manner of composition, ballads can be divided into ‘traditional bal-

lads’ and ‘broadside ballads’ (also often referred to as ‘street ballads’). Their main differences 

are the following: 

Whereas popular ballads were the work of anonymous amateurs, broadsides were usually the work of 

hacks [i.e. would-be-poets]; whereas popular ballads were largely rural entertainments, broadsides were 

eagerly devoured by the urban masses [...] The popular ballads, as we have seen, offer immense scope for 

scholarly speculation: the ambiguity of their origins has been a godsend to critics in search of a subject. 

The broadsides exist as tangible documents, as a crude means of exploiting the possibilities of the mass 

medium of printing. (Bold 1979: 66f.) 

Speculations concerning the origin of ballads (as set out in the following section) are therefore 

solely concerned with traditional ballads, with some exceptions, that is: in several cases, tradi-

tional ballads became broadsides over time – they were modified in order to achieve the high-

est possible commercial success, printed and then spread among the public. The effects of 

print on ballads will be discussed in section 3.1. Whether composed by individuals or com-

munally, the traditional ballads emerged in late medieval times as a medium of entertainment 

for illiterate people. For a long time, they were transmitted (and thereby transmuted, for more 

details see 3.1.2) orally and lived in perfect scholarly ignorance (cf. ibid.: 3) unaffected by the 

literary culture: 

The two [i.e. literary and oral culture] existed side by side, not, of course, within the same group but cer-

tainly within the same district. Even though a society may have literate members who are acquainted with 

book-learning, oral transmission can, and does, flourish in the unlettered groups within that society. Even 

though the England and Scotland of the ballads’ recorded history had strong written traditions, many 

groups of people in these countries were, for the most of that time, nonliterate and it is in these groups 

that oral transmission would have flourished. (Buchan 1972: 3) 

As pointed out in chapter 2.2.1, non-literacy bears absolutely no connection whatsoever to 

intellectual defects. The fundamental anthropological need for storytelling has been discussed 

at length elsewhere and numerous artefacts from cultures all over the globe and different ep-

ochs are evidence of this component of the conditia humana. It came to pass that the tradi-

tional ballads evolved into a popular carrier medium in order to act out the desire of telling 

and listening to stories in the late British Middle Ages (applying to almost all other European 
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nations as well). There are various plausible reasons for the popularity of ballads: Firstly, no 

literary skills are necessary to process information received orally. Secondly, no expensive 

carriers (parchment or paper) are needed for the ballad singer to perform the ballads once he 

or she has stored the plot mentally. Last but not least, the combination of storylines inter-

twined with music has proved successful and been popular ever since the emergence of man-

kind as being possessed with language. It is not hyperbolic to suggest that traditional ballads 

fulfilled similar functions in the Middle Ages and early modern times as novels, TV-series 

and popular music do today. 

 Street ballads, or broadsides, attended to sensationalist desires even more. Thanks to 

the invention of paper and mass printing, it was possible to print affordable broadsides (‘fly-

ers’ printed on only one side) from the late 15
th

 century onwards. Due to their proximity to 

print and literacy, broadsides are structured differently from traditional oral ballads; commu-

nicational aspects differ as well, as will be shown in section 3 (cf. Müller 1983: 12). 

2.3 Origin of the Ballads 

Ever since ballads entered the scope of scholarly attention, the question of their origins has 

been a point of lively discussion. Numerous theories concerning the origin of ballads evolved 

throughout the past three centuries. The present thesis shall concisely discuss the most rele-

vant ones. These theories are concerned with the origin of traditional ballads stemming from 

oral environments and do not pertain to broadsides. 

2.3.1 The Folk as Author: Communal Origin Theory 

One of the earliest notions regarding the origin of ballads was the belief that they were not 

composed by one individual poet but rather by a collective ‘folk’. This thesis, which was very 

popular in America until well into the 20
th

 century, was inspired by the idea of Volksdichtung, 

which was put forward by the German scholars Johann Gottfried von Herder and Jacob 

Grimm (cf. ibid.: 28). According to them, the question of authorship of the Volkslied, which 

can be regarded as German equivalent to the English ballad, is an unrewarding one as these 

formats were composed by a collective rather than an individual (cf. ibid.). The American 

scholar Francis B. Gummere, a student of Francis James Child and probably the most enthusi-

astic proponent of this idea, did not recoil from proposing venturesome hypotheses concern-

ing the origin of ballads: “He postulated the existence of a primitive throng concentrating 

their attention on an event of local significance and making a marvellous song and dance out 

of it” (Bold 1979: 3). His problematic deduction is likely due to the false supposition of the 
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ballad’s connection to dancing, which in turn builds on the assumption of the relationship of 

the ballad with the French ballade as discussed above in 2.1. His beliefs root in the hypothesis 

that the folk, as a homogeneous group, composed the ballads in acts of “social consent” such 

as “festive dance” and “communal labour” (Müller 1983: 28).  

 George L. Kittredge, a contemporary of Gummere’s, is even more daring in his specu-

lations of the ballads’ origins: 

Different members of the throng, one after another, may chant his verse, composed on the spur of the 

moment, and the sum of these various contributions makes a song. This is communal composition, though 

each verse, taken by itself, is the work of an individual. A Song made in this way is no man’s property 

and has no individual author. The folks is its author [...] the history of balladry, if we could follow it back 

in a straight line without interruptions, would lead us to very simple conditions of society, to the singing 

and dancing throng, to a period of communal composition. (Kittredge 1905, quoted in Bold 1979: 4) 

Gummere claims that textual elements which proved characteristic for composition in this 

manner, such as frequent repetition and refrains, were often eradicated by the editors of ballad 

collections (cf. 1975: 60). He particularly criticizes Sir Walter Scott for having proceeded in 

this manner in his Minstrelsy collection and laments the loss of the singing folk’s reverbera-

tion in these ballads (cf. ibid.: 61). What Gummere perceived as ‘loss’, however, was proba-

bly merely the natural variety among different versions recorded by Scott. Furthermore, no-

tions such as ‘the singing folk’s reverberation’ show Gummere’s ideological proximity to 

Wundt’s folk psychology
1
: 

The listener is rarely solitary; and what is now called an “audience” makes at once for emotional commu-

nity, calling for cumulative impression, for repetition, and for progress by omitted details, qualities which 

are shunned by the art of written poetry, but which atone for their lack of suggestion by chances for ges-

ture and emphasis in double working upon the eye and the ear. (Gummere 1975: 64) 

The essential core of the ballad lies, according to Gummere, not in the story itself but rather in 

the “still small communal voice”, which is the “echo of communal emotion” (ibid.: 66). This 

“voice” or “echo”, which is to be found in the pure, homogeneous and non-literary society, 

must be the force accountable for archetypical ballad elements (cf. ibid.). 

 These notions tie in with Grimm’s ideas of Volksdichtung as the artistic output of a 

highly hypothetical archetypical ‘folk’. It is evident that the idea of such origins is highly my-

thologized. A further problematic axiom of Gummere’s is the assumption of the possible exis-

tence of an intellectually homogeneous people as such. Gummere interpreted the folk as an 

individual unity with shared thoughts and feelings (cf. 1975: 56). One reason for this belief 

                                                 

1
 A method of psychology put forward by German psychologist Wilhelm Wundt (1832-1920); its basic notion 

being that the people of a nation, as a whole, has distinctive psychological characteristics. This notion could be 

regarded as an opposing view of today’s individual psychology. 
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lies in the circumstance that oral poetry, with the ballad being one of its archetypical genres, 

is closely connected to illiteracy of the authors and audiences. Illiteracy, in turn, bears the 

negative connotations of being closely related to the underbelly of society as well as intellec-

tual defects (cf. Buchan 1972: 51). While the former aspect might pertain to some extent (al-

though significantly less than in modern times – illiteracy was rather common even among 

nobility in late medieval times), the latter is plainly untenable, as shall be demonstrated in 

chapter 3.1.2. 

 Another foundation of the communal-origin theory of ballads was transferred from 

insights gathered from research on North American cowboy songs. This research, conducted 

by John A. Lomax, Walter M. Hart and W. W. Lawrence, all three students of Gummere’s, 

provided significant insights into the origins and transmission of North American cowboy 

songs; the most important insight being that in the case of these songs communal origin is 

highly plausible (cf. Pond 1975: 96). Lawrence in particular was keen on transferring his find-

ings to the traditional English and Scottish ballads. What he failed to acknowledge, though, 

were the fundamentally different socio-pragmatic boundary conditions in which the two re-

spective genres are set (cf. ibid.). Louise Pond, advocate of the individual origin theory out-

lined in section 2.2.2, comes to the conclusion that Lawrence’s findings not only fail to pro-

vide valid evidence for a communal origin in case of the ballads but rather even contradict 

such a manner of composition (cf. ibid.). According to Pond, merely the stylistically less in-

teresting (and in turn less popular) cowboy songs were composed spontaneously in communal 

manner whereas the more successful representatives of the genre drew heavily on well-

established literary sources (cf. ibid.). Although Pond appears to be rather evaluative in this 

statement, the essence of her criticism is justified. The ballads which survived for centuries 

and were set down in collections (and are thereby preserved in written form for the modern 

reader) all had some kind of artistic ingenuity responsible for their fame and circulation. 

Songs or poetry originating from genuine communal impromptu composition usually proved 

to be of brief durability and limited distribution as illustrated by the case of the cowboy songs 

(cf. ibid.: 98). Hence, the application of the communal origin theory on the English and Scot-

tish ballads is, overall, rather dubious. 

 Lomax attempted to substantiate his position and counter this argument via claiming 

that medieval people were more skilled in composing ballads than the American cowboys (cf. 

ibid.: 102). This pronouncement, however, lacks justification. As a matter of fact, even the 

diametric opposite seems more probable: 19
th

 century cowboys were more likely to be literate 



2 The English and Scottish ballads 

7 

 

and had greater access to books and other sources than medieval folk, which, overwhelm-

ingly, was illiterate and could not afford books, which used to be unaffordable und unavail-

able then. Again, a romantic desire to render the older ballads and their composers more pure 

and artful is discernible here (cf. ibid.: 104). As Pond observed, the English and Scottish bal-

lads differ from the cowboy songs in regard to the themes addressed: While the stories of the 

cowboy songs are restricted to the area of everyday matters, the stories of ballads often in-

volve magic, aristocratic characters (as easily discernible already in some titles e.g. “‘Lord’ 

Randal”) and other elements not common in folk’s everyday life (cf. ibid.: 104f.). Various 

American scholars of the early 20
th

 century adopted the views of the German and English 

Romantic poets such as Schlegel, Herder and also Wordsworth who wanted to promote the 

notion of the great poetry skills of the early, ‘pure folk’, regardless of evidence strongly sug-

gesting individual composition (cf. Pflüger-Bouillon 1975: 18f.). Some of them did not refrain 

from putting forward far-fetched theories which apparently seemed to substantiate the com-

munal origin of the ballads. However, these theories lack the empirical basis to stand up to 

contemporary research. 

2.3.2 Individual Origin Theory 

The originators of the individual origin theory strongly rejected the notion of communal com-

position of the ballads for the reasons outlined in 2.2.1. Among the earliest and probably most 

famous representatives of the Individual Origin Theory were Sir Walter Scott and Thomas 

Percy, both avid ballad collectors. The most popular theory concerning the individual origin 

of the ballad is the “Minstrel Theory” (cf. Müller 1983: 30). Supporters of this theory, such as 

William John Courthope and David C. Fowler, regarded the ballad as a decayed remnant of 

the English minstrel poem. A minstrel was, according to the ODE, a “medieval singer or mu-

sician, especially one who sang or recited lyric or heroic poetry to a musical accompaniment 

for the nobility” (Stevenson 2010: 1128). The greatest merit of this theory is the notion of 

individual authors being responsible for the genesis of the ballads. Ballads and their origin are 

thereby credited to be the product of individual minds instead of an intangible ‘folk’. How-

ever, some of the Individual Originist’s views on certain aspects concerning the composition 

and transmission of the ballads are, from today’s point of view, untenable. The oral passing 

on of the ballads was considered a process of decay. As the term ‘decay’ already implies, the 

oral transmission of ballads, which was their only medium for centuries before their fossiliza-

tion in print-format took place, was viewed rather negatively by supporters of this theory (cf. 
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Müller 1983: 32). This attitude should change fundamentally over time, leading to a new the-

ory doing the process of oral transmission justice: the Communal Transmission Theory. 

2.3.3 Communal Transmission Theory 

The Communal Transmission Theory incorporates both aspects without evaluating them: the 

(highly probable) individual composition of ballads as well as the influence of their oral 

transmission throughout the centuries. While ballad researchers such as Pond contributed fun-

damental insights into the probable genesis of ballads, oral transmission was still regarded to 

be of negative influence on the ‘genuinity’ of the ballads. Kittredge, although proposing rather 

daring theories concerning the communal origin of ballads, paid justice to the effects of oral 

transmission by labelling them “a second act of composition” (ibid.: 34). Cecil J. Sharp, an 

English ballad collector and father of the English folk-song revival, which had its zenith 

around 1910, was far ahead of his time when he proposed  

that the most typical qualities of the folk-song [i.e. the ballad] have been laboriously acquired during its 

journey down the ages, in the course of which its individual angles and irregularities have been rubbed 

and smoothed away, just as the pebble on the seashore has been rounded by the action of the waves; that 

suggestions, unconsciously made by individual singers, have at every stage of the evolution of the folk 

song been weighed and tested by the community, and accepted or rejected by their verdict: and that the 

life history of the folk-song has been one of continuous growth and development, always tending to ap-

proximate to a form which should be at once congenial to the taste of the community, and expressive of 

its feelings, aspirations, and ideals. (Sharp 1920, quoted in Müller 1983: 35) 

Sharp’s conclusion strikes even the modern reader as an accurate and unbiased description of 

the effects of oral transmission processes on poetry. Moreover, he anticipated the operation of 

invisible hand phenomena on language and thereby the ballad (“suggestions unconsciously 

made by individual singers”) decades ahead of his time.
2
 The main difference, when compar-

ing the communal transmission theory to the communal origin theory, lies in the view of the 

composition of ballads. While communal originists claim that ballads are generated in situ by 

a congregation of singing folk, adherents of the latter theory are willing to ascribe the genesis 

of a certain ballad to (a) certain (anonymous) author(s). This ballad, in turn, undergoes sig-

nificant changes over time due to its oral transmission throughout the centuries. The transmis-

sion is thus not regarded as a negative force eroding the ‘pure’ substance of a ballad but rather 

as a compository constituent in a transformation process typical of oral poetry (cf. Müller 

1983: 35). The “oral process” is characterized by a “recreative nature” in general (Buchan 

1972: 57). This view also entails a different concept of intellectual ownership of the ballads: 

                                                 

2
 For further information of invisible hand phenomena see: Keller, Rudi (1990). Sprachwandel. Von der unsicht-

baren Hand in der Sprache. UTB für Wissenschaft: Uni Taschenbücher 1567. Tübingen: Francke. 
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The individual ballads were composed by (largely anonymous and unknown) individual bal-

lad singers and only became common property over the course of the oral transmission proc-

ess (cf. Müller 1983: 36). 

2.3.4 The Ballad and the Epic 

As ever so often with archaeological findings, ballads as well were alleged to be significantly 

older than their actual age once they entered the scope of academic interest. According to 

Walter M. Hart, a disciple of Gummere’s, the ballad as a format is even older than the epic 

and actually its predecessor (cf. ibid.: 30). Hart based his theory on the allegedly simpler nar-

rative and formative structure of the ballad as compared to the epic. Although an appealing 

intellectual game, this theory lacks substantial empirical evidence in order to be regarded as 

probable. As with the Communal Origin Theory, Hart’s stance is influenced by a Romantic 

desire to render ballads older and thereby ‘purer’ than was actually the case. By drawing up a 

genealogy in which the ballad is the ancestor of the epic (which, throughout history, was re-

garded to be of a high literary value), Hart attempted to upvalue the ballad substantially by 

placing it genealogically above the epic in the family tree of literary genres. Karl Lachmann, a 

German literary scholar and pioneer in the field of critical editions of medieval texts, put for-

ward the theory that an epic might as well consist of several ballads (cf. Pflüger-Bouillon 

1975: 31). Other scholars, on the other hand, regarded the ballad as ‘fallen’ or ‘decayed’ epic, 

thereby reversing the genealogy put forward by Hart (cf. ibid.: 26). The definitive answer to 

this debate has yet to be found. However, the most probable assumption is that the two for-

mats are of different origins, with the epic being located nearer to literary traditions. 

2.3.5 Comparison of Versions 

Throughout the course of the 20
th

 century, research interest shifted from the desire to recon-

struct the archetypical, oldest and ‘least decayed’ version of the ballads to a comparison of the 

different preserved versions of individual ballads. Hart was one of the first to proclaim that 

the different versions of ballads were equally authentic (cf. Müller 1983: 36). Academic focus 

changed from the reconstruction of archetypes to locating the different stages of a ballad in 

the course of its oral transmission as well as the effects of the oral passing on. Sigurd Bern-

hard Hustvedt concludes in the 1930s: 

Oral tradition accounts for the development of numerous versions of the same ballad and provides the 

sufficient justification for preserving the several versions. Good or bad, made or marred in transmission, 

the versions are themselves the ballads. Archetypes are not to be found, nor can they be critically recon-

structed with any assurance. However and whenever the ballad form originated and single ballads came 

into successive being, oral tradition has been their element. (Hustvedt 1930, quoted in Müller 1983: 36) 
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Hustvedt’s views are of an astounding topicality, especially regarding his verdict on the futil-

ity of reconstructing archetypes. Already Child saw the necessity of recording the various 

versions of the ballads. His terminology shall be adopted for the present thesis: minor devia-

tions of a ballad shall be called ‘variants’ and are denoted via lower case letters in footnotes in 

Childs collection. Greater variance in theme, structure or style is marked in capitals; these 

textual witnesses are defined as ‘versions’ (cf. Müller 1983: 37).  

2.4 History of the Ballad and Ballad Collections 

2.4.1 Medieval Times to 17
th

 Century 

It is difficult to say when exactly ballads started to become popular in England, as the begin-

nings lie entirely in the oral milieu and therefore lack written records and a traceable history. 

The first sources confirming an adoption of the French ballade genre in England date back to 

the fourteenth century (cf. Würzbach 1990: 4). With the introduction of printing in England 

thanks to William Caxton in 1476, printed versions of ballads first flourished in the 16
th

 cen-

tury. Ballads were collected and printed all across the UK and enjoyed great popularity among 

the lower and middle classes (cf. Müller 1983: 11). These printed ballads are referred to as 

‘broadside ballads’ or ‘street ballads’ as they were usually printed on broadsides and sold in 

the streets, in alehouses or at fairs (cf. ibid.: 10).  

 As can easily be imagined, numerous printers attempted to grab a slice of the cake, 

resulting in a flood of printed versions of popular ballads (for differences between the popular 

ballads and the street ballads see section 2.2), in many cases in a quality leaving much to be 

desired (cf. Bold 1979: 66). The term ‘broadside’, in turn, became a pejorative label associ-

ated with the lower classes and little to none literary worth. Bold provides an excellent over-

view of the situation of the ballad in the 16
th

 century: 

Ballads were always associated with a low standard of living. We know that Addison and Percy [two of 

the first great ballad collectors in the 18th century] had to apologize for their interest in the simple ballads 

of the common people; the street ballads, being on a much lower level, have taken that much longer to at-

tract scholarly attention. While the broadside ballad existed as an inescapable part of urban life it had a 

disreputable name; the men who made the broadsides were regarded as culturally unspeakable and com-

pletely mercenary. Those who went out on the streets and sold the ballads were offensive to polite society 

[...] Street balladry, then, was classed with vagrancy. (Bold 1979: 73f.) 

The low social and artistic esteem of the ballads echo in the term ballad ‘monger’, used for 

the performers of ballads, which bears a definite negative connotation. The writers and per-

formers of ballads usually were even poorer than authors of other literary formats and ostra-

cised by these authors as well as by the upper layers of society (cf. Müller 1983: 11; Bold 
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1979: 69). Socially as well as economically the lot of the ballad mongers was a hard one: 

They neither belonged to guilds nor was it usual for them to rely on patrons, as other authors 

in the early modern times often could (cf. Würzbach 1990: 21). Before the authorities they 

were ranked among vagrants and therefore stood outside of society (cf. Bold 1979: 74). Bal-

lads, however, remained astoundingly popular throughout the 16
th

 and the 17
th

 centuries, al-

though the indecent and politically problematic examples had to escape censorship by settling 

into illegality (cf. Bold 1979: 69-71). 

2.4.2 18
th

 and 19
th

 Centuries: The Age of the Ballad Collectors  

By the dawn of the 18
th

 century, ballads became a subject of interest outside the city streets 

and spheres of common people. One of the first to ‘discover’ the qualities of the ballads was 

Joseph Addison, editor of The Spectator: 

I took a particular Delight in hearing the Songs and Fables that are come from Father to Son [i.e. the bal-

lads], and are most in Vogue among the common People of the Countries through which I passed; for it is 

impossible that any thing should be universally tasted and approved by a Multitude, tho' they are only the 

Rabble of a Nation, which hath not in it some peculiar Aptness to please and gratify the Mind of Man. 

(Addison 1711) 

Although merciless in his opinion of the common people (“the Rabble of a Nation”), he cer-

tainly showed an admiration for the ballads originating from the common folk. The interest in 

ballads increased significantly as the (pre-)Romantic period in literature commenced. David 

C. Fowler entitled the 18
th

 century as “the golden age of balladry” (Müller 1983: 95) as vast 

amounts of ballads were recorded in collections and for the first time, thereby being preserved 

for posterity. Between the years 1723 and 1725, the first grand ballad collection, A Collection 

of Old Ballads, was issued anonymously in three volumes (cf. ibid.: 18). Thomas Percy, an 

Irish bishop, published the seminal ballad collection of the 18
th

 century in 1765: the Reliques 

of Ancient English Poetry. This collection was, among other sources, based largely on A Col-

lection of Old Ballads as well as the so called Percy Folio, a manuscript of unknown author-

ship from the 17
th

 century containing ballads dating as far back as the 12
th

 century, which 

Percy rescued from cremation by a housemaid, who, ignorant of its worth, used its pages for 

kindling the kitchen stove (cf. ibid.). 

 Despite Percy’s radical editorial practice – according to the zeitgeist of the 18
th

 century 

he attempted to ‘improve’ the ballads – the Reliques were a tremendous success and signifi-

cantly influenced the first generation Romantic poets William Wordsworth and Samuel Tay-

lor Coleridge, as can easily be discerned from their labelling their groundbreaking partner 

work Lyrical Ballads. In the Preface to the Second Edition, published in 1800, Wordsworth 
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praised the purity and natural style of ballads in comparison to the lofty neoclassical poetry of 

the 18
th

 century (cf. Bold 1979: 87). Interestingly enough, it was rather Coleridge, whose only 

contribution to the Lyrical Ballads, his “Rime of the Ancient Mariner”, managed to imitate 

the elements of the literary ballad (cf. Wu 2012: 335) while Wordsworth obviously drew from 

his knowledge of broadside ballads when composing ballads such as “Goody Blake and Harry 

Gill” (cf. Bold 1979: 87). However, both authors were intellectuals and literate poets, there-

fore the ‘ballads’ included in Lyrical Ballads are to be viewed as literary ballads quite compa-

rable to Goethe’s “Erlkönig” or Schiller’s “Bürgschaft”. By titling their collection Lyrical 

‘Ballads’, Wordsworth and Coleridge attempted to join company with the highly popular and 

well-selling ballads (and succeeded in doing so). The second generation Romantics were 

gripped by the ballads as well – Keats’ “La Belle Dame Sans Merci” is yet another great ex-

ample of the Romantic poets drawing on the ballad style when creating new literary ballads 

(cf. ibid.: 88).   

 Following Percy in his modus operandi, one of the most influential Scottish Romantic 

poets, Sir Walter Scott, published his Minstrelsy of the Scottish Border in 1802, which, just 

like Percy’s Reliques, eventually became a tremendous success (cf. Müller 1983: 22). Scott 

drew from all materials available – existing collections, oral sources, hitherto unknown manu-

scripts – and managed to compile a remarkable collection of ballads. However, for Scott, oral 

transmission, an essential constituent of the ballads’ genesis, was “a degrading species of al-

chemy by which the ore of antiquity is deteriorated and adultorated [sic!]” (Pflüger-Bouillon 

1975: 21). This contemptuous view of the ‘end products’ of a decay process he had to deal 

with as basis material, in combination with his awareness of his literary skills and reputation, 

led to the circumstance that Scott did not refrain from severe conjectures, emendations, ‘im-

provements’ and additions of the ballads (cf. Müller 1983: 22). This renders his Minstrelsy a 

well-readable and enjoyable anthology of a vast number of ballads for readers at the time as 

well as today’s readers. For the literary researcher investigating the origin and different ver-

sions of ballads, on the other hand, the Minstrelsy unfortunately is thus made an unsuitable 

corpus. The needs of the researchers were met 50 years later by the hands of Francis James 

Child, as shall be laid out in the next section. Nonetheless, the publication of Scott’s Min-

strelsy in 1802 marks the dawn of what will become known as the ‘century of folk-song’ in 

which collectors all over Europe compiled anthologies of ballads and other folk songs (cf. 

Pflüger-Bouillon 1975: 22f.). 
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 Apart from the old popular ballads and new literary ballads written by literary poets, 

the ‘lower’ broadside ballads kept thriving in the 18th and 19th centuries as well. A factor 

greatly contributing to the flowering of broadside ballads was the introduction of a stamp duty 

on newspapers, pamphlets, advertisements and numerous other publications. The stamp duty 

led to significant increases in the prices of these media – in 1815 it amounted to fourpence per 

sheet leaving newspapers only to the more affluent spheres of society (cf. Bold 1979: 74). 

Stamp duty was, however, not applied to printed broadside ballad, which eagerly filled the 

gap in the market. As a result, a wave of sensationalist broadside ballads flooded the streets of 

19th century London and other major cities in the UK (cf. Bold 1979: 75). 

2.4.3 Francis James Child: The English and Scottish Popular Ballads 

The first ballad collection providing authentic texts not emended or ‘improved’ by its editor 

was already published in 1769 by David Herd, entitled Ancient and Modern Scots Songs, He-

roic Ballads etc. (cf. Müller 1983: 22). Although Herd’s collection was not exactly unsuccess-

ful, the desire for historical-critical editions of ballads arose only in 19
th

 century. Until then, 

numerous other ballad collections comprised of traditional as well as street ballads were is-

sued by various collectors, and poets adopted the style of the old ballads for new creations. 

Men of letters as well as common people enjoyed ballads, whether old or new. However, it 

was only after Francis James Child published his groundbreaking collection The English and 

Scottish Popular Ballads in five volumes between 1882-1896 that ballads became subject to 

academic studies and scholarly interest (cf. ibid.: 24). According to Bold, Child’s achieve-

ments were tremendous: 

What Child had done was to collect and annotate 305 ballads with around 1000 versions. His claims to 

completeness were sound. Since his death, avid collectors have tried to add to the Child canon [...] but 

only one piece has been accepted everywhere as a genuine popular ballad: ‚The Bitter Withy‘, which 

Frank Sidgwick contributed to Notes and Queries, 29 July 1905. (Bold 1979: 1) 

Müller (1983: 25) disagrees with this view, remarking that Child refrained from giving a pre-

cise definition of the ‘ballad’ and thereby selected his materials by intuition rather than 

method, resulting in a rather inhomogeneous canon which also included broadsides and min-

strel ballads. Gummere (1975: 57) goes even further, insinuating that Child selected the bal-

lads for his collection arbitrarily, following his personal tastes. Pflüger-Bouillon (1975: 24), 

on the other hand, remarks that Child had a system of classification according to which a 

piece of poetry was a ballad or not: He took the form and meter as distinctive criteria instead 

of the content. Either way, be it his instincts or method, Child proved to be right in the vast 
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majority of cases in which he had to assess whether a ballad was a broadside or an ‘old’ popu-

lar ballad. His English and Scottish Popular Ballads remain an outstanding collection of 

popular ballads and is still regarded the standard work even almost 140 years after its first 

publication. 

 Besides Child’s remarkable collecting activities it was his editorial practice which was 

the groundbreaking novelty of The English and Scottish Popular Ballads. In the Advertise-

ment Of Part I of the first edition of his collection in 1882, Child gives insight into his great-

est inspiration for his modus operandi (Child 2014 [1.1]: ix): “In the editing of these ballads I 

have closely followed the plan of Grundtvig’s Old Popular Ballads of Denmark, a work which 

will be prized highest by those who have used it most, and which leaves nothing to be desired 

but its completion.” What were Grundtvig’s methods, which Child adopted? “Like Grundtvig, 

Child ascribed a number to each ballad and a [capital] letter to each version of that ballad” 

(Bold 1979: 2), whereas the variants of the versions were marked with lowercase letters (cf. 

Müller 1983: 26; see also section 2.2.5 of present thesis). Child had issued two less extensive 

ballad collections before, but it was his Popular Ballads collection with its critical apparatus 

and its image of being a comprehensive package that was a milestone to ballad research and 

triggered the first real scholarly interest in ballads (cf. Müller 1983: 24). 

2.4.4 20
th

 Century to Present 

After Child had delivered the material fit for further academic activities, lively interest in bal-

lads originated in scholarly circles. Acknowledging the near-completeness of Child’s collec-

tion, the search for new ballads abated. Research interest shifted to the origins of ballads, as 

illustrated in chapter 2.2, as well as the tunes behind the texts (cf. Bold 1979: 83). The radical 

changes concerning the reception, production and transmission of ballads due to factors such 

as mass literacy and the ‘new’ media (especially audio recordings) strongly influenced ballads 

and their environment. Bold (1979: 84) presents a succinct overview: “No new ballads are 

likely to be created by the traditional oral method; and there is a limit to how much variation 

the ballad stories can stand”. The effects of print will be discussed in the next section. An at-

tempt to answer the question whether ballads live on in the 20
th

 and 21
st
 centuries shall be 

made in the last section of the present thesis. 
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3 The Ballad: Features 

3.1 Composition  

Acknowledging the highly probable circumstance that ballads originate not from the folk but 

from individuals, questions regarding their manner of composition arise. As stated above, 

ballads were situated in an oral, non-literary environment. Therefore the way in which they 

were composed differs significantly from the formation conditions of written poetry. The 

challenges the poet of oral literature faces in composition are of an entirely different nature 

from the struggles of the literate poet. Furthermore, the influence of oral transmission on bal-

lads has to be taken into account as well, as it proved to be a considerable shaping factor. The 

effects of oral transmission ceased, however, once ballads got into print. The evolutionary 

process of ballads does not come to a halt here, however. The conservation via print has a 

certain impact on ballads as well. The present section attempts to depict the conditions in 

which ballads evolved and in turn circulated. 

3.1.1 Composing and Performing Ballads 

It can be a challenging endeavour for the modern, literate reader to comprehend the oral 

method in which ballad poets composed and performed their ballads. Oral poets memorized 

ballads in a quite different manner to, for instance, modern literate readers learning poems by 

rote. Readers of literature and poems process a textual version, which in turn is stored verba-

tim in the mind. For the oral poet, on the other hand, the concept of a fixed version of a ballad 

does not exist at all (cf. Anders 1974: 51). Ballad singers compensated their lack of literacy 

via an astonishing capability for memorization as well as a wide-ranging repertoire of compo-

sition strategies: 

A mature traditional singer can hear a story of perhaps some thousands of lines, once, and can thereafter 

re-tell the story at even greater length. The literate mind boggles. The oral poet can do this, can compose 

rapidly in performance, because he has learned the phrases and rhythms of a poetic language, the lan-

guage of tradition, which he can think in almost as easily as we can think in the phrases and rhythms of 

our prosaic language. (Buchan 1972: 52) 

Oral poets, therefore, do not memorize ballads as fixed texts, but rather as “schematic story-

containers” (Bold 1979: 15) they are capable of retelling thanks to their remarkable abilities 

for using language formulas. These formulas are not original ‘inventions’ of the poet, but 

rather elements of language passed on and established by tradition (cf. Anders 1974: 51). 

Successful ballad singers were in possession of a vast amount of scenes, themes and motifs 

ready to be retrieved in performance (cf. ibid.). A ballad, therefore, is not a fixed text but “a 
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fluid entity soluble in the mind, to be concretely realized at will in words and music” (Bron-

son 1969, quoted in Bold 1979: 16). This statement leaves no doubt that there must be funda-

mental differences between the performance of a ballad by a singer and the recital of a literary 

poem by its author or readers; the same difference applies to the role of the oral and the liter-

ary poet: 

Our oral poet is composer. Our singer of tales is a composer of tales. Singer, performer, composer, and 

poet are one under different aspects but at the same time. Singing, performing, composing are facets of 

the same act. The process of oral ‘transmission’ is essentially a process of re-composition, because the 

oral poet re-creates each story at each performance, during each performance. (Buchan 1972: 52) 

The composition and performance of ballads is therefore per se a “re-creative process” (ibid.: 

58). The ‘originality’ and accomplishments of a ballad maker lie in his knowledge, selection 

and refinement of formulas used in his performance (cf. Anders 1974: 52). The art of balladry 

manifests itself in the capability of creating a multitude of stories out of a limited repertoire of 

patterns and formulas (cf. ibid.). This manner of composition entails two consequences: a 

characteristic formulaic style in the language of ballads (as set out in section 3.3.3.2) and a 

problematic relation to the notion of ballad ‘versions’, as will be shown in the following sec-

tion.  

3.1.2 Differences: Oral and Literary Poetry 

As outlined in section 2.3.5, literary scholars attempted to attain insights into the origin of 

ballads via comparing existing versions. Taking into consideration the findings of the previ-

ous chapter, this method appears to be rather problematic, as the workings of the ballad poet’s 

mind differ significantly from that of literate poets. The concrete wording of ballads is an 

evanescent compilation, changing from one performance to another, even if acted out by the 

very same singer (cf. Bold 1979: 16f.). While the ‘matter’ or “narrative macrostructure” re-

mains practically unaltered, the “stylistic microstructure” or actual wording is subject to con-

stant change (Bold 1979: 17). Ballads are characterised by their axiomatic variability as long 

as they are in oral circulation (cf. Pflüger-Bouillon 1975: 6). As a result, the scholastic merit 

of insights gathered by comparing variants remains questionable. Disparities between variants 

might either stem from preferences of the ballad poet, editorial practice of the ballad collector, 

changes in the audience’s expectations or sheer coincidence. The difficulty lies in drawing 

verifiable conclusions gained from insights gained from changes in the narrative microstruc-

ture. Variants are physical manifestations of the same ballad-story (see section 6 for details on 
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the distinction of ballad-text and ballad-story). The reasons for deviations have often been a 

matter of wild speculation due to scarce context information. 

 However, not all aspects of ballads are subject to change. Certain elements proved to 

be of considerable continuity along the oral process over centuries. At some point along its 

course, the oral transmission process is marked by stability. Buchan traced this stability back 

to the ballad maker’s desire to “tell the right and true story” and “inherited patterns” (Buchan 

1972: 167). More recent research substantiates this theory: Bischof (1996: 66f.) showed that 

at some point in the passing on of tales certain invariant elements appear and then solidify. 

Bold (1979: 17) observes that the transmission of modern jokes takes place in a similar fash-

ion: although the surface structure may vary in performance, the essence remains stable. Near 

total stability emerged once a ballad was printed: “once a traditional ballad appeared in broad-

side it tended to become fossilized” (ibid.: 72). As ‘fossilization’ implies, ballads did not 

change much once they were printed, as printed versions tended to be viewed as ‘standards’. 

Buchan (1972: 172) gets to the heart of the janus-faced role of written records in case of the 

ballads: “The basic difficulty in dealing with oral texts is that they were not meant for writing 

down, but it is only when they have been written down that we have any record of them; and 

if they have been written down then the probabilities are that the texts have been in some way 

affected.” Ultimately, there is a balance between continuity and change as long as ballads are 

orally transmitted; once they are set down the versions tend to ossify (cf. ibid.: 170). 

 The differences in composition, the concept of authorship and transmission of oral 

poetry compared to literary poetry result in rather contrary role models of the oral and literate 

poet. The literate poet frequently adopts a position outside of society pursuant to the Words-

worthian ideal of the poet as recluse. His or her works are distinguished by originality and 

author-specific idiosyncrasies (cf. ibid.: 171). If either commercially or artistically successful, 

the literate poet usually enjoys a high esteem by members of society. The ballad poet, on the 

other hand, is situated on the bottom end of the social scale, as was already shown in 2.4.1; 

the term ‘ballad monger’ is yet another manifestation of this circumstance. In his or her work, 

the ballad poet is necessarily a part (of usually the lower spheres) of society – the ballads’ 

language and themes reflect the proximity to the common people. Instead of originality, the 

ballad poet draws from a repertoire of themes and formulas to develop his or her tale. The 

communicative situation differs significantly as well: the oral poet performs in front of a 

physically present ‘audience’ (in a literal sense), whereas the literate poet works in isolation 
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and the reception of his or her (written) work is separated from production in time and space 

(cf. Buchan 1972: 171). 

3.2 Content of Ballads 

As mentioned before, the oral method in which ballads evolved and were passed on affected 

their form and led to specific stylistic characteristics. Due to ballads’ proximity to the com-

mon people, certain topics and themes which proved to be popular among the folk kept reap-

pearing throughout the centuries. This resulted in a pool of motifs and corresponding speech 

situations characteristic of ballads.  

3.2.1 Topoi and Themes of Traditional Ballads 

Be it the tragic death of two star-crossed lovers, a knight courting a fine lady or a supernatural 

incident: ballads are usually concerned with series of events featuring specific (popular) 

themes and tropes, which shall be dealt with in more detail in the present section. The num-

bers in parentheses after the ballads listed as examples are the corresponding numbers accord-

ing to Child’s collection. 

3.2.1.1 Class Differences 

Stemming from the common folk (or from authors belonging to the folk), various ballads ad-

dress the issue of class differences between common people and noblemen. Usually sympathy 

for the poorer, underprivileged characters is evoked (cf. Bold 1979: 25).  

 Examples: “Dives and Lazarus” (56), “Glasgerion” (67), “Lady Diamond” (269), “Lamkin” 

 (93), “Lord Delaware” (207), “The Laird o Drum” (236) 

3.2.1.2 The Nuncupative Testament 

A very dramatic element frequently recurring in various ballads is the nuncupative testament. 

A character at the brink of death settles his last will and the distribution of his possessions. 

Frequently the culprit responsible for the character’s death is given a curse instead of another 

heritage (cf. Bold 1979: 31). 

 Examples: “The Cruel Brother” (11A), “Lord Randal” (12A), “Edward” (13B), “Bonny Bar-

 bara Allen” (84) 
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3.2.1.3 The Last Goodnight 

As the name of the category already implies, a character bids the world adieu in ballads using 

this topos. In popular ballads this is often the point in which a tragic hero evinces a last show 

of courage, in broadsides this motif was commonly used in the context of executions (as 

broadsides often were sold at public executions, which were not abolished in Britain until 

1866) (cf. Bold 1979: 37f.). 

 Examples: “Hobie Noble” (189), “Johnie Armstrong” (169B), “Lord Maxwell’s Last Good-

 night” (195), “Mary Hamilton” (173) 

3.2.1.4 Religion 

Religion played a major role in the folk’s everyday life, which is reflected in a vast number of 

ballads addressing religious topics. However, the religious characters, taken from the Bible, 

often appear in a pronounced down-to-earth manner and act in astonishingly undogmatic 

ways. This results in rather comic situations in some ballads (cf. ibid.: 44f.) 

  Examples: “Dives and Lazarus” (56), “Judas” (23), “The Cherry-Tree Carol” (54A), “Saint 

 Stephen and Herod” (22), “The Carnal and the Crane” (55), “The Bitter Withy” (unknown to 

 Child, see quote in section 2.4.3) 

3.2.1.5 Verbal Duels and Riddles 

Ballads containing verbal contests or riddles were very popular among the folk. These ballads 

commonly portrayed clever ‘underdog’ characters outwitting noblemen or other adversaries 

such as the devil or members of the other sex (cf. ibid: 46f.) 

 Examples: “Riddles Wisely Expounded” (1), “The Fause Knight upon the Road” (3), “King 

 John and the Bishop” (45), “Captain Wedderburn’s Courtship” (46A), “Proud Lady Margaret” 

 (47), “The Baffled Knight” (112), “The Broomfield Hill” (43) 

3.2.1.6 Love, Romance, Sex 

“Most ballads do have a sexual dimension” (ibid.: 47) – as in novels, TV series and across 

almost all other genres, this theme has enjoyed high popularity. In the case of ballads, love 

emerges in all its possible manifestations: romantic love, tragic love, adultery, forbidden love 

and marriage (both happy and unhappy). Love and all its facets can certainly be regarded as 

the main topic of traditional ballads. However, in ballads there is a strong tendency of love 

being intertwined with tragedy and death. The prototypical motif of the traditional ballad per 

se is tragic love with both lovers dying in the end. “Bonny Barbara Allen” (84) is such an ex-
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ample: “It is as if the essence of hundreds of romantic love stories had been distilled into this 

one ballad”, remarks Bold (1979: 48). “Lady Alice” (85) and numerous other ballads struck 

similar chords. Sexual intercourse is not omitted and explicitly referred to in several ballads as 

well. 

 Examples: “Lord Love” (75A), “Lady Diamond” (269A), “Prince Robert” (87), “Bonny Bee 

 Hom” (92), “The Gay Goshawk” (96), “Brown Robin” (97), “Willie O Douglas Dale” (101), 

 “Rose the Read an White Lily” (103), “The Bailiff’s Daughter of Islington” (105) 

3.2.1.7 The Love Triangle 

The classic love triangle in ballads consists of two characters in love with each other, with one 

of them proceeding to marry a third character instead. This usually happens for reasons of 

wealth or higher social esteem (cf. ibid.: 49). These menages bear a high potential for escala-

tion and frequently end in crime or murder. 

 Examples: “Young Hunting” (68A), “Little Musgrave and Lady Barnard” (81A), “Lord In-

gram and Chiel Wyet” (66), “Fair Margaret and Sweet William” (74) 

3.2.1.8 Crimes 

The preparation and commitment of murder and other crimes is a popular motif that repeat-

edly appears in ballads. Numerous street ballads as well as a subgenre of popular ballads 

known as ‘border ballads’ focus on breaches of the law, committed either by tragic heroes or 

culprits (cf. ibid.: 62). The motif of murder is frequently combined with problematic love rela-

tionships. 

 Examples: “Johnie Armstrong” (169A), “Dick o the Cow” (185), “Lady Isabel and the Elf 

 Knight” (4), “Lord Randal” (12), “Edward” (13), “The Broomfield Hill” (43), “Lizie Wan” 

 (51) 

3.2.1.9 Schadenfreude 

As already described in 3.2.1.1, the poets and audiences of ballads usually belonged to the 

lower castes. In order to escape the dire reality of life at least in their stories, several ballads 

tell tales of an almost carnivalesque nature in which aristocratic characters get their fair share 

of misery, suffering and misfortune (cf. ibid.: 49). 

 Examples: “Lord Randal” (12), “Glasgerion” (67), “Lord Thomas and Fair Annet” (73), “Old 

 Robin of Portingale” (80) 
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3.2.1.10 Magic and (super-)natural forces 

Witches, magicians and the devil are frequent elements in the balladis personae and fre-

quently interact with other characters. In some ballads, enchanted items, such as the magic 

horn in the ballad “The Laily Worm and the Machrel of the Sea” (36), play important roles in 

the storyline. The devil himself appears in four ballads of Child’s corpus (Nos. 1, 3, 243, 

278), other supernatural incidents occur in even more cases. The forces of nature to which 

people had to bend are also part of the topical repertoire of ballads: “Life was determined by 

an intractable environment to which folk fatally succumbed. When nature decided to impose 

itself on individuals it had all the elemental force of fire, air, earth and water” (Bold 1979: 

58).  

 Examples: “Willie’s Lady” (6), “King Arthur and King Cornwall” (30), “Kemp Owyne” (34), 

 “The Twa Magicians” (44), “King Estmere” (60), “The Broomfield Hill” (43) 

3.2.1.11 Revenants 

A special supernatural topos occurring in five Child ballads is the revenant character. In these 

ballads a person returns from the dead in human shape in order to fulfil one last mission, be it 

of good or bad nature (cf. ibid.: 51f.). The revenant characters never return in angel- or spirit-

like form, instead they definitely bear the marks of death and decay, tying in with the ballads’ 

conception of death not as liberation but as negative, ultimate end (cf. Müller 1983: 158f.; for 

the view of death in the ballad see section 3.3.3.3 of the present thesis). 

 Examples: “The Daemon Lover” (243A), “The Cruel Mother” (20B), “The Wife of Usher’s 

 Well” (79A), “The Suffolk Miracle” (272), “The Unquiet Grave” (78A) 

3.2.1.12 Robin Hood 

Robin Hood, the beloved heroic outlaw of the minstrels from Sherwood Forest, is the most 

prominent character of traditional ballads. A whole sequence, Child Nos. 117-154, is dedi-

cated to the stories of his adventures. This convincingly attests to the high popularity these 

stories enjoyed among people. “His name was enough to sell a song” as “he is the outlaw with 

the heart of gold” who took from the rich and gave to the poor (Bold 1979: 58). 

3.2.1.13 Historical incidents 

Subsequent to the Robin Hood ballads in Child’s collection is a sequence of (pseudo-/semi-) 

historical ballads. These ballads (Nos. 154-242) tell of events surrounding characters histori-
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cally recorded in different sources. However, the narrated tales are not to be viewed as his-

torically accurate reports of real events. Historical facts were usually twisted or modified in 

order to fit the audiences’ tastes (cf. Bold 1979: 60). 

 Examples: “The Deat of Queen Jane” (170), “Sir Andrew Barton” (167), “Katharine Jaffray” 

 (221), “The Earl of Aboyne” (235) 

3.2.2 Topoi and Themes of Street Ballads 

The thematic fields of street ballads compared to traditional ballads are characterised by a 

particularly strong tendency towards sensationalist desires: “They offered a diet of murder, 

deformity, [...] gossip and news” (ibid.: 67). Samuel Pepys, an avid collector of street ballads, 

divided his collection consisting of 1671 ballads into 10 different subject areas (Pepys 1703, 

quoted in Bold 1979: 68): 

1 Devotion and Morality. 2 History – True and Fabulous. 3 Tragedy – viz. Murd[ers] Execut[ions] 

Judgm[ents] of God. 4 State and Times. 5 Love – Pleasant. 6 do [i.e. Love] - Unfortunate. 7 Marriage, 

Cuckoldry, &c. 8 Sea – Love, Gallantry, & Actions. 9 Drinking & Good Fellowship. 10 Humour, Frol-

licks, &c. mixt. 

Genuine street ballads were set in an urban environment, as opposed to the rural nature of the 

traditional ballads. They occupied the very same market niche as today’s sensationalist news-

papers. The topics dealt with were similar to the ones found in these tabloids as well, although 

of an even coarser nature as they were still unmitigated by political correctness or the greater 

sensitivity of the 21
st
 century towards sensible issues. Popular formats entailed murder stories, 

droll stories, reports of monstrosities and miracles, recent events and gossip (cf. Müller 1983: 

10).  

3.3 Form and Style of Ballads 

3.3.1 Rhyme and Meter 

As ballads circulated in the oral sphere, they developed a prototypical structure alleviating the 

process of memorization for the ballad poet. Similarities in structure between different ballads 

lie in the reasons outlined in section 3.1; ballad makers did not memorise ballads as set texts 

but rather filled a fixed metric structure with certain formal and topical elements, depending 

on which ballad they were set to reproduce (cf. Bold 1979: 21). Two patterns of this fixed 

metric structure are prevalent in Child’s collection (cf. ibid.): 
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a) The “ballad stanza” (Bold 1979: 21) or common metre (cf. Müller 1983: 120) 

Used in 179 of 305 ballads in Child’s collection (58.7 per cent), this stanza is the bal-

lad-standard regarding stanzaic form. Opinions differ as to whether it is a quatrain 

with alternating iambic four-stress and three-stress lines or “a couplet with seven 

stresses to the line” (Gerould 1932, quoted in Bold 1979: 21). Semantically, the latter 

view appears to be more appropriate: in many cases a strong syntactic, semantic and 

metric caesura follows after the seventh stress (cf. Müller 1983: 120). The middle of 

the stanza is characterised by a semantic border between the two generally semanti-

cally autonomous sentences (cf. ibid.: 125). The first verse usually bears new informa-

tion, the second verse or ‘weak line’ adds further information but introduces no new 

ideas. Verses three and four are of a more informing nature and contain the second 

part of the stanza’s content (cf. ibid.). However, the ‘weak line’ fulfils, against the im-

plications evoked by this term, an important cohesive function as it establishes the 

acoustic connection with the fourth verse via its rhyme. Buchan (1972: 150) summa-

rises the function of the second verse in the ballad stanza: “[T]he second line is ines-

sential to the narrative: it is ’spare’. Its function is, in fact, primarily aural rather than 

conceptual, for its purpose is to ‘set up’ the rhyming pattern of the stanza. In sense, it 

merely reinforces the first line; in sound, it acts as an important auxiliary to the final 

line.” Müller (1983: 120f.) further claims that the notion of the ballad stanza as an al-

ternating four- and three-stress pattern falls short of recognising an important idiosyn-

crasy of the ballad: the ‘missing’ iamb in the lines with three stresses has to be realised 

as short pause in performance. Should this convention be violated, the alternating 

rhythm typical of ballads collapses (cf. ibid.: 122). The rhyme scheme is abcb. An ex-

ample illustrating the characteristics presented above is the ballad “Willie o Douglas 

Dale” (101, stressed syllables are marked with underlines): 

   “Willie o Douglas Dale” (101)  

   O Willy was as brave a lord 

   As ever saild the sea, 

   And he has gane to the English court, 

   To serve for meat and fee. 

 

b) The “four-stress line” (Bold 1979: 21) or “long metre” (Müller 1983: 120) 

This structure is used in 111 ballads of Child’s collection (36.4%). Older ballads tend 

to be written in rhyming couplets, later examples use the same abcb or xaba scheme as 
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seen in a). The metrical feet are iambs, just as in a). The first, older example shows the 

use of couplets, the second example is styled in quatrains: 

 

(1) “Riddles Wisely Expounded” (1A) (2) “Tom Potts” (109)  

The youngest daughter that same night,  All you lords of Scottland ffaire, 

She went to bed to this young knight.  And ladyes alsoe, bright of blee, 

And in the morning, when it was day,  There is a ladye amongst them all, 

These words unto him she did say:  Of her report you shall heare of me. 

 

 

Buchan (1972: 151) conducted a close examination of a vast corpus of ballads, focusing on 

their rhyme schemes. He concluded that the sound repertoire of ballads’ rhymes is indeed a 

very limited one: “18 sounds carry 73 per cent of the rhymes, six sounds (ee an ane ae air in) 

carry 53 per cent and one sound (ee) alone carries 28 per cent” (ibid.: 152). As seems typical 

of oral poetry, ballads’ rhymes often have a strong tendency for being half rhymes instead of 

full rhymes (cf. Müller 1983: 120). In performance, ballad singers did not refrain from further 

alterations of the rhymes, popular methods being the clipping of vowels before n-sounds (e.g. 

so that ‘-an’ rhymes with ‘-en’) or taking assonances for rhymes (e.g. so that ‘goat’ ‘rhymes’ 

with ‘loaf’). All things considered, the ballad poet’s concept of sound values and rhyme dif-

fers significantly from the conception of contemporary literate readers (cf. Buchan 1972: 

153). This is, however, not an effect of a neglect of rhyme. Quite the opposite is the case: bal-

lad singers frequently changed the wording of their ballads. These changes, however, primar-

ily affected the non-rhyming words; in the majority of cases an astonishing textual continuity 

can be discerned in case of the rhyming words, even though stanzaic meaning is altered in 

various cases. Buchan concludes: 

The sound patterns, then, exercise a stronger hold on the oral poet’s memory of a story than the minor in-

cidents of line. [...] [T]he singer does not possess the particular fixation with individual words that comes 

with literacy, but instead works through sounds and word-groups. The oral poet does not share the print-

oriented man’s belief that the words are the story. For him, the story is a conceptual entity whose essence 

may a readily and accurately conveyed by different word-groups. He is not so concerned with the minor 

incidents of the lines as he is with the major events of the ballad. (Buchan 1972: 158) 

This statement ties in with the findings of section 3.1 where fundamental differences between 

oral and literary poetry and their makers were discussed. Rhyme is a constitutent factor of the 

ballad style; therefore it is natural for the ballad poet to give primacy to rhyme over wording 

as rhyme binds the ballads’ stanzas together. 
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3.3.2 Syntax 

The intrastanzaic structural needs regarding rhyme scheme and semantic relations in ballad 

stanzas result in a ballad-specific syntactic shape of the sentences. Generally, sentences in 

ballads tend to be rather short and syntactically simple; enjambements occur in some excep-

tions, although only between lines three and four when ideas need to be developed further 

than the single line permits (cf. Müller 1983: 127). The ballads’ sentences are ordered para-

tactically, subordinate clauses hardly appear at all (cf. ibid.: 128). The “parataxis of grammar” 

leads to a “parataxis of narrative image[s]” rendering the narrative technique of ballads simi-

lar to the cinematic montage (Buchan 1972: 53). The syntax of ballads therefore is, overall, 

rather linear and straightforward. The parataxis of sentences may occur asyndetically (without 

a linking element, see ex. 1) or polysyndetically (by means of a linking element, see ex. 2) (cf. 

Müller 1983: 129): 

 

“The Cruel Mother” (20E) 

 

There was a lady, she lived in Lurk, 

She fell in love with her father’s clerk 

(2) “The Bailiff’s Daughter of Islington” (105) 

 

There was a youth, a well belov’d youth 

And he was a esquire’s son. 

 

 

The use of repeated anaphoric polysyndeta can lead to an effect similar to climax, intensifying 

the vehemence of a character’s action (cf. ibid.: 130). Repeated asyndetic parataxis, on the 

other hand, contributes to one stylistic hallmark of ballad style: ‘leaping’, which will be inves-

tigated in the following section. 

3.3.3 Stylistic Features of Ballads 

3.3.3.1 Leaping and Lingering 

‘Leaping’ and ‘lingering’, two terms coined by Gummere (1906, quoted in Bold 1979: 29), 

are among the most distinctive characteristics of ballads. As ballads are rather short and dense 

in content, an entry in medias res, instead of lengthy dramatic expositions, is the norm for 

their openings. Schwebsch (1920, quoted in Müller 1983: 150) termed this type of opening as 

a “dramatic leap into the main plot” (trans. by D.S.). The immediacy of ballads when new 

characters, elements, plot twists or communicative situations are introduced is drastic, espe-

cially when compared to other genres with a higher share of digression such as drama (cf. 

Müller 1983: 151). The same applies to leaps in time and changes of setting. In ballads, al-

most every line and certainly every stanza features a ‘micro-climax’. A great example illus-
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trating the leaping style of ballads are stanzas two and three of “Mary Hamilton” (173A). In 

the second stanza, the different ways of a man courting Mary are shown. The subsequent 

stanza 3 tells the audience about the way in which Mary disposed of the child which resulted 

from their affair. Everything that happened in-between is omitted and must be inferred by the 

audience (cf. Müller 1983: 152): 

 

(1) He’s courted her in the kitchen,  (3) She’s tyed it in her apron 

He’s courted her in the ha,   And she’s thrown it in the sea 

He’s courted her in the laigh cellar,  Says, Sink ye, swim ye, bonny wee babe 

And that was warst of a’.   You’l neer get mair o me. 

 

 

The inversion of ‘leaping’ is ‘lingering’. Lingering is a literary device used for building up 

suspense once a certain element is introduced. In “Lord Randal” (12) it is suddenly revealed 

in the fifth stanza that the eponymous protagonist had been poisoned by what he believed to 

be his true love. Still, five more stanzas follow before the ballad, probably together with its 

protagonist, come to an end. The audience already knows for half of the performance that 

Lord Randal is going to die, stanzas 5 to 10 being merely concerned with him settling his last 

affairs before the inevitable comes to pass; thus, suspense is built up towards the ending. By 

combining leaping and lingering, ballads acquire their emblematic style: “The co-existence of 

these two shaping influences, the reductive [i.e. ‘leaping’] and the expansive [i.e. ‘lingering], 

reveals how, in a nonliterate artist’s consciousness, an unsophistic linear mode of apprehen-

sion functions conjointly with a more complex spatial mode of apprehension” (Buchan 1972: 

54f.). One device frequently used in ballads in order to evoke expansive/lingering effects is 

repetition.  

3.3.3.2 (Incremental) Repetition and Formulaic Language 

A hallmark of ballad style is repetition. It occurs on all structural levels: phonetic, lexical, 

syntactical and stanzaic repetition are “the soul of balladry” (Gummere 1907, quoted in 

Müller 1983: 143). Some examples for repetition in ballads:  

(1) geminatio: “black, black steed” in “Lord Lovel” (75I) stanza 10 

(2) repetitio: “I ail, I ail” in “Lizie Wan” (51A) stanza 4 

(3) repetition of syntactical groups: “O where ha you been, Lord Randal my son? And 

where ha you been, my handsome young man” in “Lord Randal” (12) stanza 1 

(4) repetition of stanzaic patterns or ‘incremental repitition’: 

Example: “Lizie Wan” (51A) stanzas 1-4: 



3 The Ballad: Features 

27 

 

Lizie Wan sits at her father’s bower door 

Weeping and making a mane, 

And by there came her father dear: 

‘What ails thee, Lizie Wan?’ 

Now Lizie Wan sits at her father’s bower door 

Sighing and making a mane, 

And by there came her brother dear: 

‘What ails thee, Lizie Wan?’ 

 

I ail, and I ail, dear father,’ she said, 

‘And I’ll tell you a reason for why; 

There is a child between my twa sides, 

Between my dear billy and I.’ 

 

I ail, and I ail, dear brither,’ she said, 

‘And I’ll tell you a reason for why; 

There is a child between my two sides, 

Between you, dear billy, and I.’ 

 

In this example, the structure of the stanzas is syntactically and semantically largely repeti-

tious. However, there is a climax as the reader realises in stanza 4 that Lizie’s problem is not 

merely her being with child but rather that her pregnancy is in fact caused by her own brother. 

Incremental repetition such as this is regarded a figurehead of ballad style (cf. Bold 1979: 

29f.). It furthermore complies with the oral poet’s needs of mnemonic support (cf. ibid.). “The 

Maid Freed from the Gallows” (95) is yet another sublime example of incremental repetition: 

the whole structure of this particular ballad draws on the reiteration of one stanzaic pattern 

(cf. Müller 1983: 146). None of her four family members are willing to pay the ransom saving 

her from the gallows until at last her lover appears and frees her. The stanzas reporting this 

tale are all patterned in a similar fashion (cf. Bold 1979: 30f.). 

 Repetition also appears across different ballads in the form of formulaic language or 

patterns. The knowledge of a vast repertoire of formulaic phrases and compository elements, 

such as structural patterns of ballad stanzas, is a vital part of the ballad poet’s skills. On the 

one hand, these formulas are a mnemonic device; on the other hand they also shape the ballad 

as a genre (cf. Müller 1983: 139). These “commonplaces” are “an integrant portion of the 

original mechanism of all our ancient ballads”, they are “a kind of ground-work, on which the 

poem could be raised”, as William Motherwell, a famous ballad editor in the early 19
th

 cen-

tury, already knew in his time (Motherwell 1828, quoted in Müller 1983: 139). As with repeti-

tion, formulaic patterns appear on all levels of ballads (cf. ibid.: 140).  

3.3.3.3 Drastic Imagery, Hyperboles and Contrasts 

As ballads are typically of concise length, ballad poets usually do not get carried away with 

narrating minor details. As shown in 3.3.3.1, elements are generally introduced in an abrupt 

manner. The images displayed need to be vivid and impressive in order to (instantly and per-

sistently) enter the audiences’ minds. “So most ballad characteristics are big overall effects, 

features that could be swallowed whole and regurgitated in a recognizable manner” concludes 

Bold (1979: 34). The images commonly evoked are of a drastic nature or even plainly repel-
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lent. In order to increase the imprint on the audience, contrasting elements are introduced, 

sometimes leading to almost grotesque results (cf. Müller 1983: 156). “Terrible dark shadows 

alternate with brilliant highlights”, as Bold (1979: 34) describes the phenomenon. One exam-

ple of the interplay of extreme contrasts is “Lamkin” (93A): A lord hires Lamkin for construc-

tion work but does not pay for his services. Lamkin decides to take revenge on the lord by 

murdering the lord’s infant son (stanza 12). He then proceeds to rock the dead baby in the 

cradle, accompanied by the singing of a false nurse, until the baby’s blood sloshes out of the 

cradle (stanza 13): 

 

(12) Then Lamkin’s tane a sharp knife,  (13) Then Lamkin he rocked, 

that hang down by his gaire   and the fause nourice sang, 

And he has gien the bonny babe  Till frae ilkae bore o the cradle 

a deep wound and a sair.   the red blood out sprang 

 

 

This is just one of numerous examples, but it clearly shows the stark contrasts in which ele-

ments from different areas of imagery are juxtaposed; in the case of “Lamkin” (93) it is child-

hood sweetness and innocence with atrocities and murder (cf. ibid.: 157). Additionally, fur-

ther intensification is realised via the use of epithets, which is also typical of ballads (e.g. in 

Lamkin: “’red’ blood”) (cf. ibid.: 156). These epithets are not used in a modifying function, 

they rather intensify the meaning of the noun and thereby also the contrast (cf. ibid.: 140). 

Juxtaposed contrastive elements are used to such a great extent in ballads that Müller (1983: 

157) speaks not only of a tendency, but rather of a constraint of the genre towards this stylistic 

feature. 

 Another mnemonic as well as stylistic feature is the use of hyperboles. Hyperbolical 

images have the strong tendency of imprinting themselves on the audiences’ minds: “The bal-

lad style is hyperbolic; actions and events are exaggerated so they will appear more vivid” 

(Bold 1979: 34). Hyperboles are frequently utilised for comic effect as well, as in the proba-

bly most famous hyperbole to be found among all of Child’s ballads, appearing in “The Hunt-

ing of the Cheviot” (162B): 

 

   For Witherington needs must I wayle 

   as one in dolefull dumpes, 

   For when his leggs were smitten of, 

   he fought upon his stumpes. 
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It goes without saying that the image of someone fighting so fiercely that even the amputation 

of both his legs puts no end to the fight is obviously unrealistic. It is the deliriousness and 

vividness of this tragicomic scene which very probably secures it a place in the audiences’ 

minds even long after the performance ended. Bold (1979: 36) traces the hyperbolic style of 

ballads to ballad poets’ “desire to astonish; we can imagine how poor folk would delightedly 

turn from their hard work to hear of the larger-than-life exploits of ballad people”. 

 The notion of death, a frequent theme in ballads as shown above, is also characterised 

by a drastic concept: not in a single ballad comes death as salvation. Also, there is no con-

tinuation in some hereafter; death is the ultimate closure (cf. Müller 1983: 158). Revenant 

ballads, a topos set out in detail in section 3.2.1.11, show the agonies of death. In these ballads 

characters return from the grave in gruesome, decomposed states and there is no doubt about 

their returning to the realm of the dead. The tragedy of being separated from loved ones and 

the negation of any kind of afterlife is featured in numerous ballads (cf. ibid.: 159). The reve-

nant in “Proud Lady Margaret” (47A) sums up his prospects in the last stanza: 

 

   ‘For the wee worms are my bedfellows, 

   And cauld clay is my sheets, 

   And when the stormy winds do blow, 

   My body lies and sleeps.’ 

 

 

3.4 Model of Communication 

On a basic level, the communicative situation of ballads is defined by four constituents: the 

ballad poet/singer, an audience, a message the poet attempts to convey to the audience and the 

channel the message is transmitted in. The ballad poet conveys his or her message orally via 

the acoustic channel, additionally drawing on the assistance of facial expressions and gestures 

where necessary. He or she has no other aids (such as props or visual support) in order to de-

liver the message. The message comprises much more than the basic ballad story the singer 

intends to transmit. Firstly, certain socio-pragmatic elements are an integral part of a ballad’s 

enactment leading to a specific style of ballad performances; this is particularly the case with 

street ballads. In these, the singer frequently comments on the events narrated in the story and 

thereby characterises him- or herself indirectly. Secondly, the distinction between the actual 

ballad singer in performance and a fictional speaker entailed in the ballad has to be drawn, 

just as in lyric poetry. Thirdly, there are different types of communicational settings inside 

ballads, depending on the presented personae and point of view of the speaker (1
st
 person vs. 
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3
rd

 person). Ultimately, the ballad poet’s use of formulaic language and strategies of represen-

tation influences all the aforementioned aspects (see previous chapters for details). Anders 

(1974: 211) rightly insists that the actual performance of ballads is inevitably bound to the 

singing poet. Thereby, every performance becomes a unique and evanescent artefact, never to 

be repeated verbatim (cf. ibid.). Taking into consideration all circumstances mentioned above, 

a suggestion for a model of communication of ballads can be presented: 

 

 

Fig. 1.: A communication model for ballads 

 

This model takes into account the discursive situation of traditional ballads as well as street 

ballads. The communicative setting of the two ballad types is not fundamentally different. 

However, there is a greater need for the use of certain socio-pragmatic elements in the enact-

ment of street ballads compared to traditional ones, as set out in section 3.4.2. Both street and 

traditional ballads can be subdivided into different types defined by the speech situation inside 

the ballad.  

3.4.1 Ballad Types 

It was Goethe who claimed as one of the first scholars that ballads use all three Urformen of 

poetic representation: dramatic, epic and lyric. This led him to believe that the genre of the 
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ballad itself might be the oldest branch of poetry, emerging even before the division of poetry 

into the lyric, the epic and the dramatic took place (cf. Müller 1983: 53). Although Müller (cf. 

ibid.) rejects the latter of Goethe’s claims, he similarly attests to an interplay of the three po-

etic styles to be a characteristic feature of ballads. The share of lyric, dramatic and epic ele-

ments vary among ballads, leading to certain distinguishable types. 

 The first of these types is the narrative ballad. In narrative ballads the singer explicitly 

acts as narrator; a fictive audience is told a tale with its own figural, spatial and temporal 

deixis (cf. Würzbach 1990: 106). The second type is the discursive ballad. Usually limited to 

street ballads, discursive ballads are narrated by an explicit speaker, who is not further de-

fined. Subject of the narration is not a story involving characters but rather “a set of circum-

stances or state of affair” (ibid.). The third ballad-type, semi-dramatic ballads, on the other 

hand, is characterised by role-plays of the singer in a fictional setting, combined with occa-

sional direct addresses of the audience (cf. ibid.). Dramatic or dialogue ballads, the fourth 

type, usually incorporate two (fictional) speakers (cf. ibid.). This type is the one most fre-

quently used in traditional ballads (as in e.g. “Lord Randal”). The usually large amount of 

dialogue in traditional ballads results in a narrative style that is characterised by immediacy; 

interpersonal conflicts and feeling can thus be represented in an intensive, direct style (cf. 

Müller 1983: 68). 

3.4.2 Idiosyncrasies of Street Ballads 

Singers of street ballads faced certain challenges specific to this subgenre of ballads when 

performing. Current research agrees on the role of the traditional ballad poet. He or she is part 

of the society which he or she performs in, is rarely a full-time performer but rather a gifted 

layman singing occasionally, and his or her singing was usually greeted with goodwill (cf. 

Bold 1979: 64). The profession of the street balladeer, on the other hand, could be a far more 

merciless business (for the social conditions of street ballad singers see section 2.4.1). These 

singers had to compete against other trades of entertainment present on funfairs such as jug-

glers, theatre groups, animal shows and musicians (cf. Würzbach 1990: 39). The needs posed 

by this competition significantly affected the way in which ballads were performed. This is 

reflected in the terms ‘presenter’ or ‘showman’ also being commonly used for ballad singers 

performing on fairs (cf. ibid.). The strategies used by these showmen are presented in the sub-

sequent sections. 
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3.4.2.1 Request for the Audience’s Attention 

Traditional ballad poets or minstrels could commonly rely on the presence of an attentive (and 

usually also benevolent) audience “whereas the balladmonger had the job of attracting his 

audience, persuading them to stay, and keeping their attention” (Würzbach 1990: 59). A strat-

egy commonly used was a direct address of the audience inviting them to stop and listen by 

phrases such as “come listen” or “give ear” (cf. ibid.: 60). People of the times were used to 

ballad singers and their habits; therefore they knew this procedure to initiate a ballad presenta-

tion and what behaviour was expected of them, in case they wanted to listen to the perform-

ance. Besides the phatic function, the call for attention has further effects: it implies that the 

story which the listeners are about to hear is an important one and “usually involves a transi-

tion to the topic” (ibid.).  

3.4.2.2 Interrelation: Message – Ballad Singer 

As seen above, all ballads are interrelated with and personalised to some extent by the per-

forming singer due to his use of formulaic language and idiosyncratic style. However, street 

ballads have a stronger tendency towards personalisation by the hands of ballad singers. Con-

scious of the indirect characterisation of the singer by the message, the ballad singers of the 

past intended to establish an aura of expertise in the art of storytelling surrounding them (cf. 

Würzbach 1990: 46). Ballad poets contoured their personality via taking personal stances to-

wards the stories they conveyed (cf. ibid.: 43). Thereby, they were able to evoke the audi-

ence’s sympathy and goodwill towards them, which probably resulted in greater commercial 

success. 

3.4.2.3 Direct Address of the Audience 

Once the audience’s attention is attracted (as shown in 3.4.2.1) it has to be maintained 

throughout performance. In order to address this need, street ballads have a strong tendency 

towards the use of incorporating speech acts. These speech acts attempt to appeal to or ad-

dress the audience (cf. Würzbach 1990: 54). The addressing of the audience can be of a neu-

tral nature by using inclusive pronouns or phrases such as “you”, “young and old”, “good 

folks” or be directed towards a specific target audience (e.g. to “fair maids” or “young men”) 

(Würzbach 1990: 54). The audience is not only addressed, but also exhorted to heed the moral 

or warning proposed by a ballad (cf. ibid.: 56f.). Listeners were be instructed with the inten-

tion of achieving “a long term didactic effect” (ibid.: 64).  In some instances, the addressing is 
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not a direct one to the listening audience. Instead, people or institutions not present are called 

upon in a so called ‘apostrophic address’ (cf. ibid.: 58). 
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4 Bob Dylan 

4.1 Early Life: First Musical and Literary Influences 

May 24, 1941 in Duluth, Minnesota: Abraham (‘Abe’) and Beatrice (‘Beatty’) Zimmerman, 

third generation descendants of Russian, Ukrainian and Lithuanian immigrants, celebrate the 

birth of their first son: Robert Allen Zimmerman (his Jewish birth name being ‘Shabtai Zisel 

ben Avraham’) (cf. McDougal 2014: 5). Robert Allen Zimmerman, who should become 

known to the world under the pseudonym ‘Bob Dylan’, spent the first six years of his life in 

Duluth until his father fell ill with polio in 1947. Due to this incident and Abe’s partial paraly-

sis, the four Zimmermans (Dylan’s younger brother David was born in 1946) moved to Abra-

ham’s family in Hibbing, where they could rely on the support of the other family members 

(cf. ibid.). That is also where Bobby Zimmerman’s musical talent began to show early on: at 

the age of four he already occasionally performed in front of family members and friends (cf. 

Batchelor 2014: 19). After the family’s move to Hibbing, Beatty’s mother, grandmother Flor-

ence, recognised Robert’s talent for music and, together with Beatty, began promoting the 

boy’s abilities. The two also saturated the boy’s appetite for narratives by introducing him to 

the tradition of Yiddish storytelling and the Bible (cf. McDougal 2014: 6). Young Robert’s 

start in the formal musical instruction was a rough one, though: the attempt of acquainting 

him with the piano via the instruction of a teacher came to a halt after a single session. How-

ever, the juvenile sheet music illiterate soon laid the foundations for his later career by learn-

ing to play the piano and guitar autodidactically with some help provided by a cousin (cf. 

ibid.: 7). 

 In high school, Zimmerman encountered his first literary influencers: Charles Miller 

and B. J. Rolfzen, his teachers in Social Studies and English, respectively (cf. ibid.: 8). 

Rolfzen in particular kindled Dylan’s interest for poetry and literature (cf. Batchelor 2014: 

20). It was also in high school that he acquired his biting sarcasm as a weapon against the 

teasing of school mates because of his overall nerdy appearance (cf. McDougal 2014: 10). He 

was not exactly an outsider, though, as he could rely on a small group of close friends. From 

1955 onwards, Zimmerman played the piano and electric guitar in various high-school-bands 

with sounding names such as ‘The Golden Chords’, ‘The Shadow Blasters’ or ‘The Satin 

Tones’ (cf. Detering 2016: 24). All these bands played Rock ‘n’ Roll, their idols were the 

great Rock ‘n’ Roll acts of the time: Buddy Holly, Chuck Berry, Gene Vincent, Fats Domino, 

Elvis Presley, Link Wray, Jerry Lee Lewis, Little Richard and others. 
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 After finishing high school, Robert for a short time became the piano player of Bobby 

Vee, a local rock ‘n’ roll celebrity. That was when he acquired his first pseudonym “Elston 

Gunn” (cf. Detering 2016: 24). However, his rock-‘n’-roll-career should not last long, and 

neither did his idols. One peculiar aspect surrounding the young Dylan is that all his heroes 

died young: James Dean, whom he adored, died in a car crash in 1955 when Bob was 14 years 

old, Buddy Holly, Ritchie Valens and The Big Bopper fell victim to a plane crash on February 

3
rd

, 1959 – later referred to by Don McLean in his famous song “American Pie” as “the day 

the music died” (cf. McDougal 2014: 24). After graduating from high school in 1959, Dylan 

enrolled in art studies at the University of Minnesota in Minneapolis and pursued his studies 

with ‘moderate success’ (cf. McDougal 2014: 28). Instead of attending courses, Robert Zim-

merman rather preferred to spend his days in the artsy atmosphere of Dinkytown (a district of 

Minneapolis), home of beat poets and a rising folk music circle (cf. ibid.: 29). 

4.2 Becoming Dylan 

It is not entirely certain where Robert Zimmerman got the inspiration for the last name of his 

pseudonym he acquired in late 1959 or early 1960. The common assumption that he derived it 

from Welsh poet Dylan Thomas has been rejected by Dylan himself; still, it remains the most 

plausible one (cf. ibid.). Having abandoned Rock ‘n’ Roll, Robert Zimmerman, who called 

himself ‘Bob Dylan’ from now on, increasingly turned towards folk music. He swapped his 

electric guitar for an acoustic one and a blues harp and found a new idol in Woody Guthrie 

(cf. Detering 2016: 24f.). After he had left college, support from Abe and Beatty waned, al-

though Dylan never actually was as destitute and homeless as he fashioned himself; he tended 

the stylized image of the homeless, runaway orphan folk musician and balladeer (cf. McDou-

gal 2014: 29). He spent most of the first half of the year of 1960 playing gigs for food and 

drink and passing the hat in the coffee shops, bars and clubs of Dinkytown, spending the 

nights on various couches of friends and acquaintances all across the district. 

 As the Folk Music Revival gained momentum, Dylan got hold of Harry Smith’s An-

thology of American Folk Music – a six-LP Album containing 84 traditional American folk 

songs (cf. ibid.: 36). The songs contained in this anthology should remain a considerable in-

fluence on Dylan’s song writing throughout his career (cf. ibid.). Even then, his ‘liberal’ con-

cept of intellectual property was evident: “Bob not only covered many of those ballads, incor-

porating them into his act and occasionally claiming authorship, he used the music as the ba-

sis for many subsequent compositions” (ibid.: 37). Dinkytown soon could no longer satisfy 

the young balladeer’s hunger for experience, so he set out to Denver and its surrounding cities 
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in the summer of 1960, playing gigs with very little success (cf. ibid.: 38). He returned to 

Dinkytown and intensified his study of Woody Guthrie and his songs to a maniac level. 

Meanwhile, Guthrie was lying in sickbed in New York, slowly losing his battle with Hunting-

ton’s disease. Dylan, fearing that time was short, knew what his next destination had to be: 

New York City. 

4.3 Meeting Woody Guthrie 

Bob Dylan first arrived in New York in January 1961 in order to visit his great idol Woody 

Guthrie (cf. Brown 2014: xv). Although his start in the Big Apple was also quite rough – he 

often spent the night on floors and regularly performed for drink and food instead of money – 

the city seemed auspicious (cf. Batchelor 2014: 25). After his strenuous touring of Denver, 

New York with its thriving cultural scene immediately seemed more promising for young 

Dylan: “Going to New York was like going to the moon”, he later recollected (McDougal 

2014: 41). He started playing in the streets and squares of Greenwich Village, such as Wash-

ington Square, MacDougal Street, Houston Street or Bleecker Street. However, his coming to 

New York and these first performances initially rather served the purpose of earning some 

extra income and meeting his hero Guthrie. Dylan’s later claim of his immediate aspiration 

“to make it” in New York was contradicted by Dave van Ronk: “He came because he had to 

meet Woody Guthrie” (ibid.: 42). Dylan nursed his runaway image, regardless of the fact that 

Abe and Beatty decided upon supporting their firstborn for yet another year, in the course of 

which he had to prove himself as a musician or else resume his studies (cf. ibid.: 40). 

 Eventually, he met Guthrie and kept visiting him regularly. The old singer, already 

ravaged by disease, liked the bright and nervous young Dylan as well as the idea of being an 

influence on the new generation (cf. Batchelor 2014: 25). The latter, on the other hand, was 

fascinated by Guthrie and from this point on not only copied his style and appearance (cf. 

ibid.: 26), but also wrote a song entitled “To Woody”, dedicated to him, which was later fea-

tured on his first album Bob Dylan. Dylan’s new style, inspired by Guthrie, in combination 

with his sarcasm, eccentric behaviour and self-confidence proved to be a very successful rec-

ipe for success among the bohemians, folk musicians and Beatniks and he soon gained popu-

larity in the scene (cf. Detering 2016: 25). In his first four months in New York City, Dylan 

managed to become acquainted with numerous important key figures in the scene of ‘The 

Village’ and worked frantically on the improvement of his performance style. However, it 

was not until his return from Minnesota (he returned to his family in Hibbing in May 1961 for 
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a short time when his grandmother Florence succumbed to a heart attack) that his career 

should really gain momentum (cf. McDougal 2014: 52).  

4.4 Greenwich Village 

Bob Dylan soon returned to Greenwich Village after his grandmother’s death. The second 

half of 1961 should prove to be eventful and characterised by groundbreaking developments 

in his life. Having largely drawn on covers and traditional folk tunes until then, Dylan’s gene-

sis as a songwriter came about at that time. This marked a milestone in his career – by playing 

his own songs Dylan began to stand out of the crowd of folk singers and continuously gained 

popularity in the scene of the Village (cf. ibid.: 49). Inspiration came from various sources: in 

Greenwich Village, Dylan was at the heart of the American Folk Revival and witnessed per-

formances of many singers such as Dave van Ronk, Jack Elliott, Paul Clayton and others (cf. 

Detering 2016: 25). Van Ronk introduced him to the French surrealist poet Arthur Rimbaud, 

who should significantly influence his song writing regarding its imagery (cf. McDougal 

2014: 52). 

 Besides literature, poetry and other musicians, Bob Dylan found a great influence in 

Suze Rotolo. Bob and Suze, a seventeen year old worldly-wise political activist who knew her 

way around New York, met in July 1961 and almost immediately fell for each other (cf. 

ibid.). Apart from the obvious inspiration provided by their turbulent relationship, Rotolo also 

influenced Dylan by introducing him to the works of Byron, Villon, the Beat poets, Edna St. 

Vincent Millay, Robert Graves, the epic and absurdist theatres of Brecht, Beckett and Ionesco 

and visual arts (cf. ibid.: 54). Needless to say, Suze’s mother Mary Rotolo was not delighted 

by the relationship of her seventeen year old daughter with Dylan, who was notoriously flout-

ing the truth and prone to adapt facts for his ends. Suze herself recalls: “She felt I was better 

off without the lyin’, cheatin’, manipulatin’ bastard” (ibid.: 92). Nonetheless, Suze moved in 

with Bob soon after her eighteenth birthday in November of 1961. Naturally, Mary Rotolo 

should eventually be proved right: in 1963, Dylan started an affair with Joan Baez behind 

Suze’s back. 

 While roaming the clubs of the Village, such as the “Gaslight”, “Café Wha?”, “Folk 

City”, “Kettle of Fish” and “Folklore Center”, Dylan encountered the first of his promoters: 

Robert Shelton, music critic of the New York Times. Shelton authored an enthusiastic critique 

of an appearance of Dylan’s at the Gerdes Folk City in September 1961 (cf. McDougal 2014: 

57; Detering 2016: 26). Shelton thereby not only boosted Dylan’s career, the two also became 

and remained close friends afterwards (cf. Batchelor 2014: 27). Shelton in turn acquainted 
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Dylan with the singer Carolyn Hester. Dylan soon participated in a recording session with his 

blues harp. John Hammond, talent scout and record producer at Columbia Records, had been 

interested in the unusual young balladeer since reading Shelton’s critique and approached 

Dylan at this session. He invited him to Columbia for an audition and almost immediately 

offered him a record deal (cf. Detering 2016: 25).  

4.5 The First Record: Bob Dylan (1962) 

Shelton’s benevolent review in the Times in combination with the news of Dylan’s recording 

contract with Columbia soon fuelled the folkies’ interest in him (cf. Batchelor 2014: 28). In 

autumn of 1961, Dylan regularly played shows in all the important clubs in Greenwich: at the 

Cafe Wha?, the Bitter End and even at Gerde’s Folk City (cf. Detering 2016: 26). On Novem-

ber 20
th

 1961, two months after signing his five-year contract with Hammond, Bob Dylan 

found himself in the Columbia studios in order to record his first eponymous album Bob Dy-

lan. Only two days later, the recordings were completed. Dylan performed seventeen songs, 

playing guitar, harmonica and singing the vocals. All the songs were traditional folk tunes 

with the exception of “Song to Woody” and “Talkin’ New York”, which were originals by 

Dylan. Recording the album was a quick and cheap project: almost all tracks were finished in 

a single take, the sleeve notes were written by his friend and promoter Shelton under a pseu-

donym (cf. ibid.; McDougal 2014: 59). Eventually, thirteen of the seventeen recorded songs 

made it onto the album, which was finally released on March 19
th

 1962. 

 When the album appeared on the shelves of music stores at last, it was well received 

by reviewers. The sales figures, however, did not mirror the good critiques at all. Only 5000 

copies of Bob Dylan were sold in 1962 (cf. Batchelor 2014: 29). Dylan was depressed by this 

unforeseen setback and some voices inside Columbia rose in favour of dumping him. Inside 

the scene, Dylan became labelled “Hammond’s Folly” (cf. McDougal 2014: 68). Yet John 

Hammond had no intention of abandoning him. As ever so often in his career, he displayed 

his great knack for success. Before he took on Dylan, he had already promoted Pete Seeger 

and should later also discover Leonard Cohen and Bruce Springsteen. In the case of Bob Dy-

lan, he trusted his instincts as well: “What Hammond understood, though, was that the initial 

release merely revealed a modicum of the young singer’s talent. He instinctively realized that 

there were much bigger successes in store for Dylan and Columbia would benefit in the long 

run, as long as it showed patience in its new talent” (Batchelor 2014: 29). 

 A third person facilitating Dylan’s developing success, besides Hammond and Shel-

ton, was Albert Grossman. Grossman became Dylan’s manager in August of 1962 and should 
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thenceforth remain a key figure in Dylan’s success story. Milt Okun, a famous record pro-

ducer in the folk scene at that time, got to the heart of it: “Albert [Grossman] didn’t just help 

Dylan succeed [...] Bob Dylan would not have happened without Grossman” (McDougal 

2014: 68). Grossman was therefore of similar importance to the career of Bob Dylan as Brian 

Epstein or Colonel Tom Parker to The Beatles or Elvis, respectively. The combination of 

Hammond’s and Grossman’s expertise should prove exceptionally fruitful and soon propel 

young Dylan at the spearhead of the New York folk scene.  

4.6 Freewheelin’ and The Times They Are a-Changin’  

Hammond put his full trust in Dylan; therefore the production of the second album set off as 

early as April 1962, only one month after issuing Bob Dylan. For the second LP, Dylan re-

fined his style, composed his own songs and recorded with increased diligence (cf. Detering 

2016: 30). In 1962, his creative output became immense and should remain on this level until 

his motorcycle accident and the following break in 1966 (cf. ibid.: 31). Besides literary influ-

ences, his turbulent relationship with Suze Rotolo fed his inspiration even further. Dylan also 

visited the UK in 1962, where he played some shows and very likely came into contact with 

the English traditional and broadside ballads by meeting the British folk singer Martin Carthy 

(cf. ibid.: 32). All these factors resulted in a long recording and production process of the al-

bum. After one year of writing, recording and mixing, album number two, The Freewheelin’ 

Bob Dylan, hit the stores in May 1963. Freewheelin’ not only contained what probably be-

came Dylan’s most successful and well-known earlier song, “Blowin’ in the Wind”, it also 

hauled Dylan to the front of the Village’s folk movement and made him famous outside of 

Greenwich’s scene (cf. Batchelor 2014: 34). The protest song “Blowin’ in the Wind” struck a 

chord when it was released in 1963 and almost immediately became the anthem of a new gen-

eration, which opposed war and racial discrimination (cf. ibid.: 35). It was also on Free-

wheelin’ that Dylan for the first time showed real connections to the English and Scottish bal-

lad tradition. Among others, the songs “Girl from the North County”, “A Hard Rain’s A-

gonna Fall”, “Bob Dylan’s Dream”, “Masters of War”, “Oxford Town” and “Down the 

Highway” all draw on elements typical of ballads to some extent, as will be set out in chapter 

5. 

 Already well before Freewheelin’ was released, Suze Rotolo left New York headed for 

Italy in the summer of 1962. She wanted to pursue her art studies at the University of Perugia 

(cf. McDougal 2014: 73). Dylan’s heartache was immense; he managed to put it to a creative 

use. Numerous songs were inspired by the separation from Suze – “Girl from the North 
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County” (section 5.3.1) is a prime example featured on Freewheelin’. However, it was an-

other song which should become the Bob-Suze separation anthem: “Boots of Spanish 

Leather” (section 5.3.1 as well). Drawing on prototypical balladic elements (such as two lov-

ers separated by the sea), the song clearly illustrates Dylan’s connections to traditional bal-

lads. “Boots of Spanish Leather” was featured on his third album, The Times They Are a-

Changin’, which, besides cementing Dylan’s popularity in the music world, is the second al-

bum with striking interrelations to the ballad tradition. As will be shown in the course of the 

present thesis, almost all tracks on The Times They Are a-Changin’ bear resemblances to both 

the traditional and the broadside ballad traditions. When the album was issued in January of 

1964, it just perfectly attended to the zeitgeist of the era. President John F. Kennedy had just 

been assassinated in November of 1963, and so had civil rights activist Medgar Evers earlier 

in June, to whom Dylan dedicated the broadside-style song “Only a Pawn in Their Game” 

(section 5.4.3.2), which was featured on the album. Dylan himself, who (unwantedly) found 

himself the figurehead of the Folk movement by having written what had become the anthem 

of anti-war and civil rights protests, “Blowin’ in the Wind”, nursed fears for his life (cf. 

Batchelor 2014: 37). The album cover of The Times They Are a-Changin’ skilfully mirrors the 

atmosphere of the age: 

The country’s pensive mood is reflected in the album photograph of a much more serious looking Dylan. 

About to turn 23 years old, the singer and songwriter is noticeably thinner, his face taut in comparison 

with the bemused image on his debut release. Looking down and away from the camera, his furrowed 

brow suggests the tenor of the age, a post-Kennedy era with much of its exuberance gone, like a deflated 

balloon that marks the end of a riotous party. (Batchelor 2014: 36) 

Interestingly enough, most of the recording for the album had been done before the assassina-

tion of JFK. Just as one year earlier, when in the September days of 1962 Dylan wrote the 

apocalyptic vision “A Hard Rain’s A-gonna Fall”, which should become the ‘soundtrack’ to 

the Cuban Missile Crisis of October 1962, Dylan demonstrated a kind of poetical foresight 

and a very fine radar for the public’s emotional state (cf. Spitz 1989: 205). 

4.7 Another Side of Bob Dylan 

The years 1963 and 1964 in general mark a transitional period in Dylan’s personal life. His 

growing fame nursed his paranoia of being assassinated and resulted in an even greater need 

for privacy (cf. Batchelor 2014: 41). This is typical of Dylan until present times:”No one – not 

even the Beatles, Elvis, or the Rolling Stones – remained private like Dylan. [...] [F]ew people 

(and perhaps no one outside his immediate family) could even say with any certainty whether 

or not Dylan is married, where he lives, or how many children he has, let alone grandchil-
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dren” (Batchelor 2014: 15). Other factors affecting Dylan and his work were his increasing 

use of drugs as well as his affair with singer Joan Baez, resulting in the love triangle Baez – 

Dylan – Rotolo. All in all, the title of Dylan’s fourth studio album Another Side of Bob Dylan 

can be taken literally: the songs move away from the open, finger-pointing ‘broadsidal’ pro-

test typical of the two previous albums. Instead, the lyrics show an introspective Dylan, pre-

occupied with his own feelings and workings of the mind (cf. Batchelor 2014: 42f.). In conse-

quence, the influence of traditional folk music and ballads on Dylan subsided as well – only 

“Ballad in Plain D”, drawing on the British folk song “I once love a lass” is a remnant of this 

phase in Dylan’s songwriting (cf. Heylin 2009: 196f.). All in all, Another Side of Bob Dylan 

represents a threshold in Dylan’s song writing: in its arrangement it is still ‘true’ to the folk 

movement that helped Dylan become famous. In terms of its lyrics, however, a development 

from the folk and protest songs found on earlier albums towards new horizons is already 

clearly discernible. 

4.8 1965 to Present 

Dylan’s next album, Bringing It All Back Home, was released in March 1965 and to some 

extent an act of sacrilege for folk purists. One side of the LP was recorded with the aid of a 

rock ‘n’ roll band, a breach of taboo in the folk scene. Dylan deliberately distanced himself 

from the folk scene and his role of its leader – a role assigned to him as a result of the success 

of “Blowin’ in the Wind”. He had never asked for it in the first place (cf. Batchelor 2014: 35). 

On Bringing It All Back Home, Dylan’s transition as a musician corresponded suit to his de-

velopment as a poet, which had already been apparent on Another Side of Bob Dylan (cf. De-

tering 2016: 50). With his sixth album, Highway 61 Revisited, Dylan irrevocably broke with 

the Folk movement. Almost all tracks feature drums and electric instruments. When Dylan 

appeared on stage at the 1965 Newport Folk Festival on the 25
th

 of July, he was holding a 

Fender Stratocaster (an electric guitar). Furthermore, he was backed by a whole band. For 

many members of the audience this was too much: they accused him of treason and Dylan 

found himself faced with boos and cries of outraged folkies calling him “Judas!” (cf. ibid.). 

 The rest is history. Throughout the following decades, Dylan constantly changed his 

style, always developing further as an artist. The audience celebrated many of the artistic 

products of his conversions, but also spurned some. As a whole, Dylan’s influence on other 

musicians, poets, authors and popular culture since the 1960s cannot be overstated. Bob Dy-

lan can confidently be labelled the songwriter and Poet Laureate of the 20
th

 century. It is not 

surprising that Dylan was awarded the Nobel Prize in Literature in 2016 as first singer-
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songwriter ever, thereby redefining the boundaries of literature. With more than 125 million 

copies of his 38 studio albums sold and inspiring thousands of musicians to myriads of cover 

versions of his songs, Dylan is one of the most influential musicians of all time. 
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5 Interrelations: Bob Dylan and the Ballad Tradition 

5.1 Sources of Bob Dylan’s Ballad and Folk Influence  

The present chapter aims to provide insights into the various ways in which Bob Dylan was, 

directly and indirectly, influenced in by the ballad tradition his songwriting. It is not clear 

whether Dylan actually ever laid hands on an anthology of traditional ballads, such as Child’s 

English and Scottish Popular Ballads or a collection of broadsides. What is certain, however, 

is that Dylan absorbed large quantities of ballads and traditional music by his intensive occu-

pation with American folk songs, which, in turn, drew much from the English and Scottish 

ballad tradition. As already mentioned in 4.2, Dylan got hold of Harry Smith’s Anthology of 

American Folk Music, which can be regarded as a major early influence. Another pillar of his 

early education is Woody Guthrie: even before coming to Greenwich in 1961, Dylan im-

mersed himself in Guthrie and his works. Guthrie had abundantly drawn inspiration and tunes 

from the folk tradition as well. The American folk musicians of the 20
th

 century could rely on 

the works of Cecil Sharp. Sharp, also referred to in 2.2.3 as the father of the English folk Re-

vival around 1910, travelled the Appalachian mountains in 1916 and collected numerous folk 

tunes stemming directly from the English and Scottish ballad tradition, which were previously 

unknown (cf. Margotin and Guesdon 2015: 27). Dylan might have come into direct contact 

with Sharp’s collection in his time at New York. Another major influence on Dylan was Carla 

Rotolo, sister of his Greenwich time’s girlfriend Suze. Carla was at that time working for 

Alan Lomax, who was the publisher of Folk Songs of North America and the son of the great 

folk music scholar John Lomax already referred to in section 2.3.1. It is highly probable that 

Dylan encountered much of the material that should significantly alter his song writing via the 

Rotolos and Lomax (cf. Heylin 2003: 78). 

 Besides his encounters with Folk music in written and recorded form, the massive im-

pact of other musicians in the folk and traditional scene on Dylan’s early work must be taken 

into consideration. Among his greatest early influencers (besides his idol Guthrie) were 

Odetta, Josh White, Jesse Fuller, the Carter Family and Leadbelly (cf. Margotin and Guesdon 

2015: 8; Batchelor 2014: 24). Influential sources multiplied when Dylan became an inhabitant 

of Greenwich, where he witnessed countless performances of contemporary folk singers such 

as Dave van Ronk, Pete Seeger, Ramblin’ Jack Elliot and Paul Clayton (cf. Margotin and 

Guesdon 2015: 9 and passim). The flood of new sources did not abate here, however. What 

had been the Grand Tour for authors and the bourgeoisie of the 18
th

 century was his first visit 
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of the UK for Dylan. In late 1962, Dylan set off for the UK exploring new horizons encoun-

tering the English, Scottish and Irish folk traditions firsthand (cf. Detering 2016: 32). He 

played gigs at the famous “Troubadour” in Soho, appearing on stage under the pseudonym 

“Blind Boy Count” (cf. Margotin and Guesdon 2015: 46). The “Troubadour” is also where he 

probably first met Martin Carthy and Bob Davenport, two of the most influential characters of 

the British folk Renaissance, who acquainted Dylan with numerous British ballads (cf. ibid.: 

54). There is also a legend according to which Dylan’s manager Albert Grossman fuelled the 

influence of the British tradition on Bob: “In 1985, Pat Clancy of the Clancy Brothers said 

that Albert Grossman offered a tape recorder to one of the employees of a folk club in London 

to record every performing artist, and that the tapes were subsequently forwarded to Bob” 

(ibid.: 138). It is not sure whether this is true or not. However, it is certain that he was soaked 

in the folk tradition and ballads via ‘second hand’ sources, i.e. other singers, in the earliest 

stages of his career. These were important influencing factors on his songwriting of his first 

albums. The different ways in which Dylan drew from the traditions mentioned above in re-

spective songs will be analysed in the following chapters. 

5.2 Songs Directly Referring to Ballads 

As mentioned above, Bob Dylan was heavily influenced by other folk musicians and his en-

counters with the British ballad tradition during his 1962 stay in the UK As a result, his 1963 

and 1964 albums Freewheelin’ and The Times They Are a-Changin’ bear a remarkable num-

ber of cross-references and intertextualities to both traditional ballads and street ballads. The 

arising similarities of the songs analyzed in this chapter are either of textual or musical nature, 

sometimes in combination. The lyrics of Bob Dylan songs in the following sections are taken 

from: Dylan, Bob. (2006). Lyrics, 1962-2001. New York: Simon & Schuster and Dylan, Bob 

(2016). Lyrics 1962-2012. Sämtliche Songtexte. Deutsch von Gilbert Haefs. Hamburg: Hoff-

man u. Campe. The ballads referred to are to be found in: Child, Francis James, ed. (2014). 

The English and Scottish Popular Ballads [1882-98]. 5 vols. Digitally Printed Version. Cam-

bridge Library Collection - Literary Studies. Cambridge: CUP. 

5.2.1 “Pretty Peggy-O” 

“Pretty Peggy-O” was the first of Dylan’s songs on record drawing from the Scottish ballad 

tradition. It is the sixth track featured on his first eponymous album Bob Dylan, recorded in 

November 1961, well before his first UK visit. “Pretty Peggy-O” is based on the Scottish bal-

lad “The Bonnie Lass o’Fyvie”, which is not part of Child’s collection, but eventually found 
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its way to the song writer Dylan through the works of the folklorist Sharp (cf. Margotin and 

Guesdon 2015: 27). In the traditional ballad, a young maid refuses to marry a captain, for she 

would not marry a stranger or soldier. The captain, in turn, dies either in battle or because of a 

broken heart, depending on the version at hand, and Pretty Peggy-O remains a maid. Dylan’s 

“Pretty Peggy-O” takes a different course, it could also be regarded as a sequel to the original 

ballad: The speaker hints at the death and leaving of both a lieutenant and a captain and im-

plies that it is time for Peggy to have some fun again (cf. ibid.). A comparison of the men-

tioned passages in both songs:
3
 

 

“The Bonnie Lass o’Fyvie” “Pretty Peggy-O” 

[...] 

I never did intend a soldier's lady for to be 

A soldier shall never enjoy me-o 

I never did intend to gae tae a foreign land 

And I never will marry a soldier-o 

[...] 

[...] 

You’re the prettiest darned girl I ever seen-io. 

 

The lieutenant he has gone 

The lieutenant he has gone 

The lieutenant he has gone, Pretty Peggy-O 

The lieutenant he has gone 

Long gone 

He’s a-riding down in Texas with rodeo 

 

Well, our captain he is dead 

Our captain he is dead, Prette Peggy-O 

Well, our captain he is dead 

Died for a maid 

He’s buried somewheres in Louisiana-O. 

 

Dylan’s “Pretty Peggy-O” is therefore not exactly a ‘version’ of the original ballad. However, 

the central character, Peggy, is subject of address in both songs and there are hints at the un-

fulfilled love towards her captain. Time and place are changed; temporally “Pretty Peggy-O” 

seems to be set after the ballad. Instead of Fyvie, a town in Aberdeenshire, Dylan’s “Peggy” 

appears to be American, as her lieutenant has gone to Texas and her captain lies buried in 

Louisiana. While “Pretty Peggy-O” may differ from “The Bonnie Lass o’Fyvie” in its plot-

line, the constituting elements in song and ballad are the same. The song enters into a dia-

logue with the ballad, drawing on the same basic ‘matter’, updating it in spatial and temporal 

deixis. Yet another relationship to ballads can be found in the frequent examples of (incre-

                                                 

3
 As „The Bonnie Lass o‘ Fyvie“ is not part of Child’s English and Scottish Popular Ballads, the version at hand 

(which is the most intricate) had to be obtained online: URL: http://www.rampantscotland.com/ 

songs/blsongs_fyvie.htm [Online]. [2018, May 15]. “Peggy-O” as well is not entailed Dylan 2006 or  Dylan 

2016 and was therefore obtained online as well: URL: http://bobdylan.com/songs/pretty-peggy-o/ [Online]. 

[2018, May 15]. 
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mental) repetition in the lyrics of Dylan’s song (as the anaphoric repetition in the excerpt 

shown above. See section 3.3.3.2 for details on ballads and repetition). 

5.2.2 “House Carpenter” 

Initially intended to be featured on Bob Dylan, this song remained unreleased until 1991 when 

it was featured on CD 1 of The Bootleg Series Volumes: 1-3: (rare & unreleased) 1961-1991. 

The resemblances between “House Carpenter” to “The Daemon Lover” (Child 243B) are 

striking. In the ballad, a revenant (or the devil, depending on version) returns to his former 

love to find her with a man, who is a carpenter, and an infant son. She abandons both and 

leaves with her old lover to the sea (and eventually to hell). In Dylan’s “House Carpenter”, 

the woman is a mother of three children and the song ends with the sinking of the ship, taking 

the woman and her ‘daemon lover’ to the ground of sea. The ballad includes the woman’s 

inquiries concerning the lover’s dowry and a few other details; e.g. the last two stanzas, which 

are left out in the song, have the function of an epilogue and tell of the heartbroken carpenter, 

as he receives the news of his wife’s death. Dylan, on the other hand, inserts an episode in 

which the woman catches a glimpse of white hills representing heaven. Her lover leaves no 

doubt, however, that they are bound quite the opposite direction. All in all, “House Carpenter” 

very closely follows “The Deamon Lover” in its structure, rhyme scheme, plot and content. 

By incorporating the woman’s queries regarding the gifts of the lover, the ballad contains an 

extra warning to avaricious women, which Dylan chose to leave out. Overall, the differences 

between song and ballad are merely minor ones. Therefore it is justified to regard the song a 

modernised version of the ballad.   

 

“The Daemon Lover” (243B)
4
 “House Carpenter”

5
 

 

‘WELL met, well met, my own true love, 

Long time I have been seeking thee; 

I am lately come from the salt sea, 

And all for the sake, love, of thee. 

 

‘I might have had a king’s daughter, 

And fain she would have married me; 

But I’ve forsaken all her crowns of gold, 

And all for the sake, love, of thee.’ 

 

 

 

Well met, well met, my own true love 

Well met, well met, cried she 

I've just returned from the salt, salt sea 

And it's all for the love of thee 

 

I could have married a King's daughter there 

She would have married me 

But I have forsaken my King's daughter there 

It's all for the love of thee 

 

 

                                                 

4
 Child 2014 [4.2]: 364. 

5
 “House Carpenter” is neither entailed in Dylan 2006 nor in Dylan 2016 and was therefore obtained online as 

well: http://bobdylan.com/songs/house-carpenter/ [Online]. [2018, May 15]. 
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‘If you might have had a king’s daughter, 

I think you much to blame; 

I would not for five hundred pounds 

That my husband should hear the same. 

 

‘For my husband is a carpenter, 

And a young ship-carpenter is he, 

And by him I have a little son, 

Or else, love, I’d go along with thee. 

 

‘But if I should leave my husband dear, 

Likewise my little son also, 

What have you to maintain me withal, 

If I along with you should go?’ 

 

‘I have seven ships upon the seas, 

And one of them brought me to land, 

And seventeen mariners to wait on thee, 

For to be, love, at your command. 

 

‘A pair of slippers thou shalt have, 

They shall be mad of beaten gold, 

Nay and be lin’d with velvet soft, 

For to keep thy feet from cold. 

 

‘A gilded boat thou then shall have, 

The oars shall gilded be also, 

And mariners to row the[e] along, 

For to keep thee from thy overthrow.’ 

 

They had not been long upon the sea 

Before that she began to weep: 

‘What, weep you for my gold?’ he said, 

‘Or do you weep for my fee? 

 

‘Or do you weep for some other young man 

That you love much better than me?’ 

‘No, I do weep for my little son, 

That should have come along with me.’ 

 

She had not been upon the seas 

Passing days three or four 

But the mariner and she were drowned, 

And never were heard of more. 

 

When tidings to old England came 

The ship-carpenter’s wife was drownd, 

He wrung his hands and tore his hair, 

And grievously fell in a swoon. 

 

‘Oh cursed be those mariners! 

For they do lead a wicked life; 

They ruind me, a ship-carpenter, 

By deluding away my wife.’ 

Well, if you could have married a King's daughter 

there 

I'm sure you're the one to blame 

For I am married to a house carpenter 

And I'm sure he's a fine young man 

 

Forsake, forsake your house carpenter 

And come away with me 

I'll take you where the green grass grows 

On the shores of sunny Italy 

 

So up she picked her babies three 

And gave them kisses, one, two, three 

Saying "take good care of your daddy while I'm 

gone 

And keep him good company." 

 

Well, they were sailin' about two weeks 

I'm sure it was not three 

When the younger of the girls, she came on deck 

Sayin' she wants company 

 

"Well, are you weepin' for your house and home? 

Or are you weepin' for your babies three?" 

"Well, I'm not weepin' for my house carpenter 

I'm weepin' for my babies three." 

 

Oh what are those hills yonder, my love 

They look as white as snow 

Those are the hill of heaven, my love 

You and I'll never know 

 

Oh what are those hills yonder, my love 

They look as dark as night 

Those are the hills of hell-fire my love 

Where you and I will unite 

 

Oh twice around went the gallant ship 

I'm sure it was not three 

When the ship all of a sudden, it sprung a leak 

And it drifted to the bottom of the sea 
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5.2.3 “Masters Of War” 

While the ballad tradition’s influence on Dylan’s first album was minor, his second one, The 

Freewheelin’ Bob Dylan, released in May 1963, well after Dylan’s first UK visit, bears the 

signature of a song writer immersed in the realm of traditional ballads and folk music (as set 

out in section 4.6 above). Dylan wrote “Masters Of War” in reaction to the Cuban Missile 

Crisis, it was “an aggressive attack on the warmongers” (Margotin and Guesdon 2015: 56). 

The song draws on the ballad tradition in various ways. Firstly, its melody is taken from the 

late medieval English ballad “Nottamun Town”, which is not part of Child’s collection but 

again featured in the works of Sharp, just as “The Bonnie Lass o’Fyvie” (cf. ibid.: 58; Heylin 

2009: 116). The ballad, however, bears no interrelation with “Masters Of War” concerning its 

content. Secondly, the song’s lyrics bear strong resemblance to the style of broadside ballads. 

It opens with an apostrophic address (see section 3.4.2.3 for details) of the “masters of war”, 

i.e. the “military-industrial complex” (cf. Margotin and Guesdon 2015: 56). It proceeds by 

repeating anaphoric clauses, rendering the impression of a serious accusation:  

   

“Masters Of War”
6
 

 

Come you masters of war 

You that build the big guns 

You that build the death planes 

You that build all the bombs 

You that hide behind walls 

You that hide behind desks 

I just want you to know 

I can see through your masks 

 

 

You that never done nothin' 

But build to destroy 

You play with my world 

Like it's your little toy 

You put a gun in my hand 

And you hide from my eyes 

And you turn and run farther 

When the fast bullets fly 

[...] 

 

The rhyme scheme of the song is abcb, which is the typical pattern used in traditional ballads 

(section 3.3.1). In the first stanza, Dylan draws on anaphoric repetition (section 3.3.3.2), a 

stylistic feature commonly used in ballads as well. By directly accusing the addressees (“You 

that never done nothin’ / But build to destroy”) Bob Dylan takes a clear stance against the 

“masters of war”, thereby not only characterising himself as a singer who opposes warmon-

gering (section 3.4.2.2), but also giving the song a strong political dimension. According to 

Schmidt (1982: 143), street ballads fulfilled a similar function in their time: they were the 

political protest literature and critical songs of the people. The folk activists were aware of 

their protest songs’ connecting with an older tradition; Pete Seeger was the editor of a maga-

                                                 

6
 Dylan 2006: 55f. 
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zine called Broadside, which published the latest folk lyrics. “The emphasis of the magazine 

well reflected its title, publishing the modern equivalent of the penny broadsides that moral-

ized on current events in the seventeenth and eighteenth centuries” (Heylin 2003: 90). The 

lyrics of the song were first published in February 1962 in the magazine. All things consid-

ered, “Masters Of War” could be regarded a modern version of a street ballad adapted to is-

sues topical at the time of its genesis using the music of an old traditional ballad. 

5.2.4 “A Hard Rain’s A-gonna Fall” 

Track six on Freewheelin’, “A Hard Rain’s A-gonna Fall” is probably prime example of Dy-

lan’s drawing on ballad matters in order to compose as song of astonishing originality and 

radiance. The song is based on “Lord Randal” (Child 12), a Scottish-English ballad from the 

17
th

 century (cf. Margotin and Guesdon 2015: 61). In the ballad, a young nobleman returns 

from hunting and his beloved, entering a dialogue with his mother. She asks him questions 

concerning his whereabouts and what he experienced on his adventure. He answers her ques-

tions, although it soon becomes apparent that he is in a precarious physical state. Eventually it 

transpires he had been poisoned by his alleged sweetheart. He lies down making his nuncupa-

tive testament leaving his belongings to his family and “hell and fire” to his lover (cf. Bold 

1979: 32). 

 Dylan referred to “Lord Randal” in multiple ways. Firstly, he borrowed the melody of 

the original ballad’s verses and added a refrain (cf. Margotin and Guesdon 2015: 62). Sec-

ondly, the communicative situation is essentially the same. In the dialogical ballad, Lord 

Randal answers his mothers questions, in “A Hard Rain’s A-gonna Fall” the speaker likewise 

returns from what appears to be a quest and is asked questions regarding his experiences by 

what strongly appears to be his mother. Comparing song and ballad side by side, their related-

ness immediately becomes apparent: 

 

“Lord Randal” (Child 12A)
7
 

 

"O WHERE ha you been, Lord Randal, my son? 

And where ha you been, my handsome young 

man?" 

"I ha been at the greenwood; mother, mak my 

bed soon, 

For I'm wearied wi hunting, and fain wad lie 

“A Hard Rain’s A-gonna Fall”
8
 

 

Oh, where have you been, my blue-eyed son? 

Oh, where have you been, my darling young one? 

I’ve stumbled on the side of twelve misty moun-

tains 

I’ve walked and I’ve crawled on six crooked 

highways 

                                                 

7
 Child 2014 [1.1]: 157f. 

8
 Dylan 2016: 122-124. 
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down." 

 

"An what met ye there, Lord Randal, my son? 

An wha met you there, my handsome young 

man?" 

"O I met wi my true-love; mother, mak my bed 

soon, 

For I'm wearied wi huntin, an fain wad lie down." 

 

"And what did she give you, Lord Randal, my 

son? 

And what did she give you, my handsome young 

man?" 

"Eels fried in a pan; mother, mak my bed soon, 

For I'm wearied wi huntin, and fain wad lie 

down." 

 

"And wha gat your leavins, Lord Randal, my 

son? 

And wha gat your leavins, my handsom young 

man?" 

"My hawks and my hounds; mother, mak my bed 

soon, 

For I'm wearied wi hunting, and fain wad lie 

down." 

 

d what becam of them, Lord Randal, my son? 

And what becam of them, my handsome young 

man?" 

"They stretched their legs out an died; mother, 

mak my bed soon, 

For I'm wearied wi huntin, and fain wad lie 

down." 

 

"O I fear you are poisoned, Lord Randal, my son! 

I fear you are poisoned, my handsome young 

man!" 

"O yes, I am poisoned; mother, mak my bed 

soon, 

For I'm sick at the heart, and I fain wad lie 

down." 

 

"What d'ye leave to your mother, Lord Randal, 

my son? 

What d'ye leave to your mother, my handsome 

young man?" 

"Four and twenty milk kye; mother, mak my bed 

soon, 

For I'm sick at the heart, and I fain wad lie 

down." 

 

"What d'ye leave to your sister, Lord Randal, my 

son? 

What d'ye leave to your sister, my handsome 

I’ve stepped in the middle of seven sad forests 

I’ve been out in front of a dozen dead oceans 

I’ve been ten thousand miles in the mouth of a 

graveyard 

 

 

And it’s a hard, and it’s a hard, it’s a hard, and 

it’s a hard 

And it’s a hard rain’s a-gonna fall 

 

 

Oh, what did you see, my blue-eyed son? 

Oh, what did you see, my darling young one? 

I saw a newborn baby with wild wolves all 

around it 

I saw a highway of diamonds with nobody on it 

I saw a black branch with blood that kept drip-

pin’ 

I saw a room full of men with their hammers a-

bleedin’ 

I saw a white ladder all covered with water 

I saw ten thousand talkers whose tongues were 

all broken 

I saw guns and sharp swords in the hands of 

young children 

 

 

And it’s a hard, and it’s a hard, it’s a hard, it’s a 

hard 

And it’s a hard rain’s a-gonna fall 

 

 

And what did you hear, my blue-eyed son? 

And what did you hear, my darling young one? 

I heard the sound of a thunder, it roared out a 

warnin’ 

Heard the roar of a wave that could drown the 

whole world 

Heard one hundred drummers whose hands were 

a-blazin’ 

Heard ten thousand whisperin’ and nobody lis-

tenin’ 

Heard one person starve, I heard many people 

laughin’ 

Heard the song of a poet who died in the gutter 

Heard the sound of a clown who cried in the alley 

 

 

And it’s a hard, and it’s a hard, it’s a hard, it’s a 

hard 

And it’s a hard rain’s a-gonna fall 

 

 

Oh, who did you meet, my blue-eyed son? 
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young man?" 

"My gold and my silver; mother, mak my bed 

soon, 

For I'm sick at the heart, an I fain wad lie down." 

 

"What d'ye leave to your brother, Lord Randal, 

my son? 

What d'ye leave to your brother, my handsome 

young man?" 

"My houses and my lands; mother, mak my bed 

soon, 

For I'm sick at the heart, and I fain wad lie 

down." 

 

"What d'ye leave to your true-love, Lord Randal, 

my son? 

What d'ye leave to your true-love, my handsome 

young man?" 

"I leave her hell and fire; mother, mak my bed 

soon, 

For I'm sick at the heart, and I fain wad lie 

down." 

Who did you meet, my darling young one? 

I met a young child beside a dead pony 

I met a white man who walked a black dog 

I met a young woman whose body was burning 

I met a young girl, she gave me a rainbow 

I met one man who was wounded in love 

I met another man who was wounded with hatred 

 

 

And it’s a hard, it’s a hard, it’s a hard, it’s a hard 

It’s a hard rain’s a-gonna fall 

Oh, what’ll you do now, my blue-eyed son? 

Oh, what’ll you do now, my darling young one? 

I’m a-goin’ back out ’fore the rain starts a-fallin’ 

I’ll walk to the depths of the deepest black forest 

Where the people are many and their hands are 

all empty 

Where the pellets of poison are flooding their 

waters 

Where the home in the valley meets the damp 

dirty prison 

Where the executioner’s face is always well hid-

den 

Where hunger is ugly, where souls are forgotten 

Where black is the color, where none is the num-

ber 

And I’ll tell it and think it and speak it and 

breathe it 

And reflect it from the mountain so all souls can 

see it 

Then I’ll stand on the ocean until I start sinkin’ 

But I’ll know my song well before I start singin’ 

 

 

And it’s a hard, it’s a hard, it’s a hard, it’s a hard 

It’s a hard rain’s a-gonna fall 

 

 

It is not sure where Dylan first encountered “Lord Randal”. Trager’s (2004: 234) assumption 

that he learnt it from Martin Carthy is unlikely – as the song was written well before the time 

the two first met during Dylan’s UK visit in late 1962. However, as “Lord Randal” was one of 

the most famous ballads (cf. Bold 1979: 51), it was probably included in one of the antholo-

gies Dylan devoured in his early years.  

 However, the song and the ballad do not have much in common concerning their im-

agery. Dylan’s writing at the time the song was written was heavily influenced by Verlaine 

and Rimbaud, to which Dylan had probably been probably introduced by Suze Rotolo and 

Dave van Ronk (cf. Margotin and Guesdon 2015: 62; McDougal 2014: 51). The “hard rain” 
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mentioned in the song has led to numerous speculations and misconceptions surrounding it. 

Interpreted by most to be nuclear fallout, Dylan negated this narrow reading of the text: “It’s 

not atomic rain, but just a hard rain. It’s not the fallout rain[...] I [just] mean some sort of end 

that’s just got to happen” (Dylan in 1963, quoted in Heylin 2003: 102; cf. also Margotin and 

Guesdon 2015: 62). The close connection to nuclear fallout might stem from the time at 

which the song was composed. Dylan himself later mythologized the genesis of the song, es-

tablishing a connection to the Cuban Missile Crisis: 

I wrote it at the time of the Cuban crisis. I was in Bleecker Street in New York. We just hung around at 

night – people sat around wondering if it was the end, and so did I. Would one o’clock the next day ever 

come? What could we do? Could we control men on the verge of wiping us out? The words came fast, 

very fast. It was a song of terror. Line after line, trying to capture the feeling of nothingness. (Dylan in 

1965, quoted in Heylin 2003: 102) 

The sleeve notes of Freewheelin’ backed this claim: “It was written during the Cuban missile 

crisis of October 1962”. However, this was proven wrong by various sources, Dave van Ronk 

stated to have witnessed the first performance of the song in September 1962 in the “Gas-

light”, a month before the Cuban Missile Crisis reared its head (cf. Spitz 1989: 204f.). Fur-

thermore, there is proof of Dylan performing the song on stage of Carnegie Hall on Septem-

ber 22 1962 on a hootenanny organized by Pete Seeger (cf. Margotin and Guesdon 2015: 61; 

Heylin 2009: 94). Ironically, Dylan proved a kind of almost ‘apocalyptic vision’ as befits the 

images evoked in the lyrics of “A Hard Rain’s A-gonna Fall” when he wrote the song three 

weeks before the Cuban Missile Crisis took off (cf. McDougal 2014: 77). 

 Be that as it may, Bob Dylan was in fear in late 1962 – Medgar Evers was assassinated 

earlier that year, JFK should follow soon enough and the abysmal perspective of an atomic 

cataclysm seemed not at all implausible. The circumstance that Bob Dylan was actually in 

possession of a Geiger counter probably illustrates his emotional state at that time best (cf. 

Bulson 2009: 129). As a result, the looming tragedy hinted at in the “A Hard Rain’s A-gonna 

Fall” is disproportionately greater than the one in the “Lord Randal”. While in the latter only 

the protagonist appears to have been poisoned and is likely to die, the song draws the overall 

dark picture of a world at the brink of apocalypse. However, in midst of all the dark and de-

spairing images of the song drawing from the French symbolists, the bible, even The Lord of 

The Rings (“misty mountains”) and other sources, there are contrasting images of hope to be 

found. The verse “I saw a white ladder all covered with water” in the second stanza might 

allude to Jacob’s ladder in the bible, thereby implying hope. Dylan even introduces a starker 

contrast to the song’s overall dark atmosphere in the fourth stanza: “I met a young girl, she 
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gave me a rainbow”. These strong juxtapositions of hope and despair, together with the hy-

perboles and drastic imagery (“I've been ten thousand miles in the mouth of a graveyard” / 

“Where black is the color, where none is the number”) bear strong resemblance to the usually 

highly contrastive style of ballads (see section 3.3.3.3). The song’s overall dark, mystical at-

mosphere is further intensified by the use of sombre and depressing adjectives (“misty”, 

“crooked”, “sad”, “dead”, “wounded”, “black”) and symbolic numbers (“twelve misty moun-

tains”, “seven sad forests”, “a dozen dead oceans”) To round it off, The “a-“ prefix in the 

song’s title emphasises its dark, archaic nature even further. 

 “A Hard Rain’s A-gonna Fall” hit a nerve when it was released in a hot period of the 

Cold War. Furthermore, it marks a development in Dylan’s songwriting: He still drew inspira-

tion from traditional music but combined it with elements from other influences and his per-

sonal reflections. All these processes culminated in an apocalyptic vision of 06:55 min that 

was recorded in a single take and should significantly contribute to Dylan’s status as the great 

singer-songwriter he should eventually become. McDougal (2014: 77) acknowledges the high 

achievement of Dylan’s writing the song: “’A Hard Rain’s A-gonna Fall’ was a timeless, 

apocalyptic message that resonated with all Dylan had assimilated since he first landed in 

New York: Brecht, Kerouac, Baudelaire, Ginsberg, an Italian poet from the 13
th

 century 

[Dante]...every kitchen-sink influence from the Bible to the New York Times.“ When Allen 

Ginsberg first heard the song, he immediately appreciated its originality: “I wept because it 

seemed to me that the torch had been passed on to another generation” (Allen Ginsberg, 

quoted in Margotin and Guesdon 2015: 62). He should be proved right in the following years. 

5.2.5 “Bob Dylan’s Dream” 

In “Bob Dylan’s Dream” the singer reminisces about his past and bygone friends from child-

hood days. The song, lamenting the loss of the light-hearted days of childhood and adoles-

cence, has an almost Wordsworthian (cf. “Intimations of Immortality”) or Blakeian (cf. 

“Songs of Innocence and Experience”) character to it. In an interview with the Times Dylan 

recalled: “[Minnesota] was a very itinerant place – no interstate highways yet, just country 

roads everywhere. There was an innocence about it all, and I don’t recall anything bad ever 

happening. That was the fifties, the last period of time I remember as being idyllic” (Heylin 

2009: 125). Apart from its romantic reverie-poem flair, the song also bears interrelations with 

the traditional ballad “Lady Franklin’s Lament” which Dylan probably already heard inter-

preted by Paul Clayton, who recorded it in 1957, before going to the UK (cf. Heylin 2009: 

125). He certainly encountered it again in the UK via Martin Carthy, whose version influ-
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enced Dylan more than Clayton’s (cf. Margotin and Guesdon 2015: 67). Although ballad and 

song differ in their content, Dylan definitely used some elements of the former in the latter. 

The melody of “Bob Dylan’s Dream” is very similar to Carthy’s version of “Lady Franklin’s 

Lament” and the original verse “Ten thousand pounds I would freely give” was rewritten by 

Dylan to “Ten thousand dollars at the drop of a hat / I’d give it all gladly” (ibid.). The song 

also shares the aabb rhyme scheme of the ballad.
9
  

5.2.6 “Walls Of Red Wing” and “Percy’s Song” 

Originally intended to be featured on Freewheelin’, “Walls Of Red Wing” remained an unre-

leased outtake until its publication on CD 1 of The Bootleg Series Volumes: 1-3: (rare & un-

released) 1961-1991 together with “House Carpenter”. In regard to its lyrics, the song is an 

independent composition telling of the dire and dejecting conditions of a reform school in Red 

Wing, Minnesota. Dylan’s was very probably inspired to write this song by the experiences 

gathered at his short stint in Pennsylvania’s Devereux Foundation (a reformatory) in the 

summer of 1959 after his rebellious “Elston Gunn” episode (cf. McDougal 2014: 27, Heylin 

2009: 131). The melody of the song, on the other hand, is not a composition of Dylan’s but 

borrowed from the Scottish ballad “The Road and the Miles to Dundee” Dylan probably heard 

performed by Martin Carthy (cf. Margotin and Guesdon 2015: 78). 

 “Percy’s Song”
10

 is an outtake as well. Recorded during the sessions of The Times 

They Are a-Changin’, it did not make it to the album but was released in 1985 on CD 1 of 

Biograph. The song takes its melody from the traditional English ballad “The Twa Sisters”
11

 

(Child 10). Dylan probably first heard it by his fellow folk singer Paul Clayton (cf. Margotin 

and Guesdon 2015: 109). In “Percy’s Song”, a narrator tells the story of four people being 

killed in a fatal car crash caused by a friend of his. The narrator appeals to the judge to com-

mute the 99-year sentence but without success. The song ends with the narrator taking his 

guitar; the only song he is able to play in his dejection is “Oh the Cruel Rain And the Wind” 

(another title of “The Twa Sisters”). Furthermore, the refrain of the song “Turn, turn to the 

rain / And the wind” refers to “The Twa Sisters. Dylan probably derived the refrain from a 

                                                 

9
 As „Lady Franklin’s Lament“ is not part of Child’s English and Scottish Popular Ballads, the version referred 

to is Martin Carthy’s, which was probably also the one inspiring Dylan and can be found online: 

http://www.justanothertune.com/html/ladyfranklin.html [Online]. [2018, May 15]. 

10
 Dylan 2016: 212-216. 

11
 Child 2014 [1.1]: 118-141. 
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fragmented version of the ballad he had heard performed by Paul Clayton at a ballad work-

shop in 1963 (cf. Heylin 2009: 159f.). The ballad’s content, on the other hand, is not really 

related to the song. In “The Twa Sisters”, two sisters compete for a lover, resulting in the 

older one pushing the younger into the sea (or a river, depending on version). 

5.2.7 “Ballad Of Hollis Brown” 

Track two on The Times They Are a-Changin’, “Ballad Of Hollis Brown” narrates the sad tale 

of the eponymous protagonist, a South Dakota farmer who, stricken by poverty and misfor-

tune, despairs and in turn eradicates his entire family including himself. Dylan used a melody 

very close to Woody Guthrie’s “Pastures of Plenty” which, in turn, is based on “Pretty Polly”, 

a traditional folk song found in the Appalachians by Sharp (cf. Margotin and Guesdon 2015: 

90f.). Although there is no discernible textual interrelation between “Ballad Of Hollis Brown” 

and “Pretty Polly” (except for the fact that in both there is at least one murder), the themes of 

the song itself, an account of the suffering and despair of a member of the lower classes re-

sulting in a crime and suicide, are a prototypical themes of broadside ballads, who often were 

the medium of the lower classes’ social criticism (cf. Schmidt 1982: 143). In a manner almost 

similar to a ballad singer, Dylan accuses the world’s indifference towards the gruesome fate 

of Hollis Brown (cf. Heylin 2009: 99). Additionally, the song’s lyrics are characterised by 

frequent instances of repetition, as typical of the ballad genre: 

 

“Ballad Of Hollis Brown”
12

 

 

Hollis Brown 

He lived on the outside of town 

Hollis Brown 

He lived on the outside of town 

With his wife and five children 

And his cabin fallin’ down 

[...] 

 

“Ballad of Hollis Brown” can be regarded a modern broadside ballad regarding its theme. 

Additionally, it is drawing on the melody of the traditional ballad “Pretty Polly” and the bal-

lad style by frequent instances of ballad-typical repetition. 
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 Dylan 2016: 168-170. 
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5.2.8 “Seven Curses” 

“Seven Curses” was recorded during the sessions for The Times They Are a-Changin’, yet it 

remained unreleased until it was featured on CD 2 of The Bootleg Series Volumes: 1-3: (rare 

& unreleased) 1961-1991. The song directly refers to “The Maid Freed From The Gallows” 

(Child 95): In the ballad, a maid is about to be hanged and pleads for postponement of the 

sentence as she is certain of some family member’s soon arrival to bribe the hangman or 

judge. However, all her family members refuse to pay the ransom. At last, her lover appears 

and frees her.
13

 Dylan’s “Seven Curses” refers to a similar state of affairs but tells the tale 

from a very different angle (cf. Heylin 2009: 135). Old Reilly is sentenced to death for the 

theft of a stallion. His daughter appeals to the judge to spare her father, attempting to bribe the 

judge with gold. He, however, does not take the gold. Instead, he desires her as ransom. She 

accepts, giving herself to the judge the following night. The next day, her father is hanged 

anyway. In consequence, the daughter curses the judge with seven curses (NB: Dylan’s con-

scious use of the mystic number seven). There appears to be a connection to a Hungarian bal-

lad “Feher Anna”, which has a similar story to “The Maid Freed From The Gallows” and is 

much closer to “Seven Curses”: In the ballad Anna appeals to a judge to free her brother, who 

stole a horse as well. The judge uses and bertrays her, just as the daughter in “Seven Curses”, 

resulting in her cursing him with thirteen curses (cf. Heylin 2009: 136). All things considered, 

“Seven Curses” can either be regarded as a version of “Feher Anna” or as an ‘answer ballad’ 

to “The Maid Freed From The Gallows” (cf. Würzbach 1990: 95). Dylan also applied the bal-

ladic abcb rhyme scheme as well as frequent instances of (anaphoric) repetition when writing 

the lyrics of “Seven Curses”: 

 

“Seven Curses”
14

 

 

Old Reilly stole a stallion 

But they caught him and they brought him back 

And they laid him down on the jailhouse ground 

With an iron chain around his neck 

 

Old Reilly’s daughter got a message 

That her father was goin’ to hang 

She rode by night and came by morning 

With gold and silver in her hand 

 

 

 

“Oh father you will surely die 

If I don’t take the chance to try 

And pay the price and not take your advice 

For that reason I will have to stay” 

 

The gallows shadows shook the evening 

In the night a hound dog bayed 

In the night the grounds were groanin’ 

In the night the price was paid 
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When the judge he saw Reilly’s daughter 

His old eyes deepened in his head 

Sayin’, “Gold will never free your father 

The price, my dear, is you instead” 

 

“Oh I’m as good as dead,” cried Reilly 

“It’s only you that he does crave 

And my skin will surely crawl if he touches you 

at all 

Get on your horse and ride away” 

 

 

The next mornin’ she had awoken 

To know that the judge had never spoken 

She saw that hangin’ branch a-bendin’ 

She saw her father’s body broken 

 

These be seven curses on a judge so cruel: 

That one doctor will not save him 

That two healers will not heal him 

That three eyes will not see him 

 

That four ears will not hear him 

That five walls will not hide him 

That six diggers will not bury him 

And that seven deaths shall never kill him 

 

5.3 Songs Incorporating Topoi and Themes of Traditional Ballads 

As set out in section 3.2, there are certain topoi and themes which are typical for ballads. Bob 

Dylan wrote various songs directly drawing either lyrics, melodies or both from traditional 

ballads, as was demonstrated in the previous chapter. However, Dylan’s immersion in the 

ballad tradition in the early 1960s at that time also influenced his songwriting in general. As a 

result, there are several instances where elements and imagery which would typically occur in 

ballads can be discerned in Dylan’s songs. The songs presented hereafter do not directly refer 

to ballads. Nonetheless, a strong relationship to the ballad tradition is established by their 

overall atmosphere or the use of certain balladic elements. 

5.3.1 “Girl From The North County” and “Boots Of Spanish Leather” 

 “Girl From The North Country” and “Boots Of Spanish Leather” are subsumed in one chap-

ter, as these two songs can almost be regarded as two versions of the same composition: 

“While listening to ‘Boots of Spanish Leather’, the similarity with ‘Girl from the North Coun-

try’ is striking: same atmosphere, same chords, same subject” (Margotin and Guesdon 2015: 

99). Dylan therefore not only borrowed from other influences but also from himself in this 

instance, creating “Boots Of Spanish Leather” as a contrafactum to “Girl From The North 

Country”. The melody shared by both songs is to some degree influenced by Martin Carthy’s 

version of “Scarborough Fair” (cf. Heylin 2003: 106f.; Detering 2016: 33). “Girl From The 

North Country” also borrows two verses from that song: “Remember me to one who lives 

there / For she once was a true love of mine” (cf. Margotin and Guesdon 2015: 54).   

 Although they were released on different albums (“Girl” was track two on Free-

wheelin’, “Boots” track seven on The Times They Are A-Changin’), the two songs are closely 
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interrelated and were written at almost the same time in early 1963 (cf. ibid.: 99). Dylan wrote 

the two songs when he was in Europe and went to Italy in the hope of meeting Suze. Suze, 

however, had by then already left Italy for a Christmas vacation back in New York. Dylan 

ended up travelling to Perugia in vain, his dejection and heartache is palpable in “Girl From 

The North Country” (cf. Heylin 2009: 122). However, it is not entirely sure if the song is ac-

tually just about Suze; parts of his inspiration probably also stemmed from the bygone rela-

tionships with Echo Helstrom, his girlfriend in high school, and Boonie Beecher, his spouse 

in Minneapolis (cf. Heylin 2009: 120). “Boots Of Spanish Leather”, on the other hand, can be 

directly traced to his relationship with Suze, as the subject matter – two lovers being separated 

from each other by the sea – is highly autobiographical. The sea as a parting force between 

two lovers is a motif often to be found in ballads as well. However, the affinities of the two 

songs with the ballad tradition are considerably more far-reaching. In order to facilitate refer-

ences to these in the following analysis, the lyrics of both songs are presented in full: 

 

“Girl From The North Country”
15

 

 

Well, if you’re travelin’ in the north coun-

try fair 

Where the winds hit heavy on the border-

line 

Remember me to one who lives there 

She once was a true love of mine 

 

Well, if you go when the snowflakes storm 

When the rivers freeze and summer ends 

Please see if she’s wearing a coat so warm 

To keep her from the howlin’ winds 

 

Please see for me if her hair hangs long, 

If it rolls and flows all down her breast. 

Please see for me if her hair hangs long, 

That’s the way I remember her best. 

 

I’m a-wonderin’ if she remembers me at all 

Many times I’ve often prayed 

In the darkness of my night 

In the brightness of my day 

 

So if you’re travelin’ in the north country 

fair 

Where the winds hit heavy on the border-

“Boots Of Spanish Leather”
16

 

 

Oh, I’m sailin’ away my own true love 

I’m sailin’ away in the morning 

Is there something I can send you from across the sea 

From the place that I’ll be landing? 

 

No, there’s nothin’ you can send me, my own true love 

There’s nothin’ I wish to be ownin’ 

Just carry yourself back to me unspoiled 

From across that lonesome ocean 

 

Oh, but I just thought you might want something fine 

Made of silver or of golden 

Either from the mountains of Madrid 

Or from the coast of Barcelona 

 

Oh, but if I had the stars from the darkest night 

And the diamonds from the deepest ocean 

I’d forsake them all for your sweet kiss 

For that’s all I’m wishin’ to be ownin’ 

 

That I might be gone a long time 

And it’s only that I’m askin’ 

Is there something I can send you to remember me by 

To make your time more easy passin’ 
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line 

Remember me to one who lives there 

She once was a true love of mine 

Oh, how can, how can you ask me again 

It only brings me sorrow 

The same thing I want from you today 

I would want again tomorrow 

 

I got a letter on a lonesome day 

It was from her ship a-sailin’ 

Saying I don’t know when I’ll be comin’ back again 

It depends on how I’m a-feelin’ 

 

Well, if you, my love, must think that-a-way 

I’m sure your mind is roamin’ 

I’m sure your heart is not with me 

But with the country to where you’re goin’ 

 

So take heed, take heed of the western wind 

Take heed of the stormy weather 

And yes, there’s something you can send back to me 

Spanish boots of Spanish leather 

 

As mentioned above, Bob Dylan borrowed the melody of “Girl From The North Country” 

from Martin Carthy’s “Scarborough Fair”. Dylan also included a pun in the lyrics of the song 

referring to this circumstance. “Scarborough Fair” starts with the first verse “Are you going to 

Scarborough fair?” Dylan’s song opens with “Well, if you’re travelin’ in the north country 

fair”. In a skilful wordplay, he uses “fair” as an adjective which describes a quality of the 

north country – namely its being “fair”. In “Scarborough Fair” the word is used as a noun – as 

in ‘funfair’ or ‘annual fair’. Playing with the ambiguity of the word “fair”, Dylan establishes a 

lexical connection to the song he borrowed the melody from (cf. Heylin 2009: 121). There are 

further instances in the song’s lexical field where a proximity to ballads is discernible: the 

“winds” as a natural force affecting man (section 3.2.1.10), the “borderline”, possibly hinting 

at one of the numerous existing border ballads, and the speaker’s “true love” as a prototypical 

element of multiple ballads. Furthermore, there is a fair amount of contrast (see section 

3.3.3.3) to be found in the imagery of the lyrics, such as the juxtaposition of light and dark-

ness: “In the darkness of my night /In the brightness of my day”. In terms of its form, the song 

features several instances of repetition (section 3.3.3.2). The first and the last stanza are prac-

tically verbatim, there are repetitions of verses (“Please see for me if her hair hangs long”) 

and the wind keeps reappearing throughout the course of the lyrics. Dylan also plays with the 

different meanings of the word “remember” – an addressee not further described is asked to 

“remember” the speaker to his true love, should he see her. Later in the song, the speaker 

wonders if his true love “remembers” him at all. 
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 “Boots Of Spanish Leather” bears even more prominent attributes usually associated 

with ballads. In addition to sharing the melody, semantic fields and overall theme of two sepa-

rated lovers with “Girl From The North Country”, it is also structured as a classical dialogue 

ballad (see section 3.4.1) in which two lovers interact. However, the interaction is only an 

immediate one in the first two stanzas. Later the two lovers communicate by the means of 

letters. This is not only autobiographical (Dylan and Rotolo were constantly writing to each 

other during their separation in 1962-3) but also an evolution of the dialogue ballad to an epis-

tolary ballad of the 20
th

 century. Each stanza represents one turn by either of the two speakers. 

With regard to their meter, the stanzas are not exactly ballad stanzas (the four-stress verses 

often exceed the regular meter). However, lines 1 and 3 always have more stresses than the 

shorter lines 2 and 4; also, the rhyme scheme is a typical ballad scheme with the verses rhym-

ing (or assonating) in abcb/xaba pattern. The overall style of the song bears a hallmark of 

ballads as well: leaping and lingering. The first six stanzas tell the story of an almost undying 

love, steadfast even in times of separation. Then, all of a sudden, in the seventh stanza, the 

key shifts entirely when the lover/narrator turns to the listener: “I got a letter on a lonesome 

day / It was from her ship a-sailin’ / Saying I don’t know when I’ll be comin’ back again” (cf. 

Heylin 2009: 123). The beloved seems to reconsider her decision of an immediate return. The 

last stanzas tell of the lover setting his beloved free, including the issuing of a warning, a sty-

listic element typically to be found in street ballads (cf. Würzbach 1990: 64): “So take heed, 

take heed of the western wind / Take heed of the stormy weather”. As the excerpted verses 

clearly show, Dylan also deliberately used archaic language such as the phrase “take heed” 

and archaic “a-“ prefixes (as in “a-sailin’”, “a-feelin’”) thus stylizing the song to be balladic 

and old fashioned. Heylin (2009: 122f.) concludes: “’Boots of Spanish Leather’ is an old-

world ballad from someone whose grasp of traditional modes was coming on in leaps and 

bounds.” 

 There has also been a fair amount of scholarly speculation regarding the inspiration for 

the song’s title. Michael Gray established a possible connection to D. H. Lawrence’s novel 

Sons and Lovers which contains a children’s song featuring the verse “My shoes are made of 

Spanish leather” (cf. Margotin and Guesdon 2015: 98). A probable inspiration stemming from 

the ballad tradition can be found in “The Gypsie Laddie” (Child 200): this ballad contains the 

verses “She pulld off her high-heeld shoes / They was made of Spanish leather”
17

. The ballad 

was also part of Sharp’s collection – Woody Guthrie based his 1944 song “Gypsy Davey” on 
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it. This song entails gloves made out of Spanish leather (cf. ibid.). This is possibly the most 

probable source of inspiration for Dylan’s choice of the title. Interestingly enough, the topos 

of the “boots made of Spanish leather” started a life of its own in the singer-songwriter and 

folk music scene since Dylan’s composition. “King of Spain”, a song released in 2010 by 

Swedish singer-songwriter Kristian Matsson, who is working under the stage name “The Tall-

est Man On Earth” and is heavily influenced by Bob Dylan, contains the following verses: 

“And I wear my boots of Spanish leather / Oh while I’m tightening my crown”
18

. Another 

instance of the topos’ usage can be found in the song “Josh McBride” by the American folk 

rock band “The Head And The Heart”: “Take me to the attic ladder / In the barn with broken 

floors / With your boots of Spanish leather”
19

. Dylan therefore not only successfully con-

nected to the ballad and folk tradition when writing “Girl From The North Country” and 

“Boots Of Spanish Leather”, he even coined a new topos which has been living on in the folk 

tradition. One question remains unanswered: Why does the speaker in “Boots Of Spanish 

Leather” ask his beloved for the boots? Margotin and Guesdon (2015: 99) provide a possible 

answer: “Probably to take to the road, which is a recurring image in Dylan’s work as much as 

it is in the blues.” 

5.3.2 “Down The Highway” 

Another song featured on Freewheelin’ incorporating both central elements of “Boots Of 

Spanish Leather” is “Down The Highway: the ocean as the separating force of two lovers as 

well as footwear is mentioned: 

 

“Down The Highway”
20

 

[...] 

Well, I been gamblin’ so long 

Lord, I ain’t got much more to lose 

Yes, I been gamblin’ so long 

Lord, I ain’t got much more to lose 

Right now I’m havin’ trouble 

Please don’t take away my highway shoes 

[...] 

 

 

 

Well, the ocean took my baby 

My baby stole my heart from me 

Yes, the ocean took my baby 

My baby took my heart from me 

She packed it all up in a suitcase 

Lord, she took it away to Italy, Italy 

[...] 

The song was written in the summer of 1962 when Suze Rotolo sojourned in Italy, the auto-

biographical streak of a Dylan pained by separation from his beloved one is obvious (cf. 
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Margotin and Guesdon 2015: 59). The style of the song is balladic in two aspects: Firstly, 

there is the central motif of the two lovers parted by the sea (i.e. a strong natural force). Sec-

ondly, the song frequently uses repetition in its lyrics. “Down The Highway” was a predeces-

sor of the later “Boots Of Spanish Leather”: It drew components from the ballad tradition (al-

though in an only slight amount not comparable to the heavily balladic “Boots”) in order to 

express the feelings evoked by the separation of Bob Dylan and Suze Rotolo through the At-

lantic ocean. 

5.4 Topical Songs – Modern Street Ballads? 

“Come gather ’round people / Wherever you roam”
21

 – anyone familiar with street ballads 

immediately recognises this initial invitation of “The Times They Are a-Changin’” to “come 

and listen” as venture point for the enactment of a street ballad. This raises several questions: 

Are “The Times They Are a-Changin’” and other topical songs by Bob Dylan modernised 

versions of street ballads and if so, in which respects? What are commonalities between pro-

test songs and street ballads, what are possible differences? The present chapter analyses 

songs by Bob Dylan drawing on the street ballad style and traditions and attempts to answer 

these questions. 

5.4.1 “The Times They Are a-Changin’” 

As already outlined in section 4.6, The Times They Are a-Changin’ hit a nerve when it was 

released on January 13, 1964. Just like one year before, when Bob Dylan wrote “A Hard 

Rain’s A-Gonna Fall” before the launch of the Cuban Missile Crisis, he again managed to 

absorb the public mood in order to create what probably became the most political album of 

his entire career (cf. Detering 2016: 35). Once again, he seemed to be in possession of an al-

most poetical foresight: between the end of the recording sessions for the album in the Octo-

ber of 1962 and its release in January the next year, JFK was assassinated and the western 

world shell-shocked by this event. The Times They Are a-Changin’ cemented the foundations 

laid by Freewheelin’ and “Blowin’ In The Wind”. It definitely made Bob Dylan “spokesman 

for a generation” for once and all – a position he not only never intended to acquire but even 

entirely rejected (Heylin 2009: 156). Despite all attempts to cast off his protest-singer skin in 

the following years, the image of Dylan as figurehead of a protest movement is still present in 

the public’s minds to the present day. The singer’s real intentions as to why he wrote the title 

                                                 

21
 Dylan 2016: 164. 



5 Interrelations: Bob Dylan and the Ballad Tradition 

63 

 

song of the album remained, as ever so often with Dylan, a mystery. Be it the “bitterness to-

wards authority” (Heylin 2009: 155), the want to write “a big song, some kind of theme song” 

(Margotin and Guesdon 2015: 59) as he himself claimed as his motivations for writing the 

song or a calculating sense of what might be commercially successful – “The Times They Are 

a-Changin’” became an anthem for revolution, change and numerous protest movements (cf. 

Heylin 2009: 156). Detering (20016: 38) suspects Dylan deliberately fashioned the song’s 

lyrics as vague and abstract as possible in order to render the song fit for all kinds of protests, 

thereby generating an anthem of everlasting change in general promising a great commercial 

success of the song. Margotin and Guesdon (2015: 87) express a more neutral view: “’The 

Times They Are A-Changin’ did not deal with any specific topic. The song instead expressed 

a feeling, a shared hope that the sixties would transform society.” The Times They Are a-

Changin’ had a stronger political touch than Freewheelin’ – seven of its ten songs are ‘finger-

pointing songs’ and it misses the comic relief of his previous albums (cf. Schmidt 1982: 73; 

Margotin and Guesdon 2015: 82).  

 In order to analyse the formal and communicative aspects of “The Times They Are a-

Changin’” relating to the ballad tradition, the song’s lyrics of the song are presented in full: 

 

“The Times They Are a-Changin’”
22

 

 

Come gather ’round people 

Wherever you roam 

And admit that the waters 

Around you have grown 

And accept it that soon 

You’ll be drenched to the bone 

If your time to you is worth savin’ 

Then you better start swimmin’ or you’ll sink 

like a stone 

For the times they are a-changin’ 

 

Come writers and critics 

Who prophesize with your pen 

And keep your eyes wide 

The chance won’t come again 

And don’t speak too soon 

For the wheel’s still in spin 

And there’s no tellin’ who that it’s namin’ 

For the loser now will be later to win 

For the times they are a-changin’ 

 

 

 

 

Come mothers and fathers 

Throughout the land 

And don’t criticize 

What you can’t understand 

Your sons and your daughters 

Are beyond your command 

Your old road is rapidly agin’ 

Please get out of the new one if you can’t lend 

your hand 

For the times they are a-changin’ 

 

The line it is drawn 

The curse it is cast 

The slow one now 

Will later be fast 

As the present now 

Will later be past 

The order is rapidly fadin’ 

And the first one now will later be last 

For the times they are a-changin’ 
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Come senators, congressmen 

Please heed the call 

Don’t stand in the doorway 

Don’t block up the hall 

For he that gets hurt 

Will be he who has stalled 

There’s a battle outside and it is ragin’ 

It’ll soon shake your windows and rattle your 

walls 

For the times they are a-changin’ 

 

 

As mentioned before in the introductory remarks to chapter 5.4, already the first line of “The 

Times They Are a-Changin’” (“Come gather ‘round people”) bears a pronounced resemblance 

to the characteristic opening of street ballads (see section 3.4.2 for the communicative charac-

teristics of this ballad type). To which ends does the singer invite people to “gather ’round” in 

the song? In the case of street ballads, the state of affairs is clear: the ballad singer’s perform-

ance is about to start. Audiences willing to listen are invited to gather round him or her and 

“give ear” in order to be entertained by the singer’s tale. However, unlike the ballad singer, 

the song’s speaker does not want to entertain but to berate (cf. Heylin 2009: 155). Dylan was 

well conscious of the evocative power of such an opening. In combination with the song’s 

content he aimed at stylising the speaker as a kind of prophet minstrel announcing not enter-

tainment but the dawn of a new epoch (cf. Detering 2016: 38). This assertion is backed by the 

fact that he also used the song as opener for his sets for a long time after its composition (cf. 

Margotin and Guesdon 2015: 87). His use of biblical imagery and language intensifies the 

impression of the singer’s role as preacher and prophet. Already in the first stanza he refers to 

rising waters threatening to drown the ones who are not willing to accept change, thereby al-

luding to Noah’s Flood. The last stanza contains several references to the gospel of Matthew: 

“The slow one now / Will later be fast / [...] / And the first one now will later be last.” (cf. 

Heylin 2009: 155). Another of the song’s elements striking similar chords is the reference to 

the Rota Fortunae, the Wheel of Fortune: “And don’t speak too soon / For the wheel’s still in 

spin / And there’s no tellin’ who that it’s namin’. Originally a concept of the ancient Greeks, 

it found its way into medieval Christianity and literature. The notion of the capricious nature 

of fate has remained popular ever since across genres including the ballad tradition. Dylan 

probably came across it reading Dante (whose imagery influenced him in other instances as 

well) or Shakespeare’s King Lear. Either way, it contributes to the overall archaic flair of 

“The Times They Are a-Changin’”. 
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 A detail further adding to the song’s archaic ballad feel is the use of the prefix “a-“ in 

the title, as already mentioned in the cases of “A Hard Rain’s A-gonna Fall” and “Boots Of 

Spanish Leather”. The song’s rhyme scheme is influenced by the ballad tradition as well. The 

stanzas are double ballad stanzas with a refrain attached to the very end, resulting in the the 

following pattern: abcb dbeb e. Just as in the ballad stanza, the rhyme of the second verse is 

the stanza’s cohesive sound-element and thereby mnemonic device. Intrastanzaic cohesion is 

further enhanced by the seventh verse’s rhyme with the refrain. Another stylistic feature 

adopted by (street) ballads is the apostrophic addressing of various social groups throughout 

the song (see section 3.4.2.3). Writers, critics, senators, congressmen, mothers and fathers are 

called upon to reconsider their actions and values in the face of inexorable change. The song 

owes the majority of its political and revolutionary character to the finger-pointing addresses 

towards these authorities. The appeals to the different groups are made via instances of typi-

cally balladic incremental repetition (with all stanzas directly addressing different social 

groups via “Come ...”). In the first stanza it is not yet clear who might be the song’s actual 

addressee, as all people are called upon (“Come gather ‘round people”). The subsequent stan-

zas, however, are very clear regarding their directionality. The initiating verses of stanzas 2-4 

(“Come writers and critics”, “Come senators, congressmen” and “Come mothers and fathers”) 

leave no doubt whatsoever about whom the following verses are dedicated to. Additionally, 

all stanzas end with the same refrain “For the times they are a-changin’” – yet another exam-

ple of balladic repetition inside the song’s boundaries. The overall theme of “The Times They 

Are a-Changin’” is a prototypically broadsidal one and could be regarded as didactic instruc-

tion, i.e. the willingness to accept change and the warning not to stand in its way (see also 

section 3.4.2.3).  

5.4.2 “North Country Blues”  

“North Country Blues”
23

 

 

Come gather 'round friends 

And I'll tell you a tale 

Of when the red iron ore pits ran plenty. 

But the cardboard filled windows 

And old men on the benches 

Tell you now that the whole town is empty. 

[...] 
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Just as the opening of “The Times They Are a-Changin’”, the one of “North County Blues”, 

fifth track of The Times They Are a-Changin’, evokes the picture of a street ballad singer in-

viting people to listen to his, or in this case her, story. The tale narrated in this song, however, 

is a quite different one from the revolutionary anthem. Similar to “Ballad Of Hollis Brown”, 

where Dylan narrates the story of a poverty-stricken despairing farmer (see section 5.2.7), he 

in this instance slips into the role of a woman in order to tell the sad tale of a mining town’s 

decline after the closing of the local mine. The woman’s fate is portrayed as a series of dire 

events: her parents’ and brother’s death followed by her husband’s growing alcoholism after 

the closing of the mine and no work to be found. Just as in “Bob Dylan’s Dream”, the singer 

again refers to his hometown Hibbing, this time highlighting the dark side of his nostalgia. 

Inspiration probably came from a visit of his father’s birthplace not far from Hibbing – a for-

mer mining town, completely deserted by the time Abe Zimmerman visited again with his son 

(cf. Heylin 2009: 149). However, unlike “Bob Dylan’s Dream”, the song does not merely 

unfold the story of Dylan’s hometown, which, as a small mining town, was suffering severely 

from the depression in the 1950s. It also sides with all poor mine workers in the US, telling a 

tale emblematic of thousands of others. This sympathy towards the small, common man is a 

theme frequently found in street ballads. Broadside ballads were the medium of social criti-

cism of the lower classes in 16
th

 to 19
th

 centuries (cf. Schmidt 1982: 143). Therefore, “North 

County Blues” fulfils a similar function in criticising the authorities’ conduct concerning 

common miners in the northern US Formally, the song does not really relate to the ballad tra-

dition. At most, the abcdec rhyme scheme could be regarded as an extended ballad scheme 

with the third and sixth verses as cohesive elements carrying the rhymes. However, conten-

twise the song and its social criticism are deeply rooted in the broadside ballad tradition. 

5.4.3 Topical Songs Addressing Racial Injustice and Crimes 

Between 1962 and 1964, Bob Dylan wrote a series of topical songs concerning racial injustice 

and hate towards African Americans. All of the following songs were inspired by real events 

happening in the early 1960s in the US Just like broadside ballads, their greater concern was 

the display of social abuse via telling tales of the tragic fates of (historically tangible) people 

(cf. Schmidt 1982: 141). All songs adhere to the Aristotelian unity of space, time and charac-

ters, as typical of ballads, thereby resulting in the narration of a “single episode” (Wells 1950, 

quoted in Schmidt 1982: 135). 
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5.4.3.1 “Oxford Town”  

The ninth track of Freewheelin’, “Oxford Town”, is a reaction to Pete Seeger’s Broadside 

magazine calling for musical responses to the events surrounding James Meredith and Ross 

Barnett (cf. Heylin 2009: 108). Meredith, a young African American, attempted to enrol at the 

University of Mississippi-Oxford and was hindered by policemen acting on behalf of state 

governor Barnett. The affair ended in a lawsuit and a three day riot in which two people were 

killed. Although the song is clearly about these events, neither Meredith nor Barnett are actu-

ally named in the lyrics. Dylan, possibly deliberately, refrained from mentioning them in or-

der to give the song a broader meaning, just as is the case with “The Times They Are A-

Changin’” (cf. Margotin and Guesdon 2015: 68). Formally, there are certain affinities of the 

song with the ballad tradition. Firstly, there are the frequent repetitions of “Oxford Town”, the 

song’s four-line stanza structure as well as the first stanza’s repetition at the end of the song 

and Dylan’s use of the archaic “a-“ prefix (“a-goin”). Secondly, the stanzas’ rhyme scheme is 

aaaa, which is an even stronger mnemonic device than the balladic abcb. It might also allude 

to the repetitive nature of the events: Meredith attempted to enter the university grounds three 

times without success, only succeeding the fourth time – by the aid of federal troops sent by 

president JFK and thousands of protest marchers (cf. ibid.). Lastly, there is a considerable 

amount of leaping in the development of the story. Although telling a single episode, the the-

matic leaps between stanzas are striking. The story skips from a general statement in the first 

stanza to a reference to Meredith in the second and third stanzas just to proceed with a state-

ment of the speaker and finish off with general reflections of the events. In addition, the song 

has a considerable affinity to the broadside tradition in its theme and social criticism and col-

loquial language use. 

 

“Oxford Town”
24

 

 

Oxford Town, Oxford Town 

Ev’rybody’s got their heads bowed down 

The sun don’t shine above the ground 

Ain’t a-goin’ down to Oxford Town 

 

He went down to Oxford Town 

Guns and clubs followed him down 

All because his face was brown 

Better get away from Oxford Town 

 

 

 

Me and my gal, my gal’s son 

We got met with a tear gas bomb 

I don’t even know why we come 

Goin’ back where we come from 

 

Oxford Town in the afternoon 

Ev’rybody singin’ a sorrowful tune 

Two men died ’neath the Mississippi moon 

Somebody better investigate soon 

 

                                                 

24
 Dylan 2016: 130. 



5 Interrelations: Bob Dylan and the Ballad Tradition 

68 

 

Oxford Town around the bend 

He come in to the door, he couldn’t get in 

All because of the color of his skin 

What do you think about that, my frien’? 

 

Oxford Town, Oxford Town 

Ev’rybody’s got their heads bowed down 

The sun don’t shine above the ground 

Ain’t a-goin’ down to Oxford Town. 

5.4.3.2 “Only A Pawn In Their Game” 

Track six on The Times They Are a-Changin’, “Only A Pawn In Their Game”, tells the story 

of civil rights activist Medgar Evers, who was assassinated by a member of the Ku Klux Klan 

in June of 1963. The song starts with a balladic intro in medias res: “A bullet from the back of 

a bush took Medgar Evers’ blood.” Further formal relationship to ballads is discernible in the 

use of repeated anaphoric repetition and the refrain at the end of every stanza. Otherwise, the 

song shares little conformity with the ballad style; its rhyme scheme and meter are of rather 

irregular nature. Topically, however, “Only A Pawn In Their Game” might as well be a 

broadside ballad, even so in two ways: Firstly, Medgar Evers’ assassination was still a hot 

topic at the time of the song’s composition (Aug. 1963) and release (Jan. 1964). Secondly, the 

song not only condemns the murder of an innocent African American by a racist (“To hide 

’neath the hood” is a reference to the KKK-background of Evers’ murderer Byron de la 

Beckwith), it rather accuses the white elites of inciting the white lower and middle classes 

against black people in order to secure social peace in a system of the working class’ exploita-

tion (cf. Margotin and Guesdon 2015: 96). Dylan, who as emerging figurehead of the Green-

wich protest movement was frightened by Evers’ murder (see also section 4.6), used the inci-

dent in order to formulate a protest statement against the system. Just as in a broadside ballad, 

the tragic fate of a real individual is used for social criticism. Even though the murderer Byron 

de la Blackwith was no member of the lower classes, as the “pawns” referred to in the song, 

“Only A Pawn In Their Game” truthfully reflected the racial injustice in the south of the US at 

that time (cf. Heylin 2009: 145f.). 

 

“Only A Pawn In Their Game”
25

 

 

A bullet from the back of a bush took Medgar Evers’ 

blood 

A finger fired the trigger to his name 

A handle hid out in the dark 

A hand set the spark 

Two eyes took the aim 

Behind a man’s brain 

 

 

From the poverty shacks, he looks from the 

cracks to the tracks 

And the hoofbeats pound in his brain 

And he’s taught how to walk in a pack 

Shoot in the back 

With his fist in a clinch 

To hang and to lynch 
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But he can’t be blamed 

He’s only a pawn in their game 

 

A South politician preaches to the poor white man 

“You got more than the blacks, don’t complain. 

You’re better than them, you been born with white 

skin,” they explain. 

And the Negro’s name 

Is used it is plain 

For the politician’s gain 

As he rises to fame 

And the poor white remains 

On the caboose of the train 

But it ain’t him to blame 

He’s only a pawn in their game 

 

The deputy sheriffs, the soldiers, the governors get 

paid 

And the marshals and cops get the same 

But the poor white man’s used in the hands of them 

all like a tool 

He’s taught in his school 

From the start by the rule 

That the laws are with him 

To protect his white skin 

To keep up his hate 

So he never thinks straight 

’Bout the shape that he’s in 

But it ain’t him to blame 

He’s only a pawn in their game 

To hide ’neath the hood 

To kill with no pain 

Like a dog on a chain 

He ain’t got no name 

But it ain’t him to blame 

He’s only a pawn in their game. 

 

Today, Medgar Evers was buried from the 

bullet he caught 

They lowered him down as a king 

But when the shadowy sun sets on the one 

That fired the gun 

He’ll see by his grave 

On the stone that remains 

Carved next to his name 

His epitaph plain: 

Only a pawn in their game 

5.4.3.3 “The Lonesome Death Of Hattie Carroll” 

Second to last of the ten tracks featured on The Times They Are a-Changin’, “The Lonesome 

Death Of Hattie Carroll” is based on an incident that happened on February 9, 1963 in Balti-

more. White 24-year-old tobacco farm owner William Devereux “Billy” Zantzinger insulted 

and presumably attacked 51-year-old black barmaid Hattie Carroll with a cane, causing her 

death by brain haemorrhage at the hospital eight hours later (cf. Margotin and Guesdon 2015: 

102). The song reports these events, but not in an accurate manner. Either Dylan’s research of 

that evening’s events were rather sloppy or he deliberately ‘altered the truth’ in some respects 

in order to dramatize the event even further. In any case, it is not sure whether the blow of 

Zantzinger’s cane (or if there was a blow at all) or Carroll’s pre-existing health issues actually 

caused the haemorrhage. Also Zantzinger’s name (“Zanzinger” in the song), the size of his 

farm, the number of Carroll’s children (9 instead of 10 mentioned in the song) and other de-

tails do not correspond to the truth (cf. Heylin 2009: 164). 
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 Nonetheless, “The Lonesome Death Of Hattie Carroll” was a powerful topical song 

affiliating the outrage of the obnoxious behaviour of the white elites towards African Ameri-

cans. Just like broadside ballads and “Only A Pawn In Their Game”, “Hattie Carroll”, just 

lake numerous broadsides, starts off amidst the events – the murder is mentioned already in 

the first line:  

 

“The Lonesome Death Of Hattie Carroll”
26

 

 

William Zanzinger killed poor Hattie Carroll 

With a cane that he twirled around his diamond 

ring finger 

At a Baltimore hotel society gath’rin’ 

And the cops were called in and his weapon took 

from him 

As they rode him in custody down to the station 

And booked William Zanzinger for first-degree 

murder 

But you who philosophize disgrace and criticize 

all fears 

Take the rag away from your face 

Now ain’t the time for your tears 

 

 

William Zanzinger, who at twenty-four years 

Owns a tobacco farm of six hundred acres 

With rich wealthy parents who provide and pro-

tect him 

And high office relations in the politics of Mary-

land 

Reacted to his deed with a shrug of his shoulders 

And swear words and sneering, and his tongue it 

was snarling 

In a matter of minutes on bail was out walking 

But you who philosophize disgrace and criticize 

all fears 

Take the rag away from your face 

Now ain’t the time for your tears 

[...] 

 

Further kinship to the ballad tradition can be found in several instances of repetition. Firstly, 

there is a significant amount of syntactical parallelism between first two stanzas. Secondly, 

numerous anaphoras initiated by “And...” appear throughout the song. Thirdly, every stanza 

concludes with the same refrain: “But you who philosophize disgrace and criticize all fears / 

Take the rag away from your face / Now ain’t the time for your tears.” Finally, the song’s 

melody was inspired by Joan Baez’s version of “Mary Hamilton”, Child 173, a ballad about 

the murder of an illegitimate infant (cf. Heylin 2009: 166). “Hattie Carroll” and “Mary Hamil-

ton” show no further commonalities regarding their form or content, however. To sum up, 

“The Lonesome Death Of Hattie Carroll” is one in a row of Dylan’s popular broadside-style 

protest songs of the 1960s. Although the song is not based on any concrete ballad, it borrows 

melodic elements from Baez’s version of “”Mary Hamilton” (Child 173) and is written in a 

similar manner to a political broadside ballad addressing the issue of social injustice. 
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5.4.4 Comment: Similarities of Broadside Ballads and Topical Songs 

Taking into consideration the findings of the previous section, a concise comment of the gen-

res ‘broadside ballad’ and ‘topical song’ must be made. As already hinted at above, the two 

genres resemble one another regarding their functions and contents. Both (topical) broadside 

ballads and Dylan’s topical songs articulate social criticism. In both instances, recent events 

are used as an allegory in order to refer to some greater societal fault (cf. Schmidt 1982: 141). 

“The broadside ballad was the protest literature of the urban masses, it was the topical song of 

its time” (Schmidt 1982: 143, trans. by D.S.). Both genres are concerned with the depiction of 

a single episode in a concise manner (cf. ibid.: 183). The language of the broadside ballad and 

the topical song is simple and often colloquial, the lower social spheres shall not be excluded 

from understanding the message conveyed (cf. ibid.: 187). Both street ballads and topical 

songs are part of their times’ ‘popular’ culture; they are not intended for an elite but for the 

populus, the common people (cf. Urban 1979: 16). All in all, Dylan’s early topical songs 

therefore share numerous commonalities with broadside ballads. However, there are also 

some differences, especially regarding their socio-pragmatic setting. As these differences also 

pertain to the songs in which Dylan referred to ballads in general, they are discussed in chap-

ter 6. Nonetheless, the image of a strong interrelation between the two genres remains. 

5.5 Reverberation of the Ballad Style in other Songs by Bob Dylan 

Apart from the songs and their varirous ways of referring to the ballad tradition mentioned in 

the above chapters, several of Dylan’s compositions feature reverberations of the considerable 

influence the ballad tradition had on his early works in general. The songs referred to in this 

chapter do not draw their themes or style from this tradition to a large extent. Yet a certain 

minor stylistic influence of Dylan’s immersion in traditional genres on his non-traditional 

works is clearly discernible in these songs, as will be shown in the following sub-chapters. 

5.5.1. Use (and Alteration) of the Ballad Stanza 

In some of his songs, Dylan uses an alteration of the ballad stanza (see section 3.3.1). The first 

of two instances analysed in the present thesis is “Desolation Row”, a song featured on Dy-

lan’s 1965 album Highway 61 Revisited. The song is written in triple ballad stanzas: just as in 

most traditional ballads, four-stress lines alternate with three-stress lines (‘ballad metre’). In 

consequence, the rhyme scheme is an extended ballad scheme as well: abcb defe ghih. Verses 

2 and 4 of every quatrain rhyme as mnemonic device. One stanza of “Desolation Row” there-

fore comprises three complete ballad stanzas. Heylin (2009: 248) further noted that the song’s 
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impressive overall length in combination with its use of the ballad meter result in a long epic 

ballad style comparable to “Tam Lin” (Child 39). Furthermore, every stanza ends with a re-

frain consisting of an alternating preposition (from/on/(in)to/about) plus the words “Desola-

tion Row”. In order to illustrate the song’s stanzaic similarities with traditional ballads, its 

first stanza is compared to the first three stanzas of “Tam Lin” (although song and ballad bear 

no similarities in their content): 

 

“Desolation Row”
27

 

 

They’re selling postcards of the hanging 

They’re painting the passports brown 

The beauty parlor is filled with sailors 

The circus is in town 

Here comes the blind commissioner 

They’ve got him in a trance 

One hand is tied to the tight-rope walker 

The other is in his pants 

And the riot squad they’re restless 

They need somewhere to go 

As Lady and I look out tonight 

From Desolation Row 

[...] 

“Tam Lin” (Child 39A)
28

 

 

O I forbid you, maidens a', 

That wear gowd on your hair, 

To come or gae by Carterhaugh, 

For young Tam Lin is there. 

 

There's nane that gaes by Carterhaugh 

But they leave him a wad, 

Either their rings, or green mantles, 

Or else their maidenhead. 

 

Janet has kilted her green kirtle 

A little aboon her knee, 

And she has broded her yellow hair 

A little aboon her bree, 

[...] 

  

Another song composed in ballad metre is “My Back Pages” of the 1964 album Another Side 

of Bob Dylan. The stanzas, however, are not quatrains but again extended, this time into dou-

ble ballad stanzas, rhyming in an abcb defe scheme: 

 

“My Back Pages”
29

 

 

Crimson flames tied through my ears 

Rollin’ high and mighty traps 

Pounced with fire on flaming roads 

Using ideas as my maps 

“We’ll meet on edges, soon,” said I 

Proud ’neath heated brow 

Ah, but I was so much older then 

I’m younger than that now 

[...] 
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As can easily be discerned in the lyrics of “My Back Pages”, Dylan’s songwriting changed 

significantly in 1964. Instead of finger-pointing songs that might as well be broadsides, he 

turned to writing introspective songs with more complex imagery in the following years. “My 

Back Pages” could be regarded as a “vantage point” in Dylan’s evolution as a songwriter, 

when he moved away from balladic style (Heylin 2009: 206). 

5.5.2 Use of the Ballad Rhyme Scheme 

While Dylan only rarely used the original ballad stanza in his autonomous compositions, he 

employed the balladic abcb/xaba rhyme scheme (often in extended variants) in numerous 

songs which are otherwise not connected to the ballad tradition. A few instances are stated 

below. First, an example for his use of the original abcb scheme in his song “If You Gotta Go, 

Go Now”: 

 

“If You Gotta Go, Go Now”
30

 

 

Listen to me, baby 

There’s something you must see 

I want to be with you, gal 

If you want to be with me 

[...] 

 

Secondly, the ‘double ballad’ (abcb defe) rhyme scheme Dylan tended to used more fre-

quently than the original one, as in “With God On Our Side”, “On The Road Again”, “Just 

Like Tom Thumb’s Blues” and “Spanish Harlem Incident”: 

 

“With God On Our Side”
31

 

 

Oh my name it is nothin’ 

My age it means less 

The country I come from 

Is called the Midwest 

I’s taught and brought up there 

The laws to abide 

And that the land that I live in 

Has God on its side 

[...] 

 

 

“On The Road Again”
32

 

 

Well, I wake up in the morning 

There's frogs inside my socks 

Your mama, she's a-hidin' 

Inside the icebox 

Your daddy walks in wearin' 

A Napoleon Bonaparte mask 

Then you ask why I don't live here 

Honey, do you have to ask? 

[...] 
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“Just Like Tom Thumb’s Blues”
33

 

 

When you’re lost in the rain in Juarez 

And it’s Eastertime too 

And your gravity fails 

And negativity don’t pull you through 

Don’t put on any airs 

When you’re down on Rue Morgue Avenue 

They got some hungry women there 

And they really make a mess outta you 

[...] 

 

 

 

 

 

Note: In this instance, there is a slight alteration: 

the second part of the stanza reverberates the 

rhyme of the first part resulting in an abcb dbeb 

rhyme scheme. 

“Spanish Harlem Incident”
34

 

 

Gypsy gal, the hands of Harlem 

Cannot hold you to its heat 

Your temperature’s too hot for taming 

Your flaming feet burn up the street 

I am homeless, come and take me 

Into reach of your rattling drums 

Let me know, babe, about my fortune 

Down along my restless palms 

[...] 

 

 

There are further instances where the songwriter extended the original balladic scheme by 

various methods. Two of the most frequently used were the following: 

(1) Doubling of the originally non-rhyming verses, resulting in rhyming couplets in be-

tween the mnemonic b-rhyme, producing an aabccb scheme. 

(2) Embracing of the ballad stanza with rhyming couplets, resulting in an aa bcdc aa 

scheme. 

(1) “When The Ship Comes In”
35

 

 

Oh the time will come up 

When the winds will stop 

And the breeze will cease to be breathin’ 

Like the stillness in the wind 

’Fore the hurricane begins 

The hour when the ship comes in 

[...] 

(2) “Maggie’s Farm”
36

 

 

I ain’t gonna work on Maggie’s farm no more 

No, I ain’t gonna work on Maggie’s farm no more 

Well, I wake in the morning 

Fold my hands and pray for rain 

I got a head full of ideas 

That are drivin’ me insane 

It’s a shame the way she makes me scrub the floor 

I ain’t gonna work on Maggie’s farm no more 

[...] 
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Note also the frequent repetition of the initial verse (“I ain’t gonna work on Maggie’s farm no 

more”) in “Maggie’s Farm”. The verse reappears, slightly altered, at the beginning and end of 

every new stanza. The song thereby draws, besides its balladic rhyme scheme, on a hallmark 

of ballad style – incremental repetition: 

 

Stanza 2: 

I ain’t gonna work for Maggie’s brother no more 

No, I ain’t gonna work for Maggie’s brother no 

more[...] 

 

Stanza 3: 

I ain’t gonna work for Maggie’s pa no more 

No, I ain’t gonna work for Maggie’s pa no more 

[...] 

Stanza 4: 

I ain’t gonna work for Maggie’s ma no more 

No, I ain’t gonna work for Maggie’s ma no more 

[...] 

 

Stanza 5: 

I ain’t gonna work on Maggie’s farm no more 

No, I ain’t gonna work on Maggie’s farm no 

more[...] 
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6 Bob Dylan – a Balladeer of the 20
th

 Century? 

As the preceding chapters illustrated, Bob Dylan referred to the ballad tradition in manifold 

ways. In some instances where he directly referred to traditional ballads, the relationship be-

tween song and ballad appears to be obvious (section 5.2). Apart from transmuting traditional 

ballads’ lyrics and melodies, he also used his in-depth knowledge of the stylistic features, 

topoi, themes and social functions of ballads for autonomous compositions. By means of this 

knowledge, he composed songs that can be regarded as modernised literate ballads (section 

5.3) and modern political broadside ballads of the 20
th

 century (section 5.4). His immersion in 

the world of traditional music and ballads in his early times as a songwriter even reverberated 

in traces of formal balladic reminiscences in several of his later songs, which are otherwise 

completely independent from the ballad tradition (section 5.5). This raises the question 

whether the analysed material can actually be regarded as modern versions of traditional and 

street ballads or not. Firstly, similarities between ballads and popular music are outlined, fol-

lowed by differences of the genres. Finally, a conclusion as to how Dylan’s songs can ulti-

mately be classified is proposed.  

6.1 Commonalities of Ballads and Popular Music 

As already mentioned in section 5.4.4, ballads and modern popular music have much in com-

mon. Firstly, and probably most importantly, neither of the genres is of an exclusive nature. 

No audiences shall be alienated or hindered from understanding by the use of cryptic or lofty 

lyrics. Instead, ballads as well as popular music (to which Dylan’s oevre is counted) usually 

draw on colloquial language in order to include as great an audience as possible (cf. Schmidt 

1982: 186). Secondly, the ballads’ themes and topics (see section 3.2) are almost congruent 

with the thematic fields of popular music. While there has been a certain tendency towards 

less democratic contents in the last three decades’ popular music compared to one of the 

1960s and 70s, Bob Dylan’s early work is yet unaffected by this trend. His topical songs ful-

fill socio-pragmatic functions similar to the political street ballads of the past centuries (see 

section 5.4). The traditional ballads, on the other hand, depict their common contemporaries’ 

affectations and tastes in their subject areas. A brief glance at the ballads’ (not exhaustive) list 

of topics and themes in section 3.2 will strike the modern listener of popular music (or reader 

of popular fiction, as ballads fulfilled both functions, that of popular music and literature, in 

oral societies) as familiar: A dash of love, tragedy, crime and adventure. However, as is well 
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known, today’s people do not listen to the performances of ballad singers acting on fairs or 

alehouses anymore – what has changed since the age of balladry? 

6.2 Differences between Ballads and Popular Music 

The overall reception conditions of music have changed significantly since the heyday of bal-

lads. Firstly, the European peoples’ steadily growing general literacy fundamentally changed 

forms of entertainment over the past centuries. In oral societies, the anthropological need for 

storytelling (which has already been discussed in section 2.2) was to a considerable extent 

saturated by ballad singers. In today’s literary societies, oral transmission and storytelling 

have considerably lost ground. What are possible reasons for this development? Firstly, the 

reception conditions of music and other forms of audio-visual entertainment have changed 

fundamentally: ‘new media’, the “dissolution of the stratification of musical genres, with re-

placement by new patterns of generic interaction”, the preservation of music on records, CDs 

and digitally, as well as the omnipresence of music and visual entertainment in everyday life 

in all forms are only a few examples of a seemingly never-ending list (Bohlman 1988: 129). A 

further fundamental difference between ballads and modern popular music is the number of 

potential listeners. The reach of the performing ballad singer was limited to the present audi-

ence, printed broadsides rarely trespassed national borders. Solely traditional ballads in some 

instances managed to spread in different versions over different nations, as the example of 

“Seven Curses” / “The Maid Freed From The Gallows” / ”Feher Anna” in section 5.2.8 and 

the rediscovering of numerous British ballads in the Appalachians by Cecil Sharp demonstrat-

ed. However, the process was a slow one and ballads were furthermore transmuted by pro-

cesses of oral transmission. Nowadays, and already at Dylan’s times, it is easily possible to 

broadcast a formally stable, recorded version of a song to billions of possible listeners all over 

the world. Bob Dylan did and still does exactly that, also with his ballad-songs. One question 

seems inevitable: Are these songs, which can in some cases even be considered modern ver-

sions of ballads still ballads? 

6.3 ‘Ballads’ Today? 

Bohlman made a very useful and important distinction as to how songwriters can operate with 

folk music (i.e. ballads): 

Folk music appears in art music in two ways, each demonstrating many variations. In the first of these, 

the integrity of the piece of folk music remains. One can easily recognize the tune or another musical pa-

rameter that the composer attempts to represent with some degree of literalness. [...] In contrast, the com-

poser may seek not to maintain the external integrity of a piece of folk music but rather to penetrate to the 
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essence of folk song style and to appropriate this essence for the composition of art music. (Bohlman 

1988: 47) 

What Bohlman refers to as “art music” is music composed by an individual, such as Bob Dy-

lan. Following this distinction, it is apparent that Dylan’s presumable ‘folk songs’ are not 

‘genuine’ folk music or ballads, the only possible exception being “House Carpenter” which 

might actually really be regarded as an merely slightly altered version of “The Daemon 

Lover” (Child 243). However, there can be a strong interrelation between popular music and 

folk music, as Bohlman himself continues: “the relationship between folk music and art music 

is not an isolated phenomenon based only on the decisions of a few musicians but is one ex-

pression of the complex patterns of change that continually shape different genres in all musi-

cal cultures” (ibid.: 48). What are the implications regarding the classification of Dylan’s 

songs referring and relating to ballads? 

 A possible solution allowing classification of the songs (at least the ones analysed in 

section 5.2) could be reached by making a further distinction in case of the ballads; a distinc-

tion Buchan already advocated in the context of comparing “verbal” (i.e. literary) texts to oral 

texts: “The re-creative mode of oral composition and transmission demands that one thinks in 

terms of both ballad-story and ballad-text rather than ballad, because any ballad-story may 

have innumerable ballad-texts, each one unique” (Buchan 1972: 271, my emphasis). Expand-

ing this paradigm with the dimension of ballad-tune, one is left with a suitable model of 

categorisation. So, why did Bob Dylan turn to folk music and the ballad tradition in the first 

place? And what happened to the ballads he either adopted story, text or tune from? A possi-

ble answer is again provided by Bohlman: 

First, the composer turns to folk music because of its creative potential; in the composer’s treatment the 

folk melody is not a frozen artefact whose survival in oral tradition depends on immutably simple struc-

tures. Second, the engagement of art musicians with folk music reveals even more clearly the fallacy or 

constructing any classification system based on stratified models of noninteracting genres; folk and art 

music are rarely not influencing each other in some way. (Bohlman 1988: 49) 

Dylan adapted balladic matters in various instances and to different degrees. In most cases, he 

referred to or borrowed ballad-stories or -tunes, sometimes in combination, in order to gener-

ate new songs. This fundus of themes, which had stood the test of time for centuries by being 

not forgotten and repeatedly transmitted and transmuted across generations, provided a pro-

lific basis for subsequent artistic processing, further facilitated by the aid of modern technol-

ogy. The stories of numerous ballads, or at least elements of these, live on through the songs 

of Bob Dylan, recorded and preserved for posterity in a stable, fossilized form. Furthermore, 
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Dylan established a connection of his topical songs to the old tradition of the political broad-

side ballads by consciously drawing on stylistic elements of the latter. Both, song and ballad, 

address the burning issues of their times, both are the voice of the common man in an outcry 

against injustice (cf. Schmidt 1982: 143). Ultimately, the decision whether or not a specific 

song can validly be regarded as a modernised version of the ballad it is taking as a basis must 

be made individually by every reader/listener him- or herself. The author refrains from pass-

ing a general sentence; he attempted the present thesis to be an aid for decision-making and 

hopes he succeeded in doing so. 
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7 Conclusion 

A communal origin of ballads, as presumed by various scholars for a long period in time, is 

rather unlikely. The assumption most probable is that of an individual origin of ballads. How-

ever, in the course of their oral transmission, ballads are also transmuted, resulting in their 

typical stylistic features such as repetition, leaping and lingering on the story level and formu-

laic language. Once a ballad is preserved in writing, these processes come to a halt – the bal-

lad fossilizes. This fossilization of ballads happened on a large scale in 18
th

 and 19
th

 centuries 

when in a wave of interest in ballads they were collected and printed in collections by (pre-

)romantic scholars and collectors such as Thomas Percy, Sir Walter Scott and Francis James 

Child. However, the long period of oral transmission and transmutation had led to the evolu-

tion of their specific style as characterised above before their preservation. In their content, 

traditional and broadside ballads fulfilled various functions covered by today’s tabloid press, 

television, topical songs, popular music and fiction. In a largely non-literate society, this oral 

form of entertainment and information proved highly popular and successful. Commercial 

singers of street ballads were confronted with additional challenges compared to traditional 

ballad singers in rural societies: they had to grasp and capture an audience in order to make a 

living and compete with other trades of entertainment. This results in a characteristic style of 

street ballads, attending to commercial needs and marked by communicative interjections in 

the ballads’ lyrics. 

 Bob Dylan came into contact with the art of storytelling early on via his parents, 

grandmother and teachers at school. His fist acquaintance with the ballad tradition took place 

in an indirect manner: in his late youth, he admired the works of Woody Guthrie, who was 

heavily influenced by the folk and ballad tradition. When Dylan came to Greenwich in 1961 

just as the Folk Revival was about to start his influences multiplied. He absorbed spores of 

tradition from other musicians, records and literature. Among his greatest influencers were his 

girlfriend Suze Rotolo and the folk musicians Dave van Ronk, Pete Seeger and Martin Carthy. 

As a result, his 1963/1964 albums The Freewheelin’ Bob Dylan and The Times They Are a-

Changin’ are the works of a songwriter immersed in the ballad and folk tradition. In his later 

works, Dylan moved away from the balladic and topical songs, writing in a more introspec-

tive style and distancing himself from his earlier style. However, several of his songs of the 

previously mentioned albums directly or indirectly relate to both traditional ballads and street 

ballads. Whether or not the respecting songs are modern versions of the ballads they are refer-

ring to (or taking as a basis), cannot be said with certainty. In order to make a valid statement, 
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the two musical genres and the entirely different reception situations of modern popular music 

and ballads in their original setting would have to be investigated further and then juxtaposed, 

which would exceed the scope of the present thesis. However, a distinction of ballads into 

ballad-story, ballad-text and ballad-tune appears applicatory and allows for an analysis and 

localization of the origins of certain constituents in Bob Dylan’s songs.  
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