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During the Middles Ages,
wandering minstrels traveled
throughout the countryside of
England and the rest of Europe
singing songs in exchange for
food and lodging. These songs
the minstrels sang are called
ballads. No one is certain how
old the first ballads are, who
their authors were, or how they
came to be written. But what-
ever their origins, ballads were
sung for hundreds of years.
Different versions arose as peo-
ple, moving from one place to
another, forgot some of the
older lines, substituted new
ones of their own, or made
changes to suit the time and
place. Centuries went by before
these ballads were written

down in any permanent form.
Today we have a number of
versions of some of the same
ballads.

Although ballads sprang from
many sources and often under-
went drastic revisions in the
telling, there are certain distinc-
tive features common to most
ballads. First of all, the ballad
is a highly dramatic story told
in verse, with an emphasis on
action. Ballads deal with basic
subjects like treachery, cun-
ning, death, love, jealousy. Few
of the old ballads are humor-
ous. Most of them are tragic,
dealing with sensational

events—but they do so objec-
tively, with little or no emotion
or moralizing.

Ballads often contain dia-
logue, and their stories deal
with a limited number of char-
acters and incidents. There is
little description; only those
facts are included which are
necessary for narrating the ac-
tion. To do this, the minstrels

often used a kind of shorthand,

using stereotyped characters
and actions which are some-
times almost symbolic. For ex-

ample, the crowing of a rooster

means “‘morning” to us now as
it did in the Middle Ages, and
the giving of a ring still symbo-
lizes engagement or marriage.
The making of a bed usually
meant preparing a deathbed or
coffin, and feeding someone
eels meant poisoning, although
these actions no longer carry
the same significance to us as
they did to earlier audiences.

Another feature is the char-
acteristic verse form used in
most of the old ballads. The
stanzas are composed of four
lines, and the second and
fourth lines of each stanza
rhyme. Phrases or whole lines
are very often repeated, and
rhythm usually follows a quite
definite pattern.
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