English Songs: Ancient and Modern. 9

;l:i)nprﬁceded them, few genuine re-
thoush ave come down to us; sl-
Versigo the tunes «and modernized
o 0s of many of the ballads which
as Yt hsan% have been preserved, such
Chas € famous “Ballad of Chevy
osae’ the” mournful story of “ Fair
o thfnond‘: the adventures of the
. g; olcalb Robin Hood,” who was
e r_}‘eh ut many, the doleful ballad
legend 0: Babes in the Wood,” a
it ooy o unknown antiquity, of which
robinyr (61: sald that it has made the
Tand ae dbreast a sacred bird in Eng-
the l;ean touched with compassion
The Ert 19f the roughest clodhopper.
an b'ndg 1sh boy will rob the nest of
siny ‘ lg that sings, or that cannot
robgir; “Ut to disturb the nest of the
o the bold beggar with the glit-
not g <leye and scarlet bosom,” is held,
but zgly t]? be cruel and ungenerous,
ol ucl . If the robin redbreasts
thoir liorl y but know how many of
ar fv‘e‘s have been spared for the
Wh'e]o .. an old song,” and the pity
ICh 1t has inspired, they would
thoeveij .acllround the graves of poets as
o y “x over th(; unburied bodies of
€ ‘““children in the wood,” and
Strew them with leaves in grateful re-
Mmembrance of the power and tender-
ness of poetry.
In the days prior to the invention
of printing, when the wealthy classes
thought it no shame to be unable to
read and write, the ballad-maker was
a power in the State. Richard the
Irst, the great Coeur-de-Lion {whose
Name is still invoked to frighten un-
ruly children in Syria and Palestine)
Was unable to sign his name, but he
Wwas familiar with the poetry of the
g‘oubadours. He knew nothing of
€ songs of Celtic or Saxon English-
tr;:en’ but had committed to memory
& choicest effusions of the N orman
omtllllse. . And, indeed, if kings and
o v:; igh personages, to say nothing
€ geatry and trading classes,
would not derive all their knowledge

of the affairs of this world from the
priests, who possessed the keys of
learning, or from actual observation
with their own eyes, which was al-
ways difficult, and sometimes impos-
sible, they were glad to gather infor-
mation, combined with amusement,
from the minstrels, who travelled all
over the country, mixed with -all
classes, heard all the news, and
learned all the opinion that was cur-
rent. But the invention of printing
gradually operated a change. The
minstrels, who by this time had lost
their original and honourable appella-
tion, and were called ¢ crowders,” or
““fiddlers,” were thrown out of bread.
They ceased, by degrees, to be the
favourites of the wealthy, and found
their only refuge among the poor and
illiterate, and became of scarcely
more repute than the mountebanks
and merry-andrews of country fairs.
An Act of Parliament of the thirty-
ninth year of Queen Elizabeth classed
them as “rogues, vagabonds, and
sturdy vagrants,” a legal definition
which still applies in England to strol-
ling actors and singers, and which
might, with a little stretching, be ap-
plied to a prima donna on a pro-
vincial tour. King Henry the Eighth,
notwithstanding the cares of State, his
love-making, his wife-killing, and his
quarrels with the pope, Cardinal Wol-
sey, and his great nobles, found time
to write songs, one of which was en-
titled “Pastime with Good Company.”
In a MS. still in existence, and known
to be of his reign, are two songs, in
pure, though quaint, English, which
may be quoted as among the earliest
songs remaining in the language :—

Ab, my sweet sweeting

My little pretty sweeting,

My sweeting will I love, wherever I go.
She is so proper and pure,
F ull steadfast, stable, and demure,
There is none such, you may be sure,

As my sweet sweeting.
The other, entitled “ The " Loyal
Lover,” is equally smooth and vocal :—



