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The Art of the Ballad 

Ballads, defined simply as ‘poems or songs that 

narrate a story’, have a long tradition, and in German-

speaking lands often expound on the mythical and 

magical. The name 'Erlkönig' possibly originated from 

the Danish Ellekonge ('king of the elves') and is linked 

with the Saxon Herla Cyning, the leader of the Wild Hunt 

that rampaged through the forests of Germanic 

mythology. 

In Roman times, 'Thule' was a name given to a distant, 

northerly place beyond the borders of the known world. 

In Goethe’s Faust, Gretchen sings 'Der König in Thule' 
after her first meeting with the eponymous hero. Like 

many of the songs in Shakespeare’s plays, this reflects 

on the current situation in the story – the king’s goblet is 

his only remaining link with his true and faithful love; how 

will Gretchen’s relationship with Faust turn out? 

Despite being a clergyman, Eduard Mörike was deeply 

interested in the occult and even the demonic. The 

poem of 'Die Geister am Mummelsee', from his novel 

Maler Nolten ('Nolten the Painter'), is part of a shadow-

play called Der Letzte König von Orplid, a magical island 

Mörike invented while studying at the Seminary of 

Tübingen. It tells of the funeral of Ulmon, Orplid’s 

Wizard-King, who claimed equality with the Gods and 

was condemned to live eternally and alone, but is finally 

allowed to die. Mummelsee is a lake in the Black Forest. 

The Lorelei rock is a 132-metre-high outcrop by the 

River Rhine, where strong currents, created by the tight 

bends of the river and the rocks on the riverbed, caused 

many shipwrecks and drownings. The murmuring 

sounds made by these currents, amplified by the rock 

cliff, are the origin of the name Lorelei: Lureln is 

Rhineland dialect for murmuring, and Ley is old German 

for rock. In turn, this gave rise to the legend of a beautiful 

young girl who threw herself into the Rhine in despair 

over an unfaithful lover and was transformed into a siren 

who sat on the rock, combing her hair, and singing to 

lure sailors to their deaths in the river below. 

The tale told by Goethe’s Der Zauberlehrling has had a 

good innings; it was reused by Paul Dukas in his 

symphonic poem of 1897 and by Disney in the 1940 film 

Fantasia. In 1848, Karl Marx and Friedrich Engels alluded 

to Der Zauberlehrling in The Communist Manifesto, in 

which they compared the bourgeois society of their day 

to 'a sorcerer who is no longer able to control the powers 

of the nether world whom he has called up by his spells.' 

Saint-Saëns wrote 'Le pas d'armes du Roi Jean' aged 

just 17, either in his final year at the Paris Conservatoire 

(he began studying there at 13) or very soon after 

leaving. Victor Hugo’s poem describes a tournament at 

the court of Jean II of France, king from 1350-64, who 

was captured by the English at the Battle of Poitiers in 

1356. 

Reynaldo Hahn’s 'Trois jours de vendange' is also a 

teenager’s song, written when he was 16, having met the 

poet Alphonse Daudet the previous year when Daudet 

invited him to write the music for his play L’Obstacle. 

Debussy’s 'Ballade des femmes de Paris' depicts the 

gossip-mongers of Paris, whose tongues Debussy 

himself had to contend with following his affair with 

Emma Bardac (previously mistress and muse of Fauré) 

which led to the attempted suicide of his first wife in 

1904. Debussy and Emma married in 1908, but the 

fallout from the scandal, and the inevitable gossip, 

remained with Debussy for the rest of his life. 

'Yarmouth Fair' originated as a song called ’The 

Magpie’, which the composer EJ Moeran heard sung by 

a roadmender. Moeran wrote it down and showed it to 

Peter Warlock, who arranged it for publication. However, 

Warlock discovered that the words were in fact from an 

old Music-Hall song, so he asked Hal Collins to write new 

words for it. 

On 2 January 1666, Samuel Pepys recorded in his diary 

that he heard a Mrs Knipp sing 'Barbara Allen' at a New 

Year party. This may have been a skit on Barbara Villiers, 

one of the king’s many mistresses (Charles II is known to 

have fathered at least 14 children by at least seven of 

them). Quilter included this arrangement in his Arnold 
Book of Old Songs, a collection of folksongs which he 

dedicated to his nephew Arnold Guy Vivian, who was 

killed during the Second World War. 

'Little Sir William' is one of seven folksong 

arrangements that Britten wrote in America in 1940. In a 

letter to musician and critic Albert Goldberg (7 October 

1941), he wrote 'I have arranged a few British folksongs 

which have been a "wow" wherever performed so far'. 

Britten and Pears regularly gave these as encores in 

their recitals together. 

The text of Samuel Barber’s 'Solitary Hotel' is from 

James Joyce’s novel Ulysses; characters Stephen 

Dedalus and Leopold Bloom imagine a solitary alpine 

hotel where a woman and a man flirt. She writes a 

mysterious letter, which mentions the Queen’s Hotel, at 

which point the fantasy breaks down as Bloom is 

reminded of the Queen’s Hotel in Ennis, County Clare, 

where his father committed suicide. 

The subtitle of William Bolcom’s 'Black Max', 'As told 

by the de Kooning Boys', refers to a group of painters, 

including Jackson Pollock and Mark Rothko, associated 

with the Dutch-American artist Willem de Kooning, who 

liked to amuse his friends with stories of a mysterious 

man in Rotterdam who dressed in black and may even 

have been a personification of Death. 'George' tells the 

bittersweet story of the life and murder of a gender-

nonconforming person, perhaps a drag artist or a trans 

woman. It was written in August 1981 at Ann Arbor, the 

location of the University of Michigan, where Bolcom 

taught composition. 
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Please do not turn the page until the song and its accompaniment have 
ended. 
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Johann Wolfgang von 
Goethe 
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Song continues overleaf. Please turn the page as quietly as possible. 
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Song continues overleaf. Please turn the page as quietly as possible.



 

 

 (1874-1947)  

 (1891) 
Alphonse Daudet 

 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 



 (1862-1918)  

 (1910) 

 (1894-1930)  

 (1924) 
Hal Collins 

 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
Please do not turn the page until the song and its accompaniment 
have ended. 



   

 

arranged by Roger Quilter 
Anonymous 
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(1968-9) 
James Joyce 



 (b.1938)  

 (1977-1985) 
Arnold Weinstein 

 

    

Translations of Schubert and Liszt by Richard Stokes from The Book of 
Lieder published by Faber & Faber, with thanks to George Bird, co-
author of The Fischer-Dieskau Book of Lieder, published by Victor 
Gollancz Ltd. Wolf by Richard Stokes © from The Complete Songs of 
Hugo Wolf. Life, Letters, Lieder (Faber, 2021). Saint-Saëns, Hahn and 
Debussy by Richard Stokes from A French Song Companion 
(Johnson/Stokes) published by OUP. 




