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The term “folk music” was invented by nineteenth-century scholars to describe 
the music of the peasantry, age-old and anonymous. Nowadays it covers such a 
multitude of sins as to be almost meaningless. To me it means homemade-type 
music played mainly by ear, arising out of older traditions but with a meaning for 
today. I use it only for a lack of a better word. Similarly I have had to accept the 
label “folksinger,” although “a professional singer of amateur music,” would be 
more accurate in my own case. 
No matter. Just remember that words are slippery things.1  

– Pete Seeger (The Incompleat Folksinger, 1972) 
 
 Regardless of Pete Seeger’s reservations about the connotations of the term folk 

music, his statement that “words are slippery things” resonates deeply not only with the 

genre-label “folk music,” but also the very nature of folk music itself. Folk songs are 

slippery things, not only their words, but also the tunes to which they are sung. These 

songs represent a constantly shifting corpus, to be reshaped by the individual at will in 

the face of a continuous tradition that has remained relatively stable for centuries. This 

paper deals with the notions of stability and variation as they exist in the Anglo-American 

folk song tradition. To frame this discussion, I employ Jean-Jacquez Nattiez’s discussion 

of Jean Molino’s tripartite system of analysis (the level of the poietic, neutral, and 

esthesic) as it relates to music in general, and folk music in the oral tradition specifically. 

This paper is less concerned with the problems of the definition of folk music (though 

they are discussed) than it is with the broader conceptual issues that revolve around 

variation and “poietic license” within the folk music tradition of the United States and 

Great Britain. 

As a practical approach to this study, I will analyze both the texts and tunes of 

four versions of the popular ballad Barbara Allen (Child ballad # 84) as recorded in the 

field by Sidney Robertson in 1938–39, and two proponents of the mid-twentieth-century 

                                                
1 Pete Seeger, The Incompleat Folksinger, ed. Jo Metcalf Schwartz, (Lincoln, NE: University of Nebraska 
Press, 1972), 5. 
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folk song revival, Pete Seeger and Joan Baez. Although I reference previous studies made 

of this ballad, Charles Seeger’s and Bertrand Bronson’s in particular, the aim of this 

paper is not to merely replicate previous scholarship; rather I attempt to reframe some of 

the larger issues and problems that arise when faced with a malleable object of study that 

seemingly has no single “true” representation, and to include  music that represents an 

approach to folk song that elevates the genre to a position of prominence within wider 

mainstream culture, a place where folk music did not exist only a few decades earlier. As 

we shall see, there are many aspects of folk music that are slippery, from the concept of 

oral vs. written tradition, to aspects of transcription, publication, performer prerogative 

and memory, and assumed audiences for the music, all of which intersect with a 

constantly shifting trace – the folk song that is ever-varied, yet stable as a representation 

of the song itself. 

Nattiez, in his description of Molino’s tripartite system, describes the poietic level 

as the process of creation that may be described or reconstituted. He refers to the three 

elements of the poietic as laid out by French philosopher Ètienne Gilson, the inventor of 

the term: (1) deliberations on what must be done to produce the object, (2) operations 

upon external materials, and (3) the production of the work.2 Jean Molino borrowed this 

term and applied it to his own research in poetry. In brief, Molino defined the poietic as 

being the study of the rules and techniques for the work, an analysis of strategies of 

production by the author from either the author’s notes or characteristics of the work 

itself, a study of the intentions of the artist, and a reconstruction of the conscious or 

                                                
2 Jean-Jacques Nattiez, Music and Discourse: Toward a Semiology of Music, trans.  
Carolyn Abbate (Princeton, NJ: Princeton University Press, 1990), 12–13. 
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unconscious expressive meaning within the work.3 In the case of the folk song tradition 

with which I am working, the poietic level is at one level ultimately obscured, because 

the author of most of the folk songs is unknown. Thus the primacy of the poietic level 

shifts from the author to the performer or interpreter of a song at a given moment. This 

shift brings to bear some thorny issues of identity and authenticity when it comes to 

dealing with who is interpreting the work, their background, skill level, memory, or even 

the circumstances of their performance. 

The esthesic level lies at the other end of the of the tripartition, a term employed 

by Paul Valéry that describes the “receiving” end of the work, or according to Nattiez, 

the act of constructing meaning in the course of an active perceptual process.4 This level 

refers not only to the perception of a work from, in the case of music, the listener’s 

standpoint, but also any other act of approaching the work from the position of an 

outsider, such as the act of musical and scientific analyses of a work, or the act of 

learning songs through watching performances, reading written sources, or listening to 

recordings. 

The neutral, or immanent, level of the tripartition is concerned with the work 

itself. Nattiez refers to the manifestation of this level as the trace, a physical or material 

representation of the work that is accessible to the five senses. “Neutral” refers to the 

notion that both the poietic (what the composers intentions may have been) and esthesic 

(what the work “says” to the receiver), aspects of the object have, in effect, been 

neutralized.5 According to Nattiez, examples of the material reality of the trace include 

the score, a live production of a work, a printed text, a recording, or any other physical 

                                                
3 Ibid., 13. 
4 Ibid., 12. 
5 Ibid., 13. 
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entity that results from the poietic process. Analysis of the trace occurs outside of the 

purely neutral level, and should not be confused with the trace as an immanent 

representation of the work. Nattiez states that “analysis of the neutral level is dynamic; it 

displaces itself constantly, as the analysis takes place: hence its paradoxical character.”6 

This distinction between the neutral level and its analysis involves some problematic 

issues regarding the physical manifestation of a folk song. With regard to folk song, the 

case of the published song whether it be through a broadside, songbook, or a scholar’s 

transcription must be viewed with a degree of suspicion, due to the mediation that occurs 

at the esthesic level. A live performance of a song or a recording may also be placed in 

the category of the trace, but again this distinction becomes problematic because any 

performance relies on both a performer and listener, and thus touches on both the poietic 

and esthesic levels. 

 
In Search of the Poietic: Some Definitions of, and Debates about, Folk Song 

 
The question of what exactly is a “folk song” can be particularly problematic 

when trying to define the scope of this discussion. Most scholars and folksingers agree 

that a folk song tends to be passed from person to person by word of mouth, often over 

many generations. When asked what was folk music, Bob Dylan, who “hated these kind 

of questions” replied that they were “handed down songs.”7 Most definitions of folk song 

conform to George Herzog’s characterization in the Funk and Wagnall’s Standard 

Dictionary of Folklore, Mythology, and Legend (1950): 

 
Folk song comprised the poetry and music of groups whose literature is 
perpetuated not by writing and print, but through oral tradition. These groups, 

                                                
6 Ibid., 32. 
7 Bob Dylan, Chronicles: Volume One (London: Simon and Schuster, 2004), 7–8. 
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primarily rural, are better able to preserve some of the older culture of the national 
unit of which they form a part, than the population of the cities with its more 
sophisticated, more international civilization, which is subject to faster changes 
and fluctuations of fashion. Folk song is thus part of folk culture, which is distinct 
from that of the cities and represents only certain facets of the culture of the 
nation.8 

 
Herzog himself recognizes that the dichotomy between rural and city culture is somewhat 

flimsy, and that these generalizations would soon be in need of qualifications. Bruno 

Nettl, in the Harvard Dictionary of Music notes that, “the concept of folk music is 

difficult to define precisely, and the lines between it and other types of music such as art, 

popular, religious, and tribal music are blurred. It is most useful in explicating the 

musical culture of Europe and the Americas before ca. 1920….”9  

 Although folk songs are generally assumed to be anonymous, this assumption 

does not connote that the song did not have a primary author at its inception. Debates 

about the authorship of folk songs were prevalent in the nineteenth century, with 

positions falling largely into one of two camps: those who claimed the notion of 

communal authorship, and others who disagreed with this idea, insisting that folk music 

was composed by a single primary author. Proponents of this first position, such as 

Johann Gottfried Herder and Jacob Grimm, subscribed to the statement that “das Volk 

dichtet,” or in other words, that there was a general Volksgeist, or folk spirit, that led to 

spontaneous folk collaboration, that the folk poetry creates itself. Opponents to this 

                                                
8 George Herzog, “Song: Folk Song and the Music of Folk Song,” in Funk and Wagnall’s Standard 
Dictionary of Folklore, Mythology, and Legend, vol. 2, ed. Maria Leach and Jerome Fried (New York: 
Funk and Wagnall’s, 1950), 1032–33.  
9 Bruno Nettl, “Folk Music,” in The Harvard Dictionary of Music, ed. Don Randel (Cambridge MA: The 
Belknap Press of the Harvard University Press, 1986), 315. 



Davidson 6 

notion of communal creation were poets such as, Bishop Percy, Sir Walter Scott, and 

Karl Friedrich Wilhelm Schlegel, who insisted that “a poem implies a poet.”10 

 In the twentieth century, scholars of folk song tended to favor the notion of 

“communal re-creation,” as termed by Phillips Barry in 1933.11 Communal re-creation 

implies that although folk music had at one time been composed by an individual, 

subsequent revisions to the song made after its original inception create new versions of 

the piece. These new versions often retain aspects of the song’s original identity, but 

ultimately blur its poietic structure, creating a piece that is at once recognizable as the 

piece itself, but at the same time constantly in flux. Bruno Nettl notes that communal re-

creation is one of the aspects of folk song that distinguishes it from other kinds of 

music.12 

 Another important idea in the definition of folk song is Cecil Sharp’s three 

principles of the evolutionary nature of folk song or folk song canon: continuity, 

variation, and selection. Sharp’s trinity was adopted by his student and assistant Maud 

Karpeles, who later saw that it was adopted by the International Folk Music Council as 

the cornerstone of their official definition of folk song at their meeting in Sao Paolo 

Brazil in 1954, where Karpeles was present. 

 “Continuity” is the term Sharp used to describe this insistence of type, which 

creates a link between the past and the present, and preserves tradition. According to 

Sharp, “insistence of type must be the rule, variation the exception. Otherwise, types 

                                                
10 10 Cecil Sharp, English Folk Song: Some Conclusions, 1907, 4th ed. prepared by Maud Karpeles. 
(Belmont: Calif: Wadsworth Publishing Company, Inc., 1965), 11. 
11 Phillips Barry, “Communal Re-Creation” Bulletin of the Folk-Song Society of the Northeast 5 (1933): 4–
6. 
12Bruno Nettl, Folk and Traditional Music of the Western Continents  (Englewood 
Cliffs, NJ: Prentice Hall, 1973), 5. 
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would be so quickly changed and multiplied that their relationships to one another would 

be obscured, their genealogies concealed, and order give place to chaos.”13 Continuity 

refers not only to the song itself, in its ability to withstand variations and reinterpretations 

over a long span or time, but also to the overall folk song canon of a given tradition, 

which must ensure its stability in order to remain active as a tradition. This notion of 

stability is also associated with characteristics within the songs, such as musical 

vocabularies, poetic, metrical, and rhythmic tendencies, melodic or textual formulae, or 

characteristic types of ornamentation.  

 “Variation” refers to the process by which folk songs retain their vitality, as well 

as the individual stamp that enables each performer to participate on the poietic end of 

the tripartition. Variation can happen in a number of different ways, whether it is due to a 

performer’s memory, such as forgetting verses in a song or bits of a melody, or that 

person’s prerogative, in the manner of “bettering” a song’s text or melody, imbuing bits 

of the performer’s own experience, or adding regional or historical colorations to the text 

itself. Performers often times vary songs from performance to performance, or within the 

song itself, by way of adding ornaments or straying from tempo giusto (strict time) into a 

looser parlando rubato style of delivery. 

 According to Sharp, “selection” is a communal act, in which songs or variations 

are kept or replaced based on the response of the audience. These decisions help to shape 

the canon itself and largely reflect the core concerns of a given communities, their values, 

and sense of origin. New compositions tend to undergo a vetting process that takes a song 

which lies on the boundary of the community’s canon and, provided its acceptability in 

concordance with the appropriate aesthetic and social criteria of that canon, brings it 
                                                
13 Cecil Sharp, English Folk Song: Some Conclusions, 21. 
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toward the canonic core.14 In this sense, Sharp’s three principles act in a circular fashion. 

Given the ability for oral tradition to absorb change through the act of variation, the 

continuity or stability of the canon can be bolstered through individual creativity and 

collective approbation. 

 Bertrand H. Bronson, in an article titled “The Morphology of the Ballad-Tunes 

(Variation, Selection, and Continuity)” takes Sharp and others to task for placing so much 

importance on the process of variation. Although Bronson acknowledges Sharp’s 

aforementioned statement that type is the rule and variation the exception, he notes that 

Sharp devotes four to five times the amount of space to variation than he does to the other 

two categories. Bronson is unequivocal about his beliefs about the fascination with 

variation: “variation, when subject to no control, can be but lawless multiplication of 

diversity. However fascinating the spectacle of mere diversity, it leads us nowhere.”15 

Bronson is not opposed to variation, however, and recognizes it as potentially a 

“genuinely positive and re-creative” part of folk song tradition.16 Bronson takes issue 

with Sharp’s tripartite evolutionary process, which he believes has been subsequently 

established as orthodox dogma (perhaps initiated by Karpeles). He states that the notion 

of selection was used more to complete an analogy, that of natural selection as it applies 

to the Darwinian theory of evolution, and that it is difficult to test the theory of selection 

through actual practice.17 Eliminating selection from the equation, Bronson posits that 

continuity and variation are perfectly able to continue on their own. He states that folk-

                                                
14 Philip Bohlman, The Study of Folk Music in the Modern World (Bloomington, IN: University of Indiana 
Press, 1988) 31–2. 
15 Bertrand H. Bronson, “The Morphology of the Ballad-Tunes (Variation, Selection, and Continuity),” The 
Journal of American Folklore 67/263 (1954): 1. 
16 Bronson, “The Morphology of the Ballad-Tunes (Variation, Selection, and Continuity),” 2. 
17 Bronson, “The Morphology of the Ballad-Tunes (Variation, Selection, and Continuity),” 2–3. 
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memory does not remember things with note-for-note accuracy, and that what is 

remembered is “a melodic idea in a state of fluid suspension [which is precipitated] into a 

fresh condensation with each rendition, even with each new stanza sung. There is no 

correct form of the tune from which to depart, or to sustain, but only an infinite series of 

positive realizations of the melodic idea.”18 This fluid melodic idea reflects a sort of 

stability in and of itself, in that for all of the variations that a performer can throw at a 

melody, it still retains its inherent identity. This self-limiting control over variation that is 

associated with the notion of continuity of melody in effect takes over the role that 

selection played in Sharp’s system. 

 
Creating a Trace: Interpretation, Transcription, and the Effects of Written Tradition 

 
Oral tradition, though it serves as the cornerstone for most definitions of folk 

song, cannot be mistaken as a pure entity; it does not exist within a vacuum, and written 

tradition and literacy cannot be ignored in the study of the dissemination of folk song. 

According to Philip Bohlman, “it is virtually impossible in the twentieth century to 

discover folk music traditions that are purely oral or exclusively literate.”19 Charles 

Seeger also investigated the relationship between orality and literacy, positing that most 

music existed along a continuum of the two, with purely oral traditions being reserved for 

entirely non-literate cultures, and purely written traditions being a subject of mere 

speculation.20 The written trace serves to crystallize for a moment, albeit with varying 

degrees of mediation, the process of canon formation and propagation. At best, this trace 

                                                
18 Bronson, “The Morphology of the Ballad-Tunes (Variation, Selection, and Continuity),” 6. 
19 Philip Bohlman, The Study of Folk Music in the Modern World, 30. 
20 Charles Seeger, “Oral Tradition in Music,” in Funk and Wagnall’s Standard Dictionary of Folklore, 
Mythology, and Legend, vol. 2, ed. Maria Leach and Jerome Fried (New York: Funk and Wagnall’s, 1950), 
826. 
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can reinforce the canon, and, at worst, by inserting substandard repertory in the case of 

poor transcriptions or shoddy publications, corrupt it. 

The two types of written trace that I will consider are transcriptions made for 

study and systematic classification by the scholar, and those intended for publication, 

either under the watchful eye of a trained musician, or as a result of the desire to make 

publications as quickly as possible for a mass consumer base. Recordings may also be 

considered in this category of trace, both those that are produced as a result of scholarly 

study, as in the case of the recordings made for the Archive of American Folk Song of the 

Library of Congress, and those that are intended to reach a much larger audience, as in 

the case of commercial recordings. 

Studies beginning in the first half of the twentieth century of folk song, as made 

by George Herzog, Béla Bartók, Ilmari Krohn, Oswald Koller, Phillips Barry, Sigurd 

Hustvedt, and Samuel Bayard, among others, attempted to classify folk melodies 

systematically in order to create a large body of data with which to work so that they 

could discover patterns of relationships between the songs. Although these studies were 

undertaken from an esthesic stance of a listener toward the analyzed object in order to 

create an objective trace as an end in and of itself, they were also an attempt discover to 

some extent a performer’s intention while singing a given song. Assumptions about 

intended rhythm or pitch, or which variations or ornaments to include in order to create a 

representative melody are all decisions that place the scholar in front of the trace, and 

make him or her responsible for the shape the neutral level ultimately takes. Thus the 

esthesic shifts toward the poietic stance in order to create a neutral level for the scholar to 

study. This process is not necessarily a negative one, however; many of the important 
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studies into melodic classification, such as Ilmari Krohn’s theory of tune families, and 

Hustvedt’s lexicographical melodic studies resulted from such research.  

Although Nattiez did not investigate music of oral tradition at length in his book 

Music and Discourse (he endeavored to devote more time to the subject in an as-of-yet 

unpublished second volume), he made important observations about transcription and the 

semiology of interpretation. Nattiez poses the question that because “music is an art of 

‘interpretation,’ where does the poietic process end and the esthesic process begin?”21 If 

one believes that the musical work is not completely realized until it has been performed, 

then the poietic end of the spectrum does not end until the work has been completed, thus 

commingling with the esthesic reception of the work. Because of this nexus of poietic 

and esthesic, Nattiez reserves analysis of the neutral trace to the graphic sign (score) 

alone, because it “precedes interpretation.”22 When notation is absent, however, the trace 

must be constructed from the outside in the form of a transcription, which should to a 

large degree accurately represent the object that it wishes to describe (as in the case of 

descriptive notation). In notation or transcription after the fact, as in music of oral 

tradition or certain experimental music the position of the performer must be factored 

into the equation. Nattiez states that, “in musics of oral tradition, the musical product is 

merged with the act of performing, and there is no longer a material prototype for the 

‘work.’”23 He diagrams this process as: 

Poietic Process  Musical Result  Esthesic Process 
 
 
 
 

                                                
21 Jean-Jacques Nattiez, Music and Discourse, 72. 
22 Ibid., 72. 
23 Ibid., 73. 
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as opposed to the process as it exists in written Western art music: 
 
 Poietic Process  Score  Musical Result  Esthesic Process 
           
       Interpretation (performance) 
 

Transcription generally exists along a continuum that ranges from general to 

specific. The researcher might wish to get the overall structure and rhythm and pitch 

content of the melody through a process of prescriptive notation, or he or she may 

attempt to account for every minute detail in a given melody, as in a descriptive 

transcription. The latter course can be problematic, however, and according to Bertrand 

Bronson, extremely detailed transcriptions “are scientifically interesting, but too 

synchronous and diminutive to be of much historical interest….”24 Furthermore, folk 

singers do not sing identical versions of their songs from performance to performance or 

even from stanza to stanza. Therefore, most studies tend to focus on a more subjective 

approximation of what the singer might have “had in mind,”25 which, of course, places 

the researcher back into the mind of the performer and, therefore, into the poietic end of 

the spectrum. Because one must have the experience of hearing the piece in the first place 

in order to make a transcription (and enter into the esthesic level), one might believe that 

any such endeavor is corrupted from the outset because the transcription has already been 

mediated by the transcriber. This conundrum is seemingly unavoidable, but it does not 

mean that one should abandon attempts to analyze music without a pre-existing score. 

Folk song transcriptions intended for publication can function in a very different 

manner than those made by the scholar. Such is the case with broadside ballads, one-

sheet circulars that were published quickly with the intention of reaching the widest 

                                                
24 Bertrand Harris Bronson, The Traditional Tunes of the Child Ballads, 5 vols. (Princeton, NJ: Princeton 
University Press, 1959), xxvii. 
25 Ibid., xvii. 
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audience possible, which have long been demonized by scholars of folk song. The 

broadside publications generally offered new texts, often about current events or regional 

concerns, which were to be sung to pre-existing melodies as suggested by the authors. 

Older ballads, such as the Child ballads, were also published in this manner, but for the 

large part these ballads were intended to be sold as novelties. Later on these broadsides 

were published in small booklets of three or four songs, called garlands. Cecil Sharp 

stated the broadside ballads were “the productions of the literary hacks of the towns, the 

Fleet Scribblers of the day; occasionally they were written by ballad-mongers of literary 

repute….”26 Sharp admitted that the agency of the broadside ballad did serve to preserve 

in some way texts and tunes that might have been lost otherwise, however. This particular 

type of trace and its effect on folk song tradition is not limiting, nor does it doom a 

particular song to mere regurgitation by the performer. Rather, from the first performance 

the poietic process of re-creation may begin, and eventually the song finds its way back 

into oral tradition through subsequent performances. These publications enacted a 

reciprocal effect upon the canon, once again moving from the boundaries to the canonic 

core. 

Published songbooks, or songsters, which generally contained only texts of songs, 

were another important tool of the dissemination of folk song during the nineteenth and 

early twentieth centuries. Many of these songsters were produced in the Northeast, and 

tended to reflect the ballad tradition of that region. For the most part, early nineteenth-

century songsters in the U.S. contained flowery and ornate popular songs from Britain 

and poems, and many of these songs did not survive in the canon.27 By mid-century, 

                                                
26 Cecil Sharp, English Folk Song: Some Conclusions, 126. 
27 Norm Cohen, Folk Music: A Regional Exploration (Westport, Conn.: Greenwood Press, 2005) 213. 
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however, songsters such as The Forget-Me-Not Songster: Containing a Choice 

Collection of Old Ballad Songs, as Sung by our Grandmothers and The American 

Songster, a Collection of Songs, as Sung in the Iron Days of ’76 included older ballads 

and songs, and their popularity (The Forget-Me-Not Songster sold over 150,000 copies) 

rejuvenated the folk song tradition.28 Furthermore, idiosyncrasies within some of these 

songsters, such as unique stanzas, allowed for scholars to trace the origin of a particular 

version to a particular source. 

Twentieth-century songbooks in the U.S., such as John and Alan Lomax’s 

American Ballads and Folk Songs (1934) and Our Singing Country (1941) represented a 

product of the recent revival of interest in folk music in the country, and embodied a 

combination of both scholarly rigor and genuine enthusiasm to get the music out to the 

people. The second volume, which much to the Lomaxes’ disappointment failed to sell as 

well as the first, utilized Ruth Crawford Seeger for its transcriptions of the songs. She 

worked from a number of recordings contained in the AAFS, many of which had never 

before been published in written form. Crawford Seeger’s task of transcription was 

toward a different purpose than those described previously; her audience was not a group 

of musically literate scholars, but rather a wider mainstream of amateur musicians. 

Crawford Seeger’s The Music of American Folk Song, originally intended as a 

long appendix to Our Singing Country, was later published as in book-form in 2001. 

Throughout its nearly seventy pages Crawford Seeger painstakingly detailed all of the 

decisions that she had to make in order to come to a melody that she felt was an accurate 

representation of a given song. With regard to larger aspects of a song, she came up with 

two concepts that have gained currency in subsequent folk music scholarship: she 
                                                
28 Ibid., 213–14. 
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employed the term “song norm,” to define which basic tune patterns recur among 

different versions of a given song, and “Majority usage” to indicate which variations a 

certain performer may include in preponderant number of stanzas so that they might be 

included in the overall melody.29 She was careful not to conflate the melodies of more 

than one stanza, but rather chose complete melodies that represented the song as 

accurately as possible. She also attempted to represent the songs in simple meters as 

opposed to compound, not only for ease of reading by the audience, but also because she 

felt that simple meters tended to reinforce the metrical accents as the singers actually 

performed them.30 Crawford Seeger also examined on more minute details within a song, 

and she created a number of underlimits for the amount of detail that she wished to show 

within the notation, which would account for such moments as when a singer might 

deviate from standard tuning by less than a half step, relax the tempo a bit, or prolong a 

measure either by way of an extra rest or note held longer than expected. Her attention to 

detail and attempts to ultimately get out of the way of the song herself show a sensitivity 

to the trace that she wished to produce. Crawford Seeger and the Lomaxes consciously 

wished to make these songs known as widely as possible by inserting them into the 

canonic core, ultimately beginning the poietic process anew. 

 
In Search of Barbara Allen: A Comparison of Popular and Field Recordings   
 
In this section I will examine a number of variants of the ballad Barbara Allen, 

catalogued by Francis J. Child as ballad # 84. This ballad has remained one of the most 

popular, not only among Child ballads, but also among the entirety of the folk song 

                                                
29 Ruth Crawford Seeger, The Music of American Folk Song, ed. Larry Polansky,  
with Judith Tick, (Rochester, NY: University of Rochester Press, 2001), 22–3. 
30 Ibid., 41–43. 
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canon, and has been recorded by scores of folk and popular singers. I will consider both 

text and tune of four different versions of the song, two from Sidney Robertson’s field 

recordings from her California folk music project for the WPA, and two from popular 

folk singers Joan Baez and Pete Seeger, both of whom represent the more conservative 

side of the folk music revival. Although each of these songs was performed by 

performers from the U.S. and contain characteristics typical of this country, I will expand 

the discussion to historical versions from the English and Scottish tradition. In order to 

frame the discussion musically, I will use two major studies of the tunes of Barbara 

Allen: Charles Seeger’s “Versions and Variants of the Tunes of ‘Barbara Allen’” (1966) 

and Bertrand Bronson’s The Traditional Tunes of the Child Ballads (1959–72).  

 Although certain aspects of plot may differ across textual variants of Barbara 

Allen, the overall story tends to remain consistent.31 It begins with a setting of either time 

(All in the merry month of May, or In and about Martinmas time) or place (In Scarlet 

Town, Scotland town, etc.). These opening lines are referred to as “framing devices” or 

“formulaic” openings in that they are typical opening lines that serve to establish the 

world in which the story resides in a conventional manner. The main characters are also 

introduced at this time: Sir John Graeme (Graham) who is in love with Barbara Allen 

(Barbara Allan, Barbry Allen, etc.). In U.S. versions the main male character is also 

referred to as Young Jimmy Green, Young Johnny, or even Sweet William, a point to 

which I will return later. Many versions of the song proceed immediately to John who is 

sick with love and on his deathbed after he has been slighted by Barbara Allen. He sends 

his servants to fetch her, and when she arrives he asks for her pity, but she rebukes him 

for slighting her at the tavern, stating that he toasted all of the women there but not 
                                                
31 For textual variations of Barbara Allen, see Appendix A: Texts of Barbara Allen. 
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herself. At this point John typically turns his face to the wall and says farewell to the 

world. She leaves him to die and on her way home Barbara Allen hears the church 

(death) bells ringing, which to her sound as if they are rebuking her for being unkind, at 

which moment she realizes that his death meant that he really loved her. She returns 

home and asks her mother to prepare her bed for she is to die tomorrow out of guilt. 

 Barbara Allen is typically written as four-line stanzas with the second and fourth 

lines rhyming. It is set in iambic scansion (short-long accents) with alternating eight and 

seven syllable lines, in alternating accent pattern of four- and three-foot lengths – a meter 

that is referred to as “ballad meter.” There are generally pauses after the second and 

fourth lines, the latter pause being longer than the first. The contour and cadences of the 

melodic phrases tend to mirror the poetic phrase structure, with cadences after the second 

and fourth lines, the final cadence being stronger than the middle cadence. 

 Variations of this story include stanzas that deal with moral themes. In some of 

the versions appended at the end of the paper Barbara Allen curses herself for being so 

cruel (Child Version B: “A hard-hearted creature that I was/To slight one that loved me 

so dearly;” Victor Version C: “Farewell, ye virgins all,” she said/“And shun the fault I’ve 

fell in/Henceforward take warning by the fall/Of cruel Barbara Allen.”) Other versions 

include Barbara Allen seeing the corpse carried down the street and she asks to look at it, 

at which point all of her friends shun her. In some versions Barbara Allen laughs at the 

corpse, which both adds to her persona as a cruel woman, and also gives further impetus 

for her friends’ opprobrium. 

 Another salient feature of Barbara Allen as it is found in the United States is the 

addition of the rose-and-briar ending. At the end of many of these versions John and 
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Barbara are buried near to one another, often in the churchyard. Out of John’s grave 

grows generally a blood-red, but sometimes milk-white, rose, either of which represent 

typical tropes within folk song tradition, and out of Barbara Allen’s grave grows a briar. 

These plants grow until they cannot grow any higher and then they tie a true-lover’s knot 

for all to see. The rose-and-briar ending to Barbara Allen seems particular to the United 

States, though its origin in this country is not clear. This style of ending occurs in no 

fewer than twenty-five Child ballads, and is a trope among ballad literature. It is possible 

that the appendage of this ending to Barbara Allen could be merely conflation various 

tunes, though that is merely speculation. However, in versions sung through the folk 

revival in the U,S, during the 1960s by singers such as Bob Dylan, Joan Baez, and Pete 

Seeger, the rose-and-briar ending is used, and the male character is changed from John 

Graeme to Sweet William, the name of the leading male character in “Fair Margaret and 

Sweet William,” (Child # 74), though to attribute their use of this name to a knowledge of 

“Fair Margaret” is mere speculation. Admittedly, however, this ending is dramatically a 

bit more compelling than the original version of Barbara Allen. 

 Natascha Würzbach and Simone M. Salz have identified five different motifs in 

Barbara Allen typical of the Child corpus.32 The first of these themes is that of sickness, 

due to longing for a mistress, a theme that appears in no less than a dozen of the Child 

ballads. John’s commission to his servants to fetch his love is the second typical motif 

that they locate within the song. Barbara’s rejection of John’s love represents another 

typical theme that occurs in scores of the Child ballads, often times leading to yet another 

theme, that of death due to the rejection of love. Other themes not identified by 

                                                
32 See Natascha Würzbach and Simone M. Salz, Motif Index of the Child Corpus: The English and Scottish 
Popular Ballad, trans. Gayna Walls. (Berlin: Walter de  
Gruyter, 1995), 121. 
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Würzbach and Salz, though which are part of their Child corpus study, exist in the song, 

such as betrayal or infidelity, as in John’s betrayal of Barbara Allen in the tavern, 

punishment of John for his tavern antics, and reconciliation or reunion, as in the case of 

the rose-and-briar endings. 

Magic is another theme that Würzbach and Salz find in the ballad, in this case 

with regard to John’s death due to longing and lovesickness. Another instance of magic 

can be identified in the U.S. versions of the ballad in relation to the rose-and-briar 

endings discussed above. Roger Abrahams and George Foss suggest that typically ballads 

in the United States lose the supernatural undertones of the original European versions. 

It is not surprising that in the midst of our highly rational culture, songs which 
contain magic and supernatural occurrences should either change or lose some of 
their currency. Certainly the rural areas in which traditional songs have remained 
in most active tradition sustain superstitious belief more than do urban areas. Just 
as certainly, however, the influence of reason has been felt in these rural areas and 
has slowly made an imprint on its songs.33 

 
The rose-and-briar ending does not contain the sort of overt supernatural undertones that 

can be replaced by more rational readings of the text, such as ghosts or otherworldly 

beings, however, and seems more to represent late-Victorian Romanticism than it does an 

overall embrace of the supernatural by U.S. performers. 

 Another sort of variation that is typical within the scope of this folk song tradition 

is the practice of changing lyrics to suit events or locales of specific interest to the 

performer or audience in a process that Abrahams and Foss refer to as localizations. One 

specific example that they give is the substitution of “Knoxville Girl” for “Oxford Girl” 

in certain parts of the United States, and in Texas, the substitution of “Waco Girl.”34 This 

                                                
33 Roger D. Abrahams, and George Foss, Anglo-American Folksong Style (Englewood  
Cliffs, NJ: Prentice Hall, Inc., 1968), 25. 
34 Ibid., 29. 
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sort of substitution is evidenced in Bob Dylan’s recording of “Barbara Allen” in 1962 

when he was first in New York and performing at the Gaslight folk club. Dylan 

substitutes the name “Charlotte Town” for the traditional “Scarlet Town.” It is unknown 

if this variation was his own doing, or whether he was mimicking the performance of 

another singer. The effect, however, is to place the song within the U.S., specifically the 

South, and lend a local, yet somewhat remote, identity-marker to the song. (The South in 

the early 1960s with its cultural and racial baggage in the face of the Civil Rights 

movement and the folk music revival could well have seemed a bit foreign to the New 

Yorker listening to folk music in a coffeehouse. Furthermore, it added to Dylan’s overall 

outsider persona that he sought to cultivate when he first arrived in New York). Another 

such substitution for can be found in Pete Seeger’s version of the song, in the lyrics 

where Sweet William comes from the West Country to court Barbara Allen (Seeger 

himself as the narrator/singer of the tale, come from “Scarlet Town”). Although this 

reference does not specifically place the song in the U.S., the version by Alex Barr 

specifically refers to Sweet William coming from the Western States, conceivably those 

states in the U.S. 

Another type of substitution that to which Abrahams and Foss refer is the 

opposite of the former: universalization. They note that this sort of substitution “takes 

place when specific names and places are forgotten. Here, when a local place name is 

lost, either no specific locale is substituted or a well-known place name is inserted: 

“London Town” or “Baltimore.” Similarly, specific or historical personal names may 

change to conventional ones: “Pretty Polly,” “Fair Margaret,” or “Sweet William.”35 The 

aforementioned use of the name Sweet William as the despondent lover could be a result 
                                                
35 Ibid., 31. 
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of this process of universalization, though the conflation of “Fair Margaret” and “Barbara 

Allen” at some point in the evolutionary process cannot be ruled out completely. 

Charles Seeger’s study of this ballad examined around 300 versions of Barbara 

Allen from the AAFS, as well as other printed sources, recordings, and microfilms of 

notations from both British and U.S. collections.36 Seeger and his staff made a set of 

skeletal transcriptions of all of the recordings with use of the melograph, which were then 

transposed so that all finals were on the G above middle C for the sake of consistency. He 

avoided too much detail in the transcriptions in order to aid in the task of classification 

and comparative study. Once he had the melodies classified, Seeger recognized two 

distinct melodic types, with a number of sub-sets of variations on either. The first version 

is a four-phrase pentatonic melody that begins on the subdominant and ends on the tonic, 

or final, with an authentic range (tonic to tonic). The second version of the melody, also 

largely pentatonic, generally begins on the tonic or third of the scale with a middle 

cadence on the dominant and a final cadence on the tonic. The range of this melody also 

falls within the authentic range, though some versions include the plagal range with 

reference to the lower dominant or the scale in the second half of the stanza. Seeger also 

investigated the tunes in terms of many different criteria, including meter, rhythmic 

configuration, tonal configuration, modality, and phrase endings, among others. He 

concluded that there was “no such entity as the ‘Barbara Allen’ tune.” Although his two 

versions were quite different, with few calculated alterations that Version I could be 

                                                
36 Charles Seeger, “Versions and Variants of the Tunes of ‘Barbara Allen,’” Selected  
Reports in Ethnomusicology 1/1 (1966): 120–67, reprinted in Studies in  
Musicology: 1935–75 (Berkeley: University of California Press, 1977), 279.. 
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changed into Version II, though because each version has such distinct characteristics 

that it would be easy to notice if one version took on features of the other.37 

Bertrand H. Bronson’s five-volume classification of extant Child ballad melodies, 

represented the first comprehensive comparative study into the melodic aspects of the 

corpus. His study grew out of his belief that one cannot separate text from tune, as had 

been done in most previous studies, and that often times the tune itself is what gives the 

ballad its structure: “ballad-texts cannot be adequately explained without reference to 

their proper music; and not infrequently acquaintance with the melodic tradition of a 

ballad will be found to throw valuable light on its history. In a sense, therefore, Child left 

his work unfinished.”38 Bronson compiled all known melodies of a given ballad that were 

distinct, and omitted those that differed only superficially. He grouped the tunes by 

genetic relationship within one of seven tune families. Bronson believed that in any large 

group of tunes with variant statements that the essential identity of the tune could be 

found within its mode and contour.39 Bronson used IBM cards to aid in his classification, 

which analyzed and categorized modality, phrase, and structure of the tunes. 

Bronson’s study into tune variants of Barbara Allen includes nearly 200 versions 

of the song, a number that he admits is “somewhat unsteadying.”40 He categorizes the 

melodies into four distinguishable types:  

Group  A: generally an English variant in major heptatonic, which can either be in 

an authentic range (tonic to tonic) or plagal (dominant to dominant), it is generally in 5/4 

time and the first-phrase final generally falls on the tonic. The melodic curve of the first 

                                                
37 Seeger, “Versions and Variants of the Tunes of ‘Barbara Allen,’” 317. 
38 Bertrand Harris Bronson, The Traditional Tunes of the Child Ballads, xix. 
39 Ibid., xxv–vi. 
40 Ibid., 2:321. 
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and fourth phrases are often similar, and the second and third phrases are typically 

related. 

Group B: a mix of Dorian and Aeolian modes, found mainly in Scotland, 

generally in common time with a dotted rhythm before the third beat. The middle and 

final cadences generally rise from the dominant or flat-seventh scale degree to the tonic, 

with a feminine ending. 

Group C: pentatonic, lacking the fourth and seventh scale degrees (π1 in 

Bronson’s categorization of pentatonic scales). According to Bronson, its consistent 

features are “a somewhat chaconne-like rhythm, with a held note at the second stress of 

the phrase, and a middle cadence, with feminine ending, that rises from the major third to 

the fifth. The query is answered in the final cadence. Most of the first phrase finals are on 

the tonic. The metre may appear as 3/4, 5/4, or 3/2.” 

Group D: U.S. variants – rhythmically in either duple or triple meter; modally 

ambiguous: either pentatonic collection three (π3: lacking the third and sixth scale 

degrees) or four (π4: lacking the second and seventh scale degrees). The cadence of the 

first phrase generally falls on the subdominant or dominant. 

 
A Study of Some Variants of Barbara Allen41 

 Pete Seeger’s version of Barbara Allen comes from volume two of the five-

volume American Favorite Ballads collection, released by Smithsonian Folkways in 

2009. The original version of this song appeared on Folkways album 2139, which was 

released in 1957. Although Seeger has also recorded the song with banjo accompaniment, 

I chose this unaccompanied version because it serves as a better basis for comparison 
                                                
41 For the melodic and textual transcriptions of these versions of Barbara Allen, see Appendix 2. All 
transcriptions have been transposed to include G as the final to aid in comparison. 
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with the unaccompanied field recordings made by Sidney Robertson, and also allows the 

singer to not make melodic or rhythmic choices with the song based on the 

accompanying instrument. Furthermore, Seeger himself preferred performing ballads 

unaccompanied: “many of our songs beg for no accompaniment…. Some lonesome love 

songs seem just made for voice alone. Not so long ago all the old English and Scottish 

ballads were sung without accompaniment. Many of them still sound better this way.”42 

This quote gives not only Seeger’s own preferences with concern to ballads, but also a 

glimpse into the poietic prerogative of the performer. 

The song is in a loose compound duple meter, though it can also be notated in 3/4, 

as I have done here, with respect to Ruth Crawford Seeger’s views on notating folk songs 

in as simple a meter as possible. The performance is in the parlando rubato style of folk 

singing, with freely realized rhythms and pauses within measures that almost belie the 

sense of meter. Seeger’s text in this performance is eight stanzas long and relatively 

consistent with the standard versions of the poem. It begins with typical framing devices 

(Scarlet Town, month of May) and ends with the rose-and-briar stanzas found in many 

U.S. versions. Seeger’s melody can be categorized as being a variant of Charles Seeger’s 

Version II, with four distinct phrases, the first of which spans the tonic to the third. It also 

conforms to Bronson’s first pentatonic collection, with the fourth and seventh scale 

degrees missing. The second phrase of the melody rises to the fifth and presents a weak 

cadence on the dominant. The third phrase spans from the sixth above the tonic to the 

dominant below, and the fourth phrase spans fro the dominant below to the tonic. 

 The version of Barbara Allen by Joan Baez was from her second album Joan Baez 

Vol. 2, released in 1961 when she was twenty years old. She accompanies herself on the 
                                                
42 Pete Seeger, The Incompleat Folksinger, 354–55. 
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guitar in standard tuning in the key of C (though the transcription has been transposed to 

G in order to facilitate comparison). Baez’s text is nine stanzas long, though without a 

framing reference to any specific place (e.g. Scarlet Town). Baez adds a verse to the 

traditional  “Oh mother make my bed” stanza, in which Barbara Allen asks her father to 

dig her grave. In this version Baez transfers the last two lines of the traditional stanza 

“Sweet William died on yesterday/And I shall die tomorrow” to the “Oh father” stanza, 

and replaces the lines with “Sweet William died of love for me/And I will die of sorrow.” 

For both stanzas Baez repeats the “go dig my grave” line, as opposed to the traditional 

“go make my bed.”  

Baez’s four-phrase melody is hexatonic (G, A, B, C, D, E) and resembles the 

Ionian mode without the seventh scale degree. She frames her melody to fit her chordal 

accompaniment, with chord changes and fingerpicking patterns that are idiomatic for the 

instrument. As opposed to the traditional melody, which refers to the dominant in the 

second half of the melody, Baez adds in a dominant in the first phrase, subdominant in 

the second and third phrases, an excursion to a minor before the final phrase. (The 

fundamental chords for the song have been given with the melodic transcription.) Unlike 

Seeger’s version, Baez’s melody is restricted to the tonic-to-tonic authentic range. Baez 

tends to vary the second and third phrases of the melody differently in successive stanzas 

when the melody reaches its highest and most dramatic points. 

 In her California folk music project for the WPA, Sidney Robertson collected 

versions of Barbara Allen from three different performers, two of which I will discuss in 

this paper. George Vinton Graham, a Scots-Irishman who was over seventy years old, 

performed the one version that stands above the rest. Graham was born in Iowa and 
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moved at the age of six to Oregon and subsequently California, where he learned most of 

his seventy-song repertory, which included a dozen American versions of Child ballads, 

several Forty-niner songs, Quaker and Mormon songs, and a number of songs about local 

events in California dating from twenty to fifty years before the time of Robertson’s 

recordings.43 Robertson described Graham as “something of a find in terms of quantity 

and variety, though his singing voice leaves something to be desired.”44 Graham was one 

of Robertson’s main informants for her project, and contributed eighty to ninety songs for 

her collection, though not all of them were ultimately used. Robertson recorded this 

version of Barbara Allen on 12 October 1938 in San Jose. Charles Seeger subsequently 

used Graham’s performance in his own Barbara Allen study. 

Robertson transcribed both Graham’s text and melody for the song, as well as 

stanzas from Graham’s notebook, some of which he forgot during the performance. The 

text that he presented in the performance was seven stanzas long, and was relatively 

typical of the Barbara Allen tale. The omitted stanzas in his personal manuscript of songs 

includes one stanza not included in other versions, which is perhaps in line with the moral 

stanzas mentioned earlier in which Barbara Allen repents for her cruelty: “No chain shall 

go about my neck/No ring go on my finger/No fire bright, no candle light/I can no longer 

linger.” Graham also omitted the two-stanza rose-and-briar ending from his performance, 

which appear in his own notes. 

Graham’s melody for the song differs from the other versions in this study, and is 

consistent with Charles Seeger’s “Version Ia” in his Barbara Allen article. The melody is 

classified as pentatonic collection three (π3: lacking the third and sixth scale degrees – the 

                                                
43 Sidney Robertson Cowell, “The Recording of Folk Music in California,” California Folklore Quarterly 
1/1 (1942): 12. 
44 Ibid., 12. 
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scale, based on its final and transposed to G, is G, A, C, D, F) and conforms to Bronson’s 

“Group D,” with the typical cadences of the first phrase falling on the dominant, and the 

final cadence ending on the tonic. All of the Ia versions in Seeger’s study begin at the 

subdominant (C) and end on the final of G. Graham’s performance is consistent 

throughout, and he does not ornament or vary his initial melody to any great degree. 

Robertson also recorded a version of Barbara Allen as performed by Alex Barr on 

12 November 1939 in Belvedere, California. This recording was made as part of a session 

of English sea songs and shanties performed by four different performers, generally as an 

ensemble. This song was the only one that Barr recorded by himself. Barr’s text is similar 

to many of the other versions of the song, with the typical framing devices at the 

beginning (Scarlet Town, month of May, etc.) and the rose-and-briar ending. As was the 

case with George Vinton Graham, Barr forgot the lyrics midway through, and was 

seemingly helped out by another performer or Robertson herself. These lapses of memory 

are not atypical in field recordings, and may point to a number of different issues. It is 

possible that Barr (or Graham for that matter) had not sung the song recently and was 

attempting to remember it as he went along. Barr’s melody, as Robertson noted in her 

field notes, was not a variant of the Barbara Allen melody, but rather the melody to the 

popular children’s song “Polly Wolly Doodle.” This melody is hexatonic (G, A, B, C, D, 

with an F# as a lower leading tone to the tonic) and its range is for the most part 

authentic, from the tonic to the fifth outlining the tonic triad for the majority of the first 

two phrases, and F# to D, outlining the dominant triad in the second half of the melody. 

Other chords can be implied within this melody as well, but overall the melody outlines a 

tonic/dominant relationship. 
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The Shifting Trace: Some Conclusions 

 Although many other examples of the song Barbara Allen could have been 

examined in the course of this study, either by different performers or different 

renderings by the same performer, the versions presented here show ample evidence of 

the differences in interpretation that each performer brings to a given performance. Some 

of the singers, such as Joan Baez and Pete Seeger represent, in Seeger’s words, “popular 

singers of amateur music,” which informs and alters their experience with the repertory. 

As professional musicians they have the opportunity to perform these songs over the 

course of decades in a multitude of different contexts and to many different audiences. 

They are also able to make commercial recordings of the songs, sometimes on more than 

one occasion. As ambassadors of this style of music these performers are invested in a 

way in which most amateur musicians are not. Within this sub-community of folk music 

professionals these performers are in a position to not only experience different versions 

of the songs, but also refine their own versions in a manner and over a period of time that 

is largely unavailable to the average folk singer. In the case of Sidney Robertson’s 

recordings, most of these singers learned a song a certain way, and with the exception of 

slight variations from performance to performance, tend to alter their versions little. It 

may also be the case that the singers who are asked to perform for a scholar in the field 

may not have sung, or even thought about, these songs in many years. This aspect of the 

poietic process brings to bear yet more considerations in the study of folk song variants. 

Thus the neutral level is by no means static, depending on the performer or context of 

performance. To return to Pete Seeger’s assertion, the notion of the folk song is 

“slippery” and represents a trace that shifts as much as it remains constant. This 
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continuity, however, in the face of perpetual variation is what keeps the folk song 

tradition in tact, and ultimately, vital. 
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Appendix A: Texts of Barbara Allen Variants and Miscellany 
 
Bonny Barbara Allan, Francis J. Child Ballad # 84, Version A. 
From Francis J. Child, The English and Scottish Popular Ballads, vol. 2, (New York: Dover 
Publications, Inc., 1965) 276–77. 
 
1 It was in and about the Martinmas time,  6 He turned his face unto the wall, 

When the green leaves were a falling,  And death was with him dealing: 
   That Sir John Graeme, in the West Country,     ‘Adieu, adieu, my dear friends all, 
 Fell in love with Barbara Allan.   And be kind to Barbara Allan.’ 
 
2 He sent his men down through the town,  7 And slowly, slowly raise she up, 
 To the place where she was dwelling:  And slowly, slowly left him, 
   ‘O haste and come to my master dear,     And sighing said, she could not stay, 
 Gin ye be Barbara Allan.’    Since death of life had reft him. 
 
3 O hooly, hooly rose she up,    8 She had not gone a mile but twa, 
 To the place where he was lying,   When she heard the dead-bell ringing 
   And when she drew the curtain by,      And every jow that the dead-bell geid, 
 ‘Young man I think you’re dying.’   It cry’d, Woe to Barbara Allan! 
 
4 ‘O it’s I’m sick, and very, very sick,  9 ‘O mother, mother, make my bed! 
 And ‘t is a’ for Barbara Allan:’   O make it saft and narrow! 
   ‘O the better for me ye’s never be,      Since my love died for me to-day, 
 Tho your heart’s blood were a spilling.  I’ll die for him tomorrow.’ 
 
5 ‘O dinna ye mind, young man,’ said she, 
 ‘When ye was in the tavern a drinking, 
   That ye made the healths gae round and round, 
 And slighted Barbara Allan?’ 
 
 
Bonny Barbara Allan, Francis J. Child Ballad # 84, Version B. 
From Francis J. Child, The English and Scottish Popular Ballads, vol. 2, (New York: Dover 
Publications, Inc., 1965) 277–78. 
 
1 In Scarlet Town, where I was bound,  9 He turnd his face unto the wall,  
 There was a fair maid dwelling,  And death came creeping to him:  
   Whom I had chosen to be my own,      ‘Then adieu, adieu and adieu to all, 
 And her name it was Barbara Allen.   And adieu to Barbara Allen. 
 
2 All in the merry month of May,   10 And as she was walking on a day, 
 When green leaves they was springing,  She heard the bell a ringing, 
   This young man on his death-bed lay,     And it did seem to ring to her 
 For the love of Barbara Allen.   ‘Unworthy Barbara Allen.’ 
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3 He sent his man unto her then,   11 She turnd herself round about, 
 To the town where she was dwelling:   And she spy’d the corps a coming: 
   ‘You must come to my master dear,     ‘Lay down, lay down the corps of clay, 
 If your name be Barbara Allen.   That I may look upon him.’ 
 
4 ‘For death is printed in his face,   12 And all the while she looked on, 
 And sorrow’s in him dwelling,   So loudly she lay laughing, 
   And you must come to my master dear,     While all her friends cry’d [out] amain, 
 If your name be Barbara Allen.’   ‘Unworthy Barbara Allen!’ 
 
5 ‘If death be printed in his face,   13 When he was dead, and laid in grave, 
 And sorrow’s in him dwelling,   Then death came creeping to she: 
   Then little better shall he be       ‘O mother, mother make my bed, 
 For bonny Barbara Allen.’    For his death has quite undone me. 
 
6 So slowly, slowly she got up,   14 ‘A hard-hearted creature that I was, 
 And so slowly she came to him,   To slight one that lovd me so dearly; 
   And all she said when she came there,     I wish I had been more kinder to him, 
 Young man, I think you are a dying.   The time of his life when he was near me.’ 
 
7 He turnd his face unto her then:   15 So this maid she then did dye, 
 ‘If you be Barbara Allen,    And desired to be buried by him, 
   My dear,’ said he, ‘come pity me,      And repented her self before she d’yd, 
 As on my death-bed I am lying.’   That ever she did deny him. 
 
8 ‘If on your death-bed you be lying, 
 What is that to Barbara Allen? 
   I cannot keep you from [your] death; 
 So farewell,’ said Barbara Allen. 
 
Barbara Allen Version C 
From Albert B. Friedman, ed. The Viking Book of Folk Ballads of the English-Speaking 
World.(New York: The Viking Press, 1956), 92–94.  
Typical U.S. version. Text from West Virginia, B.A.’s warning to “ye virgins all” from 
broadside reworkings of the ballad. Stanzas 16* and 17* represent typical rose-and-briar endings 
and have been appended from another West Virginia text. 
 
1 In Scarlet town, where I was born,   10 As she was walking o’er the fields, 
 There was a fair maid dwelling,   She heard the bell a-knelling; 
   Made every youth cry, “Well away!”       And every stroke it seemed to say 
 Her name was Barbara Allen.    “Unworthy Barbara Allen.” 
 
2 All in the merry month of May,   11 She turned herself around about 
 When green buds they are swelling,   And spied the corpse a-coming: 
   Young Jimmy Green on his death bed lay       “Lay down, lay down the corpse,” said she, 
 For the love of Barbara Allen.   “That I may look upon him.” 
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3 He sent his man unto her there,   12 With scornful eyes she did look down, 
 To the town where she was dwelling;   Her cheeks with laughter swelling; 
   “O you must come to my master dear,       While all her friends cried out amen [for amain], 
 If your name be Barbara Allen.   “Unworthy Barbara Allen!” 
 
4 “For death be printed on his face   13 When he was dead and laid in grave, 
 And o’er his heart is stealing;    Her heart was struck with sorrow: 
   O haste away to comfort him,        “O mother, mother make my bed, 
 O lovely Barbara Allen!”    For I shall die tomorrow. 
 
5 “If death is printed on his face   14 “Hard-hearted creature him to slight, 
 And o’er his heart is stealing,    He who loved me so dearly! 
   Yet little better shall he be         O had I been more kind to him, 
 For the love of Barbara Allen.”   When he was alive and near me!” 
 
6 So slowly, slowly she came up,   15 On her death bed as she did lay, 
 And slowly she came nigh him;   She begged to be buried by him, 
   And all she said when she there came,       And sorely repented of that day 
 “Young man I think you’re dying.”   That she e’er did deny him. 
 
7 He turned his face unto her straight,  16 “Farewell, ye virgins all,” she said, 
 With deadly sorrow sighing:    “And shun the fault I’ve fell in; 
   “O lovely maid, come pity me!        Henceforward take warning by the fall 
 I’m on my death bed lying.”    Of cruel Barbara Allen.” 
 
8 “If on your death bed you do lie,   16* [One was buried in the high churchyard, 
 What need the tale you’re telling?   The other in the choir; 
   I cannot keep you from your death:          On one there grew a red rose bush, 
 Farewell,” said Barbara Allen.   On the other grew a brier. 
 
9 He turned his face unto the wall,   17* They grew and they grew to the high steeple top 
 And deadly pains he fell in:    Till they could grow no higher; 
   “Adieu, adieu, adieu to all           And there they locked in a true-lover’s knot, 

And adieu to Barbara Allen.    For true lovers to admire.] 
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Some Typical Rode-and-Briar Endings45 
 
“Fair Margaret and Sweet William,” Child Ballad #74, Version A 
 
17 Fair Margaret dy’d today, today, 
 Sweet William he dy’d the morrow; 
     Fair Margaret dy’d for pure true love, 
 Sweet William he dy’d for sorrow. 
 
18 Margaret was buried in the lower chancel, 
 Sweet William in the higher; 
     Out of her breast there sprung a rose, 
 And out of his a brier. 
 
19 They grew as high as the church-top, 
 Till they could grow no higher, 
     And then they grew in a true lover’s knot, 
 Which made all people admire. 
 
20 There came the clerk of the parish, 
 As you this truth shall hear, 
     And by misfortune cut them down, 
 Or they had now been there. 
 
“Fair Margaret and Sweet William,” Child Ballad #74, Version B 
 
18 On Margaret’s grave there grew a rose, 
 On Sweet William’s grew a briar; 
     They grew till they joind in a true lover’s knot, 
 And then they died both together. 
 
Lord Lovel, Child Ballad # 75, Version A 
 
9 Lady Ouncebell died on the yesterday, 
 Lord Lovill on the morrow; 
   Lady Ouncebell died for pure true love,  
 Lord Lovill died for sorrow. 
 
10 Lady Ouncebell was buried in the high chancel, 
 Lord Lovill in the choir; 
     Lady Ouncebell’s breast sprung out a sweet rose, 
 Lord Lovill’s a bunch of sweet brier. 
 

                                                
45 All rose-and-briar examples from Francis J. Child, The English and Scottish Popular Ballads, vol. 2, New York: 
Dover Publications, Inc., 1965. 
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11 They grew till they grew to the top of the church, 
 And then they could grow no higher; 
     They grew till they grew to a true-lover’s not, 
 And then they tyed both together. 
 
12 An old woman coming by that way, 
 And a blessing she did crave, 
     To cut off a bunch of that true-lover’s knot, 
 And buried them both in one grave. 
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Appendix B: Melodic and Textual Transcriptions of Barbara Allen 
 
Pete Seeger, Barbara Allen Lyrics, from Seeger, Pete. “Barbara Allen.” American 
Favorite Ballads, New York: Smithsonian Folkways SFW40155, 2009. Originally 
released Folkways 2139, 1962. 

In Scarlet Town where I was born, 
There was a fair maid dwellin’ 
Made many a youth cry well a day, 
And her name was Barbry Allen. 
 
Twas in the merry month of May, 
When green buds they were swellin’ 
Sweet William came from the West country, 
And he courted Barbry Allen. 
 
He sent his servant unto her, 
To the place where she was dwellin’, 
Said, “my master’s sick, bids me call for you, 
If your name be Barbry Allen.” 
 
Well slowly, slowly got she up, 
And slowly went she nigh him, 
But all she said as she passed his bed, 
“Young man I think you’re dyin’.” 
 
Then lightly tripped she down the stairs, 
She heard those church bells tollin’ 
And each bell seemed to say as it tolled, 
“Hard-hearted Barbry Allen.” 
 
Oh mother, mother, go make my bed, 
And make it long and narrow, 
Sweet William died for me today, 
I’ll die for him tomorrow. 
 
They buried Barbara in the old churchyard, 
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They buried Sweet William beside her, 
Out of his grave grew a red, red rose, 
And out of hers a briar. 
 
They grew and grew up the old church wall, 
Till they could grow no higher, 
And at the top, twined in a lover’s knot, 
The red rose and the briar. 
 
 
Joan Baez Barbara Allen Lyrics, from Baez, Joan. “Barbara Allen.” Joan Baez Vol. 2 
New York: Vanguard, 1961. 

 
Twas in the merry month of May, 
When green buds all were swelling, 
Sweet William on his death bed lay, 
For the love of Barbry Allen. 
 
He sent his servant to the town, 
To the place where she was dwelling, 
Saying you must come, to my master dear, 
If your name be Barbry Allen. 
 
So slowly, slowly she got up, 
And slowly she drew nigh him, 
And the only words to him did say, 
“Young man I think you’re dying.” 
 
He turned his face unto the wall 
And death was in him welling, 
Good-bye, good-bye, to my friends all, 
Be good to Barbry Allen. 
 
When he was dead and laid in grave, 
She heard the death bells knelling, 
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And every stroke to her did say, 
Hard-hearted Barbry Allen. 
 
Oh mother, oh mother, go dig my grave, 
Make it both long and narrow, 
Sweet William died of love for me, 
And I will die of sorrow. 
 
And father, or father, go dig my grave, 
Make it both long and narrow, 
Sweet William died on yesterday, 
And I will die tomorrow. 
 
Barbry Allen was buried in the old churchyard, 
Sweet William was buried beside her, 
Out of sweet William’s heart, there grew a rose, 
Out of Barbry Allen’s a briar. 
 
They grew and grew in the old churchyard, 
Till they could grow no higher, 
At the end they formed, a true-lover’s knot, 
And the rose grew round the briar. 
 
 
George Vinton Graham Barbara Allen Text, from Graham, George Vinton. “Barbara 
Allen.” Sidney Robertson, collector. Recorded 12 October 1938 in San Jose, California. 
Library of Congress Catalog #AFC 1940/001: AFS 3809 A1 & A2. Also issued on the 
American Folklife Center's published recording AFS L 54, Versions and Variants of 

“Barbara Allen.” Edited by Charles Seeger. (1964). 
It was in the merry month of May, 
And the green buds were a swelling, 
Young Jimmy Grove on his death bed lay, 
For the love of Barbry Allen. 
 
And he sent his men to Scarlet Town, 
To the place where she did dwell in, 
“Oh come unto my master dear, 
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If your name be Barbry Allen. 
 
And slowly, slowly she rose up, 
And slowly she do nigh him, 
And all she said to him was this: 
“Young man I think you’re dying.” 
 
“Yes I am sick, and very sick, 
And my heart is at the breaking, 
One kiss or two from thy sweet lips, 
Will keep me from the dying.” 
 
“Oh mind you not young man,” said she, 
“When we were in the tavern, 
You drank to the health to the ladies all around, 
And you slighted Barbry Allen.” 
 
Then slowly, slowly she rose up,  
And slowly, slowly left him, 
(performer loss of memory…) 
 
Then on the highway home, 
she heard the death bell tolling, 
And every stroke it seemed to say, 
“Oh cruel Barbry Allen.” 
 
“Oh mother, mother make my bed, 
Oh make it soft and narrow, 
Young Jimmy died for me today, 
I’ll die for him tomorrow.” 
 
 
Alex Barr Barbara Allen Lyrics, from Barr, Alex. “Barbara Allen.” Sidney Robertson, 
collector. Recorded 12 November 1939 in Belvedere, California. Library of Congress 
Catalog #AFC 1940/001: AFS 4228 A1 & B. 
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In Scarlet Town, where I was born, 
There was a fair maid dwelling, 
Made every lad, cry well away, 
Her name was Barbara Allen. 
 
Oh it was all in the month of May, 
The buds they were a swelling, 
Sweet William came from the Western state, 
And courted Barbara Allen, 
 
Twas all in the month of June, 
The birds they were a singing, 
Sweet William on his death bed lay, 
For the love of Barbara Allen. 
 
He sent he servant to the town, 
Where Barbara was a dwelling, 
Saying, “Hasten up and come with me, 
If your name be Barbara Allen.” 
 
So slowly, slowly she got up, 
And slowly she came nigh him, 
And all she said when she got there, 
Was “Young man I think you’re dying.” 
 
“Oh, yes I’m sick, and very, very sick 
And death is on me dwelling, 
No better, no better, I never will be, 
If I can’t have Barbara Allen.” 
 
“Oh yes, you’re sick, and very, very sick, 
And death is on you dwelling, 
No better, no better, you never will be, 
For you can’t have Barbara Allen.” 
 
“Oh don’t you remember in yonder town, 
When we were at the tavern 
You drank a toast to the ladies all around, 
But you slighted Barbara Allen.” 
 
As she was on the high road home 
She heard his death bells knelling 
And all the birds, they seemed to say, 
“Cruel-hearted Barbara Allen.” 
Oh she looked to the East, she looked to the West, 
And she spied his corpse a comin’ 
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“Lay down, lay down that corpse of clay, 
That I may look upon him.” 
 
Oh the more she looked, the more she wept, 
Till she fell to the ground a crying, 
Saying, “Pick me up, and carry me home, 
For I feel like I am dying.” 
 
“Oh mother, oh mother, go make my bed, 
Go make it  long and narrow, 
Sweet William died for me today, 
And I shall die tomorrow. 
 
“Oh father, oh father, go dig my grave, 
Go dig it long and narrow, 
Sweet William died, of pure, pure love, 
And I shall die of sorrow.” 
 
Barbara was buried in the old churchyard, 
And William was buried a nigh her, 
On Barbara’s grave there grew a red rose, 
On William’s a green briar. 
 
Oh they grew, they grew up the old church wall, 
Till they couldn’t grow any higher, 
And there they tied, in a true lover’s knot, 
The rose and the green briar. 
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