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 The Romance as Poetry Out Loud  

Mary Malcolm Gaylord
          
From its origins in medieval epic to the present day, the romance claims pride of place as one of the dominant forms of Hispanic poetry.   Its simple 
“resources of kind” (in Rosalie Colie’s expression) have served as vehicle for materials so diverse that the trajectory of the form virtually mirrors the course of literary history.  The ballad has been naturalized into all of the language, cultures and national communities of the Hispanic world; its themes, fables and figures are deeply –if sometimes obliquely-- immersed in the contexts from which individual ballads spring.  In the pages that follow, I propose to look at the organizing questions for this conference through the filter of the resilient and Protean ballad form.  My preliminary reflection, based on examples from traditional medieval balladry (romancero viejo) and 16th- and 17th-century texts, lays the groundwork for an approach to 20th- and 21st-century ballads in the second colloquium.   
What does the Hispanic ballad tradition have to tell us about the status of poetry – about what poems in general or any one poem in particular represent, about the reception (aesthetic and otherwise) of poetry, about the uses of poetry in historical context, and about interactions between poetry and other forms of discourse -- in the past and in our own day?  The resiliency of ballads (particular ballads and ballad form itself) is bound up, I believe, with a set of features (prosodic, linguistic, rhetorical, thematic) and conditions of production and reception that characters ballads from the earliest known instances of the form through the 17th century.  In surveying the most essential and telling of these, I suggest questions for thinking about the ballad genre in its latter-day incarnations.  How, I want to ask, do modern ballads deal with the legacy of genre?    Why do 20th- and 21st-century poets continue to turn to ballad form and conventions?  And how have they altered them?  Does ballad form carry any inescapable content?  What personal and political motives prompt poets to serve new wine in old vessels?
1)  Ballads are quintessentially poetic in the multiple senses Aristotle assigned to the poet’s art:  they use melody, rhythm and physical gesture as well as diction.  Whether they work with a mix of mediated narrative discourse and unmediated lyrical or dramatic speech, or with just one of these modes, ballads advertize their status as performance.  Originally inseparable from song, they foreground the figure of the ballad singer, the presence of a listening (rather than reading) public, and the collaboration of both in conferring meaning and significance of the “live” performance that joins them.  Ballads are built to enjoy a long life in orality, as 20th-century field work on Sephardic, Moorish, Anglo-American, Balkan and other strands of balladry attests.  Albert B. Lord, in his classic study of contemporary Serbo-Croatian oral epic, cautioned against treating traditional epic songs as written or printed texts.  With the living oral epic, he insists, “the text of a performance is the performer, the singer before us” (101).  As part of such a tradition, ballads become written or printed texts only occasionally, through historical accidents not inherent to them.
* Do modern ballads engage the mixed means (mixed media) and modes of early balladry?  Do they prosper as oral performance, as texts, or as both?  What conditions of production and reception obtain in each case?  What does it mean today to speak or write in verse, that is, to adopt a form of expression that declares itself to be something other than everyday discourse?    
2) Ballads always tell stories, very often stories already known to their audiences.  This familiarity makes traditional ballads by definition twice-told tales, rehearsing favorite sequences from epic poems or received narratives from a host of sources – Reconquest lore, Arthurian and Carolingian chivalric legend, Scripture and Christian hagiography, Greco-Roman mythology and history.  But ballads make up new stories too: the romances novelescos serve up free-standing accounts of fictional characters – knights-errant like Conde Arnaldos (El romancero viejo 272), political prisoners (“Por el mes era de mayo,” 230-31), sexual predators and their victims (“Fontefrida”, 233), faithful and faithless wives (“Caballero de lejas tierras”, 270), promiscuous Moorish girls (“Yo me era mora Moraima”, 251) and princesses who give birth out of wedlock (“Parida estaba la infanta”, 255), while other ballads scurry to keep pace with the march of history, creating popular verse chronicles of recent occurrences.  The ballad form is sponge-like and omnivorous: few subjects escape its reach.  Taken together, ballad sources and thematic material constitute a kind of poetic map of late-medieval and Early Modern cultural horizons and socio-political preoccupations.  Once drawn into the ballad repertory, old and new tales alike become objects of repeated tellings and retellings, whose cycles of repetition and variation confirm both the power of shared stories and the malleability of their narrative and descriptive motifs.  In the 16th and 17th centuries, authored romances nuevos often return to familiar material (as in the epic spin-offs, Ariosto revivals and mythological ballads of Góngora and Quevedo), but they also break new ground.  When they do, for instance, in creating verse accounts of political and military events, or of episodes from New World encounters, they also engage in retelling stories likely to be available to their audiences in other forms.

* What kinds of stories do modern and contemporary ballads choose?  Do singers rehearse the same shared stories?  What kind of cultural map do modern Hispanic ballads trace? Is it a representative or selective one?  In instances of multiple tellings, does story prevail over other episode and mimetic detail?
3) Ballads tell their stories to someone or to a collection of someones.  That is to say, they have audiences, fictional and imagined, characters in the story and listeners assumed to be hearing its telling, whose presence is explicitly referenced in the language of the poem.  Leo Spitzer points to the power of the vocative case, harnessed to a proper name, in ballads like “Abenámar, Abenámar”, to create a presence through the act of naming it (10).   Building on the intuition that “primitive name magic…turns legendary figures into mythical figures”, Stephen Gilman detects in the ballad tradition a “special appellative fervor”:  their “winged words…fly avidly and without grammatical hesitation towards their target” (155).  As though they have “lost confidence” in the power of “automatic invocation” that is the privilege of epic bards, ballads work harder, with their “doubly directed” words, to turn characters into vivid presences, and to compel us (their listeners) “to participate by the abrupt thrust of the vocative into our interior silence” (156).  Ballads recruit audiences as characters, judges, co-creators.
* How do modern ballads engage their listeners and readers?  What are the roles – whether scripted by poets or determined by reception conditions – of ballad listeners and readers in the 20th and 21st centuries?  What role do ballads play in the era of popular poetic movements like poetry slams and Poetry Out Loud, and in the interplay between poetry and other discursive and artistic forms?   
4) Ballad singers, characters and audiences all advertize their belonging to a lived context.  Gilman stresses the overlapping of two implied contexts: the historical past of the poem’s characters is conflated with the time of the teller’s performance and the participatory reception of its spectators.  These separate moments, understood to be separated by the passage of time, nonetheless become the same here and now for the duration of the ballad’s telling.  Paradigmatic examples from the romancero viejo include ballads of King Rodrigo’s temptation, seen simultaneously as 711 test of virtue and in terms of the supposed consequences of his moral failure for nearly 800 years of Peninsular history.  
* What role does context play in modern ballads?  What kinds of lived or imagined contexts do they activate?  Do modern ballads represent past time?  Do they characteristically work with a double contextual frame?

5)  The romance puts on display, and in turn derives its special energy from, the power of speech.  Ballads frame and foreground the speaking-in-verse of tellers and characters.  In Hispanic ballads, the power of speech has a purely acoustic dimension, in the performative presence of a human voice and in recognition by culturally competent listeners of the prosodic form itself.  But these poems argue and instance the force of the human voice and of speech acts by representing characters as speaking subjects.  In performance the phenomenon is more complex and more effective:  romance singers are called on to become the characters their words evoke while singing; and the characters they play simultaneously make themselves present by speaking.  And, as Aristotle would want them to do, they join words to actions, bringing themselves to life as cognitive, affective and ethical subjects in the series of speech acts which make up the poem.   Ballad speakers are shown not only performing what Austin calls locutionary acts, but wielding illocutionary force (persuasive energy) and perlocutionary effects (tangible consequences of their utterances) on other characters and on audiences.  The urgency of speech Gilman calls “appellative fervor” invites audiences to translate pure sound into poetic, ethical, and cultural meaning.    
The record of neighboring Early Modern genres (prose fiction, theatre, history) suggests that audiences and readers took up enthusiastically the ballad’s invitations to confer special significance on the speech of its characters.  Quotations of famous ballad speeches are ubiquitous.  Bartolomé de las Casas documents Spanish warriors using romance verses as script for their participation in the destruction of the Indies and presses quotations of his own into the service of his scathing critique.  Don Quijote spouts nearly as many ballad verses as lines from Amadís de Gaula, as had the protagonist of the predecessor Entremés de los romances.  Cervantes, moreover, spreads ballad-quotation around among his cast of characters:  the Protean rogue-turned-author Ginés de Pasamonte styles himself with famous lines (“Ayer era rey de España, -- hoy no lo soy de una villa…” [El romancero viejo115]) from a ballad about the ill-fated King Rodrigo, blamed for the eighth-century “loss” of Spain to Muslim invaders. When the heroine of Peribáñez y el comendador de Ocana spurns the latter´s advances in the romance, “Labrador de lexas tierras” (Act II, vv. 505-68), Casilda calls on the speech of the faithful wife in the well-known ballad “Caballero de lejas tierras” (El romancero viejo 270; cf. Swislocki 1986 and 1994).  Beyond examples like these, the steady rise of the romance to preeminence among the diverse meters of Golden Age drama suggests that ballad form lent a particular force to the speech of dramatic characters.    
* Do modern ballads inherit this investment in the power of speech?  What kinds of language do they empower?  What kinds of characters do they bring to life?  What sort of identification, between singers and their material, do they foster?
6) Ballads invite not simply audience participation, but listener identification, with teller and characters.  Part and parcel of the work of identification is the tacit understanding that the tale and its characters are understood to perform an exemplary or synecdochic function.  That is, as they rehearse events and viewpoints, ballad stories and speakers stand in for the experience and the perspectives of the communities they evoke and address.  The romancero viejo offers countless examples:  King Rodrigo standing in for the imperiled rectitude of “Spain”; la Cava, for guilty Christian fascination with the Muslim world; the feminized Andalusian city Álora and her suitor, King John, for the pains of unification; Abenámar, for cultural mixing; “la esposa fiel”, for the social order of marriage, and so on.  When Don Quijote styles himself in romancero language, he does so as part of his project to rescue Spain’s ancient virtues from modern decadence.   When Lope de Vega masquerades in ballads as the farmer Belardo or the Moor Zaide, he uses recognized social types to model his own conservative and outrageous figure.  In the 17th-century theatre, characters who speak in romance form – such as Peribáñez or Segismundo in Act III of La vida es sueño – are made to exemplify the moral and political dilemmas of their community.  The characters and voices of Lorca’s Romancero Gitano implicitly stand in not for the named gypsies, but for other marginalized groups.

* Do modern ballads continue to work through synecdoche?          
7)  Frequently hailed as the most “natural” form of poetic expression in Spanish, ballads use language that is simple, yet not quite “ordinary”.  It is at once familiar and strange; economical, yet redundant; colloquial, yet contrived; seemingly unaffected, yet stylized in the archaic touches of its diction and syntax; flexible in its loose assonant rhyme, yet constrained by the regularity of octosyllables and monorhyme.  Anything but given in the order of Nature, traditional Spanish ballads constitute what Gilman calls a “unique poetic language”.  Yet ballads and ballad language have taken on an imagined naturalness, in part through loose partnership with another originally oral genre, the Spanish traditional lyric (lirica de tipo tradicional), in part by contrast with other poetic languages, especially the imported codes and forms of Provençal, troubadour, and Italian verse that continued to be heard by the Spanish ear as “foreign” into the 17th century.  In this process, traditional Castilian forms tend to lean toward culturally conservative and nationalistic values.  As I have argued in another context, Golden Age theatre offers a privileged window onto the aesthetic and ideological competition among poetic codes known as polimetría.  In the competitions staged in thousands of plays, ballad form usually emerges triumphant, bearing the standards of truth, moral rectitude and cultural acceptance.   

* Do modern ballads traffic –linguistically, culturally, ideologically—in fictions of “naturalness”?  How do some kinds of codified language attain the status of “natural discourse”?  How does cultural and ideological reception of ballads affect their reception as aesthetic objects?  How do ballads sit with agendas of aesthetic revolution or renovation?  Are poets and audiences always conscious of links to conventions and inherited materials?  
8) Ballads often come down to us without known, singular authors.  When anonymous ballad singers forego the rights and privileges of named poet-creators, they bind themselves to a community of tellers, trusting in the power of shared form and material to interest and sway audiences.  By giving up individual authorship – or, in the case of known poets from the 16th century onward, by claiming membership in a venerable poetic community – ballad poets exchange (fictions of) ownership and originality for another kind of poetic authority.  They understand that ballads stories –received, repeated, reworked, passed on, ingrained into the national imaginary—have acquired the currency of proverbial expression and the ring of poetic truth.  Traditional ballads bestow rewards and mete out punishments to their characters in accordance with a culturally endorsed poetic justice.  
* What ideas of authorship and verbal authority do modern ballads promote?  In what ways do ballads reflect or enact poetry’s engagement with the communities (literary and social) from which it springs?  
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