Lady Constance

A Renaissance Ballad by Llywelyn Glyndwr in honor of Countess Noelle la Chauciere


Documentation and Discussion
Purpose: To honor Countess Noelle la Chauciere, my patron, I have written "Lady Constance" in the style of a traditional English ballad. In particular, the heroine of the ballad is based on Penelope, faithful wife of Ulysses (as Odysseus would have been called by the Roman-loving English). She was held the paragon of this virtue throughout the period; and Countess Noelle is equally a paragon today, as I can attest.

Period and later references do not make much of Penelope's wit in foiling her suitors, but the Lady Constance, like Penelope, uses a clever stratagem to ward off unwanted attention. I have observed that Countess Noelle has demonstrated similar wit, although in other contexts.

The Tune: The tune is one of the many variants of "Tam Lin" (Child 39). Although this version cannot be attested before the 17th Century, the first version of the lyrics date from 1549 (in The Complaynt of Scotland) and the tune, like those of other Child Ballads, is assumed to descend more or less directly from a period source.

The Story: The Iliad and Odyssey were translated into English by 1596 (a better and better-known translation was completed by George Chapman in 1615); but the frequent references to Penelope in popular literature (e.g., in Shakespeare's King John) confirm that the story was widely known. 

The story is adapted from that of Penelope, left behind by Ulysses as he fights the ten-year Trojan War and then makes his ten-year odyssey homeward. She wards off the many suitors who appear through the device of promising to marry one of them when she completes a weaving project (perhaps for Pennsic); she unravels most of her work each night, thus prolonging the wait. In the end, after she completes the project and a beggar (Ulysses in disguise) arrives at court, she challenges the suitors: he who can draw the bow of Ulysses and make a shot through a series of axe-handles may have her. She knows that only Ulysses himself will have the strength to draw the bow and the skill to make the shot, and so the beggar does, and he proceeds to vanquish the suitors.

The tale is adapted as though by an English balladeer "modernizing" the story to about 1590. Penelope becomes Lady Constance (not a common English name, but neither is it unknown: for example, see Duchess Constance of Brittany). Ulysses becomes Lord John. And the myriad suitors are compressed into a single figure, the foolish knight Sir Andrew  (the name Andrew - as in "merry andrew" - was associated with clowns by this time. In Henry VIII's court, Andrew Borde was an eccentric physician - two jest books are attributed to him; and in Shakespeare's Twelfth Night, the foolish suitor of Countess Olivia is Sir Andrew.)

The balladeer has also altered the details of the plot to make it more plausible to a Tudor audience: Lord John departs to a war lasting just a year; and his odyssey home takes another year (in fact, each lasts a year and a day, a common period trope). With the foreshortened time span, Lady Constance does not employ the weaving device (although she whiles away her lonely years working on a tapestry - a "remnant" of the original story); and for the bow-trick, she invents the device of sending her pesky suitor on a quest - one which results in her ultimate deliverance.

Form: Ballads are typically written in quatrains, and the specific form of this ballad is dictated by the tune of "Tam Lin", where the first and third lines are composed mostly of eighth-notes, and the second and fourth lines of quarter- and half-notes (or longer). This encourages the lyricist to pack facts into the odd-numbered lines, and use the even-numbered lines for "punch lines" and conclusions.

I've taken one liberty: ballads do not usually have elaborate rhyme schemes. Typically they are ABCB; sometimes ABAB. But (mostly to amuse myself), I've added an internal rhyme to lines 1 and 3 of each verse. This places "Lady Constance" closer to later literary ballads in style, but the rhyme scheme is not unheard of in period, and seems appropriate to the comic tone of the piece.

Finally, all of the words and phrases are period, to the best of my knowledge - I checked the questionable ones.

The lyrics and score are on the following pages.

To the tune of "Tam Lin"

The king put forth a call: "My vassals one and all

"Protect my crown and throne"

Lord John he answered "Aye, your safety I will buy

"Though it cost me all my own"

Lord John said to his wife, "To leave cuts like a knife,
"So take this ring I give:
"Gold band and violet too, Lady Constance stay you true.
"You must wear this while you live."
In lonely misery, she wove a tapestry 

A year and then a day.
Then a ruined knight drew near and whispered in her ear:
"You dare not say me nay."

"Your husband he did flee to join the king's army.
"He never will return.
"So take this ring of tin, and let our love begin

"For in my loins I burn."
Lady Constance did she plead, "Perform a simple deed:

"For a year and then a day

"Search the country through for a greater fool than you,
"And then with you I lay."

Sir Andrew mounted horse and set off on his course,
Three hundred days and more,
Until he spied a wretch, "The man that I must fetch!

"He's foolish, crude and poor."
To Lady Constance' gate, he came his case to state:
"I did as you would lief.
"He begs alms upon the street, but he left a jewel sweet
"In plain view of a thief."

Lord John threw off his cloak, and with great ardor spoke:
"No longer we're apart!
"A noble fools stands nigh, no greater one than I,
"To so lightly weigh your heart."
Lady Constance smiled, her heart in her grew wild, 
Into his arms she fell.
Sir Andrew took his leave, his heart upon his sleeve,
And all lived long and well.
