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In  general ,  scho lars  agree t h a t  c e r t a i n  
p o p u l a r  b a l l a d s  of the l a t e  M idd le  Ages seem 
to i n t e r r e l a t e  w i t h  a v a r i e t y  of o t h e r  genres 
i n  bo th  o r i g i n  a n d  n a r r a t i v e  development a n d  
i n  form. Var ious  b a l l a d s  w i t h i n  the  C h i l d  
canon have  been compared a n d  cont ras ted 
w i t h  t h e i r  antecedents a n d  analogues i n  
court1 y l y r i c s ,  caro ls ,  re1 i g ious  songs, 
sagas, h i s t o r i c a l  chronic les,  a n d  verse ro-  
mances. I n  the case of the  "Cherry-Tree 
Carol ,It F ranc is  James Chi I d ' s  headnotes d i -  
rec t  the student  to compare the b a l l a d  w i t h  
several  apparent  sources: most no tab ly ,  
chapter  XX of the  Pseudo-Mathew gospel a n d  
the second chap te r  of Luke.  Fu r the r ,  C h i l d  
po in ts  out  t ha t  " there a r e  many n a r r a t i v e s  
of the ch i ldhood of Jesus, based on the  apoc- 
r y p h a l  gospels, i n  wh ich  t h i s  legend must 
needs be found.l t2 Thus, the student  i s  d i -  
rected to compare the manner in wh ich  C h i l d  
B a l l a d  54 tel  Is  the s tory  of M a r y ' s  request 
tha t  Joseph p l u c k  h e r  some f r u i t  f rom a t ree 
w i t h  the  manner in wh ich  the same s tory  i s  
to ld  in the four teenth cen tu ry  Cursor  Mundi ,  
the f i f teenth  cen tu ry  no r the rn  Chi ldhood of 
Jesus, and the f i f t e e n t h  cen tu ry  Coventry 
Mystery,  'IN Town," o r  "The B i r t h  of Chr is t . "  
These presentat ions of the s tory  of fer  ample 
bas is  f o r  a comparison from which  the stu-  
dent may beg in  to consider  how C h i l d  B a l l a d  
54 submits to the processes of the b a l l a d  
t r a d i t i o n  ma te r ia l  wh ich  i s  conveyed bo th  
i n  the popu lar -dramat ic  context  a n d  i n  the 



d idac t i c ,  harmonis t ic  context  which r e l a t e d  
such mate r ia l s  to p a r a l l e l  passages in the 
Holy Scr ip ture .  3 

Through such t r a c i n g  a n d  comparison, 
i t  i s  my pu rpose  to demonstrate tha t ,  in the  
case of "The Cherry-Tree Carol , "  ( 1 )  we need 
to abandon the o l d  quest ion as to whether 
a b a l l a d  der ives  b y  a process of "degenera- 
t ion"  o r  " reduct ion"  f rom models of w r i t t e n  
poet ry  o r  song; a n d  ( 2 )  we need to consider  
anew that ,  whatever impetus i s  p rov ided ,  
the b a l l a d  i s  essen t ia l l y  sel f -generat ive,  
pe rpe tua t ing  a n d  c e l e b r a t i n g  a n  exper ience 
w i t h i n  a context  wh ich  i s  p e c u l i a r l y  i t s  
own. Th is  paper  endeavors to suggest tha t ,  
v i a  o r a l  t r a d i t i o n ,  "The Cherry-Tree Carol  l1 

r e l a y s  a s tory  j u s t  as  i n te res t i ng  a n d  com- 
p lex ,  a l b e i t  d i f f e r e n t  i n  i t s  o rchest ra t ion  
of complexi ty ,  as i t s  l i t e r a r y  analogues. I t  
endeavors, i n  effect,  to  apprec ia te  C h i l d  
B a l l a d  54 w i t h i n  i t s  own donnCe wi thout  
v iew ing  i t  in i so la t i on  f rom t ime a n d  p lace,  
o r  l i t e r a r y  and  socia l  h i s t o r y  .4 

But,  f i r s t ,  le t  me issue a word of 
caut ion .  As v a l u a b l e  as  C h i l d ' s  headnotes 
may b e  i n  i n i t i a t i n g  the  student  who would 
under take a source s tudy  of B a l l a d  54, the 
t i t l e  wh ich  the e d i t o r  ascr ibes  to the song 
i s  bo th  m is lead ing  a n d  d i so r ien t i ng .  "The 
Cherry-Tree Carol"  i s  not a c a r o l .  I t  i s  more 
b a l l a d - l i k e .  The song exempl i f ies  a t  least  
two of Motherwel l ' s  th ree d e f i n i t i v e  " b a l l a d  
features." I t  i s  d i s t i ngu ished  b y  t h a t  d r a -  
mat ic  s t r u c t u r e  wh ich  rushes headlong i n t o  
the n a r r a t i v e  o r  s to ry  w i t h  no p r e f a t o r y  re-  
marks  o r  d e t a i l i n g  of backg round ;  a n d  i t  
i s  charac ter ized b y  a number of common- 
places--for instance, the  impossib le task,  
the sympathet ic  p l a n t ,  the mother-son d i a -  
I ~ g u e . ~  More genera l l y ,  "The Cherry-Tree 
Carol"  epitomizes what  D a v i d  Buchan c a l l s  
the " recreat ive"  n a t u r e  of the o r a l  process. 



Tha t  is ,  i t  forms and  re-forms a s to ry  i n  
a number of d i f f e ren t  ways and,  apparen t l y ,  
p rov ides  a good deal  of recreat ion ,  a good 
deal of c r e a t i v e  p l a y  a n d  spor t  i n  do ing  so. 

A l though "The Cherry-Tree Caro l "  sug- 
gests c e r t a i n  aspects of the popu la r i zed  re- 
l i g i o u s  s tory ,  a n d  a l though  i t  suggests cer- 
t a i n  aspects of Chr is tmas ce leb ra t i on  i n  some 
of i t s  American  variant^,^ i t  does not comply 
w i t h  R i c h a r d  Le ighton Greenets d e f i n i t i v e  
statement t h a t :  

The presence of an i n v a r i a b l e  l i n e  or  group of l i n e s  
which i s  t o  be sung before  t h e  f i r s t  s t a n z a  and a f t e r  
a l l  s t a n z a s  i s  t h e  f e a t u r e  which d i s t i n g u i s h e s  t h e  c a r o l  
from a l l  o t h e r  forms of Middle Engl ish l y r i c ?  

I  have  not observed the presence of a b u r -  
den i n  any  of the  v a r i a n t s  of "The Cher ry -  
Tree Carol ." Nor have  I  observed the pres-  
ence of what  Eve lyn  K.  Wells proposes as  
the essent ia l  c h a r a c t e r i s t i c  of the  c a r o l :  
namel y , the r e f r a i n  inherent  in the stanzaJ0 
I  am aware t h a t  a recent commentator on 
"The Cherry-Tree Carol1 '  adopts a c o n t r a r y  
po in t  of v iew. I n  general  terms, D a v i d  C. 
Fowler,  i n  A L i t e r a r y  H is tory  o f  t he  Popu la r  
Ba l l ad ,  p laces "The Cherry-Tree Carol , "  as 
a r e l i g i o u s  song, a t  the  p e r i p h e r y  r a t h e r  
than  a t  the center  of the canon of balladry.11 
I n  spec i f i c  terms, Fowler  focuses upon "The 
Cherry-Tree Carol " I s  d i s p  I  acemen t of the 
apocrypha l  s tory  f rom i t s  p lace  in the 
f l i g h t  i n t o  Egypt  sequence to d raw two con- 
c lus ions  about  the song 's  gener ic  . ident i ty .  
F i r s t ,  he states t h a t  the t r a n s f e r  of the 
s tory  to a n a t i v i t y  se t t i ng  d i s p l a y s  "an in- 
genu i t y  tha t  i s  scarcely a t t r i b u t a b l e  to f o l k  

re-creat ion.  ' "12  Second, he states t h a t  the 
new se t t i ng  of the cher ry - t ree  inc ident  
"necessari l  y makes t h i s  p iece a Chr is tmas 
o r  n a t i v i t y  ca ro l .  11 13 

Fowler here iso lates and  def ines a ge- 



ner ic  type according to the most rud imentary  
observations about set t ing and subject 
matter. I n  my view, "The Cherry-Tree 
Caro l ' l ' s  t ransfer  of the cherry- t ree inc ident  
to a new set t ing incorporates a s t r i k i n g  a r -  
r a y  of motifs, commonplaces, and na ra t i ve  
techniques which def ine the canon of ba l -  
l ad r y  as a whole. I  propose tha t  "The 
Cherry-Tree Carol" i s  much more than a set- 
piece ce lebrat ing Christmas o r  n a t i v i t y .  I n  
order to demonstrate the ba l  l a d ' s  tonal and 
thematic complexity, and  i t s  pa r t i c i pa t i on  
i n  the o ra l  t rad i t i on ,  I  sha l l  re fer  the 
reader to the other redact ions of the s tory .  

I  n the Pseudo-Matthew gospel, chapter 
XX, the story unfo lds  as Mary and Joseph 
f lee across the desert i n to  ~ ~ ~ ~ t . 1 4  On the 
t h i r d  day of the journey, Mary i s  overcome 
w i th  fa t igue  and the heat of the sun. Seeing 
a tree, she says to Joseph, "Let us  rest  f o r  
a whi le  under the t ree 's  shade." Joseph hur-  
r i es  to lead Mary to the pa lm and helps her  
dismount from the ass. Af ter  Mary s i t s  down, 
she notices that  the leaves of the palm tree 
a re  f u l l  of f r u i t .  She asks Joseph to gather  
these f r u i t s  fo r  her. Joseph rep l ies  that  he 
i s  astonished to hear such a request and  
po in ts  out not on ly  that  the tree i s  of ex- 
cessive height ,  bu t  a lso that  they a re  i n  
rea l  need of water because the animal  sk ins,  
be ing near l y  empty, need to be re f i l l ed .  At 
t h i s  point ,  the baby Jesus, s i t t i n g  on h i s  
mother 's lap, says to the palm, "Oh tree, 
bend down your branches and re f resh my 
mother w i th  your f r u i t s . "  The palm immedi- 
a te ly  incl ines i t s  top and green tw igs to 
Mary.  As Mary gathers the pa lm- f ru i ts ,  the 
tree remains incl ined,  wa i t i ng  f o r  a second 
command from Jesus to r i s e  up  aga in .  Jesus 
says to i t ,  " L i f t  yourself  up  and strengthen 
yourself  and be the s is ter  of the trees which 
a re  i n  my f a the r ' s  parad ise.  Also, uncover 



5 

from your roots a stream of water, which 
i s  present ly h idden i n  the earth,  and let 
the waters f low out of t h i s  ve in  to our  f u l -  
f i l lment."  Immediately, the palm becomes 
erect, and the clearest, coldest, and sweet- 
est sp r ings  of water beg in  to f low from i t s  
roots. Joseph and Mary, seeing the springs 
of j oy fu l  water, exu l t  w i th  great  joy.  G iv ing  
thanks to God, w i t h  a l l  beasts and men, they 
a re  f u l f i l l e d .  

Unl ike  the b a l l a d  n a r r a t i v e  which w i l l  
be discussed i n  the next  p a r t  of t h i s  paper, 
the gospel n a r r a t i v e  sketched above i s  re l -  
a t i ve l y  lo f ty  i n  tone. The L a t i n  text i s  re- 
p le te  w i th  a number of imperatives, and the 
exp l i c i t  and d i rec t  commands of Jesus lend 
a sense of p rov iden t i a l  necessity to both 
dia logue and action. The ra the r  exp l i c i t  
moral o r  exemplum which concludes the story 
would seem to invoke the reader to j o i n  Mary 
and Joseph and a l l  of creat ion i n  the proper 
p ra ise  of God. The gospel caps t h i s  invoca- 
t ion w i th  a symbolic p ic tu re  of the heavenly 
paradise;  and, i n  focusing a s ign i f i can t  
amount of g raph ic  at tent ion upon the t rans- 
formation of the palm, the gospel opens i tsel f  
to harmonist ic  and anaigogical in terpreta t ion.  
The l i f e -g iv ing  water which sp r ings  from the 
roots of the desert-planted pa lm may very  
well  accrue i t s  f u l l  meaning i n  re la t ion  to 
the o i l  of mercy which f lows from the tree 
tha t  Seth sees i n  the center of paradise.  
Likewise, the re la ted g i f t  of f r u i t  to Mary 
w i t h i n  the prophet ic context of the . Cantica 
Canticorurn would seem to b r i n g  the Pseudo- 
Matthew in to  accord w i th  the concept of sal-  
vat ion.  F i na l  ly ,  the t ransformat ion of the 
tree i n  the desert, g iven the pa lm ' s  special 
association w i th  Jesus' r i d e  in to  Jerusalem, 
looks fo rward  to the t ransformat ion of the 
tree as the cross on Ca lvary .  Th is  ind i rec t  
approach of evocation al lows the concept of 



redemption to const i tute the background of 
the s tory .  The n a r r a t i v e  begins as an  ap- 
parent  descr ipt ion of the t r i a l s  of a journey, 
then changes to a re f lec t ion of M a r y ' s  t ra -  
v a i l ,  and f i n a l l y  becomes a reve la t ion of 
the poss ib i l i t y  of succour and of the coming 
of sa lva t ion  to the world. On the deepest 
level, the story as ou t l i ned  i n  the apocry- 
pha l  gospel does not look a t  the human 
round, but  r a the r  looks--or a t  least d i rec ts  
the reader ' s  view--heavenwards. 

When we t u r n  to the s tory  ou t l i ned  in 
"The Cherry-Tree Carol, " w.e: encounter a ve ry  
d i f ferent  k i n d  of focus and approach: 

J o s e p h  was an  o l d  man, 
a n d  an o l d  man was he ,  

When he wedded Mary ,  
i n  t h e  l a n d  o f  G a l i l e e .  

J o s e p h  a n d  Mary w a l k e d  
t h r o u g h  an o r c h a r d  good,  

Where was c h e r r i e s  and  b e r r i e s ,  
s o  r e d  as any  b l o o d .  

J o s e p h  a n d  Mary w a l k e d  
t h r o u g h  an o r c h a r d  g r e e n ,  

Where was b e r r i e s  a n d  c h e r r i e s ,  
as t h i c k  a s  m i g h t  be  sken .  

0 t h e n  b e s p o k e  Mary ,  
s o  meek and  s o  m i l d :  

' P l u c k  me one c h e r r y ,  J o s e p h ,  
f o r  I am w i t h  c h i l d . '  

0 t h e n  b e s p o k e  J o s e p h .  
w i t h  w o r d s  m o s t  u n k i n d :  

' Le t  h i m  p l u c k  t h e e  a  c h e r r y  
t h a t  b r o u g h t  t h e e  w i t h  c k i l d . '  

0 t h e n  b e s p o k e  t h e  babe,  
w i t h i n  i t s  m o t h e r ' s  womb: 

'Bow down t h e n  t h e  t a l l e s t  t r e e ,  
f o r  my m o t h e r  t o  have  some. '  



Then bowed  down t h e  h i g h e s t  tree 
unto h i s  mother's hand; 

Then she cried, ' S e e  Joseph, 
I h a v e  cherries a t  command.' l5 

Here, the s tory ,  removed f rom i t s  waste land 
se t t ing ,  does not evoke the anagogical con- 
cept of redempt ive f e r t i l i t y ,  but r a t h e r  
juxtaposes a po ten t ia l  l y humorous v iew of 
a w i f e ' s  i nane  request w i t h  a p o t e n t i a l l y  
s p i t i t u a l  cons idera t ion  of m i rac le  a n d  my- 
s te ry .  With a l l  due respect to F o w l e r ' s  con- 
c lus ions,  one m igh t  b e g i n  to eva lua te  C h i l d  
B a l l a d  54 b y  n o t i n g  t h a t  the b a l l a d  may 
r a t h e r  e a s i l y  be  r e l a t e d  to bo th  the  humorous 
b a l l a d s  wh ich  d e t a i l  m a r i t a l  b i c k e r i n g  a n d  
to the romant ic  b a l l a d s  wh ich  d e t a i l  c o u r t i n g  
r i t u a l  . The b a l  l a d ' s  cha rac te r i za t i on  of Jo- 
seph as the o l d  gnof  who i s  l as t  to know of 
h i s  young w i f e ' s  apparen t  i n f i d e l i t y ,  together 
w i t h  Joseph's cross re luc tance to comply w i t h  
h i s  w i f e ' s  request,  a l i g n  "The Cherry-Tree 
Carol"  w i t h  the general  l y humorous concerns 
of C h i l d  B a l l a d s  274 a n d  275, respect ive ly ,  
"Our Goodman" a n d  "Get Up and  B a r  the 
Door." S im i la r l y ,  the  imag is t i c  d e t a i l s  of the  
o r c h a r d  and  the "cherr ies a n d  be r r i es ,  / so 
r e d  as any blood,"16 as  wel l  as the  p a r t i a l  
o rgan iza t i on  of the  n a r r a t i v e  accord ing to 
the p a t t e r n  of request  conveyed a n d  request 
denied, would seem to associate "The Cher ry -  
Tree Carol"  w i t h  pas toure l les  such as  C h i l d  
B a l l a d s  74- and  2, "Lord  Thomas a n d  F a i r  
Annet" and  "The E l f i n  Kn igh t "  and  w i t h  rom- 
a n t i c  b a l l a d s  such as C h i l d  B a l l a d s  7 a n d  
200, "Ear l  Brand"  and  "The Gypsie Laddie."  
I n  the b a l l a d  t r a d i t i o n ,  M a r y ' s  des i re  fo r  
the f r u i t  i s  a tongue-in-cheek reve la t i on  of 
he r  pregnancy,  u t i  l  i z i n g  the c h e r r y  I s  fo l k -  
l o r i s t i c  valence r a t h e r  than  i t s  symbol ic  
evocat ion of the promised peop le 's  hunger  
and  t h i r s t  i n  the desert, which can be 
quenched on ly  b y  the  Lo rd .  Joseph's a n g r y  re- 



sponse to t h i s  request does, as Fowler sug- 
gests, prov ide the "dramatic cue f o r  the 
intervent ion of the t rue  Father speaking 
through the unborn Son, commanding the tree 
to bow down."17 But Joseph's rancorous re- 
p l y  also endows the b a l l a d  w i th  a f r a n k  and  
somewhat humorous sexual i ty  as i t  d i rec ts  
our at tent ion to the b a l l a d  commonplace of 
the lover p l uck ing  the f r u i t  o r  f lower of h i s  
l a d y ' s  maidenhead. Given the popular  assoz 
c ia t ion  of the cherry  w i th  the hymen, Jo- 
seph's rebuke assumes an even more erot ic 
colorat ion, and an increased a t t i tude  of jeal-  
ousy o r  sour-grapes.18 

At th is  point ,  i t  should become c lea r  
that  "The Cherry-Tree Carol" orchestrates 
a var ie ty  of a t t i tudes and feel ings i n  a 
manner qu i te  apar t  from that  of the Pseudo- 
Matthew. As we move fu r t he r  in to  the b a l l a d  
nar ra t i ve ,  we encounter the archetypical  l y 
chagr ined husband, who various1 y bewai I s  
h i s  fa te  in Ch i ld  va r i an t  A; and i n  a Ken- 
tucky var ian t :  

'1 have done Mary wrong; 
B u t  c h e e r  up, my d e a r e s t ,  

and be  n o t  c a s t  down.' 19 

' 0  what h a v e  I done? 
Lord have m e r c y  on me!' 2 0 

A s im i l a r l y  aged Joseph i n  the f i f teenth cent- 
u r y  Coventry Mystery, who also imp1 icates 
h i s  wife, goes so f a r  as to humble himself 
and lament that  he has offended "god i t  
t r in i t y . "z l  The Mystery Play,  un l i ke  the 
pseudo-gospel upon which i t  was apparent ly  
based, jo ins  the b a l l a d  in a f ree and easy 
por t raya l  of a mar i ta l  d ispute i n  which a 
wife, us ing common par1 ance, establ ishes a 

impossible task f o r  her  mate to f u l -  
f ~ l l .  nea2 Yet, i n  spi te of the fa rc ica l  and hum- 
orous pa ra l l e l s  which ex is t  between the pop- 
u l a r  song and the popular  drama, and i n  



sp i te  of both genres' f ree and  d i rec t  use of 
d ia logue to advance the tale, a c ruc i a l  d i f -  
ference separates "The Cherry-Tree Carolt '  
from "N-Town" i n  intent ion and effect. I n  
the drama, the cherry- t ree in ter lude takes 
place i n  the context of a journey--even a 
p i lg r image of sorts--as Mary and  Joseph move 
towards Bethlehem. I n  the ba l l ad ,  the in ter -  
lude, be ing compressed, takes p lace w i t h i n  
the domestic realm of an orchard o r  garden, 
wherein the husband and  wi fe a re  a t  home. 
The Coventry Mystery departs from both the 
Pseudo-Matthew and the nor thern Childhood 
of ~ e s u s ~ ~  i n  removing the cherry- t ree inc i -  
dent from the f l i g h t  i n to  Egypt sequence, 
bu t  i t  does place the cherry- t ree incident  
w i t h i n  a sequence of Chr i s t ian  transforma- 
tion, sp i r i t ua l  na r ra t i ve ,  and b i b l i c a l  p lo t .  
The ba l lad ,  on the other hand, t rue  to i t s  
type, plunges us in to  the middle of the 
" f i f t h  act" of the p l ay .  We do not t rave l ,  
v i a  the ba l lad ,  upon the road of Chr i s t ian  
pi lgr image. Our focus i s  f i xed  upon the hu- 
man f igures a t  the center of a wal led garden. 
We lose the fu l l - f ledged mora l is t ic  and  a l -  
legor ical  development of the apocryphal  leg-;. 
end as worked out in the Cursor Mundi 
o r  even i n  the more attenuated version ;n 
the Childhood of Jesus, bu t  we ga in  a greater 
sense of human in teract ion and exper- 
ience, an  increased appreciat ion of the pe r i l s  
of psychological r a the r  than s p i r i t u a l  ex- 
change. 

This i s  not to say that  a l l  mystery 
drops from the b a l l a d  as we know i t .  I n  a 
number of var iants ,  the ba l lad ,  u n l i k e  the 
Pseudo-Matthew, the Childhood of Jesus, o r  
the Cursor Mundi, presents Jesus speaking 
not from h i s  mother's lap, bu t  r a the r  from 
her  womb: 



0 t h e n  b e s p o k e  t h e  babe ,  
w i t h i n  h i s  m o t h e r ' s  womb: 

IBow down t h e n  t h e  t a l l e s t  t r e e ,  
f o r  my m o t h e r  t o  h a v e  some.125  

0 t h e n  b e s p o k e  o u r  S a v i o u r ,  
a l l  i n  h i s  m o t h e r ' s  womb: 

'Bow down, g o o d  c h e r r y - t r e e ,  
t o  my m o t h e r ' s  h a n d . '  2 6  

Adding a d i f ferent  k i n d  of sexual and graph- 
i c  emphasis to the nar ra t i ve ,  such de ta i l  
s i gn i f i can t l y  re lates the ba l lad ,  a l be i t  w i t h  
a reversa l ,  to the revenant ba l l ads  i n  which 
voices speak from beyond the other boundary  
of l i fe ,  from the g rave  ra the r  than the 
womb. I n  other va r ian ts ,  the c h i l d  does not 
speak to the tree from Mary ' s  womb. Rather 
the tree i tse l f  speaks and/or bows down of  
i t s  own vo l i t i on ;  and  the ch i l d ,  subsequently 
born, s i t s  on h i s  mother 's l ap  to p red ic t  h i s  
death and resurrect ion:  

Then Mary  t o o k  h e r  babe ,  
a n d  s a t  h i m  o n  h e r  knee ,  

S a y i n g ,  'My d e a r  son ,  t e l l  me 
w h a t  t h i s  w o r l d  w i l l  b e . '  

' 0  I s h a l l  be a s  dead ,  m o t h e r ,  
a s  t h e  s t o n e s  i n  t h e  w a l l ;  

0 t h e  s t o n e s  i n  t h e  s t r e e t s ,  m o t h e r ,  
s h a l l  mourn  f o r  me a l l . '  

'Upon  E a s t e r - d a y ,  m o t h e r ,  
my u p r i s i n g  s h a l l  be ;  

0 t h e  s u n  a n d  t h e  moon, m o t h e r ,  
s h a l l  b o t h  r i s e  w i t h  me.127  

With th i s  a l tera t ion,  ' "The Cherry-Tree 
Carol," as Fowler po in ts  out, pa ra l l e l s  the 
mother-son dialogues of "Edward" (1 3 ) ,  "The 
Twa Brothers" (40), and "Lizzie Wan" (51 ) .  
The motif of the sun and the moon r i s i n g  
together at  the resurrect ion l inks the b a l l a d  

to "Lizzie Wan" (51-817) and "The T w a  



Brothers"  (49-D20) even more t i g h t l y  .29 
The de ta i l  of the stones i n  the st reet  

which s h a l l  mourn f o r  the c h i l d ,  l i k e  the 
deta i  l of the cher ry - t ree which various1 y 
speaks and  bends to the V i r g i n ' s  desires, 
f i rm1 y establ ishes "The Cherry-Tree Carol" 
w i t h i n  the b a l l a d  rea lm of the superna tu ra l  
as much as w i t h i n  the gospel rea lm of leg- 
endary  mi rac le .  When the v a r i a n t s  cont inue 
to inc lude descr ipt ions of the c h i l d ' s  birth-- 
as i n  C h i l d  v a r i a n t s  B, C, a n d  Dr-the na r -  
r a t i v e  i s  drenched less w i t h  b i b l i c a l  doc- 
t r i n e  and  de ta i l  than w i t h  b a l l a d  common- 
p lace.  Whether the speaker be human o r  d i -  
v ine,  reference a n d  comparison a r e  d rawn 
from the house a n d  h a l l ,  the p u r p l e  and  p a l l  
c lo th ing,  the s i l v e r  a n d  go ld  decor, a n d  the 
whi te  and  r e d  wine of the C h i l d  canon a t  
la rge.  Th is  p o p u l a r i z i n g  impulse pers is ts  
even i n  the popu la r  l y r i c  de r i ved  from the 
s tory  which r e l a y s  how Joseph and  Mary  hear  
angels prophesy ing the b i r t h  of Jesus i n  a 
s t a l l  as they wa lk  i n  a cher ry  garden.  30 

Clear ly ,  these angel prophecies a r e  
based upon the second chapter  of Luke, a n d  
we see a Iegi t irnate ~~ecc les ias t ica1"  source 
j o i n  the major  apocrypha l  source a l ready  
discussed. As M.J.C. Hodgart would have  i t ,  
the fo l ks inger  apparen t l y  p re fe r red  the apoc- 
r y p h a l  over the t r a d i t i o n a l  b i b l i c a l  source, 
"perhaps because there may have been an  
undercur rent  of heresy a n d  paganism i n  the 
C h r i s t i a n i t y  of the E n g l i s h  peasantry."31 In -  
deed, the apocrypha l  gospel does seem to 
be the main source, s u p p l y i n g  the s tory  to 
which the prophecies of Luke  seem l a t e r  to 
be attached. Yet, Hodgart i s  as  extreme i n  
i n s i s t i n g  upon the f o l k ' s  pagan  transforma- 
t i on  of Chr i s t i an  moti f  as Fowler i s  extreme 
i n  i n s i s t i n g  upon the s i n g u l a r l y  harmonis t ic  
func t ion  of "The Cherry-Tree Carol ." Fowler  
impl ies  that  the b a l l a d  takes i t s  meaning 



on ly  from i t s  re la t ion  to the temptation of 
Eve as out l ined i n  the fourteenth century  
Cornish drama, Origo Mundi, i n  which we 
read : 

EVE: I am p e r p l e x e d ,  t h i n k i n g  
What I may do 

Through p l u c k i n g  t h e  app le ,  
Fo r  f e a r  o f  t h e r e  b e i n g  g u i l e  i n  t h e e .  

DEVIL: P l u c k  i t  a t  t h y  p e r i l ;  
W i t h o u t  d e l a y ,  q u i c k l y  be done, 

And a l s o  cause t h y  husband 
That  he e a t  f r o m  i t .  

EVE : Bend down t h e  t r e e  t o w a r d  t h e  ground,  
That  I may r e a c h  them. 

DEVIL: I w i l l ,  b u t  come q u i e t l y ,  
P l u c k  i t  and go t h y  way. 32 

As Eve takes the f r u i t  and  presents some to 
her mate, the drama of the F a l l  proceeds 
according to b i  b l  i ca l  precedent. Here, ac- 
co rd ing  to Fowler, the b a l l a d  makes i t s  point; 

. . . t h e  bowing t r e e  o f  t h e  O l d  and New Testaments 
a r e  g r a p h i c  r e m i n d e r s  o f  t h e  F a l l  and redempt ion .  
A f r agmen t  o f  t h i s  harmonic  system i s  p r e s e r v e d  
i n  "The Cherry -Tree ~ a r o 1 . 1 1 3 3  

I  would suggest that  "The Cherry-Tree 
Carol" i s  ne i ther  en t i re l y  pagan is t i c  nor  en- 
t i r e l y  harmonist ic. The b a l l a d  may re f lec t  
the heterodox bel ief ,  popu la r  i n  the Midd le  
Ages, that  Joseph, be ing surpr ised to lea rn  
of Ma ry ' s  pregnancy, accused her  of an  i l -  
l i c i t  re la t ionsh ip .  I t  may poke fun,  employ- 
i n g  bawdy imagery and stock, comical char-  
acter izat ion,  a t  the Chr is t  ch i  I d ' s  parents,  
bu t  the loca l iz ing popu la r  drama does much 
the same th ing,  wi thout  s t r i p p i n g  the legend 
of i t s  s p i r i t u a l  values o r  movement to cele- 
b ra t ion .  On the other hand, to say tha t  
the b a l l a d  i s  harmonist ic  i s  to approach i t  
p r i m a r i l y  as a l i t e r a r y  text r a the r  than as 



t rad i t iona l  matter. "The Cherry-Tree Carol" 
indub i tab ly  ref lects cer ta in  Chr is t ian motifs 
and values, bu t  Fowler proposes an over ly  
systematic manner of audience response to 
such at t r ibutes.  Moreover, Fowler 's  proposal 
f a i l s  to consider the b a l l a d ' s  multi-faceted 
invest igat ion of the human round i n  which 
sexual, domestic, interpersonal, mystical,  
and even seasonal considerations p lay  
against  one another. I  n "The Cherry-Tree 
Carol," the main interest i s  f i n a l l y  the 
story i tse l f .  L i ke  the Pseudo-Matthew, the 
b a l l a d  may present a k i n d  of moral. L i k e  
the Cursor Mundi, the b a l l a d  may ask i t s  
audience to broaden i t s  consideration of a 
f am i l i a r  legend. But, "The Cherry-Tree Carol" 
presents i t s  issues i n  the form of drama 
ra ther  than sermon o r  a l legory .  Thus, the 
ba l  l a d  re-creates the apocryphal mater ia l  
w i th in  the o ra l  t rad i t ion.  
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