
	   Ma	  Junior	  1	  

Antony	  José	  Ma	  Junior	  

Professor	  Kedrick	  James	  

LLED	  445	  –	  952	  

3	  August	  2017	  
	  

A	  Ballad	  That	  Might	  Have	  Been.	  
	  
The	  poem	  “Madam	  And	  Her	  Might	  Have	  Been”	  by	  Langston	  Hughes	  is	  about	  

unrequited	  love.	  Those	  who	  have	  had	  one	  or	  more	  experiences	  of	  being	  in	  a	  

relationship	  with	  another	  person,	  or	  at	  least	  attempted	  to	  begin	  one	  with	  someone	  

without	  success,	  would	  find	  this	  subject	  immediately	  recognizable.	  As	  such,	  the	  

appeal	  is	  that	  the	  poem	  is	  directly	  relevant	  to	  a	  wide	  audience,	  assuming	  that	  most	  

have	  attempted	  to	  begin	  a	  relationship	  with	  another	  person	  without	  success	  owing	  

to	  fear	  of	  insecurity.	  The	  poem	  reveals	  a	  relationship	  that	  fails	  to	  begin.	  A	  man	  

provides	  much	  courtly	  affection	  to	  a	  woman	  with	  a	  view	  to	  establishing	  a	  romantic	  

relationship	  with	  her.	  	  However,	  the	  woman	  is	  afraid	  of	  being	  hurt	  in	  that	  

relationship.	  She	  succumbs	  to	  that	  fear	  and	  the	  relationship	  fails	  to	  materialize.	  This	  

is	  a	  common	  theme	  that	  most	  readers	  would	  be	  able	  to	  relate	  to	  thus	  it	  has	  a	  

common	  appeal.	  

The	  familiar	  theme	  of	  unreciprocated	  love	  in	  the	  poem	  is	  told	  through	  

streetwise	  dialogue	  between	  a	  man	  and	  woman.	  This	  makes	  it	  even	  more	  familiar	  

and	  thus	  enhances	  relevance	  to	  the	  reader.	  The	  dialogue	  is	  recognizable	  as	  

American	  vernacular	  speech,	  “you	  better	  leave	  -‐	  /	  you	  got	  some’n	  else	  /	  up	  your	  

sleeve”	  (22-‐24).	  Further	  to	  enhancing	  relevance	  and	  therefore	  appeal	  to	  the	  reader,	  

vernacular	  speech	  provides	  a	  feeling	  of	  accessibility.	  The	  simple	  vernacular	  phrases	  
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in	  the	  poem	  helps	  the	  reader	  to	  grasp	  the	  dialogue	  without	  much	  intellectual	  labour	  

and	  learned	  experience	  with	  poetic	  craft.	  	  The	  language	  is	  basic	  and	  to	  the	  point.	  

There	  is	  no	  pretense.	  It	  does	  not	  try	  to	  be	  clever.	  	  

He	  said,	  in	  me	  
You’ve	  got	  no	  trust.	  
I	  said,	  I	  don’t	  want	  
My	  heart	  to	  bust.	  	  (29-‐32)	  
	  

The	  dialogue	  is	  presented	  as	  if	  a	  real	  conversation	  is	  taking	  place.	  Hence	  the	  poem	  is	  

naturally	  appreciable.	  	  

	   The	  poem	  looks	  like	  a	  ballad	  with	  its	  quatrains	  and	  alternating	  iambic	  lines	  of	  

longer	  and	  shorter	  ballad	  meters.	  A	  traditional	  ballad	  meter	  consists	  of	  alternating	  

lines	  of	  iambic	  tetrameter	  and	  iambic	  trimeter.	  The	  rhyme	  scheme	  of	  a	  ballad	  

quatrain	  is	  a,b,c,b.	  Only	  the	  second	  and	  fourth	  lines	  are	  rhymed.	  The	  rhyme	  scheme	  

in	  the	  poem	  is	  consistent	  to	  this	  rule.	  However,	  the	  meter	  in	  the	  poem	  is	  

inconsistent.	  They	  are	  mostly	  slightly	  shorter	  with	  length	  variations	  than	  a	  

tetrameter	  and	  trimeter.	  The	  significance	  of	  presenting	  the	  poem	  in	  this	  way	  is	  to	  

point	  out	  that	  the	  poem	  is	  almost	  a	  ballad	  but	  not	  quite	  so,	  just	  as	  the	  story	  of	  the	  

romantic	  relationship	  in	  the	  poem	  almost	  materialized,	  but	  failed	  to	  begin.	  Changing	  

the	  structure	  of	  a	  traditional	  ballad	  in	  this	  way	  effectively	  expresses	  the	  frustration	  

of	  unrequited	  love.	  The	  ballad	  is	  traditionally	  used	  to	  illustrate	  love	  and	  romance.	  

The	  ballad	  qualities	  of	  this	  poem	  reveal	  a	  relationship	  that	  almost	  took	  place,	  just	  as	  

the	  poem	  almost	  became	  a	  ballad.	  
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Teaching	  Resources:	  

A	  reading	  of	  the	  poem	  by	  Janeane	  Davis	  and	  her	  brief	  interpretation	  of	  the	  poem:	  

	  	   https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=VjW-‐LZi9S4s	  

	  

Webster,	  Harvey	  Curtis.	  “One-‐Way	  Poetry.”	  Poetry,	  vol.	  75,	  no.	  5,	  1950,	  pp.	  300–302.	  

	  	   JSTOR,	  www.jstor.org/stable/20591147.	  

	  







The	  following	  two	  poems	  are	  English	  translations	  of	  Portuguese	  poetry.	  	  
	  
A	  poem	  by	  Luís	  Vaz	  de	  Camões,	  a	  16th	  century	  Portuguese	  poet	  and	  explorer.	  The	  
poem	  is	  dedicated	  “to	  a	  slave	  named	  Barbara,	  whom	  he	  loved	  in	  India”.	  
	  
A	  poem	  by	  Camilo	  de	  Almeida	  Pessanha,	  a	  late	  19th	  century	  /	  early	  20th	  century	  
Portuguese	  “poet,	  teacher,	  lawyer,	  judge	  and	  opium	  addict”.	  The	  poem	  is	  dedicated	  
to	  his	  Chinese	  mistress.	  	  	  










