
From Corrido to Ballad

Grades 6–8

In this lesson, the class comes together to turn a Spanish-language vaquero song, “El corrido de Kansas,” into an English-language cowboy ballad.  The challenge is not to translate the Spanish line by line, but to adapt the story into a new rhyming poem. A literal, non-rhyming English translation is provided for those who don’t speak Spanish at home and are not studying the language at school.

Learning Standards 

These standards are achieved through guided work with the teacher.

Language Arts (from the National Council of Teachers of English) 
· N.12: Students use spoken, written, and visual language to accomplish their own purposes (e.g., for learning, enjoyment, persuasion, and the exchange of information). 

[bookmark: standards]Foreign Languages (from the American Council on the Teaching of Foreign Languages)
· Standard 1.2: Students understand and interpret written and spoken language on a variety of topics

U.S. History (from the National Center for History in the Schools)
· Era 6: The Development of the Industrial United States (1870–1900)

Key Concepts 

Vaquero, cowboy, corrido, ballad, meter, rhyme, Spanish-English translation

Background Information 

“El corrido de Kansas” is probably the earliest existing song about the cowboy life. Its setting is the same as that of hundreds of Anglo-American cowboy songs: the trails that brought cattle from Mexico and Texas to markets and railheads in Kansas in the mid- to late nineteenth century. Like any folk song, it has many versions and variations. The version on Handout 1 was collected in Texas in the early twentieth century. On Handout 2 is a twentieth-century version from New Mexico. 

For an excellent introduction to the rhyming traditions of the West, see the essay “Cowboy Poetry” in the liner notes to the Smithsonian Folkways album Cowboy Poetry Classics.
http://media.smithsonianfolkways.org/liner_notes/smithsonian_folkways/SFW50003.pdf

Duration 

One 45-minute class

Materials and Reproducibles

Handout 1: Vaquero song for adaptation  

Handout 2: Model of an adaption  

Directions

Step I  
Listening to the corrido

Play for students this short clip of “El corrido de Kansas” on Smithsonian Folkways. It was recorded by Texas singer Hermes Nye in the 1950s. Click on the arrow under “Track Listing.”
http://www.folkways.si.edu/albumdetails.aspx?itemid=502

To hear the ballad as recited poetry, play this version by Anastacio Castillo, also from Texas, who first heard the corrido sung by migrant farm workers.
http://www.folkways.si.edu/TrackDetails.aspx?itemid=42397

Step II  
Reading the corrido

Explain the exercise: the class will be adapting the corrido into an English-language ballad. Give each student a copy of Handout 1. It includes the song in the original Spanish, a literal, line-by-line, non-rhyming translation, and blank lines for the class’s adaptation.

If you are presenting this lesson as part of a Spanish-language class, you might give the students only the original Spanish.

Step III  
Looking at a model

As a model for the adaptation, give each student a copy of Handout 2. It includes another version of the song (from New Mexico), a literal translation into English, and a rhyming adaptation. The adaptation uses a standard English-language ballad form: four-line stanzas in which the second and fourth lines rhyme. The non-rhyming lines contain four strong beats. The rhyming lines have three strong beats.

When at last we had reached the big river,	4
No boat on the bank could be found.		3
The foreman cried, “On the other side,		4
I’ll find every one of you drowned!”		3

As a class, look for differences between the literal English translation and the rhyming adaptation. Does the adaptation stay close to the story in the original? Where does it depart from the story? Why does it depart?

Step IV  
Adapting the corrido

Work together as a class to create the new rhyming poem based on the Handout 1 version. Make this your goal: to keep as close as possible to the story while finding new words and phrases to give rhythm and rhyme to your poem.

To find models for a new meter and rhyme scheme—and to see examples of the diction and terminology of cowboy life—print these liner notes from the Smithsonian Folkways album Cowboy Ballads by Cisco Houston. 
http://media.smithsonianfolkways.org/liner_notes/folkways/FW02022.pdf

Step V  
Discussing the work

It’s been said that the hardest things to translate are poems and jokes. Both depend on rhythm—what is called “meter” and “cadence” in poetry and “timing” in comedy. Ask students to consider: What words or phrases did we choose for the sake of the rhythm? Are the rhythms of the original Spanish version easily translatable into English?

Rhythm often calls for concision. A single line in a poem must sometimes do the same amount of work as a one-liner in comedy. 

Take my wife. Please.

In Spanish, the joke would disappear:

Llevense a mi esposa. Por favor.

Even if the Spanish verb had the same double meaning as the English, por favor would not have quite the same punch as please. Lost in translation are the idiomatic shadings of the original language.

If you are teaching Spanish speakers or students of Spanish, consider: Are there words or phrases in the corrido that are especially difficult to translate into English? Also: Are there words and phrases that are peculiar to Mexico or to this historical setting? 







