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Cryptomnesia, but first, Saturnalia

I was going to explore cryptomnesia (hid-
den memory) this month, and I do even-
tually, but you might want to take along
a lunch for the trip.  In Whither Zither
of January '06, I talked about a verse
form known as the Double Dactyl, which
was introduced to me by my pal, great
songwriter and novelist (among other
things) Rob Lopresti of Bellingham WA.
Though the phrase “double dactyl” can
refer to nothing more than two metric
feet, each having one stressed syllable
followed by two unstressed (example:
terrible poetry), more often it refers to a
form of poem called the Higgledy
Piggledy.  The rules for writing a
Higgledy Piggledy poem I covered in
part by quoting an entire self-referential
example of it, as written by amazing
word-man Roger Robison, biology
teacher, poet, and classics enthusiast
(among other things) from Texas.  Cur-
rently, if you look up Double Dactyl in
Wikipedia, the first example of it will
be that very Higgledy Piggledy by Mr.
Robison.

At this time of year (I’m writing in mid-
December), Mr. Robison’s focus turns to
the celebration known as Saturnalia — a
Roman holiday held on December 17th
— for which he writes poetry in vari-
ous vintage verse forms.  This year he
sent me his Saturnalia poem in the Span-
ish verse form known as the zejel, which
has the rhyme scheme of AAA-BBBA-
CCCA-DDDA.

A Saturnalian Zejel

Rejoice, for Saturn’s feast is here!
We eagerly await all year
Those cries of “Io!” we long to hear.

We’re free for now from tilling loam
And gladly spend our time at home,
Or on the farm not far from Rome,
With guests and neighbors who live near.

The slave and master switch around
As fun and merriment abound
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With “princeps” pranks that might astound,
But never dampen festive cheer.

Too soon we’ll end our carefree play
And put the dice and games away
For Saturn’s season doesn’t stay,
But its return we still hold dear.

(Io is the traditional Saturnalian greet-
ing, pronounced “yo.”  The Princeps is a
person chosen to head the festivities.)

Roger also sent me a song he wrote for
the occasion.  Here’s a verse from it:

Over in the villa
At the farm on the hill
Lives a kindly Roman matron
And her son lives with her still.
“Io!” said his mother,
“We can party still!”
So they ask guests to bask
At the farm on the hill.

The melody is posted as a playable MIDI
file on his site.  When I told him I liked
the song, he said he had just put new
words to the song Over In The Meadow
written in 1870 by Olive A. Wadsworth,
which I now remember hearing on Cap-
tain Kangaroo many years ago.

Mr. Robison went on to tell me about
Ms. Wadsworth, whose real name was
Katherine Floyd Dana.  According to a
website about Mastic, Long Island,
where she was born, she changed her
name to Olive A. Wadsworth because
women weren’t supposed to be writers
in her day.  It isn’t explained why she
chose the feminine Olive instead of, say,
Popeye, but there you go.  And besides,
according to this site, the initials
“O.A.W.” were known to her friends as
an acronym for Only A Woman, her sar-
castic take on the situation.

Over In The Meadow, the song, has
been recorded on many a children’s al-
bum.  The song is described on differ-
ent sites as being everything from “An
old Southern Appalachian teaching
song,” to a song by Ms. Wadsworth, to,
according to Wikipedia, a song of dis-
puted origin: "It is likely that the rhyme

originated in the United Kingdom in the
16th century."  The lyrics definitely ap-
pear in an 1870 book by Olive A.
Wadsworth called Kit, Fan, Tot, and the
Rest of Them, which can be down-
loaded free (URL below).  The poem’s
subtitle is Rhymes by which Mamma
Taught Tot to Count Twelve.  Twelve
verses follow, beginning with:

Over in the meadow,
In the sand, in the sun
Lived an old mother toad
And her little toadie, one
“Wink!” said the mother
“I wink,” send the one
So she winked and she blinked
In the sand, in the sun.

Anyone in the folk music racket knows
there are thousands of folk songs of dis-
puted origin.  I thought this was odd un-
til I got old and found that my music
partner Lou and I can’t remember
whether she or I wrote the melodies to
some of our own early songs.  Then
there is unknowing plagiarism; the com-
posing of words or music that you truly
believe to be of your own invention but
that is really something you heard years
ago.  This cryptomnesia (I told you I’d get
to it) is farily common.  It makes for
weird copyright cases because it has to
be proven in court that you probably
heard the original work, but not that you
remember hearing it.  George Harrison
was nailed for writing My Sweet Lord
with major melody aspects taken from
He’s So Fine by Ronald Mack.  Even
though he didn’t remember ever hearing
that song, it was proven he probably had
heard it.  So Over in the Meadow could
be a lyric that Ms. A.O.W. thought she
wrote, AND a 16th century British song,
AND an old Appalachian teaching song.
All of the above.  And if that’s the case,
had Olive Wadsworth had a better
memory, I may never have heard the
song on Captain Kangaroo.  Or was it
on Colonel Caboose?

My deep thanks to Mr. Lopresti, Ms.
Wadsworth, and especially to Mr. Roger
Robison for this WZ.

Roger Robison poetry:  http://lonestar.texas.net/~robison/poetry.html
Rob Lopresti home page:  http://home.nas.com/lopresti/index.htm
Olive Wadwsorth book:  http://books.google.com/books?id=3aANAAAAYAAJ&pg=PA189
Olive Wadsworth's bio:  http://www.spoonercentral.com/RS/oaw.html
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