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Song

A bird doesn’t sing because it has an answer,

it sings because it has a song.

—Maya Angelou

Singing and Saying

Most poems are more memorable than most ordinary speech, and when music is combined with poetry, the result can be more memorable still. The differences between speech, poetry, and song may appear if we consider, first of all, this fragment of an imaginary conversation between two lovers:

Let’s not drink; let’s just sit here and look at each other. Or put a kiss inside my goblet and I won’t want anything to drink.

Forgettable language, we might think; but let’s try to make it a little more interesting:

Drink to me only with your eyes, and I’ll pledge my love to you with my eyes;

Or leave a kiss within the goblet, that’s all I’ll want to drink.

The passage is closer to poetry, but still has a distance to go. At least we now have a figure of speech—the metaphor that love is wine, implied in the statement that one lover may salute another by lifting an eye as well as by lifting a goblet. But the sound of the words is not yet especially interesting. Here is another try, by Ben Jonson:

Drink to me only with thine eyes,

And I will pledge with mine;

Or leave a kiss but in the cup,

And I’ll not ask for wine.

In these opening lines from Jonson’s poem “To Celia,” the improvement is noticeable. These lines are poetry; their language has become special. For one thing, the lines rime (with an additional rime sound on thine). There is interest, too, in the proximity of the words kiss and cup: the repetition (or alliteration) of the k sound. The rhythm of the lines has become regular; generally every other word (or syllable) is stressed:

DRINK to me ON-ly WITH thine EYES,

And I will PLEDGE with MINE;

Or LEAVE a KISS but IN the CUP,

And I’LL not ASK for WINE.

All these devices of sound and rhythm, together with metaphor, produce a pleasing effect—more pleasing than the effect of “Let’s not drink; let’s look at each other.” But the words became more pleasing still when later set to music:
In this memorable form, the poem is still alive today.

Ben Jonson (1573?–1637)*
To Celia
1616
Drink to me only with thine eyes,

And I will pledge with mine;

Or leave a kiss but in the cup,

And I’ll not ask for wine.

5

The thirst that from the soul doth rise

Doth ask a drink divine;

But might I of Jove’s nectar sup,

I would not change for thine.

I sent thee late a rosy wreath,

10

Not so much honoring thee

As giving it a hope that there

It could not withered be.

But thou thereon didst only breathe,

And sent’st it back to me;

15

Since when it grows, and smells, I swear,

Not of itself but thee.

A compliment to a lady has rarely been put in language more graceful, more wealthy with interesting sounds. Other figures of speech besides metaphor make them unforgettable: for example, the hyperbolic tributes to the power of the lady’s sweet breath, which can start picked roses growing again, and her kisses, which even surpass the nectar of the gods.

This song falls into stanzas—as many poems that resemble songs also do. A stanza (Italian for “stopping-place” or “room”) is a group of lines whose pattern is repeated throughout the poem. Most songs have more than one stanza. When printed, the stanzas of songs and poems usually are set off from one another by space. When sung, stanzas of songs are indicated by a pause or by the introduction of a refrain, or chorus (a line or lines repeated). The word verse, which strictly refers to one line of a poem, is sometimes loosely used to mean a whole stanza: “All join in and sing the second verse!” In speaking of a stanza, whether sung or read, it is customary to indicate by a convenient algebra its rime scheme, the order in which rimed words recur. For instance, the rime scheme of this stanza by Herrick is a b a b; the first and third lines rime and so do the second and fourth:

For shame or pity now incline

To play a loving part,

Either to send me kindly thine

Or give me back my heart.

Refrains are words, phrases, or lines repeated at intervals in a song or songlike poem. A refrain usually follows immediately after a stanza, and when it does, it is called terminal refrain. A refrain whose words change slightly with each recurrence is called an incremental refrain. Sometimes we also hear an internal refrain: one that appears within a stanza, generally in a position that stays fixed throughout a poem. Both internal refrains and terminal refrains are used to great effect in the traditional song “The Cruel Mother.”

Anonymous (traditional Scottish ballad)
The Cruel Mother

She sat down below a thorn,

Fine flowers in the valley,
And there she has her sweet babe born

And the green leaves they grow rarely.
5

“Smile na sae° sweet, my bonny babe,”

so

Fine flowers in the valley,
“And° ye smile sae sweet, ye’ll smile me dead.”

if

And the green leaves they grow rarely.
She’s taen out her little pen-knife,

10

Fine flowers in the valley,
And twinned° the sweet babe o’ its life,

severed

And the green leaves they grow rarely.
She’s howket° a grave by the light of the moon,

dug

Fine flowers in the valley,
15

And there she’s buried her sweet babe in

And the green leaves they grow rarely.
As she was going to the church,

Fine flowers in the valley,
She saw a sweet babe in the porch

20

And the green leaves they grow rarely.
“O sweet babe, and thou were mine,”

Fine flowers in the valley,
“I wad cleed° thee in the silk so fine.”

dress

And the green leaves they grow rarely.
25

“O mother dear, when I was thine,”

Fine flowers in the valley,
“You did na prove to me sae kind.”

And the green leaves they grow rarely.
Taken by themselves, the refrain lines might seem mere pretty nonsense. But interwoven with the story of the murdered child, they form a terrible counterpoint. What do they come to mean? Possibly that Nature keeps going about her chores, unmindful of sin and suffering. The effect is an ironic contrast. Besides, by hearing the refrain over and over and over, we find it hard to forget.

We usually meet poems as words on a page, but songs we generally first encounter as sounds in the air. Consequently, songs tend to be written in language simple enough to be understood on first hearing. But some contemporary songwriters have created songs that require listeners to pay close and repeated attention to their words. Beginning in the 1960s with performers like Bob Dylan, Leonard Cohen, Joni Mitchell, and Frank Zappa, some pop songwriters crafted deliberately challenging songs. More recently, Sting, Aimee Mann, Beck, and Suzanne Vega have written complex lyrics, often full of strange, dreamlike imagery. To unravel them, a listener may have to play the recording many times, with the treble turned up all the way. Anyone who feels that literary criticism is solely an academic enterprise should listen to high school and college students discuss the lyrics of their favorite songs.

Many familiar poems began life as songs, but today, their tunes forgotten, they survive only in poetry anthologies. Shakespeare studded his plays with songs, and many of his contemporaries wrote verses to fit existing tunes. Some poets were themselves musicians (like Thomas Campion), and composed both words and music. In Shakespeare’s day, madrigals, short secular songs for three or more voices arranged in counterpoint, enjoyed great popularity. A madrigal is always short, usually just one stanza, and rarely exceeds twelve or thirteen lines. Elizabethans loved to sing, and a person was considered a dolt if he or she could not join in a three-part song. Here is a madrigal from one of Shakespeare’s comedies.

William Shakespeare (1564–1616)*
O mistress mine
(about 1600)
O mistress mine, where are you roaming?

O, stay and hear! your true love’s coming,

That can sing both high and low:

Trip no further, pretty sweeting;

5

Journeys end in lovers meeting—

Every wise man’s son doth know.

What is love? ’Tis not hereafter;

Present mirth hath present laughter;

What’s to come is still unsure:

10

In delay there lies not plenty;

Then, come kiss me, sweet and twenty,

Youth’s a stuff will not endure.

O mistress mine. The clown’s love song from Twelfth Night (Act II, Scene iii).

Some poets who were not composers printed their work in madrigal books for others to set to music. In the seventeenth century, however, poetry and song seem to have fallen away from each other. By the end of the century, much new poetry, other than songs for plays, was written to be printed and to be silently read. Poets who wrote popular songs—like Thomas D’Urfey, compiler of the collection Pills to Purge Melancholy—were considered somewhat disreputable. With the notable exceptions of John Gay, who took existing popular tunes for The Beggar’s Opera, and Robert Burns, who rewrote folk songs or made completely new words for them, few important English poets since Campion have been first-rate songwriters.

Occasionally, a poet has learned a thing or two from music. “But for the opera I could never have written Leaves of Grass,” said Walt Whitman, who loved the Italian art form for its expansiveness. Coleridge, Hardy, Auden, and many others have learned from folk ballads, and T. S. Eliot patterned his thematically repetitive Four Quartets after the structure of a quartet in classical music. “Poetry,” said Ezra Pound, “begins to atrophy when it gets too far from music.” Still, even in the twentieth  century, the poet was more often a corrector of printer’s proofs than a tunesmith or performer.

Some people think that to write poems and to travel about singing them, as many rock singer-composers now do, is a return to the venerable tradition of the troubadours, minstrels of the late Middle Ages. But there are differences. No doubt the troubadours had to please their patrons, but for better or worse their songs were not affected by a producer’s video promotion budget or by the technical resources of a sound studio. Bob Dylan has denied that he is a poet, and Paul Simon once told an interviewer, “If you want poetry read Wallace Stevens.” Nevertheless, many rock lyrics have the verbal intensity of poetry. No rock lyric, however, can be judged independent of its musical accompaniment. A song joins words and music; a great song joins them inseparably. Although the words of a great song cannot stand on their own without their music, they are not invalidated as lyrics. Songwriters rarely create their lyrics to be read on the page. If the words seem rich and interesting in themselves, our enjoyment is only increased. Like most poems and songs of the past, most current songs may end up in the trash can of time. And yet, certain memorable rimed and rhythmic lines may live on, especially if they are expressed in stirring music and have been given wide  exposure.

Exercise: Comparing Poem and Song
Compare the following poem by Edwin Arlington Robinson and a popular song lyric based on it. Notice what Paul Simon had to do to Robinson’s original poem in order to make it into a song, and how Simon altered Robinson’s conception.

Edwin Arlington Robinson (1869–1935)*
Richard Cory
1897
Whenever Richard Cory went down town,

We people on the pavement looked at him:

He was a gentleman from sole to crown,

Clean favored, and imperially slim.

5

And he was always quietly arrayed,

And he was always human when he talked;

But still he fluttered pulses when he said,

“Good-morning,” and he glittered when he walked.

And he was rich—yes, richer than a king—

10

And admirably schooled in every grace:

In fine,° we thought that he was everything

in short

To make us wish that we were in his place.

So on we worked, and waited for the light,

And went without the meat, and cursed the bread;

15

And Richard Cory, one calm summer night,

Went home and put a bullet through his head.

Paul Simon (b. 1941)
Richard Cory
1966
With Apologies to E. A. Robinson
They say that Richard Cory owns

One half of this old town,

With political connections

To spread his wealth around.

5

Born into Society,

A banker’s only child,

He had everything a man could want:

Power, grace and style.

Refrain:
But I, I work in his factory
10

And I curse the life I’m livin’
And I curse my poverty
And I wish that I could be
Oh I wish that I could be
Oh I wish that I could be
15

Richard Cory.
The papers print his picture

Almost everywhere he goes:

Richard Cory at the opera,

Richard Cory at a show

20

And the rumor of his parties

And the orgies on his yacht—

Oh he surely must be happy

With everything he’s got. 
(Refrain.)

He freely gave to charity,

25

He had the common touch,

And they were grateful for his patronage

And they thanked him very much,

So my mind was filled with wonder

When the evening headlines read:

30

“Richard Cory went home last night

And put a bullet through his head.”    (Refrain.)

Richard Cory by Paul Simon. If possible, listen to the ballad sung by Simon and Garfunkel on Sounds of Silence (Sony, 2001), © 1966 by Paul Simon. Used by permission.

Ballads

Any narrative song, like Paul Simon’s “Richard Cory,” may be called a ballad. In English, some of the most famous ballads are folk ballads, loosely defined as anonymous story-songs transmitted orally before they were ever written down. Sir Walter Scott, a pioneer collector of Scottish folk ballads, drew the ire of an old woman whose songs he had transcribed: “They were made for singing and no’ for reading, but ye ha’e broken the charm now and they’ll never be sung mair.” The old singer had a point. Print freezes songs and tends to hold them fast to a single version. If Scott and others had not written them down, however, many would have been lost.

In his monumental work The English and Scottish Popular Ballads (1882–1898), the American scholar Francis J. Child winnowed out 305 folk ballads he considered authentic—that is, creations of illiterate or semiliterate people who had preserved them orally. Child, who worked by insight as well as by learning, did such a good job of telling the difference between folk ballads and other kinds that later scholars have added only about a dozen ballads to his count. Often called Child ballads, his texts include “The Three Ravens,” “Sir Patrick Spence,” “The Twa Corbies,” “Edward,” “The Cruel Mother,” and many others still on the lips of singers. Here is one of the best-known Child ballads.

Anonymous (traditional Scottish ballad)
Bonny Barbara Allan

It was in and about the Martinmas time,

When the green leaves were afalling,

That Sir John Graeme, in the West Country,

Fell in love with Barbara Allan.
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He sent his men down through the town,

To the place where she was dwelling;

“O haste and come to my master dear,

Gin° ye be Barbara Allan.”
if

O hooly,° hooly rose she up,

slowly

10

  To the place where he was lying,

And when she drew the curtain by:

“Young man, I think you’re dying.”

“O it’s I’m sick, and very, very sick,

And ’tis a’ for Barbara Allan.”—

15

“O the better for me ye’s never be,

Tho your heart’s blood were aspilling.

“O dinna ye mind,° young man,” said she,

don’t you remember

“When ye was in the tavern adrinking,

That ye made the health° gae round and round,

toasts

20

And slighted Barbara Allan?”

He turned his face unto the wall,

And death was with him dealing:

“Adieu, adieu, my dear friends all,

And be kind to Barbara Allan.”

25

And slowly, slowly raise she up,

And slowly, slowly left him,

And sighing said she could not stay,

Since death of life had reft him.

She had not gane a mile but twa,

30

When she heard the dead-bell ringing,

And every jow° that the dead-bell geid,

stroke

It cried, “Woe to Barbara Allan!”

“O mother, mother, make my bed!

O make it saft and narrow!

35

Since my love died for me today,

I’ll die for him tomorrow.”

Bonny Barbara Allan. 1 Martinmas: Saint Martin’s Day, November 11.

Questions


1.
In any line does the Scottish dialect cause difficulty? If so, try reading the line aloud.


2.
Without ever coming out and explicitly calling Barbara hard-hearted, this ballad reveals that she is. In which stanza and by what means is her cruelty demonstrated?


3.
At what point does Barbara evidently have a change of heart? Again, how does the poem dramatize this change without explicitly talking about it?


4.
In many American versions of this ballad, noble knight John Graeme becomes an ordinary citizen. The gist of the story is the same, but at the end are these further stanzas, incorporated from a different ballad:


They buried Willie in the old churchyard


 And Barbara in the choir;


And out of his grave grew a red, red rose,


 And out of hers a briar.


They grew and grew to the steeple top


 Till they could grow no higher;


And there they locked in a true love’s knot,


 The red rose round the briar.



Do you think this appendage heightens or weakens the final impact of the story? Can the American ending be defended as an integral part of a new song? Explain.


5.
Paraphrase lines 9, 15–16, 22, 25–28. By putting these lines into prose, what has been lost?

As you can see from “Bonny Barbara Allan,” in a traditional English or Scottish folk ballad the storyteller speaks of the lives and feelings of others. Even if the pronoun “I” occurs, it rarely has much personality. Characters often exchange dialogue, but no one character speaks all the way through. Events move rapidly, perhaps because some of the dull transitional stanzas have been forgotten. The events themselves, as ballad scholar Albert B. Friedman has said, are frequently “the stuff of tabloid journalism—sensational tales of lust, revenge and domestic crime. Unwed mothers slay their newborn babes; lovers unwilling to marry their pregnant mistresses brutally murder the poor women, for which, without fail, they are justly punished.”1 There are also many ballads of the supernatural (“The Twa Corbies”) and of gallant knights (“Sir Patrick Spence”), and there are a few humorous ballads, usually about unhappy marriages.

A favorite pattern of ballad-makers is the so-called ballad stanza, four lines rimed a b c b, tending to fall into 8, 6, 8, and 6 syllables:

Clerk Saunders and Maid Margaret

Walked owre yon garden green,

And deep and heavy was the love

That fell thir twa between.°
between those two

Though not the only possible stanza for a ballad, this easily singable quatrain has continued to attract poets since the Middle Ages. Close kin to the ballad stanza is common meter, a stanza found in hymns such as “Amazing Grace,” by the eighteenth-century English hymnist John Newton:

Amazing grace! how sweet the sound

That saved a wretch like me!

I once was lost, but now am found,

Was blind, but now I see.

Notice that its pattern is that of the ballad stanza except for its two pairs of rimes. That all its lines rime is probably a sign of more literate artistry than we usually hear in folk ballads. Another sign of schoolteachers’ influence is that Newton’s rimes are exact. (Rimes in folk ballads are often rough-and-ready, as if made by ear, rather than polished and exact, as if the riming words had been matched for their similar spellings. In “Barbara Allan,” for instance, the hard-hearted lover’s name rimes with afalling, dwelling, aspilling, dealing, and even with ringing and adrinking.) That so many hymns were written in common meter may have been due to convenience. If a congregation didn’t know the tune to a hymn in common meter, they readily could sing its words to the tune of another such hymn they knew. Besides hymnists, many poets have favored common meter, among them A. E. Housman and Emily Dickinson.

Related to traditional folk ballads but displaying characteristics of their own, broadside ballads (so called because they were printed on one sheet of paper) often were set to traditional tunes. Most broadside ballads were an early form of journalism made possible by the development of cheap printing and by the growth of audiences who could read, just barely. Sometimes merely humorous or tear-jerking, often they were rimed accounts of sensational news events. That they were widespread and often scorned in Shakespeare’s day is attested by the character of Autolycus in A Winter’s Tale, an itinerant hawker of ballads about sea monsters and strange pregnancies (“a usurer’s wife was brought to bed of twenty money-bags”). Although many broadsides tend to be doggerel (verse full of irregularities due not to skill but to incompetence), many excellent poets had their work taken up and peddled in the streets—among them Marvell, Swift, and Byron.

Literary ballads, not meant for singing, are written by sophisticated poets for book-educated readers who enjoy being reminded of folk ballads. Literary ballads imitate certain features of folk ballads: they may tell of dramatic conflicts or of mortals who encounter the supernatural; they may use conventional figures of speech or ballad stanzas. Well-known poems of this kind include Keats’s “La Belle Dame Sans Merci” (see page 915), Coleridge’s “Rime of the Ancient Mariner,” and (in our time) Dudley Randall’s “Ballad of Birmingham.”

Dudley Randall (1914–2000)*
Ballad of Birmingham
1966

(On the Bombing of a Church in


Birmingham, Alabama, 1963)
“Mother dear, may I go downtown

Instead of out to play,

And march the streets of Birmingham

In a Freedom March today?”

5

“No, baby, no, you may not go,

For the dogs are fierce and wild,

And clubs and hoses, guns and jail

Aren’t good for a little child.”

“But, mother, I won’t be alone.

10

Other children will go with me,

And march the streets of Birmingham

To make our country free.”

“No, baby, no, you may not go,

For I fear those guns will fire.

15

But you may go to church instead

And sing in the children’s choir.”

She has combed and brushed her night-dark hair,

And bathed rose petal sweet,

And drawn white gloves on her small brown hands,

20

And white shoes on her feet.

The mother smiled to know her child

Was in the sacred place,

But that smile was the last smile

To come upon her face.

25

For when she heard the explosion,

Her eyes grew wet and wild.

She raced through the streets of Birmingham

Calling for her child.

She clawed through bits of glass and brick,

30

Then lifted out a shoe.

“O here’s the shoe my baby wore,

But, baby, where are you?”

Questions


1.
This poem, about a dynamite blast set off in an African American church by a racial terrorist (later convicted), delivers a message without preaching. How would you sum up this message, its implied theme?


2.
What is ironic in the mother’s denying her child permission to take part in a protest march?


3.
How does this modern poem resemble a traditional ballad?

Exercise: Seeing the Traits of Ballads
In the chapter “Poems for Further Reading” read the Child ballads “The Three Ravens” and “The Twa Corbies” (pages 1076–77). With these ballads in mind, consider one or more of these modern poems:

W. H. Auden, “As I Walked Out One Evening” (page 1081)

William Jay Smith, “American Primitive” (page 1167)

William Butler Yeats, “Crazy Jane Talks with the Bishop” (page 1189)

What characteristics of folk ballads do you find in them? In what ways do these modern poets depart from the traditions of folk ballads of the Middle Ages?

Blues

Among the many song forms to have shaped the way poetry is written in English, no recent form has been more influential than the blues. Originally a type of folk music developed by black slaves in the South, blues songs have both a distinctive form and tone. They traditionally consist of three-line stanzas in which the first two identical lines are followed by a concluding riming third line:

To dream of muddy water—trouble is knocking at your door.

To dream of muddy water—trouble is knocking at your door.

Your man is sure to leave you and never return no more.

Early blues lyrics almost always spoke of some sadness, pain, or deprivation— often the loss of a loved one. The melancholy tone of the lyrics, however, is not only world-weary but also world-wise. The blues expound the hard-won wisdom of bitter life experience. They frequently create their special mood through down-to-earth, even gritty, imagery drawn from everyday life. Although blues reach back into the nineteenth century, they were not widely known outside African American communities before 1920, when the first commercial recordings appeared. Their influence on both music and song from that time on was rapid and extensive. By 1930 James  Weldon Johnson could declare, “It is from the blues that all that may be called American music derives its most distinctive characteristic.” Blues have not only become an enduring category of popular music, they have also helped shape virtually all the major styles of contemporary pop—jazz, rap, rock, gospel, country, and, of course, rhythm-and-blues.

The style and structure of blues have also influenced modern poets. Not only have African American writers like Langston Hughes, Sterling A. Brown, Etheridge Knight, and Sonia Sanchez written blues poems, but white poets as dissimilar as W. H. Auden, Elizabeth Bishop, Donald Justice, and Sandra McPherson have employed the form. The classic touchstones of the blues, however, remain the early singers such as Robert Johnson, Ma Rainey, Blind Lemon Jefferson, Charley Patton, and—perhaps preeminently—Bessie Smith, “the Empress of the Blues.” Any form that has fascinated Bishop and Auden as well as B. B. King, Mick Jagger, Tracy Chapman, and Eric Clapton surely deserves special notice. The blues remind us of how closely related song and poetry will always be. Here are the lyrics of one of Bessie Smith’s earliest songs, based on a traditional folk blues, followed by a blues-influenced cabaret song written by W. H. Auden (with the composer Benjamin Britten) for a night-club singer.

Bessie Smith (1898?–1937)
with Clarence Williams (1898–1965)
Jailhouse Blues
1923
Thirty days in jail with my back turned to the wall.

Thirty days in jail with my back turned to the wall.

Look here, Mister Jailkeeper, put another gal in my stall.

I don’t mind bein’ in jail but I got to stay there so long.
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I don’t mind bein’ in jail but I got to stay there so long.

Well, ev’ry friend I had has done shook hands and gone.

You better stop your man from ticklin’ me under my chin.

You better stop your man from ticklin’ me under my chin.

’Cause if he keep on ticklin’ I’m sure gonna take him in.

10

Good mornin’ blues, blues how do you do?

Good mornin’ blues, blues how do you do?

Well, I just come here to have a few words with you.

W. H. Auden (1907–1973)*
Funeral Blues
1940
Stop all the clocks, cut off the telephone,

Prevent the dog from barking with a juicy bone,

Silence the pianos and with muffled drum

Bring out the coffin, let the mourners come.

5

Let aeroplanes circle moaning overhead

Scribbling on the sky the message He Is Dead,

Put crêpe bows round the white necks of the public doves,

Let the traffic policemen wear black cotton gloves.

He was my North, my South, my East and West,

10

My working week and my Sunday rest,

My noon, my midnight, my talk, my song;

I thought that love would last for ever: I was wrong.

The stars are not wanted now: put out every one,

Pack up the moon and dismantle the sun,

15

Pour away the ocean and sweep up the woods;

For nothing now can ever come to any good.

Questions

What features of the traditional blues does Auden keep in his song? What features does he discard?

Rap

One of the most interesting musical and literary developments of the 1980s was the emergence of rap, a form of popular music in which words are recited to a driving rhythmic beat. It differs from mainstream popular music in several ways, but, most interesting in literary terms, rap lyrics are spoken rather than sung. In that sense, rap is a form of popular poetry as well as popular music. In most rap songs, the lead performer or “M.C.” talks or recites, usually at top speed, long, rhythmic, four-stress lines that end in rimes. Although today most rap singers and groups use electronic or sampled backgrounds, rap began on city streets in the game of “signifying,” in which two poets aim rimed insults at each other, sometimes accompanying their tirades with a beat made by clapping or finger-snapping. This game also includes boasts made by the players on both sides about their own abilities. Rap has developed so rapidly that it now uses a variety of metrical forms, but it is interesting to look more closely at some of the early work that established the genre. Most rap still follows the initial formula of rimed couplets that casually mix full rime with assonance. Here are a few lines from one of the first popular raps:

I said, “By the way, baby, what’s your name?”

She said, “I go by the name Lois Lane.

And you can be my boyfriend, you surely can,

Just let me quit my boyfriend, he’s called Superman.”

—“Rapper’s Delight,” Sugarhill Gang, 1979

Rap is not written in the standard meters of English literary verse, but its basic measure does come out of the English tradition. Rap’s characteristic four-stress, accentual line has been the most common meter for spoken popular poetry in English from Anglo-Saxon verse and the folk ballads to the work of Robert W. Service and Rudyard Kipling.

What is a woman that you forsake her,

And the hearth-fire and the home-acre,

To go with the old grey Widow-maker?

—“Harp Song of the Dane Women,” Rudyard Kipling, 1906

The four-stress line is also a meter found throughout Mother Goose:
Tom, Tom, the piper’s son,

Stole a pig and away did run.

The pig was eat, and Tom was beat,

Till he run crying down the street.

Rap deliberately makes use of stress-meter’s ability to stretch and contract in syllable count. In fact, playing the syllable count against the beat is the basic metrical technique of rap. Like jazz, rap plays a flexible rhythm off against a fixed metrical beat, turning a traditional English folk meter into something distinctively African American. By hitting the beat hard while exploiting other elements of word music, rappers play interesting and elaborate games with the total rhythm of their lines. Here are the lyrics of an early rap recorded by Run D.M.C. that shows a sophisticated understanding of the traditions of English popular poetry (and makes direct references to a number of earlier literary works).

Run D.M.C. [J. Simmons/D. McDaniels]

from Peter Piper
1986
Now Dr. Seuss and Mother Goose both did their thing

But Jam Master’s getting loose and D.M.C.’s the king

’Cuz he’s the adult entertainer, child educator

Jam Master Jay king of the cross-fader
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He’s the better of the best, best believe he’s the baddest

Perfect timing when I’m climbing I’m the rhyming acrobatist

Lotta guts, when he cuts girls move their butts

His name is Jay, here to play, he must be nuts

And on the mix real quick, and I’d like to say

10

He’s not Flash but he’s fast and his name is Jay.

It goes a one, two, three and . . .

Jay’s like King Midas, as I was told,

Everything that he touched turned to gold

He’s the greatest of the great get it straight he’s great

15

Claim fame ’cuz his name is known in every state

His name is Jay to see him play will make you say

God damn that D.J. made my day

Like the butcher, the baker, the candlestick maker

He’s a maker, a breaker, and a title taker

20

Like the little old lady who lived in a shoe

If cuts were kids he would be through

Not lying y’all he’s the best I know

And if I lie my nose will grow

Like a little wooden boy named Pinocchio

25

And you all know how the story go

Trix are for kids he plays much gigs

He’s the big bad wolf and you’re the 3 pigs

He’s the big bad wolf in your neighborhood

Not bad meaning bad but bad meaning good . . . There it is!

30

We’re Run D.M.C. got a beef to settle

Dee’s not Hansel, he’s not Gretel

Jay’s a winner, not a beginner

His pocket gets fat, others’ get thinner

Jump on Jay like cow jumped moon

35

People chase Jay like dish and spoon

And like all fairy tales end

You’ll see Jay again my friend, hough!

Peter Piper. (These lyrics were transcribed from the Run D.M.C. hit.) 2 Jam Master Jay: the DJ who provides beats and scratching in the rap group. 4 Cross-fader: scratching device. 10 Flash: allusion either to Grandmaster Flash, another DJ, or the comic book superhero Flash; rap critics debate this point.

For Review And Further Study

John Lennon (1940–1980)
Paul McCartney (b. 1942)
Eleanor Rigby
1966
Ah, look at all the lonely people!

Ah, look at all the lonely people!

Eleanor Rigby

Picks up the rice in the church where a wedding has been,

5

Lives in a dream,

Waits at the window

Wearing the face that she keeps in a jar by the door.

Who is it for?

All the lonely people,

10

Where do they all come from?

All the lonely people,

Where do they all belong?

Father McKenzie,

Writing the words of a sermon that no one will hear,

15

No one comes near

Look at him working,

Darning his socks in the night when there’s nobody there.

What does he care?

All the lonely people,

20

Where do they all come from?

All the lonely people,

Where do they all belong?

Eleanor Rigby

Died in the church and was buried along with her name.

25

Nobody came.

Father McKenzie,

Wiping the dirt from his hands as he walks from the grave,

No one was saved.

All the lonely people,

30

Where do they all come from?

All the lonely people,

Where do they all belong?

Ah, look at all the lonely people!

Ah, look at all the lonely people!

“Eleanor Rigby.” Words and music by John Lennon and Paul McCartney © 1966. Renewed 1994. SONY/ATV Songs LLC. Administered by EMI Blackwood Music Inc. (BMI). All rights reserved. International copyright secured. Used by permission.

Question

Is there any reason to call this famous song lyric a ballad? Compare it with a traditional ballad, such as “Bonny Barbara Allan.” Do you notice any similarity? What are the differences?

Bob Dylan (b. 1941)
The Times They Are a-Changin’
1963
Come gather ’round people

Wherever you roam

And admit that the waters

Around you have grown

5

And accept it that soon

You’ll be drenched to the bone.

If your time to you

Is worth savin’

Then you better start swimmin’

10

Or you’ll sink like a stone

For the times they are a-changin’.

Come writers and critics

Who prophesize with your pen

And keep your eyes wide

15

The chance won’t come again

And don’t speak too soon

For the wheel’s still in spin

And there’s no tellin’ who

That it’s namin’.

20

For the loser now

Will be later to win

For the times they are a-changin’.

Come senators, congressmen

Please heed the call

25

Don’t stand in the doorway

Don’t block up the hall

For he that gets hurt

Will be he who has stalled

There’s a battle outside

30

And it is ragin’.

It’ll soon shake your windows

And rattle your walls

For the times they are a-changin’.

Come mothers and fathers

35

Throughout the land

And don’t criticize

What you can’t understand

Your sons and your daughters

Are beyond your command

40

Your old road is

Rapidly agin’.

Please get out of the new one

If you can’t lend your hand

For the times they are a-changin’.

45

The line it is drawn

The curse it is cast

The slow one now

Will later be fast

As the present now

50

Will later be past

The order is

Rapidly fadin’.

And the first one now

Will later be last

55

For the times they are a-changin’.

Questions


1.
What features does Dylan keep constant from stanza to stanza? What changes?


2.
Who is addressed at the start of each stanza? How do those people affect what is said later in the same stanza?


3.
Could the stanzas be sung in a different order without greatly changing the impact of the song? Or would any change undercut the structure of the song?


4.
Do the words of this song work well on the page? Or is something essential lost when the music is taken away? Choose and defend one point of view.

Aimee Mann (b. 1960)
Deathly
1999
Now that I’ve met you

Would you object to

Never seeing each other again

Cause I can’t afford to

5

Climb aboard you

No one’s got that much ego to spend

So don’t work your stuff

Because I’ve got troubles enough

No, don’t pick on me

10

When one act of kindness could be

Deathly

Deathly

Definitely

Cause I’m just a problem

15

For you to solve and

Watch dissolve in the heat of your charm

But what will you do when

You run it through and

You can’t get me back on the farm

20

So don’t work your stuff

Because I’ve got troubles enough

No, don’t pick on me

When one act of kindness could be

Deathly

25

Deathly

Definitely

You’re on your honor

Cause I’m a goner

And you haven’t even begun

30

So do me a favor

If I should waver

Be my savior

And get out the gun

Just don’t work your stuff

35

Because I’ve got troubles enough

No, don’t pick on me

When one act of kindness could be

Deathly

Deathly

40

Definitely

Questions


1.
The first three lines of this lyric are quite arresting (so much so that they inspired Paul Thomas Anderson’s ambitious 1999 film Magnolia). How well does the rest of the lyric sustain and develop this opening?


2.
After reading “Deathly,” listen to Aimee Mann’s recording of the song. Are the melody, arrangement, and singing style what you would have expected from a reading of the words? Explain.

writing effectively
Writers on Writing

Paul McCartney
Creating “Eleanor Rigby”
1978
Well, that [“Eleanor Rigby”] started off with sitting down at the piano and getting the first line of the melody, and playing around with the words.  I think it was “Miss Daisy Hawkins” originally; then it was her picking up the rice in a church after a wedding. That’s how nearly all our songs start, with the first line just suggesting itself from books or newspapers.

At first I thought it was a young Miss Daisy Hawkins, a bit like “Annabel Lee,” but not so sexy; but then I saw I’d said she was picking up the rice in church, so she had to be a cleaner; she had missed the wedding, and she was suddenly lonely. In fact she had missed it all—she was the spinster type.

Jane° was in a play in Bristol then, and I was walking round the streets waiting for her to finish. I didn’t really like “Daisy Hawkins”—I wanted a name that was more real. The thought just came: “Eleanor Rigby picks up the rice and lives in a dream”—so there she was. The next thing was Father McKenzie. It was going to be Father McCartney, but then I thought that was a bit of a hang-up for my Dad, being in this lonely song. So we looked through the phone book. That’s the beauty of working at random—it does come up perfectly, much better than if you try to think it with your intellect.

Anyway there was Father McKenzie, and he was just as I had imagined him, lonely, darning his socks. We weren’t sure if the song was going to go on. In the next verse we thought of a bin man, an old feller going through dustbins; but it got too  involved—embarrassing. John and I wondered whether to have Eleanor Rigby and him have a thing going, but we couldn’t really see how. When I played it to John we decided to finish it.

That was the point anyway. She didn’t make it, she never made it with anyone, she didn’t even look as if she was going to.

From The Beatles in Their Own Words
Writing About Song Lyrics

Poetry’s Close Kinship with Song

Poetry and song were originally one art, and even today the two forms remain closely related. We celebrate the sounds of a poem by praising its “music” just as we compliment a great song lyric by calling it “poetic.” And yet a very simple distinction separates the two arts: in a song the lyrics combine with music to create a collaborative work, whereas in a poem the author must create all the effects by words alone.

To analyze song lyrics as poetry, you will need to separate the words temporarily from their music. Writing out the lyrics onto paper and rereading them—without the song playing in the background—can help you see how the words hold up alone on the page. While some lyrics stand well on their own, you may find that the song’s power resides mostly in its music, or in the special combination of words and music that cannot be approached by the text alone.

If you find yourself disappointed by the lyrics separated from their music, remember: a song is no less powerful as a song just because the words don’t stand on their own as poetry. A song, after all, is meant to be sung.

Checklist

Looking at Lyrics as Poetry


¸
Listen to the song and jot down the three or four moments that affect you most powerfully.


¸
Transcribe all of the lyrics onto the page, or find the lyrics on the Internet and print them out.


¸
Compare the moments you remembered with the transcribed lyrics.


¸
Are the lyrics as moving without the music?


¸
Notice the lyrics’ form. Are there stanzas? A refrain? A rime scheme?


¸
What accounts for the song’s power? Its music alone? Its lyrics? Its blend of words and music?

Writing Assignment on song lyrics

Write a short paper (750–1000 words) in which you analyze the lyrics of a favorite song. Discuss what the words alone provide and what they lack in re-creating the total power of the original song. The purpose of the paper is not to justify the song you have chosen as great poetry (though it may perhaps qualify); rather, it is to examine which parts of the song’s power come solely from the words and which come from the music or performance. (Don’t forget to provide your instructor with an accurate transcription of the song lyrics.)

More Topics For Writing


1.
Compare and contrast Edward Arlington Robinson’s “Richard Cory” with Paul Simon’s song of the same name. What changes did Simon make to the original? Why do you suppose he chose to make them? How did he alter Robinson’s story and its characters?


2.
Compare and contrast the English folk ballad “The Three Ravens” with the Scottish folk ballad “The Twa Corbies” (both in the chapter “Poems for Further Reading”).


3.
Think of several recent popular songs. Can you think of any that qualify as ballads? Type out the lyrics of a narrative song you know well, and write a brief analysis of what those lyrics have in common with “Ballad of Birmingham” or “Bonny Barbara Allan.”


4.
What gives you the blues? Choose one of the blues songs in this chapter as a model, and write your own lyrics about a sad subject of your choice. 
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1 Introduction to The Viking Book of Folk Ballads of the English-Speaking World, ed. Albert B. Friedman (New York: Viking, 1956).





