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The passing of Leonard Cohen coupled with the 
award of the Nobel prize to Bob Dylan has 
rekindled debates about poetry and popular 

songs. Does a great lyricist have the same stature as 
a great poet? Can a popular song have the enduring 
appeal of a classic poem? 

Dylan’s admirers include distinguished professor 
of literature Sir Christopher Ricks and Pulitzer prize-
winning poet Paul Muldoon, but there are dissenting 
voices. Germaine Greer once dismissed Dylan’s writing 
by saying:

‘It’s not verse, not even doggerel. Nor is it prose, 
because it doesn’t make sense. Its combination of 
pretentiousness and illiteracy isn’t surprising, which 
would be something; it’s just annoying.’
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So, are there meaningful distinctions between 
lyrics of a great song and a great poem, and is it fair to 
suggest that Dylan and Cohen don’t quite cut it as great 
literature?

Ear vs eye
Songs, which are necessarily brief, are written 
exclusively for the ear. Aspects such as rhyme, repetition 
and regularity of rhythm are much more important 
than in poetry, which can be much more expansive 
and is, at least to some extent, written for the eye.

Yet many condensed poetic forms have similar 
features to songwriting. Paul Muldoon argues that 
the strictures of the song format make it ‘one of those 
miraculous structures,’ which might be compared to 
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about the literary status of great songwriters
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Further reading
Giles Fodden makes case for Eminem’s linguistic 
greatness: www.tinyurl.com/jy8n9nk

The differences between popular songs and 
poetry: www.tinyurl.com/jenzoar

Article on Kate Tempest (pdf):  
www.tinyurl.com/hgx8erl

Activity

Look through the pre-1900 selection in the 
AQA Anthology: love through the ages. Which 
poems in the selection were written as songs? 
Explain the ways in which considering them as 
songs shapes your response to one or more of 
these poems. 
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the form of a sonnet: ‘It’s a similar kind of thing. It’s 
endlessly open to invention.’ While some denigrate 
songs for their dependence on music and singing, 
Christopher Ricks praises them for the same qualities:

‘The cadences, the voicing, the rhythmical draping 
and shaping don’t make a song superior to a poem, 
but they do change the hiding places of its powers. 
Or rather, they add to the number of its hiding 
places.’

Rappers’ delight
Ricks is not alone in suggesting that, in some ways, 
musicians are better than poets. A Washington Post 
article, ‘Science proves it: Today’s rappers are more 
poetic than Shakespeare’, cites studies that argue hip 
hop artists have more extensive vocabularies than our 
most celebrated poet and playwright. Similarly, in ‘Are 
Rappers Better Linguists than Shakespeare?’ (Daily 
Mail) it is reported that complex rhymes are second 
nature to rappers.

While such research does not account for literary 
merit, some rappers have been taken seriously by the 
literary world. In 2003 Nobel laureate Seamus Heaney 
praised Eminem, saying he was worthy of being 
considered in the same way as Bob Dylan, and that he 
had ‘sent a voltage around his generation’. Others go 
further, subjecting rap lyrics to the kind of academic 
analysis that Ricks has given to Tennyson, Keats and 
Dylan. Giles Foden concludes that Eminem not only 
delights by means of rhythm, rhyme and verbal wit but 
that he also makes innovative use of personae. Foden 
claims that the song ‘Stan’ is in some senses more 
sophisticated than a Browning dramatic monologue 
and is a highly accomplished example of the poetic 
sub-genre of the verse epistle. 

Sexier than poetry
For long periods of literary history — for example, when 
Romantics like Byron and Burns wrote in the genre of 
song — poetry was the ‘sexiest’ art form. But now it 
seems we’ve come full circle: even accomplished poets 
want to be rock stars. The former poet laureate Andrew 
Motion has tried his hand at rap, and Paul Muldoon 

has moonlighted as the main lyricist and guitarist in 
bands such as Rackett and Wayside Shrines. And with 
the serious academic treatment of Dylan and Cohen 
it seems that even literary criticism wants to jump on 
the music bandwagon. Poets like Kate Tempest deliver 
performance poetry at events reminiscent of gigs, and 
it’s no accident that her work — with its direct addresses 
to the audience, its regularity, rhythms and rhymes — 
strikes a chord with those more used to songs:

Let’s spend the afternoon in bed with three bottles 
of wine, 

and love the day into the night and forget we don’t 
have time. 

Instead of parties, people, madness, come on let’s 
just doze inside? 

‘Pennies’
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