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Teaching notes 

The music of love poetry 
Luke McBratney 

These teaching notes encourage students to appreciate the musical and emotional qualities of the 
songs in the AQA anthology of love poetry (AQA A). 

What is a song? 
Several of the poems in the AQA Anthology were written as songs. Let’s consider the features of the 
song genre in general, before turning to consider some specific examples of song.  

Read the section of the article ‘Love songs through the ages’ entitled ‘What is a song?’ and take notes 
on the different way in which we can define the term ‘song’. 

In the context of literature, the term song is used in two main ways: 

• lines of verse set to music and sung  

• poetry that aims mainly to evoke emotion 

These terms are not mutually exclusive. A poem like ‘Ae Fond Kiss’ by Burns works equally well as a 
performed song and a poem read from the page.  

As English literature students, we are used to analysing the complexities of language and doing so 
objectively, through the semi-scientific principles of practical criticism. Yet, with songs, it’s important to 
pay close attention to emotions.  

What are the typical features of the emotions that are presented in a song? Here are some 
suggestions. The emotion presented is: 

• intense 

• sustained 

• within a narrow range 

• from the perspective of a single speaker 

• clear and unambiguous 

Some of the features that you might be used to exploring in more complex poems are unlikely to be 
relevant when studying a song. For example, the musical quality of a song makes it difficult for it to 
express complex linguistic features such as paradox and ambiguity. These are difficult to produce 
through music. Don’t waste too much time hunting for complexities and elaborate hidden meanings. 
Be prepared for the meaning to be simple. 
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What should we explore in songs? 
When you study a song, consider how the speaker’s thoughts, feelings and emotions are presented. 
The following are examples of some of the musical qualities or aural effects that might repay close 
attention: 

• alliteration 

• sibilance 

• onomatopoeia 

• rhythm 

• rhyme 

• repetition 

‘Ae Fond Kiss’ 
Read the section in the article ‘Love songs through the ages’ and make notes on what you learn, using 
the following areas: 

• the differences between Burns’ poem and its source ‘The Parting Kiss’ 

• biographical readings (how real-life events influenced the production of the poem) 

• the qualities of the emotion in ‘Ae Fond Kiss’ 

Use the BBC Burns website (listed at the end of these teaching notes) to listen to recordings of the 
poem being sung. In what ways is your response to the poem changed or enhanced by hearing it 
performed as a piece of music? 

‘The Scrutiny’ 
Read the section in the article entitled ‘Scrutinising “The Scrutiny”’. Make notes on the following areas: 

• how a twenty-first reader might respond to the speaker 

• the presentation of the relationship between speaker and addressee 

Include quotations and comments on meaning and effects in your notes. 

Read the section in the article entitled ‘Considering genre’. Make notes on the following areas: 

• the ways in which the poem can be viewed in literary contexts 

• how the poem can be read as a song 

• the ways in which contemporary readers responded to the poem/Lovelace’s work 

Spiritual qualities of songs 
Think about the more mystical qualities of songs. As well as in poetic contexts, songs are used in 
religious services and magic. Think also of how national anthems make people feel. Songs can touch 
people in palpable ways even if they are difficult to understand. As the The New Princeton 
Encyclopedia of Poetry and Poetics suggests, music often has the power to ‘tap some source of 
understanding or sympathy that is not touched by language’.  
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‘The Garden of Love’ 
Blake used to sing his songs to friends. His Songs of Innocence and Experience are also sometimes 
considered to have been responses to Isaac Watts’ Divine Songs Attempted in Easy Language for 
the Use of Children (1715). Watts’ hymns were moralistic and didactic. They were not just about 
glorifying God, but also about keeping children under control. One, for example, bears the title 
‘Against Idleness and Mischief’. 
Re-read ‘The Garden of Love’. How far does it conform to the features of a song? What additional 
qualities does Blake add? A further definition of a song concludes the article ‘Love songs through the 
ages’ and is quoted below:  

‘Poems that are perceived as visionary, conjuring some understanding beyond the normal capacities 
of words, may be called songs.’ (The New Princeton Encyclopedia of Poetry and Poetics) 

To what extent does the poem fit this definition? 

Further reading 
An excellent, comprehensive site about Burns and his work, featuring performances of songs and 
poems being read by actors and public figures: www.bbc.co.uk/arts/robertburns/ 

This article places Blake’s poems in the context of children’s literature of the time and includes 
materials from the British Library: 
www.bl.uk/romantics-and-victorians/articles/william-blake-and-18th-century-childrens-literature 

An excellent article that considers Blake’s poems as songs: 
www.bl.uk/romantics-and-victorians/articles/the-music-of-william-blakes-poetry 
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