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Song
– by Alun Lewis –

Teachers can decide whether to give the context of a man (Alun Lewis?) away at 
war imagining a woman (his wife?) who finds out she is not pregnant speaking these 
lines, or how far students can be invited to explore the poem at first without any such 
context.

For background about the context of the writing of the poem, see:
http://nq.oxfordjournals.org/content/52/1/103.extract
This includes an extract of a letter from Alun Lewis to his wife, Gweno: “Sweetheart, 
I do pray that our baby will win this little tussle this time. I pray to God for that. But if 
there’s nothing doing you must not be heartbroken.”

Please remember that context is not assessed in this piece.

Philip Levine reads the poem.
http://www.wnyc.org/story/83192-philip-levine-reads-alun-lewis/

A

The extract of a letter from Alun Lewis to his wife could be introduced here, in 
connection with ‘his promise’, ‘the seed’ and ‘turn or kick’.

The definition of ‘persona’ from the Glossary may be read. What seems to be the 
relationship of the ‘I’ in the first stanza to the ‘he’ of the first stanza? (Look at the last 
line of the fifth stanza.)

B

Learners may be guided (directly or indirectly) to (some of) the following: ‘absence’; 
‘numb’; ‘sick’; ‘Life did not turn or kick’; the effect of the repetition of ‘sick’ and ‘seed’; 
the effect of rhyming ‘sick’ with ‘sick’.

C

Learners may be guided (directly or indirectly) to (some of) the following: ‘darkness’; 
‘despair’; ‘like a grave’; ‘ghost’; ‘sick with care’; the effect of alliteration; the effect of 
the simile; the effect of the repetition of ‘And’; the fact that the last four lines have 
seven syllables.

Background information

Activities

http://nq.oxfordjournals.org/content/52/1/103.extract
http://www.wnyc.org/story/83192-philip-levine-reads-alun-lewis/ 


Teachers’ NotesWelsh writing in English

D

Learners may be guided (directly or indirectly) to (some of) the following: ‘his promise’; 
‘He shouted grievously / ‘Beloved, do not think of me’ ’; ‘We never thought to buy and 
sell / This life…’; the fact that all these details are seen from the woman’s perspective; 
her attitude towards him, reflected throughout the poem.

E

Learners can be invited to explore the contrast between the commercial world of 
buying and selling and the (more natural) world of spring and autumn.
 

F

Learners may be guided (directly or indirectly) to (some of) the following: 

• What is the effect of the colloquial ‘But oh!’? 
• What is the effect of Self with a capital letter at the end of the first line?  
• What is the effect of ‘wither’ in this stanza compared to its context and use in the 

previous stanza?  
• Count the number of syllables per line compared with earlier in the poem.  
• What is the effect of the four nouns ending in the morpheme -ness?

G

If the man is no longer there, does ‘self-effacement’ suggest the memory will be 
wiped out in time anyway?

H

Do you think ‘Song’ is an appropriate title for this poem? Why or why not?
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I

The fifth stanza refers to ‘bewildered crests’. The waves obviously cannot be 
‘bewildered’. What effect do you think this use of personification has here?

Learners may be guided to consider that the sea seems to be sharing in the human 
feeling of loss and sorrow and bewilderment. What effect does this have on the 
reader/hearer?

Why do you think the fifth stanza has just one sentence?

Learners may be guided to consider where do all these things happen (or in the case 
of seagulls’ nests not happen)? Why does it say the lover ‘sways’ and ‘rests’?

J

Is this more a poem about love or more a poem about war?

K

Identify the rhyming pattern in the poem, and explore how the rhyme and rhythm 
affects your response. 

Learners may be guided to consider:
Does every stanza have the same pattern? How far does this fit in with the title of the 
poem?

L

In Shakespeare’s play The Tempest the following lines describe the (supposed) 
drowning of one man. How far does the poem ‘Song’ reflect some of the same 
themes/images?

Full fathom five thy father lies;
Of his bones are coral made; 
Those are pearls that were his eyes; 
Nothing of him that doth fade 
But doth suffer a sea-change
Into something rich and strange.

Further activities
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The Tempest I ii

This quotation from The Tempest is from:
Peter Alexander (ed.), The Complete Works of William Shakespeare: The Alexander 
Text (London, originally published in 1951).

Learners may be guided to consider the meaning of the following:

‘tempest’ (drowning); ‘the sea’ (lying on the sea bed); ‘coral’; ‘self-effacement’ 
compared with ‘doth fade’.

See also the possible parallels in Ovid, The Metamorphoses 
Book XI: 410–473 The separation of Ceyx and Alcyone
Book XI: 474–572 The Tempest
http://www.poetryintranslation.com/PITBR/Latin/Metamorph11.htm
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These Teachers’ Notes, provided to support the teaching and learning of GCSE 
English Literature, contain some ideas which teachers could use to stimulate 
discussion and debate, in conjunction with other materials and sound classroom 
teaching. Context is not assessed in this non-examination assessment. We cannot 
guarantee the accuracy of external websites.

http://www.poetryintranslation.com/PITBR/Latin/Metamorph11.htm

