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81: Piano (by D.H Lawrence)
Trevor Millum explains how a careful reading of this powerful poem 

can be accessible and applied to other poems.

(Suitable for Key Stages 4 and 5) 

You can view more of Trevor’s poetry resources 

@ www.mouseandmuse.co.uk/resources

What’s the point?

Students do most of the investigative work and in so doing come to know the poem intimately in a way which involves their own 
creative judgement and critical thinking. 

1. Prose and cons

Ask students to reformat the poem as prose.  Then ask them to make any (small) changes they think will make the meaning 
clearer. If they use Word they can track their changes. 

Very few insertions create a serviceable prose version.

Softly, in the dusk, a woman is singing to me. She is taking me back down the vista of years, till I see a child sitting under the 
piano, in the boom of the tingling strings and pressing the small, poised feet of a mother who smiles as she sings.
In spite of myself, the insidious mastery of song betrays me back, till the heart of me weeps to belong to the old Sunday evenings 
at home, when it was winter outside and we sang hymns in the cosy parlour, with the tinkling piano as our guide.
So now it is vain for the singer to burst into clamour with the great black piano appassionato. The glamour of childish days is 
upon me, my manhood is cast down in the flood of remembrance and I weep like a child for the past.

Students can compare their alterations with others. In the process they will be engaged in working on and interpreting both 
the grammar and the meaning of the poem. At the same time, they might create a glossary to help others – e.g. vista, boom, 
insidious, appassionato.

How might this be written if Lawrence had chosen prose narrative to begin with?  (‘I remember sitting under the piano while my 
mother played the piano…’)

2. Title

What other titles could the poem have?   (e.g. memory, childhood etc.)
3. Emotions
What feelings does the poem evoke in the reader?  What feelings does the writer experience?  (How do we know?)  You might 
approach this by asking students to adopt a posture and expression which reflect how the writer feels.
What words could be altered to remove emotion from the poem? For example, ‘The mastery (or ‘power’) of song takes me back’ 
instead of ‘In spite of myself, the insidious mastery of song betrays me back.’
Some words are obvious (e.g. ‘cosy’) but what about an adjective such as ‘old’ or ‘softly’?  How would the effect differ if the 
poem began ‘Quietly’ rather than ‘Softly’?
4. Past and present
The past is topped and tailed by the present. Students can try reading it, perhaps in pairs, to bring out the time difference.  
There are other contrasts or oppositions. How many can students tease out? (e.g. the woman / the mother; the homely piano 
/ the great black piano; tinkling, tingling / appassionato; mother smiling / grown up weeping; cosiness / clamour; private / 
public…)
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Softly, in the dusk, a woman is singing to me;
Taking me back down the vista of years, till I see
A child sitting under the piano, in the boom of the tingling strings
And pressing the small, poised feet of a mother who smiles as she sings.
In spite of myself, the insidious mastery of song
Betrays me back, till the heart of me weeps to belong
To the old Sunday evenings at home, with winter outside
And hymns in the cosy parlour, the tinkling piano our guide.
So now it is vain for the singer to burst into clamour
With the great black piano appassionato. The glamour
Of childish days is upon me, my manhood is cast
Down in the flood of remembrance, I weep like a child for the past

And also… 

Ask students to find other poems by Lawrence. How does ‘Piano’ compare with his other poems? (Compare subject matter, 
tone, and style. Lawrence’s animal poems make good comparisons.)

Tips and techniques 

Use small groups or pairs for as many of these activities as possible. The interactions between students are crucial to their 
involvement with the poem. In groups appoint one person to report back, which they can do in a variety of ways; post-it 
notes are a good way of reducing stress and achieving some anonymity.  

References 

More resources for investigating and writing poetry can be found on Trevor Millum’s website
www.mouseandmuse.co.uk/resources 

N AT E N E E D S YO U!
If you have a great teaching activity or strategy and would like it to be considered for publication, please send us 

your ideas. Proposals are welcome from teachers of English and literacy at all key stages. It doesn’t have to be 

complex: simple but with a positive impact on learning in the classroom is fine! 

The common structure is simple:

• What’s the point? (learning objectives)

• In the classroom (preparation/orientation/resources/differentiation)

• Tips and techniques (reinforcement/adaptation/extension)

Please send us an outline of your idea. We look forward to hearing about your excellent classroom-based work. If 

we think it would make a good IllumiNATE article, we’ll ask you to write it up in detail.

Get in touch with our illumiNATE editors (below) if you wish to find out more about this opportunity.

Primary illumiNATE (Janet Gough, NATE’s Primary Officer @ primary@nate.org.uk 

Secondary illumiNATE (Gary Snapper, NATE’s Secondary Officer @ secondary@nate.org.uk

You can download the proposal form here. 

mailto:primary%40nate.org.uk?subject=
mailto:secondary%40nate.org.uk?subject=
https://www.nate.org.uk/wp-content/uploads/2020/05/IllumiNATE-proposal-form-2020.docx

