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Text Analysis 

Movements for social and human rights have happened or are happening in all 

corners of the world.  These issues are relevant and affect us no matter where we are 

from.  The chosen text carries an emotional and poignant message filled with questions 

that beg to be discussed critically and in depth.  Why? (The King of Love Is Dead) was 

written by Gene Taylor (Nina Simone’s bass player) in honor of Martin Luther King’s 

death. The song was first released on the album “’Nuff Said!” on April 7, 1968, just three 

days after the murder of Dr. King. 

The song focuses mainly on the past, Dr. King’s contributions through his life, 

and the present situation of mourning and loss with an uncertain future brought by his 

death. The narrative voice uses the first stanza to place its audience in two main contexts, 

planet earth and the story of a man who is humble and fought for freedom, love and 

peace. The first line of the song, “Once upon this planet earth”, begins a fairy tale of this 

man who humbly took on oppression and ignited the hearts of many to change a nation 

through peace and love.  But he did not make it to the end of the story; he did not have a 

happily ever after.  Dr. Martin Luther King Jr. was shot down by hatred and fear, 

leaving many unanswered questions in his wake. 

Stanzas two, three and four expand on Martin Luther King’s ideologies and 

accomplishments. The last line of the fourth stanza is the first to directly mention his 

death. With the introduction of his death the poetic voice also introduces change through 

the use of language. In fact, the sixth and seventh stanzas ask a total of five questions 

about the future of society and the meaning of Dr. King’s death.  The seventh stanza 

begins the musical refrain that will be repeated at the twelfth stanza.  In the refrain the 



tone of voice changes from questioning to one of determination, which matches the 

musical addition of the full rhythm section and increase in tempo. From the eighth stanza 

to the twelfth, the persona interchanges between a stanza with a question and a stanza 

with a context to that question. Through the questions it is possible to understand that the 

song is trying to create a conversational tone, inviting its audience to think critically 

about the events, facts and feelings it presents.  

In the song, cohesion is established through the repetitive metric structure and rhyme 

as well as different recurrent elements in the song; like the questions the voice asks to its 

audience. The song has twelve strophes with a somewhat regular structure; each one 

contains images that build meaning not only for the audience but also for the poetic 

voice. 

An important consideration for instruction is all the different literary strategies and 

figures the song uses for effect, since they may make it harder for students to understand 

the actual meaning behind the song. A clear example of this is the use of figurative 

expressions, like “the king of love” or “mountain top”. This use of language can be quite 

demanding for students with low reading comprehension or lack of experience with 

poetic language, so it is important to scaffold class activities taking this into account. 

Even the use of poetic language or non-traditional sentence structures can become 

problematic for certain students.  Some other aspects of the song may not impair 

students’ comprehension, but enhance it. Explaining something like the use of rhyme in 

the song, creates an opportunity for the teacher to explain how such formal elements can 

enhance meaning and connect different images. 
The music itself creates a context in which the words should be interpreted. The jazz 

music with its repetitions in the melody creates a grieving mood in the audience.  And 

the slow, mournful accompaniment throughout the introduction and questioning stanzas 

creates a dirge-like quality in the song. 



Our activities are geared towards students’ understanding of social rights and 

historical events through the song. This means that each of them provides a different 

layer of understanding or a way to connect. By allowing the students to listen to the song 

several times, each time with a different focus, we believe the students will have an 

opportunity to develop an understanding and emotional connection to the content. 

Providing students with different ways to relate, like text-to-content and text-to-self 

connections, is a means to help students develop a deeper understanding of the song and, 

consequently, of the historical events. 

 

Pre-literacy activity   

As a preliteracy activity, we suggest wallpapering (Gibbons, 2009, p. 65) about 

the social rights movement. For this activity, the teacher will prepare a large piece of 

butcher paper titled “Civil Rights”. Students will brainstorm what they already know 

about the Civil Rights movement, whether it be a person’s name, a city, types of protests, 

or questions, and then write it onto sticky notes that they will then post to the butcher 

paper. If a student is unfamiliar with the Civil Rights movement, they can make 

predictions, write questions they may have, or read their classmates’ thoughts to gain 

ideas. The teacher may model expectations by writing her/his own ideas and posting them 

on the board along with the students. Once everyone has contributed, the entire class will 

read and organize the sticky notes into categories (such as people, places, events, 

questions, etc.)  When this is done, the class will compile a list of unanswered questions 

that the teacher may use to guide future instruction.      

Another pre-literacy activity that may be useful for the students at Coile is making 

predictions. For this activity, the students will break into groups of three and discuss who 

the King of Love may be, as well as the possible content of the song lyrics. Through their 

discussion students should try to come to a consensus or respectfully disagree. To make 



this process easier, each member will have a specific role: one member will be the 

facilitator (regulating the discussion), another member will be the secretary (recording the 

discussion) and a third member may be the speaker (sharing the discussion with the 

class).  For this activity the teacher may scaffold and take into account different needs 

by creating specific groups and assigning specific roles to certain students.   

 

During-literacy Activity 

Before hearing the song for the first time, we suggest the students have an 

opportunity to decompose and familiarize themselves with the lyrics. To this end, each 

student will receive a copy of the lyrics and read them independently. Because analyzing 

a poetic text can be a highly demanding task and involves many skills, the teacher will 

provide specific instructions and a large amount of support. To help the students get 

started the teacher may suggest they classify the lyrics into two categories, the lines of the 

song that describe the man and the lines of the song that describe his message. This 

activity can also be scaffolded to satisfy the diverse needs of Coile’s population.  For 

students who have a hard time writing and understanding, the teacher may suggest the 

use of two different color highlighters, and for students with a greater visual need, the 

teacher may suggest the use of a graphic organizer. Depending on the students’ needs, the 

teacher may start the activity by modeling for the class how to sort the first two stanzas, 

or choose to allow the students to do so independently from the beginning. When the 

students finish classifying, the class and the teacher will jointly construct a short 

paragraph describing Dr. King and a short paragraph summarizing the message he 

preached. This will help solidify their abstract understanding of the historical figure. 

Students who need less support can construct their paragraphs independently, and 

afterward compare and contrast their writing with the co-constructed paragraphs of the 

teacher and the class. The opportunities in this activity allow students to reflect on their 



level of comfort - working independently or co-dependently - and choose what works 

best for them. 

Music is made up of many layers, and to properly analyze a song one must give 

the song multiple listens to peel away the layers. For a “during literacy” activity we 

suggest the students listen to the song twice. The first time they are just to listen, not 

write. Some students have a difficult time sitting still and listening to a five-minute song, 

therefore, students should be allowed to move if necessary, but the movement must be 

silent. During the second listen, in the margins of their copy of the lyrics students are to 

record any questions, thoughts, or feelings that come to mind. Their responses to the 

music should be natural, not contrived. For example, students should feel free to express 

their dislike. Responding to music, like responding to any form of literature, is a skill that 

takes time and cultivation. Reactions to music are individual and personal; therefore, the 

teacher needs to give adequate time and leeway for students to express themselves. 

After students have had an opportunity to independently respond to the song, the 

class will listen once again, but also watch the YouTube video that uses a montage of 

images of and related to Martin Luther King Jr. This time they will respond through small 

group discussion and focus on answering specific questions. Small group discussion 

differs from the standard IRF format most often seen in the 8th grade Social Studies 

classes at Coile. There are many students who do not get an opportunity to voice their 

questions or opinions.  Responding to the video in small groups gives every student a 

chance to speak.1   

 

Post-literacy Activity  

                                                
1 Questions to guide the conversation could  include: How have your feelings toward the song 

changed with the addition of images? Did any images stand out to you and why? How do you 

personally connect with the song?  



The post-literacy activities are meant for students to return to the text and reread 

to respond creatively. That being said, students still need structure, instructions, and 

modeling to begin the creative experience. The first activity we’ve titled “Visualizing 

Emotion”. This is a dramatic response meant to create empathy and further personal 

connections between the students and the Civil Rights Movement. The class will 

brainstorm what emotions are created within them when listening to the song and/or what 

emotions the song and text are trying to evoke. In groups of three or four, students will 

choose one emotion to express using their bodies to create a movement or tableau. They 

should be thinking about why they chose that particular emotion, how their movement 

demonstrates the emotion, and how it relates to the text. 

Another artistic response to the text is The Mountaintop. Ultimately, the purpose 

of this activity is to stimulate discussion about how individuals can come together to 

create change. The activity involves art, literacy, and verbal discourse. A large image of a 

mountain will be made up of 30 numbered and detached index cards. Each student will 

take one card. On the front of the index card students will create an artistic interpretation 

of their connection to the song. They should be able to draw, color, or sketch whatever 

images they think best express what they are feeling. On the back of the index card 

students will write a brief rationale explaining their picture(s) and how it relates to the 

song. When finished, students will place their index card back where they got it from, 

recreating the image of the mountain with every student’s individual touch. When all of 

the cards are back in place, the teacher will begin a discussion about what the 

mountaintop can represent.2 

                                                
2   Questions to help facilitate discussion may include: Why are we using the visual of a 

mountaintop?  What connections can we make between the class Mountaintop and the Civil 

Rights movement?  How are we all involved and responsible for the direction of the nation?  

What can we do to promote positive change in our country, state, community, and school? 



As an additional post-literacy activity, the teacher could invite a guest who 

witnessed the Civil Rights movement in any significant way to come to the classroom 

and share their memories with the students. Students will have questions prepared in 

advance to help guide the conversation. If the teacher is unable to bring a person to class, 

they will then have a study of pictures and artifacts showing life in a segregated country. 

These items should have a clear intent, such as the photo of Elizabeth Eckford of the 

Little Rock Nine being harrassed by a mob of white students while walking into Little 

Rock Central High School.  

As a culminating activity, students will create a poster in response to what they 

have been studying of the Civil Rights Movement in America. Included in this poster will 

be a significant event of the Civil Rights Movement that was covered in class, a current 

civil or human rights issue that the student thinks their community should be aware of.  

And, the poster should also reflect the student’s feelings and thoughts about what they 

had studied and learned in class about Civil Rights. Students will be given creative 

freedom in how they present their findings. Similar to our group’s presentation in class, 

students will share their work with peers and the school community through a gallery 

walk where they act as tour guide in explaining their chosen discussion topic to their 

audience.  



Appendix 

Why? (The King of Love is Dead) 

by Gene Taylor 

recorded by Nina Simone, 1968 

 

Once upon this planet earth, 

Lived a man of humble birth, 

Preaching love and freedom for his fellow man, 

 

He was dreaming of a day, 

Peace would come to earth to stay, 

And he spread this message all across the land. 

 

Turn the other cheek he’d plead, 

Love thy neighbor was his creed, 

Pain humiliation death, he did not dread 

 

With his Bible at his side, 



From his foes he did not hide, 

It’s hard to think that this great man is dead. (Oh yes) 

 

Will the murders never cease, 

Are they men or are they beasts? 

What do they ever hope, ever hope to gain? 

 

Will my country fall, stand or fall? 

Is it too late for us all? 

And did Martin Luther King just die in vain? 

 

Cos he’d seen the mountain top, 

And he knew he could not stop, 

Always living with the threat of death ahead. 

 

Folks you’d better stop and think 

Cos we’re heading for the brink. 



What will happen now that he is dead? 

 

He was for equality, 

For all people you and me, 

Full of love and good will, hate was not his way. 

 

He was not a violent man. 

Tell me folks if you can, 

Just why, why was he shot down the other day? 

 

Well see he’d seen, the mountain top. 

And he knew he could not stop, 

Always living with the threat of death ahead. 

 

Folks you’d better stop and think…and feel again, 

For we’re heading for the brink. 

What’s gonna happen now that the king of love is dead? 



Reference 

Taylor, G. (1968). Why? (The king of love is dead). [Recorded by Nina Simone]. On 

‘Nuff Said!   

 [CD]. New York City, NY: RCA Victor.  

 


