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The paper critically examines the extensive intertextuality and cultural
references embedded in the music lyrics and poetry of Lana Del Rey. Del
Rey’s works are marked by an intricate network of religious, mythological, and
literary allusions, which contribute to a multi-layered narrative. It was found
that she recurrently engages with Christian imagery and biblical references,
which serve to enrich her poetic imagery, exploring themes of redemption,
sin, love, and longing for spiritual salvation. The study focuses on Del Rey’s
allusions to such prominent literary figures as Walt Whitman, Sylvia Plath,
and T.S. Eliot, among others. An in-depth analysis was conducted on selected
songs lyrics, including “Body Electric,” “Religion”, and “hope is a dangerous
thing for a woman like me to have,” which include references to the works
of these poets, drawing thematic connections from them. Thus, themes of
struggles of women in societal contexts, personal identity and artistic anguish
in The Bell Jar are reflected in “hope is a dangerous thing for a woman like
me to have”; Del Rey’s “Religion”is closely interconnected with “Burnt
Norton” by T. S. Eliot, following the imagery of the paradise and themes of
time, love and salvation. This study shows Del Rey’s ability to recontextualize
literary and cultural traditions, demonstrates her adeptness at transforming
renown texts into modern works of art, which points at her significant place
in contemporary poetry. By synthesizing diverse intertextual elements (such
as allusion, quotation, reference) Lana Del Rey contributes to the ongoing
intertextual dialogue between past and present literary expressions, providing
new interpretations that reflect both personal and cultural resonances.

IHTEPTEKCTYAJIBHICTH Y MICHSAX I BIPIIAX JIAHM JEJIb PEH
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B crarti posmisHyTa IIMpOKa IHTEPTEKCTYalbHICTh B TEKCTaX MiCEHb
1 Bipmax Jlanu [lens Peil. ¥V 1tBOpax Jlens Peii mepexpelyroThest pemiriiiui,
MicdonoriuHi i miTepaTypHi ano3ii, siki CTBOPIOIOTH OaraTomapoBuil HAPATHB.
Byno BUsIBIEHO, 110 aBTOPKA MiCEHb CUCTEMHO 3BEPTA€ThCS 10 XPUCTUSHCHKUX
00pa3iB 1 610MIHHUX CIOXKETIB, SKi 30aradyroTh i1 10e3ito; 30KpeMa, pO3KpHUBaEe
TEMM CIHOKYTH, Ipixa Ta OO0XECTBCHHOI JIOOOBi, a TakoX MpParHEHHS 0
JYXOBHOTO criaciHHs. Y (hoKyCi ToCIiIKeHHs JliTepaTypHi anto3ii lens Peit Ha
Bonra Bitmena, Cunbgito [1nar i T.C. Emiota, cepen iHmmx. 3aiiicHeHo aHai3
TEKCTiB OKpeMux IriceHs, 30kpeMa «Body Electric», «Religion» i «hope is a
dangerous thing for a woman like me to havey, sixi MicTaTh pedepeHIiii Ha TBOpH
IIUX MOETIB 1 IX HACIiAYI0Th, PO3KPHBAIOYHU NMOAIOHY TeMaTuKy. TakiuM 4uHOM,
TeMHU O0pOTHOM JKIHOK Y CYCHIIBHOMY KOHTEKCTi, 0COOUCTOI iIeHTUYHOCTI Ta
MUCTELBKHUX CTPaXKJaHb, 3aro3uueHi 3 “I1i CKISHUM KoBIakoM™, BiToOpaXeHi
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B «hope is a dangerous thing for a woman like me to have»; «Religion» [lenb
Peii TicHo nepemnnerena 3 «beput Hopron» T. C. Eniora y 3MamtoBanHi 00pasy
paiicbKOro cay Ta pO3KpHUTTI TeM Yacy, Jito0oBi Ta cnacinHs. Lle nocmimkeHHs
neMoHcTpye 3aaTHicTh Jlanu Jlens Peil pekoHTekcTyaslizyBaTH JiTepaTypHi
Ta KyJAbTYpHI TpaaMilii y TBOpax Cy4acCHOTO MHCTENTBa, IO BiJABOAUTH |i
3HauHe Miclle B CyJacHiil aMepHKaHChKiil moesii. CHHTEe3yI0un pi3HOMAaHITHI
IHTepTEKCTyallbHi eJIEMEHTH (TakKi SK ajro3ii, nutaru, pedepentii), Jlana Jlensb
Peii Oepe y4acTp y MOCTIHHOMY IHTEPTEKCTyaIbHOMY JiaJI031 MK MUHYJIUMHU
Ta Cy4aCHHMH JITEPaTypHUMH TEKCTaMH, 3aHOBO IHTEPIPETY€E CTapi TEKCTH
B 0COOMCTOMY Ta KyJIBTYPHOMY KOHTEKCTI.

Inrtoduction. Lana Del Rey is a critically
acclaimed singer-songwriter, who rose to fame in
2012 with her song “Video Games”. Renowned
for her lyricism and melancholic aesthetic, she has
extended her creative output beyond music into the
realm of poetry, whose significance lies not only in
its literary merit but also in its cultural resonance. As
a pop icon who merges the worlds of high and low
art, Del Rey’s poetic endeavors provoke discourse
on the intersections of popular culture, authenticity,
and artistic expression (Rae, 2020). This paper seeks
to examine intertextual dimensions of her poetry,
considering its relationship to broader literary
traditions.

Intertextuality, a concept introduced by poststruc-
turalist theorists Julia Kristeva and Roland Barthes,
describes how individual texts emerge from and
derive meaning within the vast network of discourses
and languages that constitute culture. According
to this perspective, no text exists in isolation; its
meaning is shaped by its relationship to an expan-
sive field of preceding texts and significations. This
understanding of textuality stems from 20th-century
insights into the nature of language and communica-
tion (Allen, 2019; Illamorain, 2007; 2008). As noted
by Barthes, “the text is a tissue of citations, result-
ing from the thousand sources of culture” (Barthes,
1977). Texts are not impermeable but are constructed
as a weave, where each thread is drawn from a sin-
gle universe that contains the texts of myths, history,
philosophy, and culture (Ilanosan, 2007). Intertex-
tual approach has hence become an important tool
in literary analysis. Bloom states: “In ways that need
not be doctrinal, strong poems are always omen of
resurrection. The dead may or may not return, but
their voice comes alive, paradoxically never by mere
imitation, but in agonistic misprision performed upon
powerful forerunners by only the most gifted of their
successors” (Bloom, 1997: xxiv). As we shall see,
Lana does endeavour to reinvent the works of her
renowned predecessors.

Materials and methods. To our knowledge, there
is no — or not much — academic research into inter-
textuality in Lana Del Rey’s works. Nonetheless, we
believe it deserves literary study. It is not uncommon
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for songwriters to be recognized as poets; e.g., in
2016 Nobel Prize for Literature was awarded to the
American singer-songwriter Bob Dylan, and Lana
seems to be a rising contemporary American poet
herself, which can be proven by the vast intertextual
relations in her poetry, as we will try to show in this
article on the material of her lyrics and poems, with
the main focus on three of her songs: “Body Elec-
tric”, “Religion”, and “hope is a dangerous thing for a
woman like me to have”, employing intertextual anal-
ysis and comparative study of her texts and the texts
she references.

Results and discussion. Lana Del Reys’ poetry
is rich in cultural and literary references. She vastly
employs religious and mythological imagery, as can
be seen in the examples in (1) and (2), taken from
both her songs and her poetry book “Violet Bent
Backwards over the Grass”. For example, time and
again she uses the image of the mythical phoenix bird,
either by directly naming it, as in (1b) or referring to
its properties as a metaphor in (1¢). But more impor-
tantly, she systematically turns to Christian motifs: in
her songs, poems, and music videos. In (2), there are
some examples of her references to Christianity: she
either mentions Biblical figures, as in (2a)-(2c), or
quotes the Bible (Genesis 1:3), as in (2d), or addresses
the God, as in (2¢). Lana incorporates biblical motifs
to enrich her poetic imagery, drawing on the themes
of redemption, sin, and divine love. Such a layered
narrative, wherein she puts together the sacred and
the sensual, fills her work with a sense of yearning for
salvation and a deep connection through love.

(1) (a) A thing perfect, and ready to become a part
of the texture of the fabric of something more ethereal

Like Mount Olympus, where Zeus sent Athena
and the rest of the immortals to play (Del Rey, 2020).

(b) Match to the sun that’s slowly sinking

At the height of the afternoon

In the heat of the summer evening

Like a phoenix, like a chem trail, like a wave-
length no one’s claiming (Del Rey, 2020)

(c) Anyone can start again

Not through love but through revenge

Through the fire, we’re born again (Del Rey,
2015).



(2) (a)’"Mary prays the rosary for my broken
mind” (Del Rey, 2012).

(b) “Jesus is my bestest friend” (Del Rey, 2012).

(c) I think about the curse bestowed upon Eve,
that fateful eve,

She took that bite of fruit from that fruitful tree

And this summer night, you in front of me,

Makes me contemplate the origins of good and
evil (Del Rey, 2020).

(d) So let there be light (Del Rey, 2015).

(e) Dear Lord, when I get to Heaven

Please let me bring my man

When he comes, tell me that you’ll let him in

Father, tell me if you can (Del Rey, 2013).

There are also numerous literary references in her
works, some of which can be seen in (4), like Beat
poets, Mary Shelley’s “Frankenstein”, Shakespeare’s
“Hamlet”, Robert Frost, to name only a few. E.g. in
(4d) there are lyrics from her song “Music to Watch
Boys To”, in which she indirectly refers to the poem
by American poet Robert Frost, first repeating the
line from his poem “Nothing gold can stay” (Frost,
1923), and then, in a similar manner to the original
poem, talks about the passing of time and the change
of seasons:

(4) (a) 'm churning out novels like

Beat poetry on amphetamines (Del Rey, 2015).

(b) I know they think that it took thousands of peo-
ple

To put me together again like an experiment

Some big man behind the scenes

Sewing Frankenstein black dreams into my songs

But they’re wrong (Del Rey, 2023).

(c) Not you as the savior

not me as Ophelia

not us putting our faith in the public’s dark art (Del
Rey, 2020).

(d) Nothing gold can stay

Like love or lemonade

Or sun or summer days

It’s all a game to me anyway (Del Rey, 2015).

For further analysis we shall focus now on three
of her songs, which build upon other literary works,
closely intervening with them on many levels, both
through direct and direct references.

First such song is “Body Electric”, in which Lana
quotes the line from the poem “I sing the body elec-
tric” by Walt Whitman; this line, which is also the
name of the poem, makes the chorus of the song.
Whitman himself is mentioned in the second verse:
“Whitman is my daddy”, implying his literary influ-
ence on Lana’s work.

Walt Whitman’s poem «I Sing the Body Electric»
is part of his collection Leaves of Grass, first published
in 1855. This poem is a profound celebration of the
human body, its sacredness, and its connection to the
spirit. Whitman expresses a deep fascination with
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human anatomy, viewing it not only as an object
of scientific study but also as a source of artistic
inspiration. Through vivid and detailed descriptions,
he honors every aspect of the body, finding beauty
and significance in its form and function. He also
celebrates human sexuality and the act of procreation
as natural, vital, and beautiful components of life
(Kummings, 2006).

Lana in her song, inspired by Whitman’s poem,
does not list the body parts or talk about the body
except that chorus line. However, she intervenes the
same themes in other ways throughout the poem.
First and foremost, that is the theme of procreation
and descendancy; they both talk about parenthood
and birth, but while Whitman does so mainly in the
physical sense, Lana brings up cultural descendancy,
her most important literary and popular culture influ-
ences. Compare “This is not only one man, this the
father of those who shall be fathers in their turns //
Who might you find you have come from yourself, if
you could trace back through the centuries” (Whit-
man, 1882) in Whitman and “Elvis is my daddy,
Marilyn’s my mother” (Referencing Elvis Presley
and Marilyn Monroe) or “Whitman is my daddy”
(Del Rey, 2012) in Del Rey’s song. Also, Whiman
writes “The armies of those I love engirth me and |
engirth them, // They will not let me off till I go with
them, respond to them”, so Lana appears to pick up
on this idea: how she needs to respond to her cultural
predecessors, to continue their work. Another theme
in Whitman’s poem is procreation; throughout the
poem he writes about children and birth, e.g. “After
the child is born of woman, man is born of woman, //
This the bath of birth, this the merge of small and
large, and the outlet again” (Whitman, 1882). Lana
mentions birth too, but in a rather metaphorical and
more tragic way: “Heaven is my baby, suicide’s her
father” (Del Rey, 2012). There are also other similar-
ities, e.g. compare “I have perceiv’d that to be with
those I like is enough” (Whitman, 1882) and “We
don't need nobody, ‘cause we got each other” (Del
Rey, 2012). All in all, both Whitman’s poem and Del
Rey’s song are hymns to a sensual human body, both
are about lineage, either literal one, or within literary
and wider cultural tradition, with Lana focusing also
on love and body in love, electrified by love.

The second song under analysis is “Religion”,
which can be seen as intertextually resonant with
T.S. Eliot’s “Burnt Norton”. On her album Honey-
moon, between “Art Deco” and “Religion”, Lana
recites an excerpt from T. S. Eliot’s “Burnt Norton” as
an interlude. “Burnt Norton” is the first of T.S. Eliot’s
Four Quartets, a series of four interlinked poems, first
published in 1936. The title refers to Burnt Norton,
an actual manor house in Gloucestershire, England,
which Eliot visited. The poem draws inspiration
from this setting and explores philosophical and
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metaphysical themes, such as the nature of time, “time
and the timeless” (Pinion, 1986: 220). The opening
lines of the poem, also recited on Honeymoon, read:
“Time present and time past //Are both perhaps pres-
ent in time future, // And time future contained in time
past” (Gardner, 1978). Time is the leitmotif of “Burnt
Norton”, and it is mentioned in “Religion” too:

(5) No one’s out of time, no (Del Rey, 2012)

Burnt Norton was inspired by Eliot’s visit to the
manor and its garden. The garden, with its tranquility,
beauty, and mysterious detachment from the world,
evoked deep memories in Eliot, weaving together
diverse experiences and literary echoes (Gardner,
1978: 38). Like Milton’s paradise, the garden of
Burnt Norton is a place set apart from the rest of
the world (Gardner, 1978: 37). And so the garden in
Eliot’s “Burnt Norton” is depicted as a paradise, place
of stillness, beauty, and spiritual transcendence. The
garden becomes a symbolic space that bridges the
temporal and eternal, offering an ideal, uncorrupted
reality, as we can see, for example, in (6a). In (6b)
we see how Lana in both verses of “Religion” cre-
ates an image of the same place and human condition,
relieved of all suffering.

(6) (a) The inner freedom from the practical desire,

The release from action and suffering, release
from the inner

And the outer compulsion, yet surrounded

By a grace of sense, a white light still and moving
(Gardner, 1978).

(b) Everything is fine now

Let’s sleeping dogs lay

All our minds made up now

All our beds are made

No one’s out of time, no

Chips fall where they may

Leave it all behind, let the ocean wash away

[...]

Everything is bright now

No more cloudy days, even when

The storms come, in the eye we’ll stay

No need to survive now

All we do is play, all I hear is

Music like: Lay Lady Lay (Del Rey, 2015).

In the last line of (6b) we can see another allu-
sion — to the song by Bob Dylan. Also the phrase “all
I hear is music” resonates with “Burnt Norton”, where
there is music in the garden, which must be singing
of birds: “And the bird called, in response to // The
unheard music hidden in the shrubbery” (Gardner,
1978). All of this adds to the image of a paradise with
subtle music in both poems, also the soft tune of Lana
Del Rey’s song itself, which can be regarded not only
as intertextuality, but also intermediality.

We can also compare how both poems tell us to
forget about past problems, not to stir them, leave
them behind: “Let’s sleeping dog’ lay/[...] Leave
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it all behind, let the ocean wash away” (Del Rey,
2015) and in “Burnt Norton™: “My words echo
Thus, in your mind. But to what purpose // Disturbing
the dust on a bowl of rose-leaves// I do not know”
(Gardner, 1978).

Another key theme in “Burnt Norton” is that of
love. As noted by Moody, among the themes interwo-
ven in the poem, love undoubtedly stands as one of
the most significant (Moody 1994: 153). In “Eliot’s
poem, the pint from which the light radiates is God,
the Love which never moves but is the source of all
movement; through love we embrace time and the
timeless” (Pinion, 1986: 222). Not desire, but specif-
ically love:

(7) Desire itself is movement

Not in itself desirable;

Love is itself unmoving,

Only the cause and end of movement,

Timeless, and undesiring

Except in the aspect of time

Caught in the form of limitation

Between un-being and being (Gardner, 1978).

Similarly, as shown in (8), in the chorus of “Reli-
gion” Lana Del Rey refers to love; her lover is free
of desires, except the desire for love; his God is love,
and her lover is her religion:

(8) It never was about the money or the drugs

For you there’s only love

For you there’s only love

It never was about the party or the clubs

For you there’s only love

‘Cause you’re my religion

You’re how I’m living (Del Rey, 2015).

In contrast with the scene of the heavenly gar-
den, part 3 of “Burnt Norton” presents the vision of
infernal London and London underground (Moody,
1994: 146). This appears to be used as a reference to
“Art Deco”, the song which on the album precedes
the interlude. Thus we can see how “Art Deco”, the
“Burnt Norton” interlude and “Religion” together
form a unified composition, which tells the story of
hectic, impure human life and redemption through
love, with the interlude giving the key to intertex-
tual reading of the story. There are some lines and
key words which give a glimpse of Lana’s refer-
encing Eliot in this song as well, though the gen-
eral tone is not as similar as that in “Religion”. For
example, in part three of “Burnt Norton”, describ-
ing the underground: “while the world moves
In appetency, on its metalled ways” (Gardner, 1978),
and in “Art Deco”: “Shining like gun metal, cold
and unsure” (Del Rey, 2015). Then, while Eliot in
his poem develops the idea how we need to get free
of desire and movement, as in (9a) and (9b), also
(7), in “Art Deco” Lana tells about the party world,
world of indulgence and desire, as illustrated in (10),
which creates contrast with the peace and quiet world



of love in “Religion”, e.g. the juxtaposition between
“Club queen” and “A little party never hurt no one”
in “Art Deco” and “It never was about the party or
the clubs” in Religion.

(9) (a) Neither movement from nor towards,

Neither ascent nor decline. Except for the point,
the still point,

There would be no dance, and there is only the
dance (Gardner, 1978)

(b) Desire itself is movement

Not in itself desirable; (Gardner, 1978)

(10) Club queen on the downtown scene

Prowling around at night

[...]

A little party never hurt no one

[...]

You’re so Art Deco, out on the floor

[...]

‘Cause you want more (why?)

You want more (why?) (Del Rey, 2015).

Thus, in her songs “Religion”, and to a lesser
extent “Art Deco” Lana makes both a direct reference
to “Burnt Norton”, using it as an interlude, and indi-
rectly weaves in its themes and motifs in the imagery
of her own poetry.

Another song in which Lana makes a powerful
allusion is “hope is a dangerous thing for a woman
like me to have”, in which she references Sylvia Plath
as a way to evoke the poet’s deeply personal and cre-
ative struggles.

In (11) we can see the lines from Lana’s song, in
which she compares herself to Sylvia Plath. There are
words which resemble a similar scene in “The Bell
Jar”, provided here in (12). Both describe a scene
in which a writer is struggling to write, the torment-
ing creation process; how they want to and need to
write, but how it affects them emotionally. The refer-
ence to the nightgown, which adds to showing how
messy and out of control this process is, also hints at
where Lana drew her inspiration from. The excerpt
from “The Bell Jar” goes on to describe how Esther,
the heroine, questions her writing abilities, her life
path, and career choices; she doubts herself, how she
could write without any real life experiences. Del
Rey emphasizes on the challenges of writing by using
phrases “tearing around” and “writing in blood”.

(11) I’ve been tearing around in my * nightgown

24/7 Sylvia Plath

Writing in blood on the walls (Del Rey, 2019).

(12) My heroine would be myself, only in dis-
guise. She would be called Elaine [...] Elaine sat
on the breezeway in an old yellow nightgown of her
mothers, waiting for something to happen. It was
a sweltering morning in July, and drops of sweat
crawled down her back, one by one, like slow insects

I leaned back and read what I had written [...] I
sat like that for about an hour, trying to think what
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would come next, and in my mind, the barefoot doll
in her mother’s old yellow nightgown sat and stared
into space as well. “Why honey, don’t you want to get
dressed?’ ‘I’'m writing a novel,” I said. ‘I haven’t got
time to change out of this and change into that’ (Plath,
1963).

Moreover, “The Bell Jar” addresses the question
of socially acceptable identity. It examines Esther’s
quest to forge her identity, to be herself rather than
what others expect her to be (Perloff, 1972). Lana
opens her song with the same theme (also making
another reference — to Slim Aarons, an American pho-
tographer, famous for his portrayal of high society),
as can be seen in (13).

(13) I was reading Slim Aarons and I got to think-
ing that I thought

Maybe I’d get less stressed if [ was tested less like

All of these debutantes

Smiling for miles in pink dresses and high heels
on white yachts

But I’'m not (Del Rey, 2019).

“Hope is a dangerous thing...” is not the only time
Lana references Plath. For example, she also does
so in her poem “Bare Feet on Linoleum”: “Stay on
your path Sylvia Plath // Don't fall away like all the
others” (Del Rey, 2020).

By mentioning Plath, Lana draws a parallel
between her own feelings of isolation, struggle and
artistic expression as a woman and as a poet with
those of Plath. The reference underscores themes of
despair and hope coming from a woman trying to find
a place within society outside traditional roles, e.g.
“There s a new revolution, a loud evolution that I saw
[...] A modern day woman with a weak constitution,
‘cause I've got // Monsters still under my bed that |
could never fight off” (Del Rey, 2019). This allusion
adds depth to the song, situating Lana within a lin-
eage of complex women artists.

Conclusions. In this paper we have explored
how Del Rey’s work contributes to contemporary
understanding of poetry as a medium of personal and
cultural expression. When Lana references another
author or literary work, she engages with the texts
on a deep level, incorporating the themes and motifs
of those in her own poetry. Among the biggest influ-
ences on her work are Walt Whitman, Sylvia Plath,
T.S. Eliot and many others, to a greater or smaller
extent. Religious, Christian in particular, themes
and imagery also play a significant role in her poetic
world. As noted by Bloom, “Figures of capable imag-
ination appropriate for themselves” (Bloom, 1997: 5),
and the intertextual analysis of Lana Del Rey’s lyrics
and poems demonstrates that she is a poet capable
of incorporating the elements of cultural and literary
heritage into her own writing, reinventing the familiar
texts in modern ways and context. The body of her
works presents a vast material for intertextual study.
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