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A Library of Congress Primary Source Starter

The Battle Hymn of the Republic

Quick and easy activity ideas to start using Library of Congress primary sources in the classroom

Teacher Instructions

Goal
Students can think critically about the differences between these two songs, and what they can tell us about the 
different audiences and purposes these songs might have had.

Background
Sometimes a familiar old song can turn out to have some surprising relatives. 

“The Battle Hymn of the Republic” has been around for more than 150 years, but it has a complicated family 
tree. It started out as a gentle religious camp meeting song in the 1850s, but within a few years, people began 
giving the tune their own lyrics.

One of the fiercest versions was called “John Brown’s Body” or “The John Brown Song”, after the radical abolitionist 
who was executed in 1859. Someone created a new set of lyrics that were full of marching, decaying bodies, and 
the threat of violence, and soon Union troops were singing it across the battlefields of the Civil War. 

The patriotic lyrics that we know today were written by author Julia Ward Howe in 1861, and “The Battle Hymn 
of the Republic” was very popular throughout the Civil War. But so was “John Brown’s Body.”
 
Activities
Teachers can have students:
• Sing both songs
• Compare the two songs to identify similarities and differences
• Speculate about the people who created these songs, and their motivations for doing so
Ask themselves:
• Who might have sung these songs when they first became popular?  What might their reasons have been?
• How does encountering “John Brown’s Body” change the way you look at “The Battle Hymn of the Republic”?
You can use the Library’s primary source analysis tool and teacher guides to help students analyze these 
documents in further depth.

For background information and recorded versions of these songs:
John Brown’s Body/The Battle Hymn of the Republic
http://www.loc.gov/teachers/lyrical/songs/john_brown.html
For more classroom materials and other teacher resources from the Library of Congress, visit loc.gov/teachers

1. 2.

Primary Sources

1. The Battle Hymn of the Republic
Julia Ward Howe. n.d. From Library of Congress: Civil War Song Sheets.
http://www.loc.gov/item/amss.cw100430

2. John Brown Song
N.p. n.d. From Library of Congress: American Song Sheets.
http://www.loc.gov/item/amss.hc00015d

loc.gov/teachers
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