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Abstract
This study re-imagines the relationship between music and poetry in the Long Romantic
period. It centres on a selection of lyrics by male canonical poets before moving into an analysis of
texts by women who were prolific in their own time, with the aim of establishing a contextual canon
of musical responsiveness that is characterized by a form of musical declamation in poetry. Beginning
with an exploration of the cultural intersections of words, music, texts, and songs, I present a British
Romantic poetic soundscape in which acts of reading, speaking, and writing are animated as live
speech and performed as music. I engage with a number of thematic elements that assist me in
identifying, categorizing, and analyzing often overlooked references to music in the lyrics of
Charlotte Smith, Joanna Baillie, William Wordsworth, Samuel Taylor Coleridge, Percy Shelley, John
Keats, Lord Byron, Felicia Hemans, Letitia Landon, and John Clare. Each chapter unfolds around a
dominant metaphor that describes a different facet of the musical experience of poetry. As a testing
ground for my approach, I apply the argument, that musical language is interwoven with Romantic
culture, to two national song collections: Lord Byron’s and Isaac Nathan’s Hebrew Melodies (1815,
1816) and Felicia Hemans’s and John Parry’s Welsh Melodies (1822). The overarching message of
this study is that we should read texts in ways that are sensitive to the dynamics between authors,
readers, speakers, and performers who contributed to shaping the Romantic creative act. My approach
is rooted in the theory of new formalism, which anchors itself in historical evidence while
maintaining its focus on the text. The interdisciplinary terminology that I employ is drawn from
literary studies, musicology, elocution, rhetoric, sound studies, and word and music studies. This
study was motivated by a proliferation of musical references within Romantic lyric poems, and
actively counters claims that these are superficial and supplementary rather than integral and essential
to our understanding of the culture and ethos of the Romanticism.
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Chapter 1
Introduction
Ludwig: Indeed, in that far realm which often envelops us in curious presentiments, from
where mysterious voices echo down to us and awaken all the resonances dormant in the
burdened breast, which once awake shoot joyfully upward like tongues of fire, so that we
become partakers in the bliss of that paradise—it is there that poets and musicians are
closely kindred members of one church; for the secret of words and sounds is the same,
unveiling to both the ultimate sublimity.
Ferdinand: I hear my dear friend striving to describe the mysterious nature of art in
profound utterances, and I do begin to see the gap ceasing to exist that previously seemed
to separate the poet from the musician.
–Die Serapion's-Brüder (1819), E.T.A Hoffmann, trans. Martyn Clarke 1951
The nature of my interdisciplinarity interest in this study is captured in the words of the
German Romantic novelist Ernst Theodor Amadeus Hoffmann (1776-1822). In this dialogue,
Hoffmann addresses the intersection of poetry and music through the voices of the composer
Ludwig and the poet-soldier Ferdinand, drawing attention to the production and experience of
Romantic affect through musical expression in language. Ludwig sees musicians and poets as
“closely kindred”: they not only share access to a common creative “realm,” but, are both linked
to “the ultimate sublimity.” Significantly, it is an acoustic space that enables musicians and poets
alike to “awaken all the resonances dormant in the burdened breast” and endow them with the
energy to “joyfully shoot upward” and “partake in the bliss of that paradise.” Ludwig’s
imaginative conception is extended a step further by Ferdinand. For him, poets and musicians

This excerpt is drawn from Hoffmann's essay on Romantic opera “Der Dichter und der Komponist” (“The
Poet and the Composer”), which was first published in 1813 in the Allgemeine musikalische Zeitung. In it,
Hoffmann questioned whether the work of a librettist conflicts with the process of versification. However,
when the text was republished in 1819 in Die Serapion's-Brüder (The Serapion Brethren), the addition of a
prologue and epilogue emphasized the potential of a symbiotic relationship between poets and composers
(see Abigail Chantler's E.T.A. Hoffmann's Musical Aesthetics, 129).
1
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may be even closer than “members of one church,” for the “gap” between them dissolves on
account of “the mysterious nature of art in profound utterances.”
Hoffmann’s transdisciplinary characterization of poetic and musical participation in the
sublime points to an aspect of Romantic literary experience that I am intent on exploring.
According to musicologist Joseph Swain’s Musical Languages (1997), Hoffmann is unique in
relating instrumental music to poetic expressiveness at “a moment in history when the image of
music as a kind of extraordinary language had reached its peak of sympathy” (3). Following from
Hoffmann, an underlying assumption of my study is that musical imagination is part of a creative
process that both musical composers and literary poets participate in. Ever-descending from that
apex, music as a language has been largely dismissed since the nineteenth century for three main
reasons that Swain elaborates: “music has no definite meaning as words have, it is incapable of
translation, and besides, composition is about the manipulation of abstract sonic relationships,
much better off without the baggage of meaning and convention that so weighs down spoken
language” (4). My response to these concerns has been to propose an integrated approach that
combines close readings of lyric texts with close listening2 to nineteenth-century contexts,
including reception documents, aesthetic theories, and elocutionary approaches. To imagine
musically goes beyond the mere creation of a well-crafted musical score or the writing of a fine
poem: it encompasses the intended audience of a piece, including various distinctions of poetcomposers and auditors, who are affected by, integrate, and interpret musical meaning. I present
and apply a critical lexicon that addresses Romantic lyric poetry in unconventional ways to
engage its acoustic content, musical themes, and auditory structures. For this reason, Hoffmann’s
“resonances” are central to my thinking, as is Jean Paul Friedrich Richter’s (1763-1825) idea of
sound as an aesthetic phenomenon in his Preparatory School for Aesthetics (Vorschule der

2

Poet and literary scholar Charles Bernstein mobilizes this term in Close Listening: Poetry and the
Performed Word (1998), in the context of “the poet’s own performances, the ‘total’ sound of the work, and
the relation of sound to semantics” (4).
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Ästhetik) (1804), to which Hoffmann responds. When asked how the dynamic sublime is
perceived, Jean Paul answers, “Acoustically. The ear is the immediate messenger of power and
fear, as in the thunder of clouds, of the sea, of waterfalls, or of lions. Without any experience a
novice of a man trembles before audible magnitude; but every visible magnitude only exalts and
broadens him” (74). Jean Paul’s definition of the potency of auditory experience notably includes
subtlety in aesthetic perception, and even includes silence.
Interdisciplinary research must contend with the intellectual constructs it inherits,
especially when it aspires to alter them. Like Swain, “I am not out to prove that music is in fact a
language, or even a special kind of language” (5); however, I am interested in discovering music
as an expressive mode that is parallel to and often highly compatible with literature. I am cautious
of reducing music to a set of its defining features, although I do recognize the value of crosscultural, universalizing arguments such as musicologist Deryck Cooke’s The Language of Music
(1959), in which he examines tonally-based music from 1400 to the twentieth century and
establishes an affective language based on common idiomatic rhythms, melodies, and harmonies.
I am skeptical of over-simplifying the theoretical, conceptual, and practical distinctiveness of
language and music to bring about their total merging. Consequently, while the inevitable
tensions between music and language might at first seem to be resolved by a selective placement
of emphasis, the notion of musical language merely enlarges music at the expense of language
and vice versa. Rather, following composer and musicologist David Lidov’s Is Language a
Music? (2005), I stress the “interpenetration” of music and language on the grounds that they
relate to, configure, and mediate the transmission of affective experience, which enables us to
maintain “musical language” and “linguistic music” as discrete categories with differing
expressive potentials (3). Lidov’s model is also useful in that it treats music and language as
distinct from one another, yet at the same time, as in one another. In “Music, Language, and
Texts: Sound and Semiotic Ethnography” (2012), linguistic anthropologist Paja Faudree goes
10

even further to acknowledge the affinities between music and language without losing sight of the
boundaries that separate them. She integrates “music and language [as] socially determined
constructs that arbitrarily divide, in fundamentally cultural ways, a communicative whole” (520).
As Faudree explains, language and music are often placed in opposition with one another since
“we lack the language to refer easily to this expressive whole without using terms that artificially
divide it, thereby reinscribing the divisions they presuppose” (520). Similar to Faudree, media
and communication scholar Johan Fornäs argues in “The Words of Music” (2003) that, while
“Music and words are two distinct symbolic modes,” “as human ways of communication or forms
of expression, they have much in common” (37). He identifies song as “a multimodal supergenre
that mediates between words and music” (38). In alignment with Faudree and Fornäs, this study
advocates for a return to an integrated view of music and language in song, reconnecting with the
kinds of disciplinary fluidity that the Romantics experienced.
This thesis contributes to bridging the gap between the interdiscipline3 of Word and
Music Studies on one hand, and the scholarship of British Romanticism on the other, by testing
literary scholar Steven Paul Scher’s seminal claim that “poetico-musical” relations, which have
received generous attention from musicologists, “would benefit more from further exploration by
literary critics” (“Verbal Music” 148).4 One barrier to this exploration has been its demand for
largely untested interdisciplinary perspectives; however, this chapter will build on Scher’s
assertion by addressing some of the many interconnections between speech and song, words and
notes, and reading and listening. Scher’s curiosity about how literary texts respond to music, and
his insistence that they do so tangibly, through “manifestations of musical influence in literature”

In “Growing an Interdisciplinary Hybrid,” cultural historian and musicologist Marcia Jenneth Epstein
argues that certain fields of study, especially those that are emergent rather than established, are “inherently
interdisciplinary” and might best be defined as “interdisciplines” to distinguish them from traditional
disciplines (1).
3

“Scholarly inquiry devoted to the relations among literature, verbal texts, language and music” is the
mandate of The International Association for Word and Music Studies, founded in 1997.
4
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(“Verbal Music” 148), foregrounds the historical and performative longevity of the relatedness of
the “sister arts.” The histories of music and poetry intertwine, reaching from now-fragmentary
ancient Greek origins in sung and recited poetry to an abundance of present-day poetry readings,
spoken word performances, and song recitals. As literary scholars Alex Preminger and T.V.F.
Brogan explain,5 lyric poetry has long involved a variety of forms of “musical expression,” such
as “singing, chanting, and recitation to musical accompaniment” (713).6 In the Romantic period,
musical ideas played a central role in the compositional processes of many writers. As the modern
language scholar David Evans emphasizes, it was a time in which “poets refer[red] to music, and
conceptualize[d] their work as music, as never before” (Evans 44). Within these dimensions of
what Thomas Carlyle called “musical Thought” in poetry (135), the relationship between
Romantic lyric and Romantic song is, however, conspicuously difficult to delineate.
Consequently, this study has three core aims: to highlight important semantic, relational, and
representational similarities and differences between Romantic lyric and Romantic song; to
demonstrate that the Romantics’ attention to musical ideas takes shape within the verbal and
metaphorical qualities of lyric poems; and to argue that the theoretical application of musical
perspectives and methodologies transforms not only how we read, listen to, and speak Romantic
lyrics, but how we interpret them, as well.
The discussion of aesthetic texts, analysis of lyric poems, and interpretation of musical
contexts forms the basis of four middle chapters of this thesis. In the second and third chapters, I
investigate the role of music with concrete evidence of what Scher describes as “word music,

5

Without intending to ignore the subtle differences between disciplinary conceptions and constructs, or the
fact that scholars may work from within multiple sub-disciplines, I have broadly identified the literary and
musical scholars throughout this study in order to point out the common ground that is relevant to my
argument.
As Northrop Frye puts it, “[a] good deal has been said about the deferring of written language to the
spoken word: much less has been said about the deferring of written poetry to music, especially in lyrical
poetry, where the very word lyric implies a musical instrument. For centuries poets refused to admit that
their expression was verbal: they insisted that it was song, or even instrumental music.” (“Lyric” 248).
6
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structural and formal parallels between the two arts, musical influences on literary periods and on
the individual authors, and literary synaesthesia” (“Verbal Music” 148) in several Romantic
lyrics. Chapter Two, “Music in Words, Song in Text,” addresses the idea of a Romantic
soundscape within which the lyric poets were exposed to music. I address both Romantic and
modern perspectives on music and poetry, asking why the literary Romantics were drawn to
music; how they incorporated musical effects into their poetry; and why a purely silent approach
to reading Romantic lyrics is incomplete. Chapter Three, “Romantic Lyrics Responding to
Music,” focuses on a specific aspect of Romantic poetic experience, on sounds that are perceived
acousmatically, i.e., without a visible source. I contend that these instances of “literary music”
(Kreiling 23) connect to a larger pattern of musical permeation in poetry of the long nineteenth
century, which takes the form of numerous musical metaphors, allusions, figures, and images.
Rather than cataloguing each one, a task that is better suited to a concordance, I argue that, as a
mode of cultural expression that intersects with language, music is a part of textuality in the sense
that language functions in musical ways. The idea of contrafacture, of writing new words to old
melodies, leads me to three elocutionary treatises that thoughtfully pair literary texts with musical
ideas: John Walker’s The Melody of Speaking Delineated; Or, Elocution Taught Like Music, by
Visible Signs (1787); Esq. William Mitford’s An Inquiry into the Principles of Harmony in
Language (1804); and Rev. James Chapman’s The Music, or Melody and Rhythmus of the
English Language, which includes its own Musical Notation (1819). In addition to identifying
literary and musical affinities that reflect on how we should read, Walker’s, Mitford’s, and
Chapman’s texts reveal that, within many literary works, there is a musical score waiting to be
realized. Although few scholars have applied elocutionary principles to nineteenth-century poetic
analysis,7 doing so opens up sound dimensions of numerous texts including selections by

7

There are some exceptions. C.f. for example the work of Angela Esterhammer, Judith Thompson, Damien
Walford Davies, Yasmin Solomenescu, and Robert Lapp.
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Wordsworth, Coleridge, Shelley, Keats, and Clare. I advocate for a new formalist approach to the
Romantic lyric, since a detail-oriented lens aids in detecting the musical verbalization,
performance, and interpretation of a text, while historical contexts provide additional background
information to clarify motivations, influences, and audience in the lyric (Levinson 559).
In the fourth and fifth chapters, I examine the idea that the music of poetry, a phrase that
is often used to describe the integration of musical ideas with poetic diction, has special
resonance for lyrics that exhibit sonorous coordination, metrical sophistication, and affective
complexity. My fourth chapter, “Poetic Cadence and Musical Declamation,” builds on the idea of
musical language as rooted in Romantic culture, with a focus on viewing the declamatory
elements of musical expression within phrases and musical lines of the lyric. In a performative
sense, declamation refers to “the repeating or uttering of a speech, etc. with studied intonation and
gesture” (OED). In a musical context, it designates “emphatic or heightened speech […] and
might therefore be thought of as a transitional mode of expression between speech and music. In
this sense a musical text setting is likely to be regarded as declamatory if it seeks to preserve
something of purely verbal accentuation in the musical setting” (Whittall n. pag.). The objective
of the fourth chapter is to demonstrate that silent reading is insufficient to reveal the rhetorical
potency of the Romantic lyric: its “poetico-musical” (Scher 148) features must be verbalized in
order to be perceived on a musical level.8 Borrowing from the taxonomy of Romantic elocution to
read lines of poetry as musical phrases, I will reveal a variety of ways in which a sound-oriented

As Blake Wilson et al. explain in Grove Music Online, “Interrelationships between music and the spoken
arts—artes dicendi (grammar, rhetoric, dialectic)—are at once obvious and unclear.” Rhetoric and music
were closely associated by “ancient Greek and Roman writers, principally Aristotle, Cicero, and Quintilian.
[…] Quintilian’s requirement for the well-trained orator included ‘knowledge of the principles of music,
which have the power to excite or assuage the emotions of mankind.’ The emphasis of ancient orators on
the significant role of music in oratory supported a continuous tradition of musical-rhetorical relations
throughout these early periods, but the manner in which music and rhetoric interacted varied according to a
number of shifting conditions, among them the accessibility of the ancient rhetorical treatises, the nature of
the material conveyed in those treatises, the prevailing goals and functions of music and rhetoric within a
given culture, and the various arenas of theory, composition, performance, and notation where one looks
for signs of this interaction” (Wilson et al. n. pag).
8
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approach to reading brings together poetic form and content, which suffer from the kind of
analysis that proceeds as though they resided on separate levels. John Thelwall's Introductory
Essay on the Application of Rhythmical Science to the Treatment of Impediments, and the
Improvement of our National Oratory (1812) is an example of a text that addresses this gap.
Thelwall defines cadence as “a portion of tuneable sound […] beginning heavy and ending light
| ∆ ∴ | ” (xliv), which accommodates not only the differential placement of stress, but also a
melodious pattern and a variety of different voices. My aim is to re-tune the notion of rhetorical
effectiveness to include the achievements of Romantic women writers, especially Felicia
Hemans, Letitia Landon, Charlotte Smith, and Joanna Baillie, whose rhetorical sophistication and
affectively potent musical language merits further recognition. It is significant that, of this
quartet, only Hemans received more than basic musical instruction and was an accomplished
performer. Through Smith, Baillie, and Landon’s texts, my discussion purposely diverges from
the idea that traditional classical instruction is the sole means to achieve musical excellence, and
provides a place for musicianship acquired through talent, improvisation, occasional playing, and
appreciative listening.
The fifth chapter, “Affective Contour in Poetico-Musical Lines” looks more broadly at
the elements of musical poetry discussed in previous chapters by focusing on two collections of
lyrics that contributed to the rise of the national melodies genre in Britain. Lord Byron’s and
Isaac Nathan’s Hebrew Melodies (1815, 1816) and Felicia Hemans’s and John Parry’s Welsh
Melodies (1822) illustrate the relationship between music, song lyrics, and lyric poetry par
excellence. Not only do these song collections activate a close compositional relationship
between poets and musicians, but they produced lyrics that were intended to be read as songs.
This chapter presents evidence in support of a contextual canon of musical responsiveness, one
which reconfigures the parameters for canonical inclusion based on engagement with musical
ideas, by taking into account the expressive potential in the music of Romantic poetry. I focus on
15

ten songs that reference music, isolate the experience of listening, and use rhetorical effects
involving sound, delving into the use of tone, voice, rhythm, and tune, which instantiate states of
heightened emotion. Similar to George Thomson’s six-volume Select Melodies of Scotland,
Interspersed with those of Ireland and Wales, United to the Songs of Robert Burns, Sir Walter
Scott Bar., and other distinguished Poets (1822), which aimed to restore British national melody
to prominence, Byron’s and Nathan’s and Hemans’s and Parry’s extensive efforts to capture in
the collective memory a set of representative songs that might otherwise fade from existence,
provides a different kind of testing-ground for the analysis and synthesis of musical verse. Rather
than a critic’s reassortment of the lyrics, the collections allow for a critical examination of the
implications and structural choices made by their editors.
Chapter Six provides a coda for the dissertation as a whole by reflecting on extensions of
the argument and considering their applicability to other domains, reaching into psychological
and physiological explanations for the intellectual and affective experience of lyric musicality.
After two centuries, we have begun to validate scientifically what the Romantics understood
implicitly: that through poetry, music turns the ear and tunes the heart. Neuroscientists have
recently confirmed that language and music affect the brain in similar ways and that our
experience of the two modes is analogous in certain situations, for example, when we are hearing
a poem read aloud or listening to a song. Yet speech and song are processed differently and may
seem mysterious or even contradictory. Reading is active, variously involving speaking, singing,
and listening: a split-second before we speak a word, we know its sound, and after pronouncing
it, we hear it again, this time as auditors. Speech that is audible but just out of interpretable
proximity may closely resemble a melody. Current research on the relationship between cognition
and multisensory response reinforces the need to ask procedural questions that affect the aesthetic
interpretation of music and literature in poetry, such as how one should approach the analysis of
voices within a text. Should one project a level of consciousness onto the dynamic between the
16

speaker and reader? And perhaps most crucially, when a text negates its relationship to song, but
is performed in a musical way, does it still sing? At the end of the day, the music of literary texts
is not always comparative. Nevertheless, I address a few different kinds of “literary music”
(Kreiling 23) within the context of literary, historical, musicological, elocutionary, and rhetorical
discourse, to show how the arguments I have developed might be usefully applied to other areas.
Despite the deep historical and performative ties between nineteenth-century music and
literature, it may never be possible to re-enact the historically defined conditions of Romantic
reading and listening, nor does it make sense to attempt anachronistic time-travel. As I hope to
show in this study, which challenges findings that lay claim to the authority of truly silent verse,
opening a space for sensitivity to the sounds that we take for granted as a part of reading and
listening exposes otherwise unheard layers of the Romantic lyric. Literary scholar Elizabeth
Helsinger deftly frames the “penetrating power of music-borne language” by comparing it to a
score that signals “tones of voice or instrument” that, whether real or imagined, would stimulate
“thought and feelings” in the “listening brain” (409). In a similar way, I liken poetry to an
instrument that evokes musical language and thereby prompts us to change our perspective.
However, as the musicologist James D. Kern Holoman reminds us, “[i]t is important nevertheless
to try to hear 19th century music as the composer intended, using the instruments, tempos, and
phrasings specified in the score” (323). I argue that this viewpoint is extensible to the
interpretation of 19th century lyricism. The layering of sound and meaning, which at times
confirms, denies, or stands in tension with the semantic content, fundamentally changes our
understanding of how to interpret and interact with the musical language in literary texts. Before
reaching the end of this study, I will reflect on my experiments with a set of interpretive strategies
to reveal the advantages of approaching “musical interpretation of speech” (Hollander 239) as a
composer would: with an ear to the qualities that make a text most suitable for the “hermeneutic
activity” of musical setting (239). As the literary scholar Daniel Karlin expresses in The Figure of
17

the Singer, “[a] poem performed to music becomes a song, almost without exception. A song
lyric read aloud or on the page, however, does not always become a poem; you have to decide
whether the element of music is necessary to its existence” (xi). In the act of reciting musical
diction, the tension between rehearsed gesture and spontaneous affect comes to the fore. My
engagement with questions of speaking, reading, and embodying lyric poems culminates in a
discussion of what “poetico-musical” (Scher 148) conditions instantiate similar affective
experiences in different auditors. I will pause to reflect on how my use of a critical lexicon, drawn
from literary studies, elocution, rhetoric, musicology, sound studies, and word and music studies
is an example of a foray into the transdisciplinarity that the lyric demands, to serve as an example
for others who might wish to apply overtly musical perspectives and methodologies to literary
texts (see Appendix A for an index to poetico-musical terms with definitions). After all, a
convergence of terms and disciplinary perspectives was strongly associated with Romantic poetic
composition and literary discourse. As the literary scholar and poet Maureen McLane explains,
“[b]y the late eighteenth century, poets had developed sophisticated techniques for exploiting the
aura of orality in print; and literary antiquarians, scholars, and critics had kept pace by developing
equally refined commentaries on and theories of the oral, oral poetry, and oral transmission” (22).
I shall reflect the varied integration of musical subjects and Romantic poems in this study by
drawing on literary scholar Ulla-Britta Lagerroth’s theory of “musicalization,” which she
describes as “the appropriation of music by a text for self-reflexive purposes” (“Musicalized
Texts” 205); it is the process by which “the idea of music is integrated as a dynamizing agent”
(206). As Lagerroth implies, the textual integration of “musical qualities and values” is highly
suggestive, “where[in] music thus comes to play the part of the text’s ‘other,’ absent audibly but
nonetheless made present” (207). By linking the Romantic poets’ “need for a new poetic
discourse” to the idea that words are transformed into “music” by their use of special “tones”
(209), Lagerroth signals the cumulative trajectory of this study, which proceeds from a focus on
18

the sounds of words, to sound-poetry as word-music, to poetry as music. While Lagerroth’s
argument was controversial when it was first presented at the inaugural conference of the
International Word and Music Studies Society in 1999, it has gained wider acceptance for its
unique contribution to the field, as evidenced by the fact that the volume is still in print and is a
standard feature in university libraries.
Over the course of its trajectory, this thesis faces significant disciplinary resistance
because it challenges certain literary and musicological assumptions. I will question the validity
of analytical procedures that reduce the linguistic and musical complexity of the Romantic lyric
to mono-disciplinary perspectives. In Media, Technology, and Literature in the Nineteenth
Century: Image, Sound, and Touch (2011), literary scholars Collette Colligan and Margaret
Linley move “beyond the vagaries of translating sound into print” (12) by “mount[ing] a
challenge to the hegemony of the image in poetic theory, print media, and nineteenth-century
culture more generally by calling attention to the literal materialization of voice, speech, and
musical notation and their effects on readers, writers, and musicians” (12).9 To initially set aside
(but not cast away!) the “image” and turn the ear towards re(-)cognizing a text in auditory form;
to tune the heart towards the “effects” of “the literal materialization of voice, speech, and musical
notation”: that is the spirit in which these pages were composed.

9

For a discussion of the image in Romantic poetic theory, c.f. Frank Kermode’s Romantic Image (1961).
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Chapter 2
Music in Words, Song in Text
“All deep things are Song. It seems somehow the very central essence of us, Song; as if
all the rest were but wrappages and hulls! The primal element of us; of us, and of all
things. The Greeks fabled of Sphere-Harmonies: it was the feeling they had of the innerstructure of Nature that the soul of all her voices and utterances was perfect music.
Poetry, therefore, we will call musical Thought. The poet is he who thinks in that manner.
At bottom, it turns still on the power of intellect; it is man's sincerity and depth of vision
that makes him Poet. See deep enough, and you see musically; the heart of Nature being
everywhere music, if you can only reach it.”
“Lecture III,” On Heroes, Hero-Worship and the Heroic in History (1841), Thomas Carlyle 135
Carlyle’s ardent words strike the Grundton10 of this study, which explores the vital
relationship between poetry and its musical realization in song. The proliferation of nineteenth
century lyrics titled “air,” “ballad,” “hymn,” “lay,” “melody,” “song,” “strain,” and “tune” raises
fundamental questions about the role of formal and expressive features such as poetic voice,
sound repetition, and auditory imagery. Does poetry end where song begins, or do words and
notes reside at different points of the same aesthetic continuum? What is the function of sound in
verse, and is there a point at which language turns over into music? Given the historical and
performative ties between nineteenth-century music and literature, how do the oral and aural
elements of verse evince poetic engagement with music? By bringing together literary texts,
musicological writings, and elocutionary manuals from the Long Romantic period,11 which are
bound up with one another at what Carlyle describes as a “deep” and “essen[tial]” level

The Grove Music Online defines “Klang” as “a composite musical sound consisting of a fundamental
pitch (Grundton) and its upper partials (Obertöne), as opposed to noise (Geräusch) and to the phenomenon
of sound itself (Schall)” (1.1 “Klang,” 1.2 Ger.).
10

In Romantic Interactions (2010), Susan Wolfson defines “Long Romanticism” as the period ranging
from the 1780s to the 1840s.
11
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(epigraph), I shall argue that when the verbal aspects of a lyric poem are expressively animated, a
form of textually embodied musicality emerges.
Among the major poets of Romantic Britain, several were musically active. William
Blake composed and sang melodies to the Songs of Innocence and of Experience (Charbonneau
7). While writing poetry, Samuel Taylor Coleridge expressed longing for “the Language of
Music” to release his “Words [which] halt over & over again!” (2035). Lord Byron tried his hand
at song composition and even “succeed[ed] with [the publication of] several short lyrics that
might easily be set to music” (Ashton Variorum 20).12 John Keats not only admired but also
studied music, and frequently brought that understanding to bear in his multisensory poetry
(Minahan 18 and passim). Percy Shelley’s “earliest poems were intended to be set” (Pollin iv)
and he subsequently retained “a keen and lifelong interest in music” (De Palacio 345). Felicia
Hemans composed several poems that were set to music by her sister, and even wrote some of her
own musical settings (Saglia “Deeper Music” 354). Amelia Opie “was well-known as both a
skilled singer and a writer of lyrics for popular songs,” who likewise “composed music herself”
(King and Pierce n. pag.). Though these poets listened to, thought about, and were stirred by
music, the interdisciplinarity of their sound-infused compositions has yet to receive sufficient
consideration as a theme of the Romantic lyric.
I contend that a strong commitment to performing, listening to, and (re)creating music, on
the part of musicians, audiences, and writers, developed the acoustic range of the Romantic
period. Historical records indicate that Romantic audiences congregated in formal concert halls,
attended promenade concerts and pleasure gardens, and met in salons and parlours. Holoman
suggests that “the arts [were] a point of contact between divergent social classes,” creating a
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As Thomas Ashton indicates, Byron was at times a frustrated composer of both poetry and music,
exclaiming melodramatically, “I have begun, or had begun, a song, and flung it in the fire” (qtd. in Ashton
20). As luck would have it, the texts that were “saved from flames found their way into the second edition
of the Corsair (1814) and the seventh edition of Childe Harold (1814)” (20).
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medley of different styles and expectations (326).13 Although professional music instruction was
possible only with the kind of financial independence that “tasteful famil[ies]” enjoyed, amateur
players may have had occasion to teach one another (326). In addition, the rapid emergence of
new technologies and the availability of industrial materials increased the speed and accuracy of
printed literary texts and musical scores.14 Design innovations altered the sound of existing
instruments and created new ones, leading by the end of the nineteenth century to early sound
recordings, which afforded “vast numbers of people their first opportunity to compare and
contrast multiple interpretations of the same work” (Holoman 331). Amateurs, professional
musicians, and poets alike contributed to a teeming soundscape consisting of not only grandeur
and bombast, but also of “intimacy of sound, delicacy of [sound] colour, and […] warmth of
expression” (323). As musicologist Clive Brown asserts, “music was predominantly perceived
throughout the period as a language, albeit a language which, like poetry, appealed more to
feelings than the intellect” (138). Indeed, the emotional immediacy of a musical piece, which
easily stimulated its nineteenth-century audience, also applies in the inverse: language, and
particularly poetic diction, was felt to be not just intellectual, but also musical.
Literary scholars Collette Colligan and Margaret Linley contend that shifting definitions
of Romanticism brought about a new media-oriented “turn to sound in the nineteenth century” (9)
which illuminates a cultural backdrop filled with a plethora of musical and literary experiences
ranging from the mundane to the sublime. Imagine the metallic sound-energy striking out from
blacksmith forges and rolling across dirty cobble-stones; a chorus of need, ringing out from

There remain “thousands of eyewitness accounts of performers and performances – newspaper reviews,
lithographs, photographs, memoirs and recollections of every sort […] to be assimilated,” for as James D.
Kern Holoman emphasizes, “performance practice of 19 th century music is still a study in its youth” (323).
13

Not only “engraved first editions,” which tended to be expensive, but “penny editions sold to the masses
in music shops, forerunner of this century’s colour-printed sheet music. A sure measure of the success of an
opera or symphonic work is the number of transcriptions, potpourris, and extraits it fostered” (Holoman
334).
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young sweeps as they ply their doleful trade; the melodies of an unseen bird, piercing darkened
skies to reverberate forth in tones of natural splendour; and a wild country song, its mysterious
beauty suspended in the cloudless air. As Colligan and Linley elucidate, the nineteenth century
soundscape reaches across multiple media, embracing “new forms of recorded voice, print culture
and sound technology, prosody, and musical culture [and connecting to] research on literacy and
orality, as well as the printed voice” (9). Although it was previously “deemed unworthy” and
therefore “bypassed by media scholars […] who fast-forwarded to the twentieth century to find
the acoustic age” (9), the sound-potential of verse reveals a Romantic literary continuum that was
not limited to print publication or silent reading, but notably embraced poetic declamation,
musical setting, vocal performance, and accompanied song.15 In recognition of the lasting bonds
that tie Romantic poetry to various kinds of musical performance, John Minahan, one of the rare
literary scholars whose analysis of musical language targets interdisciplinary questions and
tackles them with seeming ease, advises, “[w]e can draw some conclusions about how the
Romantic uses of sound allow for intersections between poetry and music. Our interest is not in
how poetry is musical but in whether it can be musical: how does the poem’s sound, a crucial
component of verbal [language], contribute to the poem’s meaning?” (112, emphasis added).
Minahan’s question cuts to the quick of this study by addressing the function of musical language
in the Romantic lyric.
To offer a response to Minahan’s question necessitates a backward glance at the critical
path that Romantic words and musical sounds have traversed. When in 1970 Scher described the
“interrelationship between literature and music [as] a […] border area of literary criticism,” he no

15

Similar to Colligan and Linley, Maureen McLane presents an extended idea of the multiple states
through which “poetry mediates itself – whether through the poet’s body or voice, composition-inperformance, a transcription, or a printed text [as] the means through and historical conditions under which
human imagination materializes itself” (6).
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doubt hoped that it would eventually assume a more central status (147).16 Fourty years later, the
widespread disciplinary transformation that he anticipated remains incomplete, despite the fact
that a number of recent writers and critics have shown concern for how music informs poetic
texts. In 1992, literary scholar Leslie Dunn lamented that “poetry in our culture has become a
largely silent art, to be read and pondered, or discussed, or written about, but seldom if ever to be
heard” (“Poetry Through Song” 5). Literary scholars Marjorie Perloff and Craig Dworkin
expressed a similar sentiment in the introduction to their 2009-edited volume, The Sound of
Poetry/ The Poetry of Sound: “no other poetic feature is currently as neglected” as “the sound
dimension” (1). While Perloff and Dworkin validate the significance of music, and by extension,
the art of literary sounding in a diverse range of texts and cultural paradigms, Dunn fosters in
readers a greater awareness of “the aural motive of poetry, its capacity to make shapes of sound in
time” (“Poetry Through Song” 2). She insists on the juxtaposition of silent reading with
recitation, and musical scores with recorded or live music, in order to empower readers to
“compare poetry directly with music, [and] learn to hear poetry as language informed with some
of the qualities of music” (8). Taken together, Perloff and Dworkin’s and Dunn’s approaches
represent two robust avenues along which the scholarship on “music in poetry” (Minahan 62) is
developing.
Some of the foremost authors of the twentieth century, including Ezra Pound, T.S. Eliot,
and W.H. Auden, recognized the music in the heart of a poem and the difficulty of translating it
into language. For Pound, poetry is “a composition of words set to music” that “withers and ‘dries

Scher’s statement echoes both Calvin Brown, who introduced his 1948 book Tones into Words: Musical
Compositions as the Subjects of Poetry, “with the hope that it might open up a field of thought which has
not been systematically explored” (ix), and Bertrand Bronson, who in 1969 acknowledged, “The interaction
of tunes and texts is a subject that has received far too little attention” (The Ballad as Song, viii).
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out’ when it leaves music, or at least an imagined music, too far behind it…” (qtd. in Stock 84).17
Building on this idea of the proximity of music and language in a poem, T.S. Eliot observed that
the “music of poetry is not something which exists apart from the meaning. Otherwise, we could
have poetry of great musical beauty which made no sense, and I have never come across such
poetry” (21).18 Like Eliot and Pound, Auden agreed that the music of poetry differs from other
forms of musical and literary expression. In a conversation with Michael Newman, he conveyed
that “one can speak of verbal ‘music’ so long as one remembers that the sound of words is
inseparable from their meaning. The notes in music do not denote anything.”19 It is true that the
sounds of words benefit from their association with semantic meaning in a way that musical notes
do not. Without their ties to semantic meaning, word-sounds would be essentially “word-less”
(Dunn 3). As the musicologist Jean Kreiling states in her innovative essay, “Creative Listening:
Poetic Approaches to Music,” “musical sounds” of all kinds should be classified “as the most
elusive objects of verbal description” (26). This is paradoxical because, as Kreiling observes in
another publication, “a poem, like a song, can say what nothing else can say” (“Music and
Poetry” 18). As if to complicate things even more, William Grimm notes that “a whole panorama
of terminology is shared between the two arts: rhythm, meter, voice, tone, to name but a few”
(237), and many of the same words have distinct connotations within their intended musical and
literary contexts.20

According to Susan Bassnett, author of Translation (2014), “Pound was dismissive of the idea that a
translator could faithfully reproduce an original, and all too aware of the textual manipulations a good
translator has to perform. […] He identified three kinds of poetry: melopoeia, which refers to the musical
property of words that can affect meaning; phanopoeia, ‘a casting of images upon the visual imagination’’
and logopoeia, the most difficult to define, but which he explains as the use of words not only for their
direct meaning but for all other layers of meaning” (151). Pound is also said to have declared, “Poets who
will not study music are defective” (qtd. in Nicolosi 192).
17
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T.S. Eliot authored a monograph by the same name, The Music of Poetry (pub. 1942).
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As Auden refused to record his own voice, Newman reconstructed his responses from memory.

Mark Bonds confirms, “Much of the base terminology used to describe music reflects the traditionally
close historical association between the verbal and musical arts” (68).
20
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If the pursuit of well-defined interpretation involves stepping into a terminological
quagmire, how should one attempt to navigate it? Literary scholar and poet John Hollander
recommends that, because “music and the sounds of verse are very much alike,” we must “rebuild
prosodical theory [because] until we even know what we want it to be, we can never understand,
in our comparisons of music and poetry, just what it is we are likening to what” (242). Regardless
of the unstable relational footing from which one enters a musical moment of a poem, the music
of poetry affords us opportunities to re-tune our critical practice selectively by attending to the
patterns and gaps through which literary sounds are “poetically or performatively” realized
(Hollander 244). In accordance with a consistent and appropriately nuanced approach to literary
interpretation, the impulse to make cursory reference to music during poetic analysis must be
resisted. As Evans explains:
The comparison of text to music is perhaps one of the most enduring metaphors of our
critical practice, and, as Steven Paul Scher observed in an essay of 1972, its many
variants are among the terms most often abused and misused in literary criticism. Musical
techniques such as counterpoint, melody, harmony and rhythm abound in analyses of
both verse and prose, and critics frequently resort to a musical metaphor when discussing
textual effects or processes which seem to transcend the denotative, representative realm
of language and enter the domain of the properly literary. (443)
As Evans emphasizes, Scher’s warning about the potential misapplication of musical terms to
literary texts continues to be pertinent. While the content, style, or sound of a poetic line would
seldom justify its classification as a “musical technique” (443), there are instances in which a
musical metaphor or analogy is opportune because its function resembles that of a “textual
[effect] or [process]” (443), such as a word-sound resembling a musical note, or a musical
metaphor resembling a musical idea.
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Given the affinity between Romantic poetry and music as aesthetic forms, it is perplexing
that the myth of nineteenth-century Britain as Das Land ohne Musik21 continues to be
perpetuated, in spite of mounting evidence of its “burgeoning” musical activities (Wood, Music
Culture 11). As the musicologist Ruth Solie explains, this lingering idea of unmusicality is one of
the chief reasons that “very little scholarly work [has been] done on nineteenth-century British
music” (“No Land without Music” 261). A sense of unmusicality is also disseminated through
popular journalism, for example, a recent New York Times article entitled “So Mighty, So
Unmusical: How Britannia Found its Voice” (2007). The editorial accounted for a scarcity of
“major composers” in Georgian and Victorian Britain by arguing that “the passion of music was
particularly distrusted except as a polite amateur accomplishment and an adjunct to religion”
(White A30). What this statement fails to account for is that music culture, high to low,
professional to amateur, in fact flourished in nineteenth century Britain. Ruth Solie has
maintained that it should be properly regarded in terms of “social history and cultural contexts,”
including religious and secular perspectives, rather than the narrow guise of “major composers”
alone (“No Land Without Music” 262). In addition, White’s phrase “polite amateur
accomplishment” bypasses a representative range of musical aesthetics that did not necessarily
place “the [well-reputed] composer” at a high end and the “amateur” at a low end of the
imaginative spectrum. In fact, many amateur musicians were very gifted, and as I will discuss,
some of them were multi-talented musicians and writers, composers and poets. In this light,
White’s claim that “music arrived” in Britain as a “miracle” between the years of “1900 to World
War II” (White A30) is unsubstantiated. The time has arrived, as Solie rightly points out, to bring
“casual texts, quotidian or oblique references made in nonmusical contexts” in from the margins,

“The Land without Music.” The phrase is attributed to a twentieth-century German political
commentator, Oscar A.H Schmitz, author of Das Land ohne Musik. Englische Gesellschaftsprobleme
(1914) which was published in English in 1926 as The Land without Music: Essays on English Social Life
and Politics. For further discussion, see Catherine Dale’s Music Analysis in Britain in the Nineteenth and
Early Twentieth Centuries.
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as the “unspoken information about music and musical experience that is most central to a
culture” significantly informs questions of musical engagement (Music in Other Words 2).
In a similar vein to White, literary scholar René Wellek has provocatively remarked that
“the English romantic poets […] have no, or hardly any, deeper relation to music, which in
England had ceased to be a creative art. I am not aware of a single significant reference to
Mozart, Beethoven, or even Handel among the English romantic poets” (50). Not only does
Wellek conflate musical responsiveness (“deeper relation to music”) with direct reference (“to
Mozart, Beethoven, or even Handel”), but his claim that music “ceased to be a creative art” in the
Romantic period raises eyebrows. To dismiss Wordsworth, Keats, Lamb, De Quincy, and Hazlitt
for their offhand comments about specific musical performances, as he does, entails a logical
leap, for one may be critical of specific musical performances while still being highly receptive to
music. Wellek names “only Coleridge as an exception among the English writers” (50) given the
poet’s statement that “music seems to have an immediate communion with [his] life [. . .] It
converses with the life of [his] mind, as if it were itself the Mind of [his] Life” (52). Yet while
Wellek omits the quotation from his discussion, the extended next sentence of Coleridge’s
Notebooks reveal that he felt close ties to “great Composers” of the period. Coleridge reflects on
the source of creativity that is common to both musicians and poets:
Yet I sometimes think that a great Composer, a Mozart, a Beethoven must have been in a
state of Spirit much more akin, more analogous to, mine own when I am waiting for,
watching, and organically constructing and inwardly constructed by, the Ideas, the living
Truths, that may be reexcited but cannot be expressed by Words, the Transcendents that
give the Objectivity to all Objects, the Form to all Images, yet are themselves
untranslatable into any Image, unrepresentable by any particular object. (52)
Coleridge’s comments about the compositional impulses and the “Ideas” that guide his writing
are significant: his intuition about the “state of Spirit” that “a great Composer, a Mozart, a
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Beethoven” must occupy reveals a generous ability to revel in the kinship of musical and literary
inspiration. “It is clear that Coleridge knew of Beethoven and could find grounds for comparing,
in an analogous way, their mutual experience making art” (218), as George Rochberg states in
relation to the same passage.
The example of Coleridge’s attentiveness to the compositional processes of literature and
music, and their relationship to one another, calls for examination on a larger scale. If the
Romantic poets drew inspiration from composers, musicians, and musical performances, how
does musical responsiveness figure in their works? How is the Romantics’ fascination with music
presented in their poetry? The Grove Music Online defines eighteenth century contrafactum as
the “adaptation of pre-existing music to new texts,” but qualifies this description by stating that
“contrafacta virtually disappeared” in the nineteenth and twentieth centuries (Falck and Picker).
The cause cited for this vanishing form “can be attributed to the premium placed on originality
and the belief in the uniqueness of the individual work of art that has prevailed since the 19th
century” (Falck and Picker). In relation to Romantic versification in general, the statement might
appear accurate. With regard to the specific instance of Romantic lyricism, it is more likely that
contrafactum continued in an altered form, less as an adaptation of pre-existing music to new
texts, and more loosely, in the form of melodic fragments, rhythmic elements, musical references,
and musical imagery and metaphors, literally and figuratively written into texts. As Kreiling
suggests, “[t]he repetition of phrases, words, and even individual vowel and consonant sounds
sometimes has less to do with precision of literal meaning than with a sonorous significance akin
to that [of] music” (“Creative Listening” 26). “Literary music,” as Kreiling calls the various
textual genres that incorporate literary and musical interplay, enables “a poem inspired by music”
to maintain both semantic and verbal aspects in “a uniquely resonant literary entity” which
“draw[s] together two related but distinct arts in an imaginative record of human experience”
(“Creative Listening” 23).
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William Blake’s “Laughing Song” is an example of a canonical Romantic lyric that
overtly demonstrates musical awareness without direct adherence to “polite […]
accomplishment” or “religion” (White A30). The poem describes a soundscape filled to the brim
with laughter, from the landscape to the animals:
Laughing Song, 22
When the green woods laugh, with the voice of joy,
And the dimpling stream runs laughing by,
When the air does laugh with our merry wit,
And the green hill laughs with the noise of it.

When the meadows laugh with lively green
And the grasshopper laughs in the merry scene,
When Mary and Susan and Emily,
With their sweet round mouths sing Ha, Ha, He,
When the painted birds laugh in the shade
Where our table with cherries and nuts is spread
Come live & be merry, and join with me,
To sing the sweet chorus of Ha, Ha, He. (Eaves, Essick and Viscomi 1-13)
The sound-filled depictions of joyfulness reach through all three stanzas, from the “green woods”
(1), to “the meadows” (5) and “the painted birds” (9). Within this flourishing scene, “Mary and
Susan and Emily” make a song of their merriment and invite the reader to join them at the harvest
table, “To sing the sweet chorus of Ha, Ha, He” (12). “Laughing Song” fits into what literary
scholar Werner Wolf refers to as Scher’s “typology of musical presence” (Wolf 45), which is

Due to Blake’s method of handcrafted poetic production, versions of the poem differ in their use of
punctuation but are otherwise nearly identical. The version I have selected, copy L, 1789, is one of the later
surviving versions and is housed at the Bodleian Library (Blake Archive).
22

30

suggestively arranged into three categories. The first, “word music” is a “poetical imitation of
musical sound” (Scher 152). As Wolf, who has elaborated many of Scher’s theories notes, “word
music” requires a literary text that makes use of “the original sound qualities of language” (Wolf
45) in order to approximate a musical experience. Despite being a conventional way of rendering
laughter, the “chorus of Ha, Ha, He” (13) qualifies as an example, because it is both a literal
(“Ha, Ha, He”) and figurative imitation (“chorus”) of musical form. The second category that
Scher sets out is “musical structures and techniques” (Scher “Verbal Music” 151), which operate
on a comparative level and are to be understood as “analogies […] on the level of textual
materiality and phonology [that] may use […] specific literature, discursive devices, and basic
similarities between literature and music” (Wolf 45). In order to confirm the presence of “musical
structures and techniques,” in Scher’s terms, literary texts and musical works must occupy the
same time and/ or space. The structural repetition of “laugh with” (1, 3, 4, 5), and its variations,
“laughs in” (6, 9), and “laughing by” (2) are literary examples, as the phrases are repeated in a
manner similar to a musical motif: they contribute to unifying the piece and rooting it in the
memory by enhancing its symmetry. However, in order to constitute a structural or technical
comparison, a musical piece would need to accompany, or be juxtaposed with, the text in some
fashion. “Verbal music” is the third grouping that Scher defines, which involves a direct or
imaginary “poetic rendering” of music within a literary work (Scher, “Verbal Music” 148). To
increase its applicability beyond “mere verbal reference to music,” Wolf extends the category to
include the “evocation of a piece of music and its experience” (Wolf 55). Indeed, this kind of
“verbal music” could take place in a literary text or a piece of music. Thus, it is on this level that
the music of poetry becomes most provocative, because the representation of musical
“experience” suggests additional layers of interpretation that are integrated with the speakers (or

31

singers) in the text.23 As the literary scholar Deborah Weagel stresses in relation to Scher’s
theories, while literary works “cannot literally replicate the acoustical nature of music, [as their]
similarity is only metaphorical” (2), music nonetheless informs literature in tantalizing ways.
A lack of attention to interpreting poetic sounding has significantly coloured readings of
William Wordsworth’s lyrics, reinforcing the assumption that sounds are not relevant to the
construction of literary meaning. Literary scholar and poet Brian Morris’s 1979 article “Mr.
Wordsworth’s Ear” examined the poet’s biographical record, journals, and letters for evidence of
his musical preferences, finding “all we know of Wordsworth suggests that vocal and
instrumental music appealed to him very little” (111). Subsequently, Morris concluded that
Wordsworth’s verses are generally “resistant to musical adaptation,” perhaps even tending
towards being “unmusical” (14). As Susan Wolfson, scholar of British Romanticism, phrases it,
“the iconic Wordsworthian poet is a famously silent type” (3). However, such statements are
overshadowed by the fact that Wordsworth’s poetry was set to music over eighty times since the
early nineteenth century (Ezust “Wordsworth”). “The Solitary Reaper” (comp. 1805, pub. 1807),
which features a silent observer who closely mirrors Wolfson’s description, was set by at least
thirteen composers (Ezust “The Solitary Reaper”). As I will demonstrate shortly, the lyric raises
important questions about the relationship between sound and music in verse as it features
musical imagery that develops into a soundscape within the poem, and uses repetition to generate
and enhance rhetorical tension as the text draws near its conclusion. Such elements, which are
audible when the poem is verbalized,24 might serve to bring the lyric generically closer to music,
but do not necessarily guarantee its musicality. A poem can use sound to good advantage without

For more on Scher’s characterization of the differences between “word music” (which he also calls
“music in literature”), “musical structures and techniques” (also called “literature and music”), and “verbal
music” (similar to what he calls “literature in music”), refer to his article “Literature and Music” (1982).
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Verbalization can occur in both sounded and silent contexts, such as during recitation or in the mind.
Alternatively, it may be omitted from silent reading, rendering it truly silent.
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a musical setting, or, with the assistance of a composer, it can be transformed into a piece of
music.
In “The Solitary Reaper,” a poem that draws attention to sound and music, the speaker’s
initial view of a pastoral scene and the “Highland Lass” within it quickly gives way to a
soundscape and a sustained auditory focus:
Behold her, single in the field,
Yon solitary Highland Lass!
Reaping and singing by herself;
Stop here, or gently pass!
Alone she cuts and binds the grain,
And sings a melancholy strain;
O listen! For the Vale profound
Is overflowing with the sound. (1-8)
Images fade to sounds as the scene, the reaper, and her labours give way to the intensity of a
song: the “Vale profound” enables its auditory intensity to reach a degree of excess, resulting in
“overflowing […] sound” that spills over into the hills. No longer only an observer, but now a
listener, the speaker makes an emphatic appeal to the reader to share in his transformed role: “O
listen!” Yet the “strain” (7), which seems to confound precise description, is variously termed a
“sound” (8), “notes” (10), “plaintive numbers” (18), “lay” (21), “song” (26), and “music” (31).
When the speaker finally ascends the slope and turns his back to the song, he does not leave it
behind. It lingers on within him:
I listened, motionless and still;
And, as I mounted up the hill,
The music in my heart I bore,
Long after it was heard no more. (J. Garrett 29-32)
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In the final lines of the lyric, sound reinforces the tension between the song’s power to arrest the
speaker’s motion and his need to carry on up the hill, with the alliteration of the “m” sounds of
“motionless” (29) and “mounted” (30), “music,” and “my” (31).
Parallel to Morris’s incomplete perspective on Wordsworth’s musicality, two literary
critics have recently expressed strong opposition to the idea that the Romantic poets were widely
concerned with imagined music. In her discussion of Blake’s Songs of Innocence and of
Experience, Laura Mandell asserts that the “poetic ‘Songs’ […] cannot make noise” and in fact
“thematize the loss of sound” (“Photography” 219). Echoing Andrew Elfenbein’s assertion that
“romantic poetry [is] deliberately not ‘percussive,’” she endorses the perception that the aural and
oral effects of poems are “a catachresis remediating print by endowing it with sound” (qtd. in
Mandell 222). Yet many Romantic-era lyrics are sonorously rich, or have potential for musical
setting, and an absence of sound does not necessarily imply total “loss” (219). Mandell’s
interpretation of Blake’s “Introduction” traces a movement from active, engaged singing to
passive, inert listening: “vocalization transforms sound into signs so that reeding/ reading
becomes hearing” (222).
Introduction25
Piping down the valleys wild
Piping songs of pleasant glee
On a cloud I saw a child.
And he laughing said to me.
Pipe a song about a Lamb:
So I piped with merry chear,
Piper pipe that song again

25

For consistency with “Laughing Song,” I have selected the copy L, 1789 version of the poem.

34

So I piped, he wept to hear.
Drop by pipe thy happy pipe
Sing thy songs of happy chear,
So I sung the same again
While he wept with joy to hear
Piper sit thee down and write
In a book that all may read
So he vanish’d from my sight.
And I pluck’d a hollow reed.
And I made a rural pen,
And I stain’d the water clear,
And I wrote my happy songs,
Every child may joy to hear. (1-21)
However, Blake’s “Introduction” does not merely express an “interest in the depiction of sound”
(Mandell 221) and thereby “thematize [its] own soundlessness while offering compensatory
images” (220). On the contrary, the progression from piping, to singing, and finally writing,
signifies that the intellectual and affective potency of a song is retained and perhaps even
amplified when it is transmitted in print: instead of touching only “a child” (3), a textual song will
come to affect “every child” (23) who reads it. Beyond this, Blake returns to aurality with the
final line, which asserts that “every child may joy to hear”—the words do not merely remain on
the page, they are “sung” once again for the listeners.
Similar to Mandell, Terence Hoagwood draws a hard line between the ephemerality of
poetic sounding and the force of silent print. His definition of “pseudo-song” focuses on
Romantic poetry that presents “a script or typography […] as if it were sound” and exposes “how
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typography simulated and replaced earlier periods’ folk songs” by using “the rhetorical mirage of
music to overcome the fact of its unreality” (xii). Whereas Mandell frames and ultimately
subsumes auditory expression into visual media, Hoagwood’s uncompromising argument is that
Romantic poems cannot speak and therefore literally fail to perform songs. In agreement with
Hoagwood, interdisciplinary scholar Elise Jorgens articulates the question that lies at the core of
his argument; she asks “whether poetic texts rightly share with musical sound the empire of the
ear at all, or whether writing is not by nature a trope for absent sound, and in a way in which
actual musical notation is not” (1). Indeed, Hoagwood’s objection to poems that intentionally or
unintentionally used music for their commercial promotion hinges on whether he perceives them
to be merely discussing or actually performing music. In arguing that there are poems “that are
sold as if they are songs in text, and those that refer to music and conjure imaginary musical
effects without pretending to be music” (xii), Hoagwood relies on an assumption that I intend to
overturn: that Romantic poems were not read in sounded ways, or as songs-in-text. Canto III of
Lord Byron’s Childe Harold’s Pilgrimage offers an illustration. As the Canto comes to a close,
the poet-speaker26 appeals to his daughter in the plaintive tones of a “song”:
My daughter! with thy name this song begun—
My daughter! with thy name this much shall end—
I see thee not, I hear thee not,—but none
Can be so wrapt in thee; thou art the friend
To whom the shadows of far years extend:
Albeit my brow thou never shouldst behold,
My voice shall with thy future visions blend,
And reach into thy heart, when mine is cold,—

I follow David Perkins’ method of varied reference with regard to poetic voices, as per “Romantic Lyric
Voice: What shall we call the ‘I’?”
26
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A token and a tone, even from thy father’s mould. (McGann 1067-1075)
Never having met his daughter, the poet-speaker affirms his commitment to the idea of her by recasting his words as musical: his “voice” (1073) goes beyond mere speech, becoming animated in
the numerous sound and structural repetitions that bespeak his absence. It is less important that
she will never “behold” (1072) him than that he communicates his sustained paternal presence to
her; the repeated “d” sounds, which do not “end” in the second line of the stanza, but carry
percussively through its fourth to ninth lines, create a web of repetition that symbolizes his lasting
attachment to the daughter. While neither “see[ing]” (1069), nor the image of his “brow” (1072)
will be able to penetrate the “shadows of far years” (1071), the father’s “song” (1067) will
transcend the cold letter of a printed page. It will “blend” with her “future visions” (1073) and
“reach into [her] heart” (1074), delivering a “token” (1075) by means of the suspended “tone”
(1075) that relays his undying paternal affections.
Another example by a different Romantic poet demonstrates the constructive use of
poetic sound as an external reinforcement to the speaker’s internal predicament, rather than as an
ineffectual “rhetorical mirage” (Hoagwood xii). In John Clare’s “Song,” the narrator repeatedly
“seek[s]” (1, 3, 5) his lover, first by visual, then by verbal and auditory means:
I seek her in the shady grove
And by the silent stream
I seek her where my fancies rove
In many a happy dream
I seek her where I find her not
In spring and summer weather
My thoughts paint many a happy spot
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But we ne’er meet together. (1-8)27
Through he searches nature, imagination, dream, and the seasons, he is unable to initiate her into
fuller presence. Then, the places in which he sought her begin to echo his desire:
The trees and bushes speak my choice
And in the summer shower
I often hear her pleasant voice
In many a silent hour
I see her in the summer brook
In blossoms sweet and fair
In every pleasant place I look
My fancy paints her there. (9-16)
Winter has faded from thought and summer blossoms with her essence as the speaker begins to
hear and see his beloved. Yet while his visual imaginings “paint her” (16) in “every pleasant
place [he] look[s]” (15), he soon senses that these sounds and images are incomplete:
The wind blows through the forest tree
And cheers the pleasant day
There her sweet voice is sure to be
To lull my cares away
The very hedges find a voice
So does the gurgling rill:
But still the object of my choice
Is lost and absent still. (17-24)
The environment approximates the beloved’s voice, but still falls short and is thus unable to “lull
[his] cares away” (20). Ultimately, the “voice” (21) that belongs to the “hedges” and “the
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Clare left few directions regarding his writing, and even fewer fair copies of his manuscripts; I have
followed Geoffrey Summerfield’s Penguin edition, which contains judiciously amended syntactical and
punctuation errors to accord with standard conventions, but otherwise promises to represents the texts with
as much care and detail as the originals (Summerfield 24).

38

gurgling rill” (22), is none other than the narrator’s own, bringing him again to full awareness of
who “is lost and [absent] still” (24). As Stephanie Weiner states, “Clare’s interest in sound
pertains to the sound of his poems as well as to the sounds he describes in them” (371). The use
of adjacent alliteration draws attention to the narrator’s psychological journey from hope, to
elation, to inevitable disappointment. In the first stanza, he finds something of her by the “silent
stream” (2), which in the second stanza becomes a “summer shower” (9), that enables him to
“hear her” (10), in a “pleasant place” (14). In the last stanza, where the narrator comes to terms
with his loss, the adjacent alliteration ceases. Just as sound mirrors the content of this poem with
resounding accuracy, the next portion of this study will demonstrate that the Romantics’ musical
turn was facilitated through a set of rhetorical effects that are maximized in live speech.
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Chapter 3
Romantic Lyrics Responding to Music
“Romantic poets elect to create music in poetry, not to create music and poetry. They use
the image of song frequently when speaking about the highest poetry. But they do so
almost by default, as if there were really no other way of talking about that highest art:
poetry so musical that it has no need of music.”
–Word like a Bell: John Keats, Music and the Romantic Poet (1992), John Minahan 62
The epigraph presents a fitting entry-point to Romantic “music in poetry” (Minahan 62).
By incorporating sound as a key dimension of their texts, the Romantic poets returned to the
origins of the lyric tradition, which used “the musical element […] as the focal point of the poet’s
perceptions as they are given a verbalized form” (Preminger and Brogan 713). This chapter
argues that the Romantics made their “poetry so musical that it has no need of music” (epigraph)
by invoking musical qualities of language without the presence of musical notes or time
signatures. Using musical metaphor, imagery, analogy, and the sound properties of words,
Shelley, Wordsworth, Keats, Coleridge, and Clare extend the transformative potential of their
diction by locating it on a continuum of reading, speaking, singing, and listening. Elocution, a
discipline that evolved as an extension of Western Classical rhetoric, concerned itself with the
proper transmission and reception of speeches. In the Romantic period, it shifted to maximize the
persuasive delivery of prose and poetic texts. In this chapter, I address in two ways the question
of how Romantic lyrics should be musically verbalized: by examining elocutionary guides to
show how they taught readers to accentuate the song inherent in the language of verse; and by
examining the distinctive musical metaphor of the nightingale’s song to demonstrate how the
Romantics deployed the idea of music in their lyrics. This combination of a textual metaphor that
incorporates musical expression, and a rhetorical approach that renders it audible, amplifies the
expressive potency of the Romantic lyric.
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Hearing acutely is bound into the tactile sensations of both pronouncing, and listening to,
the words of a poem. M.H. Abrams’ “fourth dimension of a poem” classifies “utterance” (1) as a
primary area of literary analysis alongside the visual representation of the poem on the page, the
sounds of a poem, and the meaning of a poem. To “produce the effect of reading a poem” (2),
Abrams claims, requires one to attend to the sounds of words while they are read aloud, as well as
the physical sensation of reading: “It is easy to overlook the fact that a poem, like all art forms,
has a physical medium, a material body, which conveys its nonmaterial meanings. That medium
is not a written or printed text. The physical medium is the act of utterance by the human voice,
as it produces speech-sounds that constitute the words of a poem” (2). As Susan Wolfson puts it,
“we sound the words, out loud, or in the head” (2).28 While teachers often stress the value of
reading aloud in order to bring the voiced effects of a poem to life, “the activity of enunciating a
great variety of speech-sounds that constitute the words of a poem” (2) remains a neglected area
of criticism. As Abrams elaborates, stressing the difference between “disembody[ing]” and
“reembody[ing]” a poem,
Lifelong and constant habituation in using language has made us largely oblivious to the
oral activities that bring a poem into being—the sensations of motion, shape, and touch
that we feel, and the oral gestures that we made, in performing such activities; but to be
oblivious to these physical sensations and gestures, and simply to look through them to
the meanings of words that they convey, is to disembody a poem. An important
advantage of reading a poem aloud is that to do so helps to reembody it, by emphasizing
the palpability of its material medium. And that is important, because the oral actions that
body forth the words of a poem, even when they remain below the level of awareness,
may serve, in intricate and diverse ways, to interact with, confirm, and enhance

This process of internal hearing is also called “endophony,” or “silent pronunciation,” which concerns
the unspoken verbal apprehension of a written text (G. Stewart 28).
28
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the meanings and feelings that the words convey. (2-3)
Few who have gained a deeper appreciation of verse through direct experience of its tactile
sensations would dispute the value of verbalization; it offers a means of uncovering semantic
ambiguities and ambivalences that go unnoticed during silent reading.29 Yet the variety of precise
inflections and diverse intonations of individual readers poses no small challenge to devising a
coherent theory of “utterance” (“Fourth Dimension” 1). In response to this caveat, Abrams
suggests that there is no correct way to read a poem, and that attention to the “physical sensations
and gestures” (3) of verse is, in a sense, sufficient to “enhance the meanings and feelings that the
words convey” (3). However, a number of elocutionists of the eighteenth and nineteenth
centuries, including John Walker, James Chapman, and William Mitford would have begged to
differ.30
I contend that a number of Romantic lyrics were written with music in mind, whether
indirectly, as a source of inspiration, or directly, as a reason for composing poetry. They
constitute what Trevor Hold defines as contrafacture, a creative act that is characterized by the
composition of “new words to existing tunes, so well-known that they were printed without
music, with simply the instruction ‘to be sung to the tune of’” (3). Hold insists that contrafacture
has played an important role in the development of many poetic compositions: “[m]any of the
finest lyric-writers amongst our poets learned their trade by this means: Shakespeare, Gay, Clare,
Hardy” (3). Strictly defined, contrafactum is “the substitution of one text for another without
substantial change to the music” (Falck and Picker). Indeed, Clare and other Romantic writers,

As Charles Bernstein explains, “To be heard, poetry needs to be sounded—whether in a process of
active, or interactive, reading of a work or by the poet in performance. Unsounded poetry remains inert
marks on a page, waiting to be called into use by saying, or hearing, the words aloud. The poetry reading
provides a focal point for this process in that its existence is uniquely tied to the reading aloud of the text; it
is an emblem of the necessity for such reading out loud in public.”
29

As Annalisa Macola expresses in relation to nineteenth-century elocutionary practice in general, “It is our
voice that gives form and direction to our ideas; it is our body that gives life to them” (77).
30
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such as Joanna Baillie, are known to have composed new words for existing music. In addition,
contrafactum is a suitable metaphor for the Romantics’ numerous and often profound responses
to the soundscape of their time. As Shelley expresses in “[To—]” (comp. 1821, pub. 1824),
“Music, when soft voices die, / Vibrates in the memory—” (Hutchinson 1-2): music leaves an
impression on its listeners. If music influenced the composition of certain lyrics, it would register
within them beyond the poets’ initial forays into “their trade” (Hold 3). Accordingly, as Phyllis
Weliver and Katherine Ellis argue in Words and Notes in the Long Nineteenth Century, writers
“found inspiration in compositions, leading them towards a lively literary language that
sometimes sought to imitate the effects of musical notes. More, they frequently found tremendous
creative and ideological possibilities in the interplay between words and notes precisely because
readers experienced music as a concrete presence in their lives” (3). As I explore further in this
and the next chapter, Romantic lyrics employ meter in subtly differentiated ways, which, in
pushing the boundaries of regular stress patterns, incorporate a form of rhythm that closely
resembles that of music. Melody, too, is present in the form of sound sequences, although these
are more relative and their configuration is less absolute than in musical pieces.
Before moving to a more detailed discussion of the authors’ elocutionary ideas, including
details about how each uses music as a means of orienting the reader to the aural richness of
poetic language, I would like to define the larger context of their work. The elocutionary
movement, which reached its height during the mid-nineteenth century, paid special attention to
verbal communication, seeking to improve the quality of speech, and offering practical advice for
vocal and bodily activity and performance (Golden et al. 191). Anticipating multiple areas where
their ameliorative efforts would have a positive impact, the elocutionists aimed to revolutionize
communication “in parliament, at the bar, in the pulpit, and in public recitations and polite
conversation” as well as on the dramatic stage (189). Not deterred by the challenges of initiating
potentially dramatic societal change, the elocutionists professed their intention to elevate the
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status of oral performance and reception, dismantling mental, physical, and philosophical barriers
as necessary. Despite the formation of a mass reading public during the Romantic period,31 which
resulted from the “mechanization of book production,” and an increase in the availability of print
material (St. Clair 87), the elocutionists seized opportunities to bring speech to the forefront of
public and private expression. In this way, elocution provided a key impetus for poetry to be
frequently recited, verbally performed, and generally approached on the level of heard speech,
rather than of silent print. As Jacqueline George explains, increased attention to the oral delivery
of texts served to heighten readers’ sensitivity to the complexities of poetic voice:
Public reading combined elements of the theater with social decorum, creating multiple
reading roles, each with its own conventions of performance. [….] At the same time, the
experience of public reading required an appearance of authenticity; readers were
charged with reading convincingly as well as correctly, conveying veracity even as they
followed rules of correct speech. By formally cultivating this kind of double
consciousness, in which readers performed naturalness, the elocutionary movement did
more than just regulate the oral delivery of texts; it also fashioned readers who, in private,
would be fully prepared to engage in the imaginative arena of lyric poetry. (4)
The multiple roles contained within an elocutionary act blur the lines between reading and
speaking, since readers must discriminate among speech acts that balance “authenticity” with
following the “rules of correct speech” (4). It is a balancing act that is especially well suited to
lyric poetry, in which the demand for readers’ ability to navigate “double-consciousness” (4) is
perhaps greatest.
While elocution never lost its ties to pronuntiatio, the rhetorical canon concerned with the
delivery of speech with which it is most closely associated (Buchanan 37), it would eventually

For a detailed discussion of the Romantic mass reading public, c.f. William St. Clair’s The Reading
Nation in the Romantic Period (2004), Print, Paul Magnuson’s Reading Public Romanticism (1998) and
Andrew Franta’s Romanticism and the Rise of the Mass Public (2007).
31
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evolve into the two main branches of speech therapy and public speaking, functionally eliding its
relationship to verse by the twentieth century (Duchan “Twentieth Century”). However, during
the long nineteenth century, elocutionary principles were highly influential on public and private
renderings of literary texts and speeches. As Judith Thompson explains, “Historians of language
agree that elocution had a huge impact upon performance practice (of literature as well as
political speech and drama) throughout the nineteenth century” (23). Catherine Robson has
surveyed numerous texts that were used to teach aspiring speakers within the rapidly expanding
and increasingly standardized education systems of the time. Finding correspondences between a
number of pedagogic approaches to teaching elocution and their accompanying textual selections,
she reasons that “vocalization, in conjunction with either required or incidental memorization of
set phrases and texts, was the defining feature of the emergent systems of the first half of the
nineteenth century” (46). Indeed, although elocutionary treatises32 occupied a wide range of
formats, they often began with an explanation of the writer’s contributions to the field, moved to
a notated or annotated selection of literary examples in order to demonstrate the principles
discussed, and most crucially, provided readers with unaltered texts in order to give them the
opportunity to practice the concepts presented in their own speaking voices. The desire to value
both semantic and auditory complexities lies at the heart of their ameliorative efforts. In the
following pages, I address the question of how the elocutionary speech theories of John Walker,
William Mitford, and James Chapman, who express complementary perspectives, inform the
reading experience of selected Romantic lyrics. Since Walker, Mitford, and Chapman are no
longer household names, I preface my presentation of their texts with short biographical and
descriptive contexts.

32

Although as Manfred Görlach and Philippa Spoel claim, elocutionary texts are distinct from grammars
and dictionaries, there are too many hybrid modalities of differing scope and emphasis i.e. pronouncing
dictionaries, rhetorical grammars etc. to account for here (10). My use of the term “elocutionary” serves
broadly to reference texts that are concerned with elocutionary ideas.
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John Walker (1732-1807) was an eighteenth-century elocutionist whose writings held a
strong influence over the performance of literary texts and speeches in both Britain and America
throughout the nineteenth century (Duchan “Walker”). He was a polymath33 whose interest in
delivery extended to several different professions, including work as an “actor, theater manager,
educator, lecturer, writer and lexicographer” (Duchan “Walker”). In spite of the range of his
active pursuits, Walker authored a large number of elocutionary treatises, the most popular of
which was his landmark volume Elements of Elocution (published in seven editions between
1781 and 1825), in which he laid out his foundational theories and “Principles of Reading and
Speaking,” including detailed instruction on the use of “Pause, Emphasis, and Inflexions of
Voice” and their effect on “the Countenance, Tone of Voice, and Gesture of the Body” (title page
of Elements). His elocutionary system “differed from earlier ones (e.g., that of Thomas Sheridan)
in that Walker’s tied grammar to intonation. He presented an elaborate set of rules that he saw as
governing the relationship between intonation and grammatical form” (Duchan “Walker”). Over
the eighteen years of his extensive writing career, Walker published an additional six books,34
including The Melody of Speaking Delineated; Or, Elocution Taught Like Music, by Visible Signs
(1787), in which he boldly presented “a notation of speaking sounds” intended to “facilitate and
improve the art of Speaking and Reading” (vi). The Melody of Speaking is composed of 70 pages,
with 20 pages of discussion and 50 pages of literary examples. Selected passages from literary
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A similarly multi-talented Romantic elocutionist, John Thelwall (1764-1834) was a poet, radical, teacher,
journalist, editor, and lecturer.
The titles of Walker’s other publications are as follows: Hints For The Improvement In The Art Of
Reading (1783) (a compressed version of Elements), A Rhetorical Grammar (1785) (uniting canons of
rhetoric with elocution), The Melody Of Speaking Delineated, Or Elocution Taught Like Music, By Visible
Signs (1787); The Academic Speaker (extracts for declamatory practice) a Critical Pronouncing Dictionary
(1791); and The Exercises For Improvement In Elocution (1799) (“Walker” Duchan).
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works are first presented including Walker’s notation, and then on their own, providing an autodidactic opportunity for the reader to practice the exercises in question.35
In the advertisement to his treatise, Walker introduces his main objective with practiced
humility. He anticipates that “a notation of speaking sounds” (i) may seem outlandish to some
readers, and pre-emptively counters their imagined protests by avowing that “[i]f singing had
never been reduced to notes, the first attempt to delineate them on paper must have met with the
same fate” (i). In the body of his treatise, Walker defends the integrity of his method of fitting
texts with musical notation, transforming them into scores for the delivery of musical speech. He
argues that the distance between singing and speaking is much shorter than often presumed:
though singing and speaking sounds are thus essentially distinct, it must not be
imagined that singing tones are never to be used in speaking. Far from it. The monotone
is not only productive of the greatest variety, but often forms the greatest beauty, of
solemn, sublime, and plaintive pronunciation; so that verse, properly pronounced, is
sometimes, not only figuratively, but literally a song. (8)
Walker’s declaration that “verse, properly pronounced, is […] literally a song” might not
completely allay the difficulties of viewing “indefinite terms in reading and speaking,” yet it does
address genuine “properties of the voice” in a way that invites musical interpretation (10). As he
acknowledges, “[w]e do not know the exact proportion of loudness we give to the accented
syllable of a word that is unaccented, but nature has so adjusted them in the human ear, that one is
generally in a settled relation to the other; so that if we make the accented syllable louder or
softer, the unaccented syllable grows louder or softer in proportion” (11). These relative
dynamics of “accented” and “unaccented,” the definition of which depends on their juxtaposition
and must be weighed by the ear, represent a contrary perspective to Abrams’ view that
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The title pages and tables of contents for the three elocutionary manuals mentioned throughout this
chapter are reproduced in Appendix C.
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pronunciation and intonation in speech are too indefinite and individual to be theorized as
“utterance.” It is significant that Walker does not place speaking and reading aloud on separate
levels of expression or activity, but rather locates them both within a continuum of speech,
anchored upon the formal features of a text.
William Mitford (1744-1827) augments Walker’s perspective on the music of speech,
and contributes to the idea that poetry incorporates music, in An Inquiry into the Principles of
Harmony in Language (1774 and 1804). Writing his dedication to John Gilpin, son of the
renowned landscape painter William Gilpin (1724-1804), who had taught him at Cheam School
in Sutton, Mitford begins the revised edition of the treatise that he wrote as a young man by
recounting his studies of “Greek and Latin rules” during school (vi). He remembers the
difficulties he had in understanding “the application, so that the voice might follow the pen, and
the ear might acknowledge its performance” (vi-vii). After repeated attempts to grasp the
reasoning underlying the “natural” flow of syllabic stresses, Mitford “observed that for the very
different harmony of English verse no rule could be obtained, and yet the mechanism, under
direction of the ear alone, was of easy execution,” leaving him with a set of puzzling
“contradictions” (vii). In embracing these tensions and attempting to resolve them, Mitford’s
second edition scales the mountain that he was previously unable to, at the same time as
honouring Gilpin’s teaching and “the cause of English letters” (x) which he learned to respect as a
boy.
Mitford begins section one of his sizable study which includes over 400 pages of
discussion with integrated textual examples, by opening a space for what he refers to as the
“harmony of speech” (2). Noting the general lack of delineation that suffuses contemporary
discourse on the subject, Mitford begins An Inquiry by positioning his trajectory in relation to a
well-known Horatian maxim: “[p]oetry, or rather the mechanical part of Poetry, Verse […]
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originated from a double purpose, to please the ear, and to impress the memory” (3).36 Initially
focusing on the cognitive rather than affective benefits of verse, Mitford credits “the assistance,
which artificial, measured arrangement of words in verse, afforded the memory” for “furnishing
the best means known for retaining knowledge” (3). He goes so far as to argue that neither
science, nor history or law would have been disseminated without first being coded as poetry (3).
While he proceeds towards the definition of “harmony in speech,” Mitford addresses the meaning
of terminology that is common to poetry and music, discussing the relevance of terms such as
syllable, note (4), tone, accent, melody, quantity, measure, meter (5), rhythmus, double rhythmus,
even rhythmus, cadence (7), and harmony (9). Resting on the final item in the list, Mitford
defines harmony as “the result of a happy combination of measure and melody” (9), which
receive denotative clarification a few steps further in his discussion:37
Measure, meaning mensuration of time, made sensible to the ear in the flow of speech;
and melody, a pleasing succession of varying tones exhibited in the flow of speech, to
become acquainted with the mechanism of that harmony, we must observe how measures
and tones exist and vary in the lower order of the integrals of speech syllables. (38)
“Measure” and “melody” are audible within the flow and direction of measured speech. This
distinction is significant because Mitford is identifying quantifiable ways in which music is
discernible within a literary text. As he states earlier in the treatise, “[p]oetry has had [extensive]
connection with Music” (6), which underwent a “late separation” (11). Indeed, “[i]n our own
language, the word song remains [….] in poetical use, a term synonymous with poetry. Modern
practice in prose, confining the word to a narrower signification, but a signification still nearly

The original quotation from Quintus Horatius Flaccus (Horace, 65-8 BC) is “Aut prodesse volunt aut
delectare poetæ / aut simul et iucunda et idonea dicere vitae” (Ars Poetica 11.3) Christopher Smart (17221771) offers the following translation: “If poets use their talents right, / ’Tis to instruct and to delight, / And
in the moral page to plan, / The pleasures and concerns of man” (279).
36
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The relevant portion of Mitford’s text is Section III, on the “Time of Sounds.”
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co-extensive with its ancient import … has formed from the Greek and Latin, for modern
purposes, the words poetry and verse” (11). The fact that the English language is “still nearly coextensive” with song signals the degree to which Mitford’s terminology of “measure” and
“melody” applies to the musical aspects of speech. In addition, since “English orthography is the
most disadvantageous of any used among European nations” (12) and is therefore prone to
misrepresentation, Mitford insists on theorizing the “living pronunciation of the language” (11) as
a way of safeguarding against the misinterpretation of written speech.
Mitford’s description of the orthographic force of “melody” and “measure” finds
illustration in a number of Romantic lyrics that thematize the power of speech within a musical
context. While it was not explicitly written to conform to elocutionary principles, Lord Byron’s
“Stanzas For Music” (1814) is framed by the assumption that verbal expression has the power to
provoke strong emotional responses and even reconcile lost love. At first, the speaker refuses to
“speak,” “trace,” or even “breathe” (1) the name of his “adored one” (10), hesitating to use his
voice. As an alternative to expressing his ambivalent state of “joy” in thinking of the beloved and
“bitterness” (6) in feeling his separation from her, his desire for her return is communicated in
silent images that oscillate between depicting the embodiment of his emotional condition, and
metaphorically representing the current situation of separation. “[T]he tear which burns on [his]
cheek” (3) is an outward sign of the speaker’s inner turmoil, followed by the “chain” that is
forced for “break” and must be “united […] again” (7-8); the steadfast “heart” that “shall expire
undebased” (11) precedes the image of the “soul in its [circumstance of] bitterest blackness” (14).
The speaker’s emotional fortitude and restless determination to reach his beloved are so great that
he anticipates being able to meet a “sigh” or a “look” (17) immediately with the appropriate
response of “reward or reprove” (18). Most of all, the speaker longs for his reader to be “by [his]
side” (16), not just physically, but orally: he would give “the world at our feet” (16) to receive a
“reply” from her “lip” (20). It is ironic that the expressive animation of words that the speaker
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initially turns from is a non-negotiable aspect of its transmission, whether as a printed text, an
oral recitation, or a musical setting. The title of “Stanzas for Music” references the role that its
words refuse to fulfill; however, as a silent text, the lyric maintains a status that, through merely
referencing musical expression, participates in a sub-genre of Romantic lyric poems that make
use of music without literally enabling musical performance.
Like Mitford and Walker, James Chapman turns to a musical scheme to demonstrate that
written speech is profoundly different from silent text. Although little is known about James
Chapman, who identifies himself merely as a teacher in Edinburgh, his elocutionary contributions
to musical ideas about poetry in the Romantic period represent an extension of both Walker’s and
Mitford’s.38 Chapman credits two prominent works, Joshua Steele’s Prosodia Rationalis: or, an
Essay Towards Establishing the Melody and Measure of Speech (pub. 1775 and 1779) and John
Thelwall’s Illustrations of English Rhythmus (1812), for the essential thoughts that led to The
Music, or Melody and Rhythmus, of the English Language (pub. 1818 and 1819).39 Chapman
begins his introduction by advocating for a systematic, musically-informed approach to the oral
performance of a text:
When a piece of music is properly played, or a speech properly spoken, the senses of the
audience are immediately influenced, and carried along with the player or speaker, in
whatever is the proper measure of his tune or his speech; and it is worthy of remark, that
the effect of this periodical impulse is more immediate and more certain in speech than in
music; in as much as we are all more perfect in our understanding of speech than of
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Chapman is also credited for authoring The Original Rhythmical Grammar of the English Language: or
the Art of Reading and Speaking, on the Principles of the Music of Speech, which was republished in 1821
(original pub. date unknown) (Görlach and Spoel 376).
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To give an idea of scale, The Music, or Melody and Rhythmus is a medium-sized volume, consisting of
over 150 pages of instructional material and nearly 100 pages of verse and prose excerpts.
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music—many people are not musicians, but all use their tongues, and listen to the
discourses of others. (5-6)
Chapman’s reference to “his tune or his speech” indicates the close proximity of music and
language within his elocutionary system. However, a refined aural palate is not a requirement for
one to be “influenced” by the “periodical impulse” of a well-delivered speech that corresponds to
elocutionary principles in its measure and meaning. As Chapman explains, “[w]hen music is
applied to speech, it may be defined, the melody of speaking” (2) in which notes take the form of
“slides” (2) and the “organs of speech, collectively, may be considered an instrument upon which
we play every time to speak or sing” (3). By closely linking music and language in his advice
regarding the proper delivery of a text, Chapman insists that speech should be the product of
understanding language and enacting musical ideas.
Chapman tellingly takes issue with “those who scan with their eyes rather than their ears”
(53). “Many of our finest verses,” he contends, “present such a stumbling block to prosodians,
who scan English verse with Greek feet” (53). In fact, according to Chapman, prosodians are
unable to scan poetry according to the rules they themselves set out:
According to their mode of scanning, viz. by Greek feet, it is impossible to read our
poetry; and if prosody is not to assist and direct us how we ought to read, I confess I
know not its use. Although I have heard repeatedly the best speakers in Britain, —have
studied with the most eminent professors of reading and speaking, and have been in the
practice of teaching elocution for twenty years, I have never found one who read poetry
according to the rules laid down by prosodians for scanning it; indeed, I believe it is
impossible to do so. (57)
The source of prosodians’ difficulty, in Chapman’s view, is that their methods of scanning place
excessive emphasis on the identification of metrical patterns, which have a limiting effect on the
true duration of syllables, fail to account for pauses, and artificially impose end-stopped lines on
52

enjambed ones. While the eye might permit it, to impose a pattern of stressed and unstressed
syllables on a text that is rich with metrical ambiguity is ultimately artificial. After all, when
“periodical distances” within a poem are equalized without attention to actual syllabic weight and
time, they begin to sound mechanical, or even “tiresome and offensive” (55). However, Chapman
is willing to compromise on the idea that a “Greek method of composing by feet, joined with ours
[his approach], might be of some use in modern compositions” (56). As Chapman reminds us,
“rhythmus never stops” (55). Verbalizing the “rhythmical clauses” (55) of a poem allows for
greater subtlety and variation according to the principles of speech and song.40
What each of these three elocutionary texts contributes to my argument is a view of
reading as musical experience. They also raise a number of pertinent questions. If a poem is a
song, but is delivered by a speaker rather than a singer, does it still “sing”? How is the “music” of
a poem made manifest? What defines the relationship between music and language when it comes
to verbalizing texts? And perhaps foremost is the question of whether music is extrinsic—
something wrapped around or added to language—or something intrinsic—that interpenetrates
the very being of language. In Shelley’s “Variation of the Song of the Moon” (1819), “a strain of
sweetest sound / Wraps itself the wind around, / Until the voiceless wind be music too” (9-11).
On one hand, the strain extrinsically surrounds the wind, but on the other, it stimulates the wind’s
development of its own intrinsic music. This contradiction resonates through Walker’s,
Chapman’s, and Mitford’s discourse: all three authors view the sound qualities of language as
paradoxically integrated with, yet ultimately external to, the form and meaning of a poem. While
they have different ideas about how one should proceed to best read a poem to maximize its
musical delivery, and apply different terms to their analyses, they agree that the flow of a spoken
text closely resembles that of a musical piece. For Walker, the words of a literary text incorporate
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Notable perspectives of critics who have described the tensions and contradictions that colour the
relationship between poetry and music are represented in Appendix B, on the origin and separation of
speech and song.
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sounds, and given how they do so, speech is very similar to song. In Mitford’s observation, the
measure and melody of a poem come together to create harmony which justifies the need to treat
speech as a living phenomenon. Chapman argues that the voice is a musical instrument: that when
a poem is recited aloud, it reveals a melody of speaking. The three elocutionists ground their
work in physically discernible, audibly verifiable facts. Each elocutionist emphasizes that the
sound of a poem is equally important to, and often serves to act upon, its content. Ultimately,
such elocutionary notions constitute a foundational part of both literary and linguistic theory, as
precursors to contemporary practices for categorizing the elements of language, theorizing its
interpretation, and scanning poetry.
Although the elocutionary approaches I have presented might seem overly prescriptive or
outdated, bound to a form of rhetoric that has been largely rejected, Marjorie Levinson’s recent
portrayal of “activist” new formalism (2012) revives some of its defining premises. New
formalism is a critical orientation that attends to both the complexities of literary expression, and
the historical contexts of a work. With a combination of formalist and new historicist elements,
this “activist” strain of the theory invites interdisciplinarity and aims to “reinstate close reading
both at that curricular centre of our discipline [English] and as the opening move, preliminary to a
kind of critical consideration” (560). Levinson highlights that this orientation neither
compromises on high quality close reading, nor loses its historical focus: “[r]eading, understood
in traditional terms as multilayered and integrative responsiveness to every element of the textual
dimension, quite simply produces the basic materials that form the subject matter of even the
most historical investigations” (560). Equally, Walker, Mitford, and Chapman’s philosophies
favour reading not only correctly, but also attentively, in light of historical precedents and the
audience of their intended reception. Even the way in which “activist” new formalism seizes upon
“the critical (and self-critical) agency of which artworks are capable when and only when they are
[…] released from the closures they have suffered through a combination of our own idealizing
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impulses, their official receptions, and general processes in cultural absorption” (560) seems to
echo the way in which Walker bids us to listen to the song in a poem, in which Mitford invites us
to hear the harmony in a text, and in which Chapman calls on us to liberate the act of reading
from inflexibility and tedium.
If Walker, Mitford, and Chapman direct our attention to the ways in which music informs
verse, Shelley, Keats, Wordsworth, Coleridge, and Clare affirm that Romantic poets responded to
music in their lyrics. Jessica Quillin’s Shelley and the Musico-Poetics of Romanticism (2013) is
one of few book-length studies to focus its energy on the analysis of musical ideas in the
Romantic lyric.41 According to Quillin, “Shelley’s curiosity towards music and ideas of music
evinced itself from his earliest poetic attempts, a fascination that developed into a fundamental
part of his poetic conception and practice later in his life” (7). Quillin elaborates that, since
Shelley grew up in a musical home, where he would have inevitably heard his mother and sisters
singing and playing the piano, and may have had access to musical scores (5), his immersion
within a domestic musical environment afforded him the opportunity to connect his developing
ideas about poetry with music. She reasons that this experience gave Shelley the opportunity to
overcome his own “discordant speaking and singing voice” (10), since the weakness of his speech
directly motivated “his particular interest throughout his poetry in the experiential power of
voice” (10). However, in his article “Shelley at the Opera,” Ronald Tetreault has demonstrated
the Shelley’s voice may well have been musical; it is fruitless to premise an argument on what
cannot be proven. Whether Shelley sang well or ill, associating him with the image of a
frustrated, muted artist who was constrained to speaking and singing through his poetry
confounds the complex reality of his compositional instincts and influences. As Burton Pollin

C.f. also James Donelan’s Romantic Poetry and the Musical Aesthetic (2008); John Minahan’s Words
like a Bell: Keats, Music, and the Romantic Poet (1992); Sue Coffman’s Music of Finer Tone: Musical
Imagery of the Major Romantic Poets (1979); and Erland Anderson’s Harmonious Madness: A Study of
Musical Metaphors in the Poetry of Coleridge, Shelley and Keats (1975).
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envisions, popular works such as “Thomas Moore’s Irish Melodies and Byron’s Hebrew
Melodies […] must have contributed not only to popular awareness […] of the implicit
connection between lyric poetry and song, but also to Shelley’s awareness, subtly shaping his
poetic conceptions” (v). Quillin deduces that the process of combining musical ideas and poetry
provided Shelley with “the chance to appeal to a different or wider audience through the
transformation of lines of verse into another kind of poetry altogether—the art of song” (9), yet
lyric poetry and song lyrics are not different verbal forms. I propose that, rather than
transmediating his verse from one modality into another, Shelley discovered a space for song
within his poetry, wherein his deliberate arrangement of the spoken sounds of verse would enable
words to sing. Shelley’s use of musical ideas does not signal his larger intention to conceptualize
poetry as a form of music. Instead, an intimate understanding of the affinity between lyrical form,
words, and notes enabled him to incorporate music into his verse through a kind of poetic
melopoeia, the “art of composing songs” (OED) in texts.
If anything, textual evidence suggests that Shelley’s voice was enhanced, not eclipsed, by
his writing. For example, his choice to give “a number of lyrics, longer poems, and even guitars”
to “a succession of highly musical women” including “Sophia Stacey, Maria Gisborne, and Jane
Williams [who] were all musically inclined […] to some extent seem [sic] to have determined
both the form and content of the poems Shelley respectively dedicated to them” (Quillin 17). Like
the Italian improvisatore Tommaso Sgricci (1789-1836), whom he met in 1820-1
(“Improvisational Aesthetics,” Esterhammer), Shelley demonstrates the ability to compose pieces
that are uniquely attuned to his audience. The following fragment titled “Music and Sweet
Poetry”42 was composed for Sophia Stacey in early 1820:
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The title was likely assigned to the lyric by Mary Shelley, who posthumously published the fragment in
the second edition of Poetical Works by Percy Shelley in 1839 (Hutchinson).
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How sweet it is to sit and read the tales
Of mighty poets and to hear the while
Sweet music, which when the attention fails
Fills the dim pause— (1-4)
The four-line stanza is deceptively simple, both in its use of musical imagery and in its
representation of the act of reading poetry. It places the sister arts on a shared experiential plane
whereby reading involves a form of both intermittent and continuous listening: while one reads,
the gaps between words, which would otherwise remain “dim” (4), are immediately filled with
“Sweet music” (3). Yet music is not only heard “when the attention fails” (3) but also for the
duration of the reading experience, “the while” (2) one reads. The repetition of “sweet” (1, 3), a
descriptor for both poetry and music, subtly marks the speaker’s identification that reading
incorporates musical experience.
Another poem that Shelley shared with Sophia Stacey was “On a Faded Violet” (1818),
which he enclosed with one of Mary’s letters, appending the following message: “‘I promised
you what I cannot perform; a song on singing […]. I have a few old stanzas on one which though
simple and rude, look as if they were dictated by the heart. And so—if you tell no one whose they
are, you are welcome to them’” (qtd. in Quillin 18). The lyric follows in its entirety:
The odour from the flower is gone
Which like thy kisses breathed on me;
The colour from the flower is flown
Which glowed of thee and only thee !
A shrivelled, lifeless, vacant form,
It lies on my abandoned breast;
And mocks the heart, which yet is warm
With cold and silent rest.
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I weep—my tears revive it not;
I sigh—it breathes no more on me:
Its mute and uncomplaining lot
Is such as mine should be. (1-12)
The speaker’s loss of olfactory, visual, tactile, and auditory access to his lover is reflected in his
surroundings: the “flower” lacks any “odour” (1); the floral “colour” (3) that “glowed of [her]”
(4) has “flown” (3); and the touch of its “cold and silent rest” (8), “A shriveled, lifeless, vacant
form” (5), “mocks” the speaker’s “warm” (7), dejected “heart” (7). Nothing “breathes” in answer
to the speaker’s suffering (10). The tension between colour, sound, warmth, and the absence
thereof, mirrors the speaker’s ambivalent feelings of desire and amplifies his lack of fulfilment.
Yet his verbal expressions about her absence, “I weep” (9) and “I sigh” (10), have not yet
assumed the heart’s withdrawn posture of “mute and uncomplaining” (11) silence, despite his
sense that they soon “should” (12). The lyric self-consciously resists its own erasure into
inevitable stillness through direct first-person commentary. Perhaps this is one of the reasons why
Shelley recursively calls the lyric “a song on singing” in an 1820 “postscript to a letter by Mary
from Pisa” (Letters 175): because it is a poem that “aspires to the condition of music” through the
unification of its form and content (Pater 104). Another reason, as Pollin discusses, is that “from
1817 on, Shelley [showed] increasing awareness of the enchantment of music” (5):
More of his lyrics were directed toward music as a harmonizing agency, especially in the
love relationship, a theme that encourages musical setting; in addition there would have
to be a division into manageable stanzaic units, regularity of line lengths, melodious
language, and all the other elements that enter into the complex problem of setting a
poem to music. (5)
Shelley’s attention to readying his poetic diction for music was rewarded by the many composers
who selected his texts for the challenging task of musical setting. In the case of “On a Faded
58

Violet,” only a few out of the over thirty composers who set the poem saw fit to make significant
modifications to the text (Ezust “Faded Violet”).43 The fact that this number of composers
decided to leave his poem intact speaks volumes about Shelley’s use of musical language: his
compositions were considered to be legitimate not only as poetry, but as music.
In “A Defence of Poetry” (comp. 1821, pub. post. 1840), Shelley describes poetic
composition and reception by way of a revealing musical metaphor: “[a] poet is a nightingale,
who sits in darkness and sings to cheer its own solitude with sweet sounds; his auditors are as
men entranced by the melody of an unseen musician, who feel that they are moved and softened,
yet known not whence or why” (843). Like a nightingale’s song, a poet’s spoken words captivate
his auditors’ attention with “sweet sounds.” In addition, their removal from the physical presence
of the poet is striking: the poet’s song is experienced as “the melody of an unseen musician.”
Music produced without a visible source is acousmatic, a term which describes sounded
experience that enables a heightened level of focus on that which is “audible but unseen” (OED).
While it negates images that are directly associated with sound production, acousma may trigger
auditory imagery, “in which people report that they ‘hear’ a voice, melody, or other sound, in
their ‘mind's ear’” (Reisberg). Auditory devices (a term I use to distinguish them from
conventional literary devices), such as acousma and auditory imagery, draw the reader’s attention
to the sound levels of a lyric. As readers, we might find that they provide an alternate lens for
appreciative analysis, entering our awareness obliquely rather than directly. This is partially true,
but as Shelley expresses in “Music,” (1821) “[t]he dissolving strain, through every vein, / Passes
into my heart and brain” (442). In the following pages, I will examine a quintet of nightingale
poems to demonstrate how, and to what effect, the use of acousma focuses the ear on the sound
levels of a poem.
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The most recognizable composers in the group is George John Bennett (1863 - 1930). For a current list
please refer to http://www.lieder.net/lieder/get_text.html?TextId=14930.
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In John Keats’s “Ode to a Nightingale” (comp. and pub. 1819), perhaps most familiar of
the group, the speaker’s situation is acousmatic because it is facilitated by the “light-wingèd
Dryad of the trees” (7) that is “Sing[ing] of summer in full-throated ease” (10) but is not seen
from within the “melodious plot / Of beechen green, and shadows numberless” (8-9). Within the
grove, the speaker seeks wine, poetry, and song as vehicles of escape from the spectre of
isolation, decline, and death. In a deeply ambivalent tone that combines anguish and tenderness,
he cries,
O, for a draught of vintage! that hath been
Cool’d for a long age in the deep-delved earth,
Tasting of Flora and the country green,
Dance, and Provençal song, and sunburnt mirth !
O for a beaker full of the warm Sourth,
Full of the true, the blushful Hippocrene,
With beaded bubbles winking at the brim,
And purple-stained mouth;
That I might drink, and leave the world unseen,
And with thee fade away into the forest dim:
Fade far away, dissolve, and quite forget
What thou among the leaves hast never known,
The weariness, the fever, and the fret
Here, where men sit and hear each other groan;
Where palsy shakes a few, sad, last gray hairs,
Where youth grow spectre-thin and dies;
Where but to think is to be full of sorrow
And leaden-eyed despairs,
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Where Beauty cannot keep her lustrous eyes,
Or new Love pine at the beyond to-morrow.
Away ! away ! for I will fly to thee,
Not charioted by Bacchus and his pards,
But on the viewless wings of Poesy,
Though the dull brain perplexes and retards:
Already with thee ! tender is the night,
And haply the Queen-Moon is on her throne,
Cluster’d around by all her starry fays;
But here there is no light,
Save what from heaven with the breeze is blown
Through verdurous glooms and winding mossy ways. (Wright 1-40)
While it repeatedly externalizes the internal conflict, the acousmatic situation allows the speaker
flexibility in interpreting the third vehicle, the nightingale’s song, which he variously refers to as
a “requiem” (60), a “plaintive anthem” (75), and “music” (80). Further, the song inspires the
progression of sound associations throughout the lyric: the last line of each stanza triggers the
first line of the next, tying together each imagistic dissonance with a sonorous structure. The
second stanza, for example, ends with “And with thee fade into the forest dim” (20), which leads
to, “Fade far away, dissolve, and quite forget” (21); the word “fade” serves as a kind of sonic
linchpin. Likewise, “in faery lands forlorn” (70) inspires “Forlorn! the very word is like a bell /
To toll me back from thee to my sole self!” (71-72). The bell seems to bridge the gap between the
speaker’s imagination and his “sole self.” Furthermore, the idea of auditory imagery is infused
into the last two lines of the lyric, which transform the speaker’s listening experience from
something that is happening to a remembered occurrence that needs to be accounted for: “Was it
a vision, or a waking dream? / Fled is that music—do I wake or sleep?” (79-80). Whether the
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“music” was “a vision, or a waking dream,” it arose imaginatively for the speaker as a distinct
auditory image of a song.
As in Keats’s lyric, the speaker of William Wordsworth’s “O Nightingale! thou surely
art” (1807 and 1815) 44 is located at an acousmatic distance from the physical source of song.
Unlike Keats’s speaker, listening affords him an opportunity to compare the music of a
nightingale and of a stock-dove in order to select the birdsong that most represents his
disposition. In the first ten lines of the lyric, the nightingale is characterized as “A Creature of a
fiery heart” (2) with a “fierce” (4) song that represents its nature:
O Nightingale! thou surely art
A Creature of a fiery heart—
These notes of thine they pierce, and pierce;
Tumultuous harmony and fierce!
Thou sing’st as if the God of Wine
Had helped thee to a Valentine;
A song in mockery and despite
Of shades, and dews, and silent Night,
And steady bliss, and all the Loves
Now sleeping in these peaceful groves! (1-10)
By contrast, in the second set of ten lines, the stock-dove is represented as a “homely” (12) being
with a quiet, “[pensive]” (16) song:
I heard a Stock-dove sing or say
His homely tale, this very day.
His voice was buried among trees,
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The 1815 version of the poem differs from the 1807 version only in the addition of a few dashes and the
substitution of “fiery” for “ebullient” (Wordsworth, Garrett).
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Yet to be come at by the breeze:
He did not cease; but cooed—and cooed;
And somewhat pensively he wooed:
He sang of love with quiet blending,
Slow to begin, and never ending;
Of serious faith, and inward glee;
That was the Song, the Song for me! (11-20)
While the nightingale can be heard synchronically, during or just before the speaker’s
commentary, the stock-dove was “heard [earlier] this very day” and is disjoined from active
listening. This distance affects the description of the environment from which the nightingale is
heard to sing, as well as the representation of the remembered song of the stock-dove, which
becomes a product of the speaker’s auditory imagination45 in being heard again. The
nightingale’s “notes […] pierce” (3) the ear and the sensibilities with “mockery and despite / Of
shades, and dews, and silent Night” (6-7), disturbing “all the Loves / Now sleeping in these
peaceful groves!” (8-9) This puncturing effect is especially potent in illuminating the
nightingale’s sharp disregard for the “Night” (7) and “Loves” (8).
Unlike the harsh nightingale, the unobtrusive stock-dove communicates his love’s “tale”
(12) in “coo[s]” (15) and “woo[s]” (16). His song of courtship proceeds with “quiet blending, /
Slow to begin, and never ending; / Of serious faith, and inward glee” (17-19), which incites the
speaker to decide, “That was the Song, the Song for me!” (20) While the speaker’s auditory
perception may be exaggerating the pleasing aspects of the stock-dove’s coos, their comparison

T.S. Eliot coined the term “auditory imagination” in his 1933 Norton lecture at Harvard The Use of
Poetry (qtd. in Raine 142). He defines the term accordingly: “what I call ‘auditory imagination’ is the
feeling for syllable and rhythm, penetrating far below conscious levels of thought and feeling, invigorating
ever word; sinking to the most primitive and forgotten, returning to the origin and bringing something back,
seeking the beginning and the end. It works through meanings, certainly, or not without meanings in the
ordinary senses, and fuses the old and obliterated and the trite, the current, and the new and surprising, the
most ancient and the most civilized mentality” (142).
45
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with the nightingale’s tones gives an equal amount of textual time to the comparison of the birds’
songs. The nightingale’s “notes” (3) have a “fiery” (2) intensity that the stock-dove’s do not, yet
the nightingale is noisy, self-promoting, and intrusive, whereas the stock-dove is soft, subtle, and
humble. If speech is addressed to the intellect, and song to the heart, the stock-dove strikes a
better balance than the nightingale in its way of disseminating what it “sing[s] or say[s]” (11). In
his 1815 Preface to Poems, Wordsworth signals that
‘His voice was buried among the trees,’ a metaphor expressing the love of seclusion by
which this Bird [Stock-dove] is marked; and characterizing its note as not partaking of
the shrill and piercing [Nightingale], and therefore more easily deadened by the breeze,
gifted with that love of sound which the Poet feels, penetrates the shade in which it is
entombed, and conveys it to the ear of the listener. (632)
In other words, the “buried” location of the stock-dove’s song, which is acoustically transmitted
to the listener despite its lack of a “shrill and piercing” sound, is “gifted” and “penetrat[ing]” in a
way that transcends its physical limitations to make it worth hearing.
While Keats’s “Ode to a Nightingale” and Wordsworth’s “O Nightingale! thou surely
art” contribute to developing the Romantic trope of the melancholy, solitary nightingale whose
night-singing is heard and reported acousmatically, Coleridge’s “The Nightingale: A
Conversation Poem” (1798) directly challenges that image by dismissing the characterization of
the nightingale as a “Most musical, most melancholy bird!” as an “idle thought!” (12-13)
Coleridge’s speaker declares that “In nature there is nothing melancholy” (14). The speaker
presents a rational argument, citing that once the nightingale’s “notes” (22) were called “a
melancholy strain” (22), this opened the floodgates for “many a poet [to] [echo] the conceit” (23).
Contrary to this image, which in mythology is identified with “Philomela’s pity-pleading strains”
(39), “the merry Nightingale” (43) delivers “With fast thick warble his delicious notes” (45) in a
“love-chant” (47) that serves to “disburthen his full soul / Of all its music!” (47-48). Since the
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singer is a nightingale culturally assigned to “Philomela’s” tragic identity, the effect of
Coleridge’s insistence on the importance of hearing what is actually sounded is all the more
intense. The nightingale reaches out to the body with sensuous, “delicious notes” (45), to the
heart with a moving “love chant” (47), and to the soul with “all its music” (48). Especially telling
from a musical perspective is that the conversation of “the merry Nightingale” (43) occurs within
a whole watch of nightingales:
They answer and provoke each other’s song,
With skirmish and capricious passagings,
And murmurs musical and swift jug jug,
And one low piping sound more sweet than all—
Stirring the air with such harmony,
That should you close your eyes, you might almost
Forget it was not day! (58-64)
The social behaviour of the nightingales cannot be considered part of one solitary song, although
a cloak of darkness, a typical feature of Romantic nightingale imagery, shelters the birds from the
speaker’s sight. Indeed, the way in which the voices “answer and provoke each other’s song” is
reminiscent of a chorus, including a playful dynamic with “skirmish[es] and capricious
passagings” (59) that could be a set of musical phrases playing off of one another. Remarkably,
the “murmurs musical and swift jug jug / And one low piping sound more sweet than all—” (6061) evoke at this moment not an imagined, but a real nightingale, as can be heard on nature
recordings.
The song of the nightingales is then transported into night through the eyes and ears of a
“most gentle Maid” (69) who “knows all their notes” (74) and witnesses their “choral minstrelsy”
(79) first hand, “As if some sudden gale had swept at once / a hundred airy harps” (80-81).
Remarkably, the nightingales do not just stand in for musical instruments—they become them!
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When the speaker turns to depart, bidding the birds and his friends a fond farewell, he
interruptedly hears “—That strain again! / Full fain it would delay me!” (90) This time, the song
is not transmitted to the reader; instead, a digression illustrates its unmediated effects on the
speaker’s infant son. Although the young “babe” (91) is yet pre-verbal and “capable of no
articulate sound” (92), he is moved to instinctually “place his hand beside his ear, / His little
hand, the small forefinger up, / And bid us listen!” (94-96). Momentarily stirred by his son’s
seemingly innate respect for the sounds of nature, the father fervently hopes that the boy will
continue to “grow up / Familiar with these songs, and with that night / […] associate joy” (107109). Strikingly, the speaker’s final goodbye in the last line of the lyric not only evokes the
nightingale’s original song, but assimilates it into the sonic material of the lyric; one can almost
hear the staccato of a “jug jug” (60) in the words “once more, my friends!” (109), while the last
syllable of the speaker’s closing “farewell” (110) seems to linger with “one low piping sound
more sweet than all” (61).
Like the nightingales in Coleridge’s lyric, which powerfully impress themselves on the
listener’s memory, one of the voices in John Clare’s “The Progress of Rhyme” (comp. 18241843) is deeply moved by his acousmatic perception of the nightingales’ song:
And nightingales, O I have stood
Beside the jungle and the wood,
And o'er the old oak railing hung
To listen every note they sung,
And left boys making taws of clay
To muse and listen half the day. (229-234)
Transfixed by “every note” they sing, time and place flow forth as “half the day” (234) is spent
“Beside the jungle and the wood, / And o’er the old oak railing hung” (235-236). As the speaker
continues to listen, something unexpected happens:
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The more I listened and the more
Each note seemed sweeter than before,
And aye so different was the strain
A minute, when a wilder strain
Made boys and woods to pause again;
Words were not left to hum the spell. (234-240)
For a moment, the impression of the changing notes, now “sweeter” (235), then “different” (236),
outweighs the speaker’s ability to translate them into language. Then, the speaker makes a
specific recursion to “Words” (240) rather than simply choosing a relevant musical monosyllable,
like “notes,” “tune” or “song.” Peculiarly, if he were to “hum” the “words” (240), they would be
reduced to something closer to a tune; even a monosyllable that is assigned a pitch becomes a
note. What follows is the speaker’s adapted version of the birds’ song, which takes the form of a
“magic strain” (257) that is made up of “words” (258):
Could they be birds that sung so well?
I thought, and maybe more than I,
That music’s self had left the sky
To cheer me with its magic strain
And then I hummed the words again. (Summerfield 258-262)
The word “[music]” (260) is “magic[al]” (261) because of its ability to “cheer” (260) the speaker,
which is made possible by its re-transmission in a linguistic form. In other words, the affective
potency of the song is heightened by its combination of words and music. In the end, the speaker
is not only affected by the song—the song is transformed through his voicing of it.
Similar to Clare’s poem, Shelley’s “The Woodman and the Nightingale” (comp. 1818,
pub. post. 1824) reinterprets the Romantic nightingale trope, strengthening its association with
the integrative power of music. However, rather than taking pleasure in the birds’ songs and their
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effect on others, Shelley’s protagonist has a strongly negative reaction to the cheerful
nightingale’s sound:
A woodman whose rough heart was out of tune
(I think such hearts yet never came to good)
Hated to hear, under the stars or moon,
One nightingale in an interfluous wood
Satiate the hungry dark with melody (1-5)
“Hating to hear” (1) the bird’s song, but unable to avoid listening to it, the woodman’s “rough
heart [is] out of tune” (1). Meanwhile, the “happy nightingale” (11) proceeds to “Satiate the
hungry dark with melody” (5) throughout “an interfluous wood” (4). Her singing is dynamically
“interfused upon the silentness” (14) completely filling the “sweet forest, from the golden close /
Of evening till the star of dawn may fail” (12-13). The nightingale’s song
Was interfused upon the silentness;
The folded roses and the violets pale
Heard her within their slumbers, the abyss
Of heaven with all its planets; the dull ear
Of the night-cradled earth; the loneliness
Of the circumfluous waters,—every sphere
And every flower and beam and cloud and wave,
And every wind of the mute atmosphere,
And every beast stretched in its rugged cave,
And every bird lulled on its mossy bough,
And every silver moth fresh from the grave
Which is its cradle … (14-25)
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From the very “silentness” (14) to the anthropomorphized “dull ear / of the night-cradled earth”
(17-18), the loneliness / Of the circumfluous waters” (18-19), and the noticeably “mute
atmosphere” (21), “every wind” (21), “every beast” (22), and “every bird” (23), the nightingale’s
singing fills everyone and everything.
[E]very form
That worshipped in the temple of the night
Was awed into delight, and by the charm
Girt as with an interminable zone,
Whilst that sweet bird, whose music was a storm
Of sound, shook forth the dull oblivion
Out of their dreams; harmony became love
In every soul but one.... (32-39)
The acousmatic “music” (36) is a transformative “storm / Of sound” (36-37) that dramatically
brings the “harmony” (38) of “love / In[to] every soul” (38-39) except that of the woodman.
Since he spends each day extinguishing the voices of nature, “killing the tall treen, / The soul of
whom by Nature’s gentle law / Was each a wood-nymph” (91-93), he is unable to open himself to
nature’s music. Even in the subtle form of musical potential, the woodman’s heart is closed:
the mute
Persuasion of unkindled melodies,
Odours and gleams and murmurs, which the lute
Of the blind pilot-spirit of the blast
Stirs as it sails, now grave and now acute,
Wakening the leaves and waves, ere it has passed
To such brief unison as on the brain
One tone, which never can recur, has cast,
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One accent never to return again.... (58-66)
Just as he had rejected the nightingale’s song, the woodman again refuses to listen. While the
scene almost defies visualization, it provides a number of auditory cues that draw attention to the
power of music and its ability to transform our perceptions. The “lute / Of the blind pilot-spirit of
the blast” (60-61) belongs to a being that requires neither touch nor image to effect change in its
surroundings; as it “sails” (62) through the air, a breeze vibrates across its strings, and like an
Aeolian harp, it sounds out, “now grave and now acute” (62). The lute rouses “the leaves and
waves” of its natural surroundings, and may even enter the “brain” (64). It has the potential to
bring upon the listener the communion of “One tone, which never can recur, [which] cast[s] / One
accent never to return again….” (65-66). This indelible mark that the “tone” leaves on the
memory is reinforced by the parallel structure of “never can recur” and “never to return” (66).
The potency of each powerful musical moment is unique and can only be experienced once.
Ultimately, the last two lines seem to fade off into the distance, leaving only an auditory image of
themselves.
Three additional lines that remained unpublished in Mary Shelley’s 1824 edition
appeared as “Miscellaneous Fragments” in Richard Garnett’s 1862 Relics of Shelley: “The world
is full of Woodmen who expel / Love’s gentle Dryads from the haunts of life / And vex the
nightingales in every dell” (93). It is unclear whether Mary chose to exclude the lines, overlooked
them, or whether they even properly belong to the poem. It has been acknowledged that the
overall organization of Shelley’s compositions was complicated by their largely chaotic remains,
the majority of which remained in a fragmentary state after his death (Webb and Weinberg 4).
Garnett aimed to provide more complete access to Shelley’s compositional process by including
compositions Mary had not designated for publication. As he acknowledges, doing so was a
difficult task: “[t]he connection [between] the component parts of the same piece is frequently
difficult to ascertain, scattered as these are over several MS [manuscripts]. Books are
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interspersed with a great variety of other matter. It cannot, therefore, be expected that the text of
these fragments should be in all respects correct” (xii-xiii). Intriguingly, Thomas Hutchinson’s
edition inserts Garnett’s discovered fragment into the poem, to function as its penultimate and
ultimate lines. The effect of this addition gives the poem a moral tone, whereas the text, as
presented by Mary Shelley, returns to the nightingale’s harmonious relationship with the wood,
after demonstrating the deleterious effects of the woodman’s self-imposed exclusion from nature.
With “One accent never to return again” (66) as the final resting place of the poem, it draws the
focus is back to the sound of a musical moment, which, though it fades, roots itself in the memory
of the listener.
I would like to consolidate the musical qualities of language discussed in this chapter into
a generic category that could be used to organize and analyze similar kinds of literary texts.
Poems that feature musical speech are related by their incorporation and integration of common
elements, such as, but not limited to: images of musical instruments, analogies between language
and music, juxtapositions of voicing, such as speaking and singing, and sound-based repetition.
Lyric song could serve as the descriptor for a category of poetry, within and perhaps reaching
beyond the Long Romantic period, that accommodates musicality by drawing attention to the
purposeful interdependence of tune and text. John Minahan declares that “[w]hat makes
Romantic poetry musical are the degree and purpose of its meaningful sound. The self-image of
the Romantic poet is a singer” (90). Lyric songs are not necessarily sung or played but engage
with musical ideas, bringing together “musical Thought[s]” (Carlyle 135) that are continuous
with the semantic content of a text. This grouping would follow John Minahan’s guideline that
“[p]rosody doesn’t turn language into music; it allows verbal language to re-collect itself in
musical ways” (119). “Re-collect,” in this sense, translates to arranging word-sounds in a
meaningful sequence.
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This chapter has explored some of the interconnections between Romantic lyric poetry,
musical elements of speech, and verbalization, and has now arrived at an essential question that
concerns not just the applicability, but moreover, the legitimacy of an elocutionary approach. Is it
reasonable to selectively apply British Romantic elocutionary theory to lyric poetry of the same
period in order to gauge its rhetorical effectiveness? In proceeding towards an answer over the
course of the next chapter, let us first address the misconception that rhetoric had a limited
influence on the composition and reception of Romantic literature. Rex Veeder states that “[t]here
has been little room for the British Romantics in the study of rhetoric because it is generally
agreed that they did not concern themselves with it” (300). In a similar vein, he extrapolates that
rhetoric and Romanticism have been commonly viewed as incompatible traditions (Veeder 300).
However, as Don Bialostosky and Lawrence Needham argue, long-held opinions about the socalled “demise or death of rhetoric during the Romantic period” arise from an incomplete
understanding of both the Romantics’ reinvention of “literature” as a high art, and the word
“rhetorical,” which connotes a range of expressive possibilities that serve to maximize “possible
effect[s] on the reader or listener” (OED). Bialostosky and Needham assign responsibility for the
erroneous separation of Romanticism and rhetoric to “revisionist historians of rhetoric” who
assume that rhetorics occur through the agency of great men producing great books and
identify rhetoric with systematic treatises on the subject. They also assume a ruling
temporal design of progress towards, or regress from, an ideal or perfect rhetoric (usually
classical rhetoric) and identify rhetoric with an unchanging traditional form. And they
assume that theories about writing match the practices of writing and statements about
writing are disinterested not rhetorical. These assumptions, singularly or in tandem, have
supported the idea of the fundamental incompatibility of rhetoric and Romanticism. (6)
This one-sided perspective, which has perpetuated misjudgments about the authors, forms, and
applications of rhetorical material, is too polarized to be representative of the great variety of
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rhetorical material produced during the Romantic period.46 Thus, “great men” did not compose a
form of “perfect rhetoric” in which “theories about writing [seamlessly] match[ed] the practices
of writing” (6). Instead, the gap between rhetoric and Romanticism was more indefinite and less
pervasive than is presumed by such statements. For Bialostosky and Needham, the Romantics’
lack of writing about rhetoric is insufficient evidence to presume a “lack of interest in rhetorical
issues and practices,” although it is easy to interpret “the absence of evidence […] as evidence of
absence” (6). Subsequently, in contrast to the view that Romanticism and rhetoric should be
opposed, Bialostosky and Needham imagine a “rapprochement between literary and rhetorical
branches of English studies (as well as between English and Rhetoric departments) whose
separation was founded upon and is sustained by the commonplace story of the end of rhetoric
and the rise of literature in the Romantic period” (5). Regrettably, the distance between English
and Rhetoric departments has remained entrenched over the twenty years following Bialostosky
and Needham’s essay, but this study intentionally goes beyond such disciplinary divisions in
order to reinstate the interdisciplinary fluidity that characterized Romanticism during the
nineteenth century.

46

For more discussion in this area, c.f. Paul de Man’s The Rhetoric of Romanticism (1984).
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Chapter 4
Poetic Cadence and Musical Declamation
“It is impossible not to speak of music, for language and music are inextricably linked.
The ways and means of this linkage are diverse. They run the gamut from the musicality
of speech to speech about music. One speaks of music even as one writes…”
–Speaking of Music: Addressing the Sonorous (2013), Keith Chapin and Andrew Clark 1
“The poem is a musical score written in our mother tongue. Our bodies are the
instruments it was made for.”
–“Recitation Considered as a Fine Art,” Romantic Circles (2012), Jerome McGann
On December 16th 1811, Joanna Baillie composed a letter to George Thomson (17571851), the music publisher and historian with whom she would collaborate and correspond over a
forty-year period. She expansively reports on the status of her latest lyric:
I have at last found time & spirit to write a song for you & you will find it enclosed. On
making a Friend play the air to me, I remembered it as an old tune which some of the
common people, spinning on their wheels, used to sing long ago, the burthen of which
was O no! Merry no! O my love come follow me! and the music, as I remember it, is
suited to the measure as I have written it, and to the lines in your first letter viz. (Slagle
117; vol.1)
After listening to the musical setting, she remembers “an old tune” from her youth, and then
composes a lyric. In offering the “enclosed” text to Thomson, she briefly summarizes the results
of her creative work: “the music, as I remember it, is suited to the measure as I have written it”
(117; vol.1). However, while the gesture of contributing a new song for publication in Thomson’s
collection signifies the fulfillment of a shared aim, the tone of her statement conveys a note of
opposition. As Baillie goes on to discuss, the music that Thomson provided to her is “ill set”
because it needlessly constrains the syllabic structure of the air (117; vol.1). Accordingly, instead
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of modifying her text to suit the music she is given, Baillie writes a lyric that recaptures her
original impressions of the song. In addition to her resistance to reducing the quality of her verse,
this assertion of poetic license merits attention from another angle. By addressing the tension
between the musical arrangement and Baillie’s “poetico-musical” (Scher “Verbal Music” 148)
aims, her lyric, as presented in the letter, plays a formative role in shaping the parameters of its
own musical realization. In Jerome McGann’s words, “[t]he poem is a musical score,” supplying
silent notation for a verbal and /or musical performance (epigraph). Ultimately, “O my love come
follow me!” (117; vol.1) is but one example of Baillie’s significant investment into Thomson’s
goal of preserving “the finest of the […] airs and songs” in a form that would “fit them for
concerts, both public and private” (Currie 93), though she contributed “literally dozens of lyrics
for his Scottish, Welsh and Irish collections” (Slagle 12; vol.1).47 More than thirty poets answered
Thomson’s call for new words to transform old melodies, among them Robert Burns, Walter
Scott, Amelia Opie, and Lord Byron, while Josef Haydn, Ludwig van Beethoven, Carl Maria von
Weber, Henry Bishop and others facilitated the lyrics’ transmediation into music (McCue).48
With this example of a Romantic lyric song that engages with musical questions,
responds to, and perhaps even transforms a piece of music by virtue of its poetical qualities, this
chapter brings together selected texts by four women writers who made exemplary use of music
in verse: Charlotte Smith (1749-1806), Joanna Baillie (1762-1851), Felicia Hemans (1793-1835),
and Letitia Landon (1802-1838).49 Parallel to the male canonical poets of the Romantic period,

Judith Slagle also notes that the many lyrics Baillie contributed to Thomson’s project ended up in his
“Scottish, Welsh and Irish collections (in all, eleven volumes, culminated by a royal octavo edition of six
volumes in 1822) which appeared over two decades” (12).
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In addition to the musical settings, Thomson commissioned a few composers to write “Introductory &
Concluding Symphonies” for his editions (McCue).
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I have deliberately avoided labels of canonical and non-canonical as the four women occupy different
points along the contested spectrum of canonicity. Though some critics claim that we have “fully reevaluated the position of women within the Romantic literary canon” (3), as Lilla Crisafulli and Cecelia
Pietropoli argue in their “Introduction” to Romantic Women Poets: Genre and Gender (2007), more work
is indicated to rediscover existing texts and re-animate those which have been too long forgotten.
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they produced significant bodies of work, attained success in the literary marketplace, and
employed musical ideas in their texts.50 Their works were widely read, intensely scrutinized, and
hotly debated by supporters and detractors alike. Within this spectrum of sounded activity, an
area of particular interest to my argument concerns the way that the poets enrich and complicate
the relationship between speech and song through the verbal texture of their lyrics. Leading up to
the midpoint of this study, I have examined a number of poems for evidence of active
engagement with the soundscape of their time, taking note of distinctive auditory devices that use
musical reference to augment their vocabulary and extend their acoustic range. As a part of this
methodological trajectory, which addresses both individual and collective musical experiences, I
have combined numerous snippets of intellectual, cultural, and social history into a shared frame
of musical reference. Turning now to the role of speech in translating a poem from inert artifact to
living entity, this chapter takes the idea of “music in poetry” (Minahan 62) another step further by
bringing a selection of acousmatic, or sound-focused lyrics into conversation with a set of
Romantic elocutionary guidelines that undertake to heighten the musicality of declamatory
speech. Over the course of this chapter, I shall analyze James Chapman’s The Music, or Melody
and Rhythmus of the English Language (pub. 1818 and 1819), a touchstone text which provides
practical strategies for scanning poetic texts in accordance with the ear. As a contrast to postRomantic approaches that reduce reading to a silent and often formulaic act, Chapman’s text
addresses the need for a musical approach to poetic experience by focusing on the interpretation
of cadence as an auditory device that finds expression in the rhythmic ebb and flow of verse.

As Claire Knowles affirms, “a number of female poets experienced a similar degree of celebrity during
the period. It is easy to forget that Byron had female counterparts whose publications and appearances in
public also generated enormous excitement among their audience” (1110). Lilla Crisafulli and Cecelia
Pietropoli point out that the impact of the “critical neglect that followed such a successful and influential
literary output by women poets” (2) was profoundly negative. It resulted in the creation of an “arbitrary
canon, rooted in rigid literary and gender assumptions [that] sealed women’s silence for more than a
century” (2). It was not until the late twentieth century that many Romantic women writers’ voices began to
be revived (Natarajan 324).
50
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In a trailblazing article on Romantic orality, “How the Romantics Recited Poetry” (1991),
David Perkins draws on anecdotal evidence to suggest that we have entered a state of removal
from auditory stimuli, precipitated by the advancement of literary theory over the last seventy
years (655). Modernism and Postmodernism “diminish[ed] the role of auditory qualities in
poetry,” he speculates, because they emphasized antithetical “categories in reading,” such as
visualization and fragmentation (655). By contrast, the Romantics’ relationship to poetry was
strongly associated with hearing and speaking, sensory activities that notably seek to integrate
rather than to delineate:
In their daily lives the Romantics heard poetry more than most of us do; when they read
silently, they heard it more in the ear of the mind; and they heard it differently. In the
Romantic age schools emphasized memorizing and reciting. One read aloud within the
family and to friends. Actors, actresses, and elocutionists gave public performances at
which they recited poems, and several anthologies were published of set pieces for oral
delivery. (656)
Across a range of spaces and places, poetry united Romantic listening audiences, or dissolved
them, if desired. A writer or speaker could change hearts and minds with a word or a tone,
Perkins argues:
A poem might be half chanted in a sustained rhythm, or it might be delivered with many
and long pauses and highly varying inflection. In either case the long vowels were
brought out, and so were their interplay and echoing. Whether it was closer to chanting or
to singing, Romantic recitation was far more musical than we now conceive. Tempo,
volume, tone of voice altered to express changing emotions, and the whole effect was
more emotional and less inhibited than it usually is at present. The great change between
now and then is partly that readers today hear poetry less, and this is true whether ‘hear’
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is understood literally or figuratively. They do not hear poetry recited as frequently, and
when they read poetry silently, they do not hear it with the auditory imagination. (665)
The Romantics recognized in poetry a tuneful and highly expressive medium.51 If, as Perkins
indicates, we have subsequently entered a state of auditory agnosia, which limits our “ability to
recognize objects or to understand the significance of [heard] stimuli” (OED), we must move
beyond that impediment by asking how Romantic poetic musicality might have been instantiated.
There is compelling evidence to suggest that a musical education was culturally
important for both men and women in the Romantic period, and indeed, that it influenced both the
composition and reception of lyric songs. As Doris Clatanoff explains, “[y]oung women in
particular were encouraged to receive some formal musical instruction, often on the piano-forte.
Because of the increasing interest in music and of the influence of Heinrich Pestalozzi (17461827) in education, music education spread to the schools” (394).52 Bringing music instruction
into the classroom yielded a number of individual and social benefits, raising the calibre of
amateur musical performance, cultivating more informed and discerning audiences, and
positioning women to make music of various kinds during a time when “song and folk music
[became] popular in rural areas” (394) and “opera became fashionable” in urban settings.
Although, as Clatanoff attests, “music permeated British life during the Romantic era” (397),
filling streets and concert halls, parlours and gardens with mingling words and notes, few
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The Romantics recited their own compositions according to their particular standards of poetical
musicality. In “My First Acquaintance with Poets,” William Hazlitt recognized “a chaunt in the recitation
of both Wordsworth and Coleridge” (Hazlitt, qtd. in Perkins 657). Thomas Medwin observed the “intensity
with which [Shelley] displayed the finest passages, produced an effect almost electric” (Medwin, qtd. in
Perkins 657). Felicia Hemans is said to have described Wordsworth’s “voice as something quite breeze-like
in the soft graduations of its swells and falls” (qtd. in Perkins 659). Benjamin Haydon noted in his journal
that “Keats recited the ‘Ode to a Nightingale’ with a tremulous under tone, that was extremely affecting”
(Haydon, qtd. in Perkins 661). After hearing Byron’s method of chanting, Thomas Moore indicated that “it
is the men who have the worst ears for music that sing our poetry in this manner,having no nice perception
of the difference there ought to be between animated reading and chant” (qtd. in Perkins 661).
52

Johann Heinrich Pestalozzi was a Swiss educator whose revolutionary approach to holistic pedagogy
centred upon a child’s organic development in multiple areas (Silber n. pag.).
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members of the public attained the proficiency or standing of professional musicians.
Nevertheless, Smith, Hemans, Landon, and Baillie were exposed to at least a basic musical
education as children. Primary materials tell us that Charlotte Smith took music as part of a
curriculum that included “dancing, drawing, [...] and acting” at a “girls’ school in Kensington”
(Zimmerman). Joanna Baillie studied music at “Miss McDonald’s boarding-school in Glasgow,”
where she is said to have displayed “considerable musical ability” (Clarke). Felicia Hemans was
tutored privately in music by “a gentleman” who regularly visited the family home (Sweet).
Letitia Landon took music lessons at home with the spirited “Miss Bisset,” who instilled in her a
capacity to be “charmed by the sound of music, properly played or sung” (Watt 9) and introduced
her to “vocal music” (Thomson and Wharton 149), a source of lasting inspiration and affection.
Among the four women writers, Landon stands out for providing ample opportunities for
her audience to identify her poetry with music. Sarah Sheppard, one of Landon’s most thorough
and devoted nineteenth-century reviewers,53 interpreted the poet’s “appreciation […] of music,
[as] intellectual rather than mechanical,—belonging to the combinations rather than to the details;
she loved the poetical effects and suggestive influences of the Arts, although caring not for their
mere technicalities” (qtd. in Dilbert-Himes 18). In Sheppard’s view, “the suggestive influences of
the Arts” enable the best moments of Landon’s writing, in which she takes musical phrases,
rhythmic patterns, melodic lines, and other such elements, and translates them into her verse in
the form of “poetical effects” (18). Perhaps it is for this reason that, for one anonymous
commentator, the poet herself becomes a powerful and dynamic musical instrument: “[a]ll fire,
and heart, and soul, the chords of her existence vibrate to the slightest impressions, and send forth
tones of various and striking melody when swept by the stronger impulses of her excitable and

As Glenn Dilbert-Himes explains, “Sarah Sheppard’s detailed 1841 analysis of Landon’s art,
Characteristics and Genius of the Writings of L.E.L [….] is very unusual for its time. It is a one-hundred
and seventy page critical analysis of L.E.L.’s artistic aesthetic, and it provides us with an extraordinary
look at her art as it was perceived by her contemporary audience” (18). Sheppard notably gives Landon
credit for using music in her verse, while acknowledging that she was not a musician.
53
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sensitive nature” (McGann and Riess 293).54 Further into the same review, s/he suggests that, as a
result of these lively musical qualities, Landon’s verse is closer to song than it is to speech: “[h]er
poetical breathing appears to proceed from a soul, whose very essence is love; and seared
hearts—withered hopes—broken lutes—blighted flowers—music and moonlight, sing their
melancholy changes through all her verses” (my emphasis, 295). As Elizabeth Barrett Browning
observed approvingly in a letter to the music and literary critic Henry Fothergill Chorley, “her
lyrics are, many of them, of great beauty and melody, such as, having once touched the ear of the
reader, live on in it” (Kenyon 232). Landon’s poetry does not merely pass through the auditory
imagination, or take root in the form of indelible memory, but gives rise a glittering sonic
signature that continues to evolve with the reader’s musical experience.
Landon’s adaptation of music to poetry takes advantage of changes in Romantic
readership that facilitate a wider reception of lyric song. According to the literary scholar Stephen
Behrendt, the reader is often assumed to inhabit fixed roles in a static relationship with the author
and his/ her reading public, though it is likely that the Romantic reader was much less consistent
and unified than we might now imagine:
“the Romantic reader” was in truth not a reader but rather a dynamic array of highly
diverse readers who comprised identifiable but flexible audiences that sometimes
overlapped but more often did not. And while the reasons for which these readerships
turned to printed materials in the first place varied widely, those reasons changed in a
number of ways as the period progressed, so that readers of 1830 were very different
from their predecessors of a half-century earlier.
The democratization of reading was due, in large part, to increases in mechanized book
production and the flourishing of less expensive editions which followed from it. Whereas books,
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In The Queens of Society (1860), Mrs. A.T. Thomson and Philip Wharton similarly conflate Landon with
the musical poems she writes, calling her “blithe as any lark, active as a butterfly, but pensive and poetic as
a nightingale” (145).
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and the level of literacy required to appreciate them, had long been highly priced as an exclusive
commodity and a “privilege enjoyed by the upper classes” (Behrendt), the 1790s saw a dramatic
increase in the number of low-cost editions and periodicals: “more than 80 literary journals alone
appeared—albeit some only [ran] briefly—during the Romantic period” (Behrendt). Reading
inspired social, economic, and political change, shifting the focus from the individual to a new
kind of public voice: “[d]iscovering themselves as readers, these citizens also discovered from
their reading shared social and political values, aspirations and resentments that forged group
identities among them and distinguished them from the otherwise undifferentiated masses”
(Behrendt). As the audience for books grew, so, too, did the number of women readers:
numerous journals like the ubiquitous John Bell's La Belle Assemblee (1806–32)
addressed themselves specifically to female readers. However, journals like The Lady's
Magazine (1770–1819) or The British Lady's Magazine (1815–19) offered more than
society and fashion, including as they did sophisticated contributions (often written by
women) on arts and letters, political matters and history.55
Indeed,
the stunning sales of poetry and imaginative prose by women, which rivalled and often
surpassed the numbers generated by all but the two male literary “superstars” of the
time—Byron and Scott—has in our own time prompted a re-evaluation of Romantic
writing that acknowledges that any proper assessment of ‘the Romantic reader’ must take
account of what was being produced by women, who made up a very substantial share of

This energy around women’s writing and reading also contributed to the rise of female empowerment in
the modern sense: “Women readers, already numerous at the beginning of the period, became ever more so,
and the expansion of reading matter both for and by women did much to effect significant social change by
increasing both the sense of community among women and the sociopolitical activism that—for them
scarcely less than for the men—grew in proportion to the increasing wealth of information available to
them in print” (Behrendt n. pag.).
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the authorial pool, and of what was being consumed by women, who made up an equally
large portion of that pool.
Women writers, such as Landon, were uniquely positioned to address their evolving readership
and bring exciting new works to them. A growing marketplace for texts by women heightened
their demand. Further, Landon and others appealed to the tension between the individual reader’s
preferences and the passions of the ever-expanding reading public.
A powerful example of Landon’s facility for integrating musical ideas into her poetry is
“The Village Bells” (264-266, pub. 1839), which circulated as a part of Fisher’s Drawing Room
Scrap-Book, an annual that featured poetical illustations alongside distinguished engravings,
which Landon herself edited from 1832-1838 (Norton). The lyric thematizes the dynamic
relationship between sound and silence while celebrating the spirit of English music. It opens
with an epigraph from William Cowper’s The Task (pub. 1785):56
‘How soft the music of those village bells,
Falling, at intervals, upon the ear
In cadence sweet,—now dying all away,
Now pealing loud again, and louder still,
Clear and sonorous, as the gale comes on!
With easy force it opens all the cells
Where mem’ry slept.’ (1-7)
With a strong sense of movement that arises from acute awareness of the variable and sometimes
paradoxical ways that music affects a listener, for example, by seeming to be present when it is,
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These lines from The Task belong to Book VI, “The Winter Walk at Noon” (231).
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in fact, absent,57 Landon builds on the lively qualities of Cowper’s “cadence sweet” (3). Cadence,
a term which applies to words, music, and speech, is generally defined as “[t]he flow of verses or
periods’ (Johnson) [which directs the] rhythm, rhythmical construction, [or] measure” of a piece
(OED). Yet as John Drury points out from a poetic compositional perspective,58 “[c]adence may
consist either of the alternation of stressed and unstressed syllables, or the swelling and subsiding
of phrases” (48). Indeed, for Landon, it may be both. She goes beyond fluctuating stressed and
unstressed syllables to further the tension between proximity and distance, loudness and quietude,
force and softness:
There is a lovely English sound
Upon the English air,59
It comes when else had silence found
Its quiet empire there.
All ordinary signs of life
To-day are hushed and still;
No voice of labour or of strife
Ascends the upland hill.
The leaves in softer music stir,
The brook in softer tune;
Life rests, and all things rest with her
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The effect of hearing musical sound when its source is in question leads towards two main auditory
devices that I have discussed: acousma, or sound-presence in source-absence, and auditory illusion, in
which a listener is either imagining a sound that doesn’t physically exist, or hearing one is entirely based in
the mind.
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In The Poetry Dictionary, John Drury is addressing an audience of fellow poets.

Landon may have been treating “English air” as a pun, referring to both the atmosphere and a musical
piece, as well as the silent audience that attends its performance.
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This Sabbath afternoon. (8-19)
There is a dynamic fluidity with which the stately waves of “English sound” (8) overtake the
“quiet empire” (11) of “silence” (10), and the lack of any “voice” (12) makes it possible for the
“softer music” (16) of nature’s “leaves” (16) and “brook” (17) to permeate the “afternoon” (19).
Both sound and silence are given musical space within the phrases of the poem, and towards the
end of the lyric, their oscillating energy is transformed into resonant music. As the “soft west
wind” (48) recedes from audible range, “These bells come sweeping by / leaving familiar
thoughts behind, Familiar, and yet high” (49-51). What emerges is a thoughtfully unifying
perspective on the nature of music itself:
The Sabbath bells upon our path,
Long may their sound endure;
The sweetest music England hath—
The music of the poor. (60-63)
When it comes to “England” (62), silence and sound must be translated into the same context, for
they are contingent upon one another. With the final lines “The sweetest music England hath— /
The music of the poor” (58), Landon demonstrates first hand that poetic sound does not become
musical without incorporating intervals of meaningful silence.
Landon wrote music into her lyrics in sophisticated ways. In “Sappho’s Song” (55-56),
which was published as a part of The Improvisatrice and Other Poems in 182460 and republished
in The Mirror of Literature, Amusement, and Instruction later the same year, the speaker
addresses her lute, its music, and finally, song as though it is her departed lover:
Farewell, my lute!—and would that I
Had never waked thy burning chords!

The Improvisatrice and Other Poems was “so popular as to go through six editions” in its first the year of
publication (Singer).
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Poison has been upon my sigh,
And fever has breathed in thy words.
Yet wherefore, wherefore should I blame
Thy power, thy spell, my gentlest lute?
I should have been the wretch I am,
Had every chord of thine been mute.
It was my evil star above,
Not my sweet lute, that wrought me wrong:
It was not song that taught me love,
But it was love that taught me song. (1-12)
Though the lute is silent, the tone of its “burning chords” (2) and the “fever” (4) of its “words” (4)
smoulder forth in the speaker’s memory. Yet while these musical expressions once represented
her union with the instrument as its player, and marked the height of passionate love, they have
turned ominous, imposing dejection and “poison” (3) upon her “sigh” (3). Confronted with a
discordant polarity between the luminous glow of her auditory remembrance and the cold reality
of the soon-to-be acousmatic present, the speaker displaces the “blame” (5) that she feels towards
her lover from the lute to the “song” (11, 12):
If song be past, and hope undone,
And pulse, and head, and heart, are flame;
It is thy work, thou faithless one!
But, no!—I will not name thy name!
Sun-God! Lute, wreath are vowed to thee!
Long be their light upon my grave—
My glorious grave—yon deep blue sea
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I shall sleep calm beneath its wave! (13-20)
However painful it may be, the speaker’s “hope” (13) and her “song” (13) become so deeply
intertwined that if one is compromised, the other cannot survive. Reaching back once more to her
recollection of the lute’s music, the speaker imagines herself again consumed by radiant “flame”
(14); however, rather than inspiring passionate intensity, this is a fire capable of burning her,
consuming her fate and enveloping her “pulse, and head, and heart” (17). Though it promises to
extinguish any excessive heat, there is a chilling quality to the final image of the speaker’s burial
in the “deep blue sea” (24). Whereas the precious lute is immortalized in the hands of the “SunGod” (17) Apollo, the “glorious grave” (24) that the speaker must embrace is a finite end to her
existence that would not have come about without music. At the same time, it is an end devoid of
music. As Daniel Karlin argues with reference to Ovid’s “Sappho to Phaon,” “the manner of
[Sappho’s] death was a self-silencing. Yet here a paradox comes into play, epitomized in Ovid’s
poem which continually anticipates Sappho’s ceasing to sing but which remains, textually, her
consummate song” (43).61 Similar to Ovid’s interpretation of the Sappho myth, Landon’s
“Sappho’s Song” is a text about the nature of songlessness—about a tragic figure who asserts her
right to sing, but succumbs to the power of her own musical potential62.
While Landon’s verse was generally well received, she would also learn the price of
fame.63 One of the more prominent voices that sought to counter perceptions of her merit, by

For a detailed discussion of women poets as singers, see chapter two, “‘A Sound of the Heart’s Unrest’
Women Poets as Singers in the Nineteenth Century” in Daniel Karlin’s The Figure of the Singer.
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Given these examples of Landon’s musical poetry, it seems improbable that, as James Winn claims in
Unsuspected Eloquence: A History of the Relations between Poetry and Music, the Romantic poets were
“ignorant of musical technique” and therefore “embraced music for the very qualities that made it
unattractive to the older poets, its supposed vagueness, fluidity, and ‘femininity’” (805).
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According to Lucasta Miller, the “burning ambition for literary fame,” with which Landon was able to
“captivate the reading public” (39), also included a strong sense of “the perils of fame,” which she
frequently wrote about in her poetry (41). Interestingly, “Landon herself became known as ‘the female
Byron’” (40). Correspondingly, there has been much speculation about the role that “negative publicity”
might have played in her mysterious and untimely death (41).
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arguing that her verse lacked musicality, belonged to the politician and friend of John Stuart Mill,
John Roebuck (1802–1879).64 In a piece broadly titled “The Poetry of L.E.L.,” published in
January 1827 in the Westminster Review, he expresses his dissatisfaction with her arrangement of
the “poetical line” (McGann and Riess 317), and in particular, with what he sees as its glaring
irregularity:
For the formation of a correct poetical line, there are required a certain number of
syllables, and a certain number of emphatic syllables. Rhythm in poetry resembles time
in music, and its emphatic syllables are like the accented musical notes. Without accented
notes there is no music; without accented syllables there is no poetry. […] In L.E.L’s
opinion, however, a certain number of syllables is of itself sufficient to form a verse; of
the necessity of emphasis to constitute rhythm, her lines prove to be ignorant. The
following, in addition to any already quoted for other purposes, are sufficient evidence of
this:—
‘They parted, but each one that night,
Thought on the meeting at twillight.’ (McGann and Riess 317)
In his examination of these rather unassuming lines from Canto I of The Troubadour (1825),
Roebuck finds an instance of syllabic deviation from the emphatic consistency that he expects.
Landon employs a reversed foot, a common metrical strategy by which the “pattern of stresses
and unstressed syllables is exactly opposite that of the original” (Joly):
‘They PARted, BUT each ONE that NIGHT,
Thought ON the MEETing at TWIlight.’ (emphasis added to illustrate stresses)

Roebuck also passed the bar, but as his legal practice remained limited, he “supported himself somewhat
precariously through writing, contributing literary, political, and legal articles to the Westminster Review
and Tait's Edinburgh Magazine, and occasionally the Edinburgh Review” (Beaver).
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Roebuck contends that, in order to remedy the disruption caused by the inappropriate substitution
of the trochee for the iamb, the “word ‘at’ and the syllable ‘light’ [must] occupy the place of
emphatic syllables” (317). However, resolving the issue in this way causes an even more serious
problem:
‘They PARted, BUT each ONE that NIGHT,
Thought ON the MEETing AT twilLIGHT.’ (317, revised stresses added)
While this revision maintains metrical uniformity, is cumbersome to read because it distorts the
natural placement of stress inherent in the words. To be sure, that very effect is attendant to
Roebuck’s point: in order for lines such as these to be regularly arranged, substantial revision
would be required, to ensure that the diction and its organization fully uphold the regularity of
flawless iambic tetrameter.
At first glance, Roebuck’s critique of Landon might appear overly finicky or dogmatic,
yet there is larger significance to his assessment that, in order for a poem to be musical, it must be
metrically regular.65 In seeking to reconcile the formal and aesthetic features of the poem with the
practical dimensions of its verbalization, Roebuck affirms the fundamental inseparability of
poetic structure and musical expression: “Without accented notes there is no music; without
accented syllables there is no poetry” (McGann and Riess 317). Further, his special concern for
the regularity of iambic verse, which underlies his denunciation of Landon’s lyric, connects with
significant prosodic and elocutionary developments of the Long Romantic period, which
privileged the iamb but also extended beyond it into a number of other rhythmic configurations.
Catherine Robson generalizes that British Romantic recitation and pedagogy favoured the iamb,
treating it as the veritable “heartbeat of English poetry” (116), which had a “history as both a
sung and spoken form” (Robson 116) on account of its ability to effectively ease speakers’

C.f. Timothy Steele’s Missing Measures: Modern Poetry and the Revolt Against Meter for an interesting
discussion of the evolution of free verse and how it was affected by the decline of metical verse.
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memorization and manage listeners’ expectations (Robson 111).66 The iamb is also flexible
enough to easily accommodate “mimetic meter—meter that enacts or resembles the action or the
thing described—[which] is a feature of the work of ‘good’ poets” (Robson 116). Though he does
not use the word directly, Roebuck’s approach to elocution has a markedly declamatory focus.
Declamation refers to “the repeating or uttering of a speech, etc. with studied intonation and
gesture” (OED), and to “the relation between verbal stress and melodic accent in the setting and
delivery of a text” (Jander and Carter). As a literary term that has long been applied to oratory,
declamation references both literary and musical works in the long Romantic period. Jean Jacques
Rousseau described “declamation as the relationship between musical and linguistic accent”
(Dictionnaire 1768, qtd. in Jander and Carter). It might thus “be thought of as a transitional mode
of expression between speech and music” (Whittall), which has elements of both modalities but
belongs wholly to neither one.
In The Music, or Melody and Rhythmus, Of the English Language (pub. 1818 and 1819),
James Chapman anticipates the reservations that Roebuck would later voice regarding the
problems posed by irregular verse and argues that poetry should be written to be recited: “the
primary causes of the destruction of all the graces of elocutionary utterance arise from efforts to
articulate, without proper attention to the laws of pulsation and remission, or thesis and arsis”
(15) which “pervade every language” and “must always from the very nature and conformation of
the organs of speech, be alternate” (15). Like Roebuck, Chapman views the structure of a poetic
line as supported by a regular musical pattern, yet he does not confine that consistency to the
same strict criteria that Roebuck sets out for syllabic emphasis, let alone tie it to iambic meter.
While Roebuck’s concern regarding the incongruity within Landon’s poem exemplifies the
advantages of regularity, Chapman proposes that, although rhythmic symmetry benefits the

Robson’s words resonate with David Perkins’s statement that “recitation of poetry in the Romantic
period was more energetic and impassioned than it usually is now” (“Recitation” 664).
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overarching structure of verse, variation is no less appropriate when it is integrated with the
verbal and musical texture of a poem. When a text is overly regular, it risks becoming
inexpressive and losing verbal spontaneity.
Whereas Roebuck hears only the tapping of regular and irregular emphatic syllables in
Landon’s Troubadour, Chapman takes advantage of the gaps between words, phrases, and lines,
and ascribes to them a similar kind of musical presence to the space that pauses occupy within a
musical piece: “[a]ll measured rests or pauses are as significant in computation of time, as in
value of place, […] as express notes of sound. If a syllable be too short, we may supply its
deficiency by a pause” (12). Certain kinds of regularity are, Chapman asserts, of the utmost
importance to uphold effective verbalization; however, excessive uniformity may reduce, or at
times, even nullify the aesthetic and moral value of a text. A poem must not be allowed to
become wooden at the cost of its structure. On the contrary, the main purpose of public speaking,
according to Chapman, is to further the common good by positively influencing the development
of a civilized society, from “regulat[ing] the affairs of mankind,” to reminding us of “the things
most essential to [our] true interests,” to teaching us about our “most indispensable duty”: to
promote “eternal welfare” (4). Indeed, Chapman’s elocutionary system is designed to enable
“performers […] who play only by rote” to successfully develop their linguistic, verbal, and
musical abilities to the point of being able to “intellectually and emotionally understand the
power of their instrument” (4). By teaching others how to interpret and give voice to poetry,
Chapman perpetuates a model that, rather than sacrificing music to rhythm, upholds it as the
defining element of that declamatory system.
In order to further the goal of advancing effective speech, Chapman presents a flexible
yet firm poetic structure that creates the conditions for its own sound delivery:
Our breathing, the beating of our pulse, and our movement in walking, making the
divisions of time by cadences familiar and natural to us. Each of these movements, or
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cadences, is divided into two alternate motions, significantly expressed by the Greek
words Arsis and Thesis, raising and posing, or setting down; the latter of which, coming
down as it were with weight, is called heavy, being the most energetic or emphatic, and
with less emphasis, is called light. When we lift our foot, in order to walk, that motion is
arsis or light [represented by ∴]; and when we put it on the ground, in order to proceed,
that act of posing is thesis or heavy [represented by ∆]. (15)
As Chapman goes on to discuss at length, syllables come in a variety of different forms. Their
length or “quantity” (11) is determined by composite factors, rather than by a standard measure or
by the individual reader: “[i]t is a gross mistake to suppose, as many do, that quantity governs
rhythmus. The truth is, the quantity is as subservient to rhythmus as materials are to the building
of an edifice; where it is the business of a workman to choose the materials that will fit” (11).
Thus, while they interpret the use of syllabic emphasis in different ways, Roebuck and Chapman
would agree that it is up to the poet to make the right compositional decisions, which
consequently enable a speaker to perform a text in a musical way.67
In “Generative Prosody and English Verse,” David Chrisholm elucidates the distinction
that Chapman is making between a musical and a syllabic approach to cadence:
Since the nineteenth century […] musical approaches to meter have constituted one of the
major stumbling blocks to prosodic theory. The confusion, as critics have observed,
arises from the failure to distinguish musical patterns from metrical patterns. The “meter”
of music is a temporary measurement which devides [sic] time into equal units, while
poetic meter is an abstraction actualized in the Germanic languages as an alternation of
stressed and unstressed syllables, not of temporal units (as in the quantitative systems of
versification). Equally important for the study of prosody is the distinction between meter
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While thesis and arsis might resemble the iamb in their basic form, they encompass a wider range of
rhythmic situations and serve as a principle that governs declamatory speech.
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and language: poetic meter is an abstraction based on tendencies and potentialities of the
linguistic material. It is not the verbal material itself, for the language (or, in the
terminology of classical theory, the rhythmizomenon “material to be rhythmicized”),
consisting of concrete phonological entities, is never able to perfectly actualize the
abstract meter. (117)
Musical and metrical patterns may appear similar, though their function and practice is different.
It would be inappropriate to force the music of poetry into a syllabic pattern, Chapman argues,
since it is governed by a musical rather than a rhythmic pattern.
The educational goal that Chapman applies to all speech, and especially poetry, is that it
should be musically notated in accordance with the structure of its cadences. He demystifies the
terminology that has resulted in past confusion and muddled his pupils’ interpretations of poetic
form and expression:
These affections of thesis and arsis (symbols) were always felt in music, though
erroneously called by the moderns accented and unaccented; the accented or heavy note,
however, was never understood to be necessarily loud, and the other necessarily soft.
Because if this were so, there would be no occasion for separate directions where to apply
the piano and forte. (25-26)
The projection of musical assumptions onto literary contexts produces confusion, as a thesis is
equivalent to neither emphasis nor loudness, but rather, signals the natural “pulsation and
remission” (15) that flows through every poetic line. As Chapman acknowledges, “without an
accurate knowledge both of the quantity and quality of syllables, no distinct reading and speaking
can be taught” (41). In this statement, he may sound similar to other prosodists. However, in
order to assist his students and members of the reading public in distinguishing cadences from
other kinds of accentuation and from one another, Chapman recommends the use of a “bar” (29)
as both a pedagogical aid and a typographical notation that is integrated with his style of musical
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scansion. He advises that “[t]he space of time between each pulsation and the next succeeding
pulsation is a cadence or bar. The word bar, properly speaking, is only the graphical mark of the
beginning and ending, or on the boundaries of cadences” (29). Chapman’s way of translating
musical ideas into his verse and adapting them to suit his purposes shows careful attention to the
point at which music and language intersect. Similar to Chapman, the philosopher Monroe
Beardsley confirms that “[t]here is a certain analogy between the foot in verse and the bar in
music, and it has often been thought that the study of versification might be considerably clarified
by adopting musical notation” (Beardsley 230). However, he questions,
when we scan a line of verse, what is it that we’re trying to do? Presumably we are trying
to make explicit the prevailing rhythm of the poem, and also the notable deviations from
that meter. [….] Scansion, in other words, points out features of the sound that should be
preserved in any reading of it, and must be preserved if the reading is to count as correct
or adequate. (Beardsley 230)
Beardsley displays healthy skepticism regarding the challenges of scanning poems that may have
several authentic interpretations, and that affect diverse readers differently. Though Chapman’s
elocutionary approach to declaiming poetry can be adjusted in certain ways that I will illustrate
shortly, it takes a deliberate approach to musical notation and thereby presumes that these
techniques will be suitable for any reader.68 As Beardsley points out, there may be multiple paths
to the same destination, or there may be no single end when it comes to poetic interpretation for
reading or recitation.
Despite such concerns, Chapman’s theory of musical notation merits detailed discussion,
as it represents a systematic approach to enhancing a speaker’s oratorical effectiveness. In
addition, it provides a unique visualization of music in Romantic poetry, with its own

In Musical Cognition: A Science of Listening, Henkjan Honing argues, “we are all musical creatures,
whether we are talking about the sense of rhythm in newborn babies, the ability of toddlers to keep the beat,
or the unforeseen musical expertise of ordinary listeners” (ix).
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symbological system based on a culmination of other elocutionary and rhetorical systems. 69
Through his visual illustrations of his method, we gain deeper access to the intended use of
Chapman’s approach than we might otherwise be able to. In addition to the element of cadence,
which is a foundational symbol in Chapman’s lexicon, a main element of his musical approach
focuses on notating accents, both accute (/) and grave (\), as well as combinations thereof
(͜

and ͡ ) (see fig. 1):

Figure 1. Notation for accentuation, Chapter 2 (Chapman 6)

Similar to his notation of accents, the symbols of which are usually placed above a text, Chapman
signals the quantity of a word, syllable, or sound through the use of a semibrief, minim, crotchet,
or quaver (see fig. 2):

Figure 2. Notation for quantity, Chapter 3 (Chapman 9)

He assigns the same rhythmical divisions to the musical pauses of a text (see fig. 3):

Figure 3. Notation for pauses, Chapter 4 (Chapman 12)
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Though it would be interesting to debate the degree to which Chapman derives his argument and
elocutionary system from his primary models, namely Steele’s Prosodia Rationalis and Thelwall’s
Illustrations of English Rhythmus, such discussions lie beyond the scope of this study.
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In Chapman’s system, dots are added to the accents in the same way that they are used in music:
they lengthen a word or note by adding on a given fraction of its assigned value (see fig. 2).
When it comes to formulating patterns from these raw materials in accordance with the rhythmus
of a text, Chapman provides an overview of the mathematical relationship between divisible
rhythmic components (see fig. 4):

Figure 4. Cadences and their rhythmical divisions into musical time, Chapter 7 (Chapman 27)

As Chapman later acknowleges, triple and common time, which proceed in patterns of three and
four, are the most frequently employed in verse (45). As Edwin Gordon observes in The Aural/
Visual Experience of Music Literacy: Reading and Writing Music Notation, “what is seen in
notation is far more important than what notation can accommodate” (20); though there may be
numerous examples of more complex musical notation,70 Chapman’s focus remains on practical
applications related to common verse forms rather than delving into some form of theoretical
intrigue.
In this section, I discuss how Chapman teaches us to hear and scan texts in order to
capably deliver them as live speech. In the following example, he presents two equivalent and
equally acceptable methods of scanning a line of a poem (see fig. 5). In both instances, the
structure and number of cadences remain the same irrespective of the inclusion of additional
conjunctions:

An example is Gerard Manley Hopkins’s musical scansion, which James Wimsatt explores in Hopkins’s
Poetics of Speech Sound Sprung Rhythm, Lettering, Inscape. Toronto: University of Toronto P, 2006.
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Figure 5. Thesis and arsis unaffected by small words replacing arsis, Chapter 5 (Chapman 20)

The ampersands that precede “fears,” “joys,” and “pains” in the second version of the line do not
alter Chapman’s interpretation of it. On the contrary, he explains that “both [are] of the same
length as to rhythmus, and this may be proved by the swings of a pendulum, or the strokes of a
time-beater” (fig. 5). What this suggests is that the commas which follow “hopes,” “fears,”
“joys,” and “pains” in the first instance take up more than just circumstantial space within it; they
are as much a part of the soundscape as the words. Thus, this example from Chapman illustrates
the function of basic relativity of cadence that is preserved throughout a poetical or musical line,
independent of its other qualities (such as intonation or the speed of reading).
In order to corroborate his theory that readers need structure in order to approach the
musical delivery of a text, but must have the ability to adapt it to their needs, Chapman turns to
two quintessential examples from oral history that would have been known to his Romantic
audience. The Iliad and Aeneid were featured in within many a grammar school curriculum, and
therefore engrained at an early age (Hebron). Chapman mobilizes these prominent examples to
highlight the destructive effect of excluding “rhythmical pauses” (21) from literary recitation and
interpretation. In the following extract from Virgil, he points out that the two lines, though
different in scansion, are “pronounced exactly in the same time, if repeated to the swings of the
same metronome, or pendulum” (22, see fig. 6):
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Figure 6. Dotted rhythms as in music, Chapter 5 (Chapman 22)

Where the lines differ, is that the first version contains a number elisions that enable it to maintain
rhythmical divisions that can be heard in regular cadences, and the second contains Chapman’s
“addition of necessary rests for breathing-time, and for stops of expression” (22).71 These
additions not only return the line to a more complete state, but also introduce greater subtlety of
variation, and therefore, increased expressive potential. Chapman feels strongly that the first
version has been “cut to pieces by the rules of prosodians” (22), and that it “depends upon the
termination of its words” (23), while his musically-oriented scansion respects the integrity of the
text. In addition, Chapman is mindful that scansion must remain true to what a good reader can
actually pronounce (23): it must be “scanned as it should be read” (24). The meaning of a text
must not be curtailed by its interpretation.
Another strength of Chapman’s approach to musical scansion is that it helps to identify
visual and aural differences between poetry and prose. In the following example, Chapman
juxtaposes an original and a modified quotation from Cowper’s The Task (see fig. 7):

71

As Chapman states further on as a reinforcement to these insertions, “every pause is measured” (55).
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Figure 7. Difference between prose and verse, Chapter 10 (Chapman 47)

For Chapman, the difference between the prose and verse examples is related to the structure of
the lines as well as their arrangement (see fig. 7). For example, whereas Cowper’s unmodified
version contains “patronesses of health and ease, / And contemplation,” the prose version has
instead “patroness of contemplation, of health and ease” (fig. 3). The placement of crotchet rests
is similar in the two versions, though the prose does not accommodate regularity of rests in the
same way that Cowper’s poem does, at the beginnings and ends of each line. While Chapman
does not directly comment on the reason for these differences, the placement of the rests
necessitates a certain regularity of poetical arrangement which is irrelevant in prose. Further, the
poetic structure that Cowper employs follows an arrangement of regular cadences with rests as
occasional variations, a configuration that Chapman praises.
Chapman spends a considerable amount of time within the treatise signifying the
difference between his methodology and a mode of scanning by Greek feet. In the following
examples, he presents this difference by illustrating the result of using cadences, rests, and bars
versus simply demarcating the placement of feet (see fig. 8):
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Figure 8. Missing cadences with Greek method of scanning, Chapter 13 (Chapman 69)

The primary difference between the two approaches, in both examples, is that Chapman’s way of
proceeding is more transparent in communicating his elocutionary intentions and produces an
extra foot (fig. 8). The implication of this contrast is that the words are less likely to be verbalized
in a rushed monotone in Chapman’s style of reading because he provides a sense of how the
spaces between the words ought to be interpreted.
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Chapman demonstrates unique sensitivity to the relationship between poetic form and
content, for his cadences are attuned not only to the sound, but also to the meanings of words.
The following example illustrates this tendency in three different textual examples (see fig. 9):

Figure 9. Examples of musical scansion, Chapter 14 (Chapman 79)

In the first example, Chapman makes musical room for the sound and meaning of the word “soft”
and the repetition of the “s” in “Plays” (fig. 9). Similarly, in the second example, there is a rest
before “lovely” that serves to accentuate the affective connotations of the word (fig. 9). In the
third example from Alexander Pope’s An Essay on Criticism, Chapman draws attention to Ajax’s
burden and the speaker’s commentary. With a repeated heavy thesis that mirrors the difficulty
Ajax encounters in moving the dense rocks (“strives some rock’s vast weight”) and a second,
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meta-reflexive, thrice-repeated thesis in the next line (“words move slow,”) Pope’s poetry reflects
the content it is associated with (fig. 9). It is also worth noting that each of the three poetic
examples that Chapman selects features sound: in the first, it takes the form of “quivering trees”;
in the second, it is the speaker’s voice, calling “Come, lovely health!”; and in the third, it is the
“strain,” the “surges,” and the tone of the speaker’s voice itself. As David Califf has noted from a
syllabic perspective in relation to the same lines, “instead of writing the smoothly iambic ‘the
verses hoarse and rough like torrents roar,’ Pope roughens the rhythm by eliminating the
conjunction between the adjectives, leaving the stressed ‘rough’ in an unstressed position” (28).
He suggests that “[t]o capture the ponderous efforts of Ajax […], Pope strays again from the
iambic pentameter in [the last line], ending each hemistich with three long, stressed syllables”
(28). What Chapman wants his reader to take from that exercise is the understanding that there is
a strong relationship between text and sound, form and music, reading and speaking.
Similar to his selection of Pope’s text, Chapman chooses a mimetic passage of
Shakespeare’s The Merchant of Venice in which to demonstrate the validity of his musical
scansion (see fig. 10):

Figure 10. Similarity between musical scansion in drama and poetry, Chapter 15 (Chapman 85)
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Here, Chapman again uses theses for effect, but this time, it is not heaviness that they emphasize.
Instead, the two repeated theses coincide with “sweet sounds,” and highlighting them raises the
reader’s awareness of them. Chapman’s inclusion of the lines also draws attention to the
similarity between his musical approach to scanning lyric and dramatic texts (see fig. 10). In fact,
all of Chapman’s principles of musical reading and recitation are applicable to a variety of genres.
Chapman presents the following summary as an elaboration of his theory of emphasis, but it also
serves the purpose of synthesizing his entire treatise:
1. The Thesis or heavy syllable, constantly alternating with the light.
2. The additional percussion given to the heavy syllable, called emphasis of force.
3. The percussion given to the heavy syllable, called emphasis of sense, when the
antithesis is expressed, and not denied.
4. The force given to the emphasis of sense, when the antithesis is expressed and denied.
No emphasis of sense can take place without an antithesis either expressed or understood;
whereas the emphasis of force, though frequently mistaken for it, is […] always at the
option of the reader.
5. Syllables are still farther diversified by their degree of loudness and softness, piano and
forte, and other varieties of modulation. As a general rule […] substantives, verbs, and
adjectives require more swelling loudness than the smaller and less significant words and
syllables.
6. Syllables differ from each other in those most evanescent, yet highly important
properties, their musical accents which constitute the melody of speech. (Chapter 9, my
emphasis 45-46)
From the unit of a single “thesis” up to the multifaceted “melody of speech” (45-46), Chapman
provides us with a model for conceptualizing “music in poetry” (Minahan 62). His use of the
word “percussion” is telling: it reminds us that the sonorous dimension of language is not a
smooth flat plain, but has various kinds of texture, bringing together expressive features such as
“emphasis of sense” (45) “emphasis of force,” and other “varieties of modulation” to heighten the
reading experience (46).
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Chapman provides several opportunities for the reader to synthesize the musical features
of a text into “the melody of speech” (46). In Chapter 16, one of six chapters which revolve
around illustrations of musical scansion that enable others to learn from and emulate it, Chapman
includes one of Charlotte Smith’s three nightingale-themed sonnets. He provides musical
scansion for the whole sonnet, notating its cadences, rests, and bars (see fig. 11):

Figure 11. “Sonnet to the Nightingale,” by Charlotte Smith, Chapter 16 (Chapman 100-101)
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What is noteworthy in this example of Chapman’s musical notation, is that no word or pause is
passed over, but all function within the unified whole of the sonnet. In the octave, Chapman
assigns unique weightings to various words following a schema that accommodates more
gradations of cadence than just heavy and light (see fig. 12):

Figure 12. Different weightings of cadence, Chapter 5 (Chapman 14)

In this light, the word “wandering” is itself mimetic: its internal cadence is heavy, lightest, light
(see fig. 12). A related instance of Chapman’s sensitivity to the relationship between elocution as
a means of prompting effective speech, and poetic content that incorporates musical qualities, is
“night’s dull ear,” which is marked by the heavy sound of three repeated theses (fig. 11). In
accentuating the musical qualities of Smith’s sonnet, Chapman makes the poem more vibrant and
interesting to listen to. Moreover, Chapman would have been aware of the musical origins of the
sonnet,72 which was actively being revived as “one of the leading forms of the Romantic period”
(Feldman and Robinson 3). He may have been consciously addressing some of the concerns that
Amy Billone expresses, by allowing for the fact that “women poets wrote on different levels—
mutely and musically—complexly gendering the double function of sonnets, and, by extension,
of all lyric poems, at once soundless and harmonic ‘little songs’” (11). Yet while Billone asks
questions related to women writers’ “[i]ntense involvement with unspeakability” (5), Chapman
bypasses such considerations by scanning Smith’s poem no differently than he would a text by
Shakespeare or Pope. In so doing, it might seem that he simultaneously elevates Smith to the
status of a literary giant and silently reinforces her marginal status as a woman. Yet perhaps it is
more accurate to say that he recognizes in Smith’s silence a profound musical presence.

C.f. Stephen Burt and David Mikics’ introduction in The Art of the Sonnet for a bird’s eye view of sonnet
development from its Sicilian roots to the Romantic period and beyond.
72
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Returning to Pope’s Essay on Criticism towards the end of the treatise, Chapman
provides an example which incorporates all of the main levels of notation he has described.
Reading from the top down, he highlights the quantity, emphasis, cadence, and force, or soft and
loud (see fig. 7):

Figure 13. Notated poem including all levels of musical scansion, Chapter 18 (Chapman 129)

We obtain a detailed sense of where the accents and cadences fall, and what kind of rhythmic
emphasis and force Chapman envisions for the lines. Interestingly, the softness of the first two
lines is set up as a contrast to the loudness of the second two; the result of this method of
scanning is far from monotone, with its subtle variations, gently pulsing cadences, and accents
that highlight what matters most. While it might be difficult to correctly bring together all of
these elements in one’s first attempt at reading or recitation, Chapman argues that the levels can
be gradually built up and combined to create the right effects to suit a given text.
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Given the richness of Chapman’s method, which incorporates at least four levels of
independent yet related notation to address the quality and quantity of verse, why has syllabic
stress become the sole method for scanning poetry? We are no longer taught to listen in the same
ways that Chapman once advocated for, or make educated inferences regarding the relationship
between musical metaphors, such as auditory devices, and sonorous effects, such as emphasis.
Yet the moment that lyric song sacrifices music to rhythm is the one in which we find ourselves
furthest from an integrated acoustic experience of “musical Thought” (Carlyle 135). The
argument that I am making is that the flow of verse necessitates more than just syllabic feet and
stresses. When Chapman applies the elements of the rest, bar, cadence, accent, and force to a text,
the result is a more musical reading because his focus is on maximizing the performance of live
speech. Chapman provides the reader with opportunities to choose the best musical configuration
for a poem given the variables of his/ her voice, relationship to the text, and intended audience. In
the same way that a pianist plays a musical piece, there are an infinite number of possible musical
variations that could be actualized in a performance. While one player might use more rubato
than another,73 both are legitimate interpretations if they arise from an accurate understanding of
musical style and its historical context. Similarly, a reader might scan a passage in a way that
places more force of sound upon it than another, but if both interpretations are based on
appropriate textual cues, they may be equally apt. One might ask how what we learn from
Chapman pertains to the Romantic period in general, and to lyric song in particular. Chapman
helps us to see that truly silent reading, which separates us from the sounds of literary texts,
places us at a remove from their music. Conversely, speech is a vehicle for intellectual and
affective experience that leads to a more complex, and more complete understanding of Romantic
poetry. It enables us to hear different aspects of poetic language than are apparent in silence.

Rubato is “A temporary disregard for strict tempo to allow an expressive quickening or slowing,
typically without altering the overall pace” (OED), and is used liberally in many Romantic songs.
73
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If “music in poetry” (Minahan 62) prompts us to listen, Chapman capitalizes on that
tendency by developing a form of notation that heightens the rhetorical effectiveness of poetry. In
the following examples, which take their inspiration from Chapman’s treatise, I experiment with
the application of both conventional scansion and Chapman’s musical notation to Baillie’s
“Sweet Power of Song,” Hemans’s “Lyre’s Lament,” and “Hemans’s “The Nightingale’s Death
Song.” Through the contrast between un/stressed syllables and cadences, feet and bars, and tones
and rests, I shall demonstrate that Chapman’s musical approach to reading promotes flowing
diction, facilitates natural speech rhythms, and reinforces the sonorous and semantic meanings of
lyric songs. In the following stanza, which opens Baillie’s “Sweet Power of Song” (pub. 1815),74
I observe the differences between stressed and unstressed syllables in conventional scansion
(right), and Chapman’s musical notation of poetic cadences (left):

Figure 14. Conventional and musical scansion in Baillie’s “Sweet Power of Song”

While the conventional mode of scansion moves forward with perfect regularity, Chapman’s
musical notation draws attention to “SWEET power,” the anaphora that initiates five out of six
stanzas of the poem, with a repeated heavy emphasis at the beginning of each line. Another
difference which is immediately apparent relates to the how the word “mountaineer” (2) is

“Sweet Power of Song” was written at George Thompson’s request, set to music by Beethoven, and
served as a kind of introduction to the Irish Melodies (pub. 1848 and 1816).
74
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scanned: while the conventional approach imposes iambic feet upon it (stressed, unstressed,
stressed), Chapman’s musical style amplifies its internal variation with a heavy, lighter, and
lightest pattern of emphasis (∆ ∴ ..).
For my next example, which builds on the differences between conventional scansion and
musical notation in terms of how they affect the flow of speech rhythms, I have selected a stanza
from Felicia Hemans’s “The Lyre’s Lament” (219, pub. 1830).75 Similar to Baillie’s “Sweet
Power of Song,” it addresses the perspective of a listener who is drawn to a source of gentle yet
influential music, and for whom that experience is located somewhere between auditory
imagination and auditory illusion. While conventional scansion simply follows the rote
alternation of stressed and unstressed syllables, Chapman’s musical notation makes the most of
using both cadences and rests:

Figure 15. Conventional and musical scansion in Hemans’s “Lyre’s Lament”

While Hemans’s dashes pass by virtually unnoticed in the conventional version, they trigger a
number of effects in musical scansion. It should be said that, unlike the standardized pattern of
stressed and unstressed syllables, there is no one correct way to read the lyric musically. Rather,

The lyric begins with an epigraph that draws attention to its own acousmatic situation: “A large lyre hung
in an opening of the rock, and gave forth its melancholy music to the wind—but no human being was to be
seen. Salatheil” (219).
75
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there are a number of opportunities for sonorous interpretation which enhance the rhetorical
effectiveness of the poem when it is performed as live speech. Indeed, the word “spiritual” has its
own unique cadence, moving from heavy to lighter, to light, and again light, reflecting the need
for harmonious balance. Similarly, the sound of “mournful” trails off into meaningful silence,
occupying a full quaver rest. The word “enshrined” is likewise carried forth by a crochet rest that
takes up musical space within the lyric. The vehemence of the final line comes through in a series
of heavy cadences, and the “wind” is given breathing-time at the end of the poem, similar to a rest
in a musical piece.
Moving to a third illustration of the differences between conventional and musical
scansion, let us listen closely to a stanza from Felicia Hemans’s “The Nightingale’s Death Song”
(234, pub. 1830)76 a text which lends itself to demonstrating the difference between stressed and
unstressed syllables, and Chapman’s cadences, rests, and bars:

Figure 16. Conventional and musical scansion in Hemans’s “The Nightingale’s Death Song”

In this example, Chapman’s notation appears quite regular, almost in the same ways as the
conventional scansion; however, there are key differences between the two which I will highlight.

76

On account of its musical interest, it is worth mentioning that the lyric opens with an epigraph from
Schiller’s Wallenstein: “‘Willst du nach den Nachtigallen fragen, / Die mit seelenvollen melodie / Dich
entzückten in des Lenzen Tragen? / —Nur so lang sie liebten, waren sie.‘ Schiller. ‘I provide my own
translation: “Will you ask about the nightingales, / Who with mournful melodies / Carried you blissfully
into the spring? / —Only as long as they loved, they were.”
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The first of these is that the feet and bars, though represented similarly, serve distinct purposes.
The demarcations in conventional scansion separate one foot from another, yet the bars in
musical notation tie cadences together in time, building up phrases within a musical line. The
final line of the stanza emphasizes this difference, wherein conventional scansion forces a
syllabic division between “mu-sic” and “lin-ger,” and Chapman’s notation wholly preserves the
words and their sonorous meanings. One more difference I will emphasize concerns the use of
rests, or a lack thereof. In conventional scansion, the reversed foot in the first line at “splendor”
might be interpreted as an error by the Roebucks of the world. Yet as Chapman’s musical
scansion shows, this word and its placement are hardly irregular in a negative sense: it fits
smoothly into the flow of the musical line of verse.
In the next section, I transcend the intricacies of comparative scansion and return to the
interpretation of musical engagement in lyric song, informed by Chapman’s musical notation. In
order to facilitate the use of his elocutionary methods, which are plagued by a reliance on
uncommon symbols, many of which are absent from a character map, I have updated Chapman’s
musical lexicon. I have transposed it, as well as the symbols of conventional scansion, into a
common context that simplifies our observation of key differences between them. “To the Lark”
(81-83), a poem which Baillie edited and published anonymously in A Collection of Poems,
Chiefly Manuscript, and From Living Authors (1823),77 opens with an auditory image of a bird
launching itself into the sky. The voice of the poem78 addresses the lark as it ascends,
encouraging it to “mount” (1), “sing” (1), and issue forth its “shrill alarms” (3). After listening for
the rhythmic “beat” (2) of a “fluttering wing” (2), the voice projects itself into the bird’s
expansive “view” (6) of the “wide world” (6):

Evidence of Baillie’s correspondence with William Herschel and her request that he contribute five
poems to this subscription edition suggests that he is the author of this poem (Slagle Vol. 2, 789).
77

“Voice” is the descriptor that I use for this lyric as it accommodates the poem’s linguistic, musical, and
speech-based references without reducing the tension between them.
78
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MOUNT, child of morning, mount and sing,
And gaily beat thy fluttering wing,
And sound thy shrill alarms:
Bath'd in the fountains of the dew
Thy sense is keen, thy joys are new;
The wide world opens to thy view,
And spreads its earliest charms. (1-7)
From that soaring vantage-point, the voice’s auditory imagination reaches out into the vast
soundscape, conveying the piercing birdsong into a different acoustic. The song is transformed
from an avian vocalization into an aesthetic “strain” (10) with its own set of affective dynamics,
beginning with a “thrilling lay [that] rings cheerily” (13):
Far shower'd around, the hill, the plain
Catch the glad impulse of thy strain,
And fling their veil aside;
While warm with hope and rapturous joy
Thy thrilling lay rings cheerily,
Love swells its notes, and liberty,
And youth's exulting pride. (8-14)
At first, the “glad impulse” (9) of the lark’s song is filled with an array of “warm” (11) feelings,
from “hope and rapturous joy” (11) to the “love [that] swells its notes” (14). Yet with the voice’s
recognition of “youth’s exulting pride” (15), the tone of the poem shifts from tender affection to
brooding reflection:
Thy little bosom knows no ill,
No gloomy thought, no wayward will:
'Tis sunshine all, and ease.
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Like thy own plumes along the sky,
Thy tranquil days glide smoothly by;
No track behind them as they fly
Proclaims departed peace.

'Twas thus my earliest hopes aspired,
'Twas thus, with youthful ardour fired,
I vainly thought to soar:
To snatch from fate the dazzling prize,
Beyond the beam of vulgar eyes.—
—Alas! th' unbidden sigh will rise.
Those days shall dawn no more! (15-28)
Even as the voice identifies with the bird’s attributes and virtues, it realizes its profound
disconnection from them. The voice pensively moves in counterpoint to the uplifting “sunshine
[…] and ease” (17) that it attributes to the innocent “little” (15) lark. While the days “glide
smoothly by” (19) leaving no foreboding “track behind” (20), the voice finds itself unable to
move beyond its “earliest hopes” (22) and “youthful ardour” (23) of the past. It is literally and
figuratively unable to “soar” (24), and thus seeks to recapture that ability through the creative
power of imaginative inspiration:
How glorious rose life's morning star!
In bright procession round her car,
How danced the heavenly train!
Truth beckon'd from her radiant throne,
And Fame held high her starry crown,
While Hope and Love look'd smiling down,
Nor bade my toils be vain. (29-35)
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When the mirage of the “procession” (30) and the encouragement of “Fame” (33), “Hope and
Love” (34) fades, the voice becomes painfully aware of what it has lost and is now unable to
reach or recapture:
Too soon the fond illusion past;—
Too gay, too bright, too pure to last,
It melted from my gaze.
And, narrowing with each coming year,
Life's onward path grew dark and drear,
While pride forbade the starting tear
Would fall o'er happier days.
Still o'er my soul, though changed and dead,
One lingering, doubtful beam is shed;
One ray not yet withdrawn;
And still that twilight soft and dear,
That tells of friends and former cheer,
Half makes me fain to linger here,—
Half hope a second dawn. (36-49)
There is powerful “hope” (49) in “friends and former cheer” (48) that is capable of
overshadowing the most difficult realities of life, namely age (33), “dark[ness]” (34), death (43),
and loss (47). From this “twilight” (46), the voice returns to the lark’s song, bidding the bird to
persist in making music despite the inevitability of eventual silence:
Sing on! sing on! What heart so cold,
When such a tale of joy is told,
But needs must sympathize!
As from some cherub of the sky
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I hail thy morning melody.—
—Oh! could I mount with thee on high
And share thy ecstasies! (50-56)
The final effect of the voice’s emotional journey, which escalates to the rallying cry of “Sing on!
sing on!” (50), is that it recognizes its own need to “hail [the bird’s] morning melody” (54) and its
desire to “mount with [it] on high” (55) and “share [the] ecstasies” (56) that it envisions to be a
part of the lark’s existence.79 Though these actions may not ultimately result in the voice
embracing the musical sublime, what matters is the (very Romantic) attempt to reach it.
How might Chapman have notated this poem, and how would that affect its
interpretation? In order to illustrate the difference between conventional scansion that privileges
rhythmic regularity, and Chapman’s method, which supports poetical musicality, I have noted the
placement of feet in the left example and applied bars to the stanza on the right (see fig. 14). The
underlining draws attention to key differences between the two versions.

Figure 17. Conventional and musical scansion in “To a Lark”

79

To the end of the poem, it remains unclear whether the lark is visible and physically present, in that it is
out of visible range but within earshot, or whether it only exists as a figment of the voice’s auditory
imagination.

114

Both forms of scansion show awareness that the phrase contains one strong and one weak
syllable; however, while the conventionally scanned line is decidedly iambic, Chapman’s
notation brings it closer to trochaic. The reason for this difference stems from the fact that
Chapman adds an extra cadence (in conventional scansion it would be called a foot) to each line
of Baillie’s stanza. By incorporating upbeats, by which each line of the lyric opens with a light
emphasis before moving to a full cadence of heavy-light, Chapman’s version gives more musical
time to the flowing sounds of the words, while deemphasizing the need for absolute metrical
regularity. Whereas conventional scansion imposes arbitrary divisions on words such as “morning” (1), “foun-tains” (4), and “o-pens” (6) and tempts the reader to verbally substitute the dactyl
“fluttering” (2) with its iambic cousin “flutt’ring” (fig. 14), Chapman’s musical reading requires
no such elisions. Similar to the tri-syllabic word “musical,” which Chapman notates in
accordance with its own internal onomatopoeic melody, “fluttering” prepares the reader to
verbalize its finely-graduated cadence and arching sound (see fig. 15):

Figure 18. Chapman’s emphasis within the word “musical” (61)

Gliding from heavy, to lightest, to light, the emphasis within “musical” (fig. 15) closely
resembles that of “fluttering,” rising and falling over the second and third internal syllables.
Further, since Baillie’s poem is framed by musical invocations, let us move to its last stanza to
observe the differences between conventional and musical scansion:
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Figure 19. Conventional and musical scansion in “To a Lark” (cont’d)

As in the first stanza of the poem, conventional scansion requires us to forego Chapman’s upbeats
in favour of upholding syllabic regularity, as well as to split the sound of “che-rub” (55) and
“morn-ing” (56) into two accented and unaccented halves, rather than leaving them visually and
sonically intact. Yet Chapman imagined the words to be articulated in a different way, with
nuanced weightings that are both individual to each word, and which participate in a larger
pattern of emphasis. On a metaphorical level, the halting quality of recitation that results from
straight syllabic scansion might be viewed as a reflection of the speaker’s ironic predicament of
only finding happiness in what is fleeting, wishing after the past though he is trapped in the
present, and striving after desire despite the knowledge that he cannot escape his circumstances.
This might lead us to the conclusion that there is in fact no bird: the speaker’s silent companion,
who seems to be present during his futile attempts to alter his reality, might be little more than an
auditory illusion. A more compelling argument, however, is that when the speaker’s experience is
presented in a flowing manner, and given sufficient musical time, the relationship between form
and content is more cohesive. When the voice respects the integrative power of the bird’s song
and its ability to serve as a vehicle for his emotions, it carries him beyond where he started.
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Chapman’s aspiration to foster music in Romantic poetry is even more significant in light
of arguments which hindered it from gaining sufficient traction to resist historical de-selection.
One such perspective is forwarded by Celeste Langan in “Understanding Media in 1805:
Audiovisual Hallucination in The Lay of the Last Minstrel,” in which she asserts that the
emergence of blank verse during the Romantic period marks a definitive movement towards the
decline of poetry and the eventual dominance of prose. For Langan, there is a strong correlation
between silent reading, audiovisual hallucination, and silent print: she declares that “the very
blankness of verse—that is, the fully residual status of sound—is constitutive of the poetry of
print culture” (53). The further that print dominates over oral forms of expression, the more its
literary sound ceases to exist. James Brooke-Smith has unpacked some of the implications of
Langan’s argument by reflecting on the relationship between Romantic poetry, print culture, and
reading:
Central to Langan’s analysis is the predominance within Romantic poetics of blank verse,
which she reads as a register of the normalization of the new print medium. The very
blankness of blank verse, its approximation to prose style and suppression of pronounced
metrical patterns, marks the fully residual status of sound within a dominant print culture
[that] confirms the logic of the print medium, in which the abstraction and sparseness of
the rows of inked letters on the white page, combined with the practice of silent,
internalized reading, serve as the platform for what Langan […] terms the ‘audio-visual
hallucinations’ that the subject experiences in the act of reading. (345)
As Brooke-Smith implies, a text cannot be completely silent unless it is devoid of live speech in a
movement which runs contrary to the basic premise of language as a mode of communication,
and is, therefore reduced to an echo of itself: an auditory hallucination. Thus, although the idea of
a blank verse that enfolds poetry in absolute silence might be provocative, it does not stand up to
scrutiny, let alone to a perspective that takes full account of Romantic poetic musicality. After all,
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when Chapman applied his musical scansion to Charlotte Smith’s “Sonnet to the Nightingale”
(fig. 11), he found ample evidence that her blank verse resonates with meaningful aesthetic
sounds. Chapman again selected blank verse as an ideal instance of poetic musicality in Cowper’s
Task (fig. 7). In the end, what makes Chapman’s approach so compelling is that it promises to
change the dispersion of musical energy across the Romantic soundscape, bringing in new
expressive dimensions and changing the way that we speak, listen, and conceptualize poetic
language—a goal in which he is allied with the very best of the Romantic poets.
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Chapter 5
Affective Contour in Poetico-Musical Lines
“The true poet must ever be attracted by the charms of Music: he must sing of her; he
must perforce chant her praise. For he cannot but realize how much the two arts, Poetry
and Music, possess in common. Both reach their highest excellence when they are
characterized by lofty thought, graceful rhythm, and melodious diction; the thought
which teaches and edifies; the rhythm which appeals to our love of regularity; and the
melody which gives emotional pleasure. Yet these sister arts do not always live quite
happily, as it were, under the same roof.”
–“Introduction,” Music in Song from Chaucer to Tennyson (1883), John Stainer 11-12

For the composer and organist John Stainer (1840-1901), poetry is energized by music.
When the elements of “lofty thought, graceful rhythm, and melodious diction” (12) coalesce in a
song, they mobilize a triad of rhetorical effects that instruct, delight, and move their audience.80
Yet the relationship between a text and its musical setting is far from straightforward if we
consider that poetry also has a music of its own. The two collections that are the focus of this
chapter, A Selection of Hebrew Melodies, Ancient and Modern, With Appropriate Symphonies
and Accompaniments, by J. Braham and I. Nathan; the Poetry Written Expressly for the Work, by
the Right Honorable Lord Byron (1815, 1816)81 and A Selection of Welsh Melodies, with
Symphonies and Accompaniments by John Parry, and Characteristic Words by Mrs. Hemans
(1822),82 provide a fitting test-case for the discussions and methodologies applied in previous

Stainer’s perspective is informed by Marcus Tullius Cicero (170-44 BC), who articulated the purpose of
oratory as “docere, delectare, et movere” (De optimo genere oratorum, I, 3; Orator, 69; De oratore, II, 28).
80

Based on Byron’s and Nathan’s collaboration (and famed tenor John Braham, whose name appears on
both title pages), the Hebrew Melodies were published in two volumes, in 1815 and 1816. A number of
additional songs were published between the years of 1824 and 1829 (Burwick and Douglass 8).
81

The three volumes of Parry’s Welsh Melodies were published between 1821 and 1829. As Elizabeth
Edwards notes, the “first volume of Welsh Melodies was published in 1822, and its sixteen songs were
solely the work of Parry and Hemans. The second volume of Welsh Melodies, published in 1823, included
three song texts by Hemans along with texts by a number of other writers. A third and final volume
containing no lyrics by Hemans appeared in 1829” (88-89).
82
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chapters of this study. The historical context within which both sets of Melodies were composed
underlines the essential role of contrafactum in establishing a veritable treasure-trove of British
national melody. Further, Chapman's process of assigning notation to musical declamation in
poetry offers an illuminating point of comparison with elements of the musical setting, revealing
the divergences and affinities between the two sets of lyrics and melodies. While both collections
of Melodies were separated from their musical scores by the mid-nineteenth century and
henceforth published as poems, their reaffirmation as songs, made possible through the facsimile
editions of Frederick Burwick and Paul Douglass (1988) and Donald Reiman (1978), enables us
to re-experience these works as they were originally presented to the public: as a combination of
Romantic lyric song and music.
This chapter builds on earlier discussions to look at how the complementary interpretive
experiences of song and music sustain and deepen my argument that the Romantics fashioned
lyric song to draw their audience into the expressive possibilities of musical language. As we saw
in chapters 1 and 2, musical contexts are interwoven with, and find expression through, literary
Romanticism. The relationship between music and poetry touches reading in various ways,
accentuating musical metaphors, images, and sounds, which leap from page to ear. As we saw in
chapters 3 and 4, there is much to be gained from verbalizing Romantic lyrics according to the
elocutionary standards set forth during the period of their composition. From voicing to listening
and from speaking aloud to hearing within the mind, the rhythms of words, their cadences, and
the voices that bring them to life facilitate a heightened understanding of the breadth of
compositional elements that shaped the language of Romantic poetry. As a matter of fact, the
Romantic predilection for maximizing the musical qualities of poetry is manifested across a range
of social and historical contexts. In “The Composer’s Musico-Literary Experience” (2000),
comparative literature scholar and composer David Hertz describes that “[i]n England, aesthetics
and music formed a significant part of no more than five books published during the first quarter
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of the eighteenth century. This number more than doubled during the subsequent twenty-five
years, rising to thirty between 1750 and 1775, and to more than forty between 1775 and 1800”
(23). Evidence from various sources suggests that these trends continued to rise throughout the
first half of the nineteenth century. As illustrated by the following term frequency chart,
assembled from data available through Nineteenth Century Collections Online, the period
between 1780 and 1830 is marked by a measurable increase in the number of monographs,
manuscripts, newspapers, periodicals, photographs, and maps that contain the words “song,”
“poetry,” “music,” and “verse”:

Figure 20. Number of Documents by Term Frequency, 1780-1830 (NCCO)

It may come as no surprise that an increase in publication throughout the early nineteenth century
is correlated with a rise in the use of these keywords. However, it is noteworthy that, while
“poetry” occupies the highest overall position until the turn of the century, it increasingly begins
to dip and finally falls behind the other terms leading up to 1830. While one might presume that
this progression anticipates the decline of poetry as a genre, prose doesn’t take on a decidedly
dominant position until the latter part of the nineteenth century.83 I suggest that this tendency, by
which “music” and “song” rise to new prominence, is related to larger terminological and
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As Dino Felluga argues in The Perversity of Poetry: Romantic Ideology and the Popular Male Poet of
Genius (2005), “the slow development of poetry into a cliché of inefficacy was a gradual, even highly
contested development of the [nineteenth century]” (1).
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conceptual shifts in the development of the English language and Romantic literature that are
responsible for closely associating and increasingly melding the meanings of “poetry” with those
of “song” and “music.”
Related to the web-like interconnections between key terminologies of the nineteenth
century84 are a set of macro-level questions to which this study keeps returning. Are poetry and
music fully separate Romantic media, or do the two modes approach the same fundamental idea
by different means? On one hand, poetry and music function independently, are aesthetically
distinct, and communicate different things to their audience (since language is more based in
reason, and music is more immediately expressive). From this perspective, the notion that poetry
and music are different manifestations of the same “musical Thought” (Carlyle 135) seems farfetched. On the other hand, the products of the Romantics’ engagement with musical ideas in the
lyric are of sufficient depth and complexity, as this thesis has demonstrated in musical figures,
structures, and the sound of language itself (chapters 2 and 3), that it would be reductive to
consign musical features that are common to both modes to the realm of either pure sound or
mere metaphor. In “The Rhythmic Form of the German Folk-Songs” (1916), philologist George
Jackson describes the revival of folk song in Germany during the late eighteenth and early
nineteenth centuries. He identifies
one condition accompanying this reawakening of interest in the songs of the people. It
was not, properly speaking, an interest in their songs, but in the texts of their songs; in
Volksdichtung [folk poetry] rather than Volkslieder [folk song]. The collectors, from
Herder on, rent melody and words asunder, discarded the former, and presented the latter
as ‘folk songs’. And it was these printed tuneless poems that became, in the main, a
source of inspiration for the lyricists. (Jackson 129)

“Musicking,” also the title of a book by musicologist Christopher Small (1998), is an example of a verb
in use as early as 1788, which referenced both the performance and the composition of music in various
forms (OED).
84
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The “condition” that Jackson describes, in which the revival of folk songs focuses on “printed
tuneless poems” (129), is equally applicable to the British Romantic context. The dissociation of
the texts from their original melodies, and their Romantic rewriting, facilitated the composition of
new songs which remained in some sense tied to, but often significantly departed from, their
origins.
If the success of a collaboration is measured by the pace and the volume of its output,
Lord Byron and Isaac Nathan were highly successful in working together to create the Hebrew
Melodies. In their introduction to the only scholarly edition to include both words and music,
Fredrick Burwick and Paul Douglass call their collection “truly ‘lyric,’” explaining that “Byron
wrote all but a few of them in close collaboration with the young Jewish composer Isaac Nathan.
Nathan gathered tunes in London and Canterbury synagogues and arranged them in give-and-take
with Byron, who wrote poems in response to the music” (3). Certainly, contrafacture played a
vital role in Byron and Nathan’s association. For one thing, it is doubtful that the work85 would
even exist without Nathan (1790-1864), who contacted the poet in June of 1814 asking for a few
lines of poetry that he might set to music (Burwick and Douglass 8). Although Byron initially
dismissed Nathan’s requests, gentle prodding from the poet’s friend and associate Douglas
Kinnaird, evidence of the composer’s skill in setting “She Walks in Beauty” to music, and the
agreement that the famed tenor John Braham (1774-1856) would perform and promote the
melodies, finally persuaded him to embrace the project (Pont 53).86 True to form, Byron exceeded
Nathan’s expectations by furnishing him with no fewer than six lyrics in September 1814. Within
a short but intensive eighteenth months, the collaboration proved considerably more effective

85

This word is almost a misnomer given that it implies a certain stability that may not be relevant here.
There are numerous songs, and different versions of songs, to which the title Hebrew Melodies might have
been applied. In “Byron and Nathan: A Musical Collaboration,” (1999), Pont accounts for a total of fifty
settings of Byron’s poems by Nathan which could be fit into this category (53).
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Braham is credited on the title pages of both the first and second volume, as he agreed to lend his name
to the enterprise, perform the songs, and make compositional embellishments (Pont 53).
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than Nathan might have dared anticipate: it produced seventeen songs within the first four
months, a number which grew to a total of twenty-nine melodies by April of 1816 (Burwick and
Douglass 8-9). As one might suppose in thinking over the checkered reception of Byron’s poetry
and personae, the reception of the Hebrew Melodies included both peaks and valleys ranging
from passionate endorsements to icy rejections.87 At one end of the spectrum, “[t]he poems,
usually without the music, found their way into ladies’ albums or commonplace books” (Pont 54),
whether they were converted into emblems of adoration. At the other end were assertions of
“inauthenticity” from detractors who felt that the songs departed too significantly from the Jewish
traditions that Nathan—and by association, Byron—purported to be preserving (Burwick and
Douglass 11). In recent decades, critics have been able to verify more of the sources that Nathan
and Byron drew on, and have praised their compositions, both for distinguishing between
different kinds of synagogue performances, and for evoking “ethnic authenticity,” which,
Burwick and Douglass suggest, may make a more interesting object of study than fidelity (14).
After such an intensive and fruitful collaboration, how did it come to pass that the poems
were severed from the music? Contrary to Nathan’s wishes, John Murray attained the right to
publish the Hebrew Melodies without music from Byron in 1815. As Terence Hoagwood
explains, this occurrence set in motion a chain of events that enabled the Hebrew Melodies to be
transformed:
in April 1815 Nathan published Hebrew Melodies with an engraved score, in a format
imitating both the format of the early Irish Melodies and Thomson’s Select Collection.
Then Hebrew Melodies appeared in separate book form as a collection of poems with no
music; and then they appeared as a sequence of poems in collections of Byron’s poetical
works. This change in the format of publication indicates the non-musical character of the
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C.f. Richard Cardwell’s The Reception of Byron in Europe (2004).
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poems, while the title-pages continue to announce “melodies” in the absence of melodies.
(106-107)
The transition from “engraved score” to “separate book” to “sequence of poems” (Hoagwood
106-107) made it possible for a luxurious volume like Byron’s and Nathan’s Hebrew Melodies,
which had sold fewer than 1,000 copies for a hefty price of one guinea each (Mole 109), to reach
a wider readership. Within a year, the “musicless ‘melodies’ […] eclipsed the original” (Burwick
and Douglass 9), both because they were more affordable, and because they were favourably
swept up in the scandal of Byron’s departure from England in June 1816, a spectacle that neither
Nathan, nor his music, was a part of.88 Yet as the music historian Graham Pont reminds us, the
literary versions which followed the original words and music are secondary, not primary texts
(55).89 Appropriately, Burwick’s and Douglass’s edition undertakes to reinstate the poeticomusical origins of the melodies and “change the way we hear the poems [to] restore part of the
record of developing English popular song and Romantic art-music” (3):
What is fascinating about the Hebrew Melodies as a whole is that they constitute a
crossroads of contemporary musical fashion. The tastes of English listeners in the middle
of the Regency period were vastly different from those which would prevail a scant five
years later, when the performances of Paganini in Milan had made him synonymous with
Romanticism, when Liszt had finally made his debut at the tender age of nine, and when
“Gretchen am Spinnrade” and “Der Erlkönig” would be published as Schubert’s Opus 1
and 2. Indeed, we forget too easily that German high style achieved a genuine vogue only
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C.f. Clara Tuite’s Lord Byron and Scandalous Celebrity (2015).

Byron’s motivation for proceeding with John Murray’s “musicless” (Burwick and Douglass 9) version is
contested. Literary scholar Peter Cochran (1944-2015) has reconstructed the correspondence between Lord
Byron, Douglas Kinnaird, John Hobhouse, Isaac Nathan, and John Murray. While Murray contends that he
had a right to proceed with the publication of select Melodies within Byron’s complete works or as a freestanding literary work, Nathan later engaged in legal proceedings, as he claimed that Byron’s permission to
Murray was insufficient and damaged the reception of his musical Melodies (Cochran 41-45).
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around 1830, and a centrality in concert repertoire some twenty years after that. There
was as yet no clear dividing line between art and popular song, and the former tended to
look for its models to Haydn, whose canzonets had achieved quite a popularity during his
visit to London in the 1790s. (4)
The collection thus mirrors British Romantic tastes in a number of intriguing ways. It addresses a
variety of listeners, styles, and social classes during a period of intense historical change by
catering to both “art and popular song” at once (Burwick and Douglass 4). As the literary scholar
Thomas Ashton points out, the national melodies genre afforded Nathan the opportunity to
capitalize on “popular taste for the ancient, the sublime, and the nationalistic” and to develop
these themes in a way that appealed to a diverse audience of readers, speakers, and listeners
(“Byron Lyrics” 666). It also accommodated Byron’s eclectic compositions, which took various
forms including “secular love lyrics,” “vaguely Jewish poems,” and poems on “Old Testament
subjects,” infused with what Ashton coyly refers to as “Byronic religious sentiment” (666).
Nathan and Byron derived mutual benefit from their association, for each of them brought a
different kind of compositional flexibility to bear on their combined efforts.
Before addressing questions of musicality in Byron’s verse, it is necessary to contend
with why he is now little identified with music. As the literary scholar and critic Ernest de
Sélincourt (1870-1943) remarked in Wordsworthian and Other Studies (1967), Byron’s lyrics
have
doubtless, a vigour and a colour of their own, but how poor and obvious is their music
beside that of Shelley or Keats, Tennyson or Robert Bridges! Byron sets his emotion to a
familiar, almost hackneyed, tune: the true lyricist, even if he accepts a conventional
framework, weaves upon it his own melody, of which every cadence seems responsive to
the finer shades of his emotion. (106)
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Looking beyond de Sélincourt’s apparent Wordsworthian bias, his criticism of Byron’s lack of a
proper “tune” and use of a predictable, rather than original, “cadence” (106) is surprising when
we consider how proficiently the poet’s lyrics reached the audience of their day.90 Still, de
Sélincourt provocatively concludes that Byron has “no magical power over words, no subtlety in
verse-music. Hence, though no poet ever succeeded more fully in the expression of himself,
[Byron] never succeeded in the lyric” (106). Before we examine the truth or falsity of this verdict
in the lyrics themselves, let’s consider more closely Byron’s role in composing the Hebrew
Melodies; if he possessed no finer apprehension of music, it would follow that his contribution to
the collection was thoroughly literary. Yet Graham Pont draws attention to a side of the poet that
has been “very inadequately covered by his biographers”: the “musical side” (53). He argues that,
while an “evaluation of the Hebrew Melodies as songs” would not have been possible during
Byron’s lifetime, as “the profession of music criticism [was] still in its infancy” (53), the need to
understand “the Hebrew Melodies [as] songs—songs mostly produced by Byron and Nathan
working closely together, with some help from Braham” (55) arises precisely because “Byron
was a natural musician, a collector of songs and improviser of ‘stanzas for music.’ He was an
amateur singer—a classic ‘bathroom baritone’—who once described Moore’s melodies as his
‘matins and vespers’” (57). Furthermore, Byron played key roles in the compositional process of
the settings themselves. As Pont explains,
It has been tacitly assumed that the poet made no musical contribution to the Melodies,
yet Nathan records that he submitted to Byron the manuscript settings of “In the valley of
waters”—evidently for his approval. Byron had produced the poem as an alternate to
“We sate down and wept.” Having perused the new song, he said: “I must confess I give

C.f. Jerome McGann’s Byron and Romanticism (2002), especially Part 1, Sections 2 “Byron, Mobility,
and the Poetics of Historical Ventriloquism” (36-52) and 5 “Byron and the Anonymous Lyric” (93-112).
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a preference for the latter, and since your music differs so widely from the former I see
no reason why it should not also make its public appearance.” (61)
While they are often passed over by scholars who prefer to view Byron as a mono-disciplinary
figure whose talents were exclusively literary, the poet’s musical inclinations were clearly
recognized by Nathan, who observed that Byron “was devotedly attached to music, and possessed
of much judgement on that science” (Pont 60).91 It is evident that Nathan placed great value on
Byron’s opinion of his musical settings for that very reason (61). Teresa Guiccioli, Byron’s
devoted lover during the last three years of his life, echoes Nathan’s observation that “[m]usic,
for [Byron], had an ample share in that pleasing attitude of mind” (qtd. in Pont 60). While Ashton
does not go so far as to praise the musicality of Byron’s poetry per se, he does acknowledge that
the Hebrew Melodies are particularly effective at enlarging “their emotional scope through
resonance” (“Byronic Lyrics” 680). According to Ashton, Byron is unusually skilled at
developing “the music of his character’s intense song. He has taken pains to weave a musical
fabric of alliteration, assonance, and carefully rhymed stanzas. On this fabric, he stamps his stark
designs. The contrast of plangent sound and simple structure contributes to the intensity of his
monumental lyrics” (681). Byron’s approach to the music of poetry is unique, though not
altogether unfamiliar when we consider other examples, such as Keats’s alliteration in “beaded
bubbles winking at the brim” (“Ode to a Nightingale” line 17), or Wordsworth’s assonance in “A
host of golden daffodils; / Beside the lake, beneath the trees” (“I Wandered Lonely as a Cloud”
lines 4-5), which likewise stress the musical qualities of verse, and raise it to a higher level by
coordinating them with powerful musical ideas.
The principle of selection which I have applied to the following lyrics is based on the
breadth of their participation in a cultural milieu of musical performativity. The most frequently
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Reading between the lines of this somewhat tentative statement from Nathan, we might find that, though
Byron was very interested in and highly sensitized to its artistic potential, his “tastes in music were
unsophisticated” (Cochran 41).
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discussed poems in the Hebrew Melodies, “She Walks in Beauty” and “The Harp the Monarch
Minstrel Swept,” have yet to be considered on the basis of their inclusion or exclusion from the
category of lyric song. I shall read them, as well as a few others, including “My Soul is Dark” and
“It is the Hour” (two of the Melodies which were set to music the most, at over ten times each),
with an ear to the qualities of language which were capable of moving their nineteenth century
reader even without a musical score. To date, Joseph Slater is the only scholar to have
thematically categorized the array of twenty-nine lyrics that make up the Hebrew Melodies
(1952): “Nine of the poems are Biblical in subject but Byronic in treatment; two are love songs;
five are reflective lyrics, neither Jewish nor Christian; and five are expressions of what might be
called proto-Zionism” (86). In accordance with his grouping (which addresses twenty-one out of
the twenty-nine lyrics, but which also accommodates the other eight), I have selected one from
each category: “The Harp the Monarch Minstrel Swept” is an expression of proto-Zionism”; “It is
that Hour” is a reflective poem; “My Soul is Dark” is Biblical in subject but Byronic in treatment;
and “She Walks in Beauty” is a love song (Slater 86). While Nathan intended for “The Harp the
Monarch Minstrel Swept” to be featured at the beginning of the first volume to “set the tone for
the whole publication” of Hebrew Melodies (Pont 57), Byron’s enthusiasm for “She Walks in
Beauty” displaced the execution of that plan to the second volume. The title pages for the first
(left) and second (right) volumes are presented below (see fig. 21):
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Figure 21. Hebrew Melodies (title images, Vols. 1 and 2, Burwick and Douglass, 46, 115)

While both title pages incorporate the depiction of angelic music directly below Byron’s name, as
a reference to King David, the first is much more diminutive than the second, which places it at
the forefront of the entire collection. The five lines that appear on the second volume’s title page
are from the opening to “The Harp the Monarch Minstrel Swept”:92
The harp the Monarch Minstrel swept,
The King of men—the lov’d of Heav’n—
Which Music hallowed while she wept
O’er tones her heart of hearts had giv’n—
Redoubled be her tears—its chords are riv’n! (1-5)
The “tones” (4) and “chords” (5) of David’s harp are not only capable of moving angels to tears,
but also comforting men’s wild hearts. As a symbol of the potency of this music, the “lyre” (10)
takes on epic proportions, becoming more powerful even than “his throne” (10):
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Peter Cochran identified many of the sources of the poetic and musical material for the Melodies that I
discuss: “The Harp the Monarch Minstrel Swept” is a lyric concerned with King David, and the setting
“employs the tune of Ya’aleh tahunen, from the eve of Yom Kippur” (14).
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It soften’d men of iron mould,
It gave them virtues not their own;
No ear so dull—no soul so cold
That felt not—fired not to the tone,
Till David’s lyre grew mightier than his throne.
It told the triumphs of our King—
It wafted glory to our God—
It made our gladdened valleys ring—
The cedars bow—the mountains nod—
Its sound aspired to Heaven and there abode. (6-15)
As Nathan recounts in Fugitive Pieces and Reminiscences of Lord Byron (1829), Byron’s first
draft of the lyric ended at this point. However, Nathan appealed to Byron to “help out the
melody,” soon after which the poet supplied these “beautiful and sublime lines which conclude
the melody” (Nathan 32-3, qtd. in Cochran 14):
Since then—though heard on earth no more—
Devotion and her daughter Love
Still bid the bursting spirit soar
To sounds that seem as far above
In dreams that day’s broad light can not remove. (16-20)
The lyric’s focus on the music of David’s lyre, which rings out across a soundscape of
“gladdened valleys” (13), “cedars,” and “mountains” (14), before rising up to “Heaven” (15),
returns in another form through “sounds” (19) that “soar” (18) in the “dreams” of “Devotion and
her daughter Love” (17). Through the addition of the last five lines of the poem, the role of music
is broadened to encompass the relationship between auditors and their musical environment.
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“It is the Hour,” the final poem to appear in the first volume of the Hebrew Melodies,
makes ample use of auditory devices, including acousma, alliteration, and auditory imagination.93
The lyric opens by drawing attention to the “high note” (2) of the “nightingale’s” (2) song, which
emanates forth at “twilight” (14), just beyond the speaker’s ability to visually apprehend her:
It is the hour when from the boughs
The nightingale’s high note is heard—
It is the hour—when lover’s vows
Seem sweet in every whisper’d word—
And gentle winds and waters near
Make music to the lonely ear.
Each flower the dews have lightly wet,
And in the sky the stars are met:
And on the wave is deeper blue,
And on the leaf’s a browner hue—
And in the Heaven, that clear obscure
So softly dark—and darkly pure,
That follows the decline of day
And twilight melts beneath the moon away. (1-14)
The frequent alliterations of words such as “high” (2), and “heard” (2), “whisper’d word” (4),
“winds and waters” (5), “sky” (8) and “stars” (8), “hue” (10) and “Heaven” (11), “dark” (12),
“darkly” (12), “decline of day” (13), and “melts” (14) and “moon” (14) highlight the sonic
associations between various congruous aspects of the scene. This diction also provides a sense of
language that makes the speaker aware of the physicality of articulation. Anaphora lends further

As Cochran notes, “It is that Hour” is from “the opening of Parisina […] published with The Siege of
Corinth, February 13th 1816 (39).
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emphasis to the juxtaposition of the “sky” of “stars” (8), the “wave” of “blue” (9), “leaf’s brown
hue” (10), and “Heaven, that clear obscure,” each of which has not only a colour association, but
also a strong verbal dimension. Further, the oscillations between the bird’s song, the “lover’s
vows” (3), the natural scene [“flower” (7), “sky” (8), “wave” (9), and “leaf” (10),] and ultimately
“Heaven” shows the potential of music to elevate its listener to sublime heights.
The Hebrew Melodies also explore the catharsis offered by musical “strain[s].” In “My
Soul is Dark,” Byron employs similar auditory features to those found in “It is that Hour,” with
the addition of a speaker who expresses a longing for, rather than reflecting on the presence of,
music:94
My soul is dark—Oh! quickly string
The harp I yet can brook to hear;
And let thy gentle fingers fling
Its melting murmurs o’er mine ear—
If in this heart a hope be dear,
That sound shall charm it forth again—
If in these eyes there lurk a tear,
’Twill flow, and cease to burn my brain—

But bid the strain be wild and deep,
Nor let thy notes of joy be first—
I tell thee—Minstrel! I must weep,
Or else this heavy heart will burst—
According to Cochran, “My Soul is Dark” is an adaptation of “I Samuel 16, 23” and “uses another
adaptation of the Passover tune, based on a folk-song, which he uses in Oh! Weep for Those” (16). This
song, which brings together religious and Byronic material (for the poem makes only indirect reference to
the biblical passage), is a strong example of Byron’s and Nathan’s talent for reconciling otherwise
incongruous material and making it musical.
94
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For it hath been by sorrow nurst,
And ached in sleepless silence long—
And now ‘tis doomed to know the worst,
And break at once—or yield to song. (1-16)
The speaker’s anticipation that “notes of joy” (10) will enhance his ability to transcend “sorrow”
(13), as well as the binary choice of whether to “break” down or “yield to song” (16) reveals a
strong sense of both self- and musical awareness. If the speaker is doomed to suffer, a condition
which is reinforced by the violence of the word “fling” (3) and if there is a chance he might even
expire, he desires to embrace song for as long as possible, as an affective support, a catalyst for
his emotions, and a friend who is attuned to his condition of having a “heavy heart” (12) that
grows worse in “sleepless silence” (14). Also buried within this binary are questions: what is the
difference between breaking and yielding? Does yielding heal the pain? Does breaking stop the
music? Byron’s answer might be all of the above, since emotional anguish twists and turns in
different directions, breaking as it yields, and healing as it breaks. As Ashton puts it, “My Soul is
Dark” “is a Hebrew Melody about the cathartic role of the Hebrew Melodies” (“Byronic Lyrics”
673).
“She Walks in Beauty” (49-53), the first lyric in Nathan’s arrangement of both the first
and second volumes of the Hebrew Melodies, is one of six lyrics that Byron composed before he
met Nathan, in absence of a musical score (Burwick and Douglass 14).95 As the lyric opens, we
are confronted by the image of a transcendent figure whose intense “beauty” (1) appears almost
other-worldly:

Though the composition of the text pre-dates the composer’s and poet’s collaboration, contrary to what is
typical of contrafactum, its inclusion in the Hebrew Melodies confirmed from the start that neither lyric nor
music would take precedence over the other by default. As Cochran identifies, “She Walks in Beauty” is
“Not on a theme exclusively Jewish” (6). Francis Cohen has identified its source as “a former Lakha dodi
of London Synagogues,” which was associated with the arrival of the Sabbath (qtd. in Burwick and
Douglass 14).
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She walks in beauty—like the night
Of cloudless climes and starry skies,
And all that’s best of dark and bright
Meet in her aspect and her eyes:
Thus mellow’d to that tender light
Which heaven to gaudy day denies.
She walks in beauty—like the night
Of cloudless climes and starry skies. (1-8)
The repetition of the first and last two lines forms a refrain that carries through the remainder of
the poem:
One shade the more, one ray the less
Had half impaired the nameless grace
Which waves in every raven tress,
Or softly lightens o’er her face—
Where thoughts serenely sweet express
How pure—how dear their dwelling place,
She walks in beauty—like the night
Of cloudless climes and starry skies.
And on that cheek, and o’er that brow
So soft—so calm—yet eloquent
The smiles that win—the tints that glow
But tell of days in goodness spent.
A mind at peace with all below—
A heart whose love is innocent.
She walks in beauty—like the night
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Of cloudless climes and starry skies. (9-24)
The lyric uses ample sound effects, such as alliteration, bringing “cloudless climes and starry
skies” to the forefront of our attention, and emphasizing the importance of “her” (4) juxtaposition
with “heaven” (6), the “serenely sweet” ambiance of her “thoughts” (13), and the “glow” (19) of
“goodness” (20) that she radiates forth. Each stanza ambivalently couples a physical feature or
characteristic with an internal quality. In the first stanza, “her aspect and her eyes” (4) convey that
she is tender yet dramatic “like the night” (1). In the second stanza, her “raven tress” (10) and
bright “face” (11) combine to communicate her sweetness (13). And in the third stanza, her facial
expression represents in “smiles” (18) and a “soft,” “calm,” and “eloquent” “cheek” (17) and
“brow” (17), the depth of feeling of “a heart whose love is innocent” (22). It is ironic that there
should be so much focus on the exterior of the person, when the speaker professes to be highly
concerned with her internal qualities and emotions. The affective dynamics of the lyric are
represented on another level in an engraving that accompanies the title image in The Illustrated
Byron (1850):

Figure 22. Hebrew Melodies (title image portraying Anne Wilmot, The Illustrated Byron 440)
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In the engraving, the figure’s posture reveals a conflicted combination of looking back but
standing forward. One arm is relaxed by the side while the other maintains tension in the wrist
and fingertips and is perched atop a nearby stone wall. The moon’s ascendance is dwarfed by the
woman’s shoulder, and the natural background is symmetrically balanced against the foreground,
lending the scene an air of sublimity. Similarly, there is emotional intensity in the eyes, but they
appear averted from a direct gaze. These feelings of longing, tenderness, and poetic ambivalence,
coupled with the haziness of the scene, reflect the speaker’s admiration and suppressed longing
for the lovely but inaccessible subject of the lyric.
The musical setting of “She Walks in Beauty” emphasizes similar affective dimensions of
the lyric as the engraving, but does so by different means. The setting is melismatic as well as
syllabic, making use of a compositional style which assigns multiple notes to a single syllable.
One of the common uses of melisma, which is etymologically linked to the Greek word for
“song” (Crocker), is to emphasize, or reflect in an enhanced way, the meaning and draw attention
to the sound of a word or part of a word. My remarks regarding the setting refer to Burwick’s and
Douglass’s recording of the song on their website, “Romantic Era Songs.”96 While the duplicate
melody that you will hear is no substitute for the aural experience of live music, I will describe
some of the key features of the listening experience. I have provided the following extract from
page one of the musical score to support auditory recognition of the melody line:

The link to Burwick and Douglass’ site, at which this and other recordings of the Hebrew Melodies may
be found, is http://www.sjsu.edu/faculty/douglass/music/album-hebrew.html.
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Example 1. “She Walks in Beauty,” Vol 1. No 1. (bars 16-39, Nathan 5)

As the song opens, we are met with a warm, tender tone that moves forth in time, bearing the
expressive marking of grazioso con moto (gracefully with motion). Nathan’s use of melisma
becomes apparent at or near the ends of the lines of Byron’s lyric, where the singer seems to
linger over certain words and extend them over multiple notes in an ornamental and almost
improvisational way. The following figure, to which I have added bars indicating the division of
beats, demonstrates which words are melismatic within the first stanza of “She Walks in Beauty”
(see fig. 23):
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Figure 23. Melisma in stanza one of Byron’s "She Walks in Beauty"

Scanning the words which Nathan emphasizes melismatically (“night,” “starry,” “bright,” “and,”
“mellow’d,” “tender,” “day,” “denies,” “night”) gives us a focused apprehension of the
movement within the poem, from the physical environment, to the twilight qualities which most
reflect the figure’s singular beauty. This way of drawing attention to the material and expressive
meaning of the poem differs from rhyme, which follows a perfect pattern of, in this case, abab
(“night” with “bright,” “skies” with “eyes” etc.), but is also similar to it since it is based on the
interpretation of a combination of literary and musical meaning. For example, there are key
similarities between the woman and the “night” (1), which is “starry” (2), “bright” (3),
“mellow’d” (5) and “tender” (5), as contrasted to “gaudy day” (6). Whereas night is selective in
what it reveals and conceals, day is overly transparent and therefore lacking in mysterious charm,
yet we might not make those connections in the same way without melisma, which alerts us to
their importance.

139

When we compare the melismatic effects that Nathan incorporates with a style of musical
notation derived from Chapman, the similarities and differences become immediately apparent:

Figure 24. Comparison between melisma and musical notation in “She Walks in Beauty”

The placement of Nathan’s melisma picks up on the same kinds of emphases that Chapman
would notate, but takes these a step further by compressing the time allocated to the syllables and
spreading the sounds of words across more than one note. On bi-syllabic words, such as “starry”
(2), “tender” (5), “mellow’d” (5), and “denies” (6), this effect is even more apparent, as they are
re-shaped to accommodate more musical sound than they could normally carry. In addition, while
we might be inclined to rush over an otherwise uninteresting word like “and” (4) while reading
the lyric aloud, both approaches to musical notation would have recognized the significance of
this conjunction, both because of its placement, and because it turns our ears towards a fuller
emphasis of “her eyes” (4), a focal point of the lyric’s intense expressions of admiration.
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In both approaches to musical expression, the lyric’s cadence is treated in a way that is
regular yet also flexible. While a reader of the text might be inclined to allocate time to the pauses
after “beauty—” (1, 7, 15, 23), a listener would hear something quite different in Nathan’s
musical setting, which assigns different amounts of time to each of Byron’s syllables, but doesn’t
observe rests, with the exception of at the ends of lines. Suitably, Nathan’s setting picks up on the
anacrusis (downbeat) with which each of Byron’s lines begin, and though the composer builds in
metrical variety, he does not substantially deviate from the structure of the lyric. What are we to
conclude from these similarities? While music is not one of the main subjects in “She Walks in
Beauty,” it significantly influences the delivery of the poem by directing the reader’s affective
response towards specific words within the lyric.
Another example of melisma, which illustrates Nathan’s malleable approach to setting
Byron’s poetry, is found in “Sun of the Sleepless,” a lyric which, like “She Walks in Beauty,” is
only implicatively related to Hebrew subjects. The lyric contains several characteristic instances
of melisma which demonstrate Nathan’s attention to literary interpretation, in this case, by
extending the meaning of the word “glow” far beyond the usual reach of literary effects. The
poem opens with the following lines:
Sun of the sleepless! melancholy star!
Whose tearful beam glows tremulously far, (1-2)
In the following example, a single syllable is stretched to encompass more than thirty notes:

Example 2. “Sun of the Sleepless,” Vol. 2 No. 12 (bars 24-29, Nathan 129)
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This melismatic effect complements not only the presentation of the word “glow,” but its
meaning in the context of the whole lyric, which revolves around the tension between dark and
light, past and present, cold and warmth:
That show’st the darkness thou canst not dispel,
How like art thou to joy remembered well!
So gleams the past, the light of other days,
Which shines, but warms not with its powerless rays;
A night-beam Sorrow watcheth to behold,
Distinct, but distant—clear—but, oh how cold! (3-8)
The verbal and auditory awareness which Byron demonstrates in lines like “Distinct, but
distant—clear—but, oh how cold!” (8), brings together alliteration, consonance, and assonance,
as well as disruptive breaths, represented by Byronic dashes of undetermined duration. For a
composer who had not heard Byron’s recitations, or had direct access to the poet, such elements
would pose the greatest of compositional difficulties. Not so for Nathan, who knew Byron
musically, as well as personally.
This chapter has addressed the relationship between lyric and musical setting in various
configurations. By re-casting Byron’s and Nathan’s relationship as symbiotic, addressing the role
of musical effects within Byron’s poems, and investigating the function of melisma within
Nathan’s musical settings, as compared with a Chapman-esque approach to musical notation, I
have sought to access complementary experiences of lyric and music. In the following discussion
of John Parry’s and Felicia Hemans’s Welsh Melodies (1822), I address the relationship between
national melody and lyric song by examining the expressive dimensions of Romantic poetry and
its musical realization in language. While the Hebrew and Welsh Melodies were composed under
different circumstances for divergent reasons, they both represent true collaborations between
Romantic poets and composers, which blur the lines between poetic and musical composition by
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calling into question common assumptions about reading, speaking, and listening to Romantic
lyrics. In her recent article “‘Lonely and Voiceless Your Halls Must Remain’: Romantic‐Era
National Song and Felicia Hemans's Welsh Melodies” (2015), literary scholar Elizabeth Edwards
argues that “A Selection of Welsh Melodies (1822), produced in collaboration with the
Denbighshire musician John Parry (1776-1851) […] calls for more attention than it has yet
received” (83).97 Edwards stipulates that “the relative neglect of Hemans’s songs” is linked to
generalized hesitancy in relation to a genre that involves both music and words (83). She notes
that the collaboration between Parry and Hemans arose in competition to offerings such as
George Thomson’s Select Collection of Original Welsh Airs (1809), and “was a commission,
almost certainly brokered by William Owen Pughe” (88), a “London-based editor and
lexicographer” (Edwards 87). Similar to the Hebrew Melodies, the Welsh Melodies aimed to
reach the widest possible audience of national melody enthusiasts, especially those associated
with “metropolitan sociability and fashionable drawing rooms” (Edwards 88). Yet in several
ways, such as their relationship to original sources and their affective engagement with their
audience, they differed from Nathan’s and Byron’s project. Hemans was meticulous in
referencing her sources, and brought her intimate knowledge of Welsh culture to bear on her
compositions (89). Edwards explains that “several themes, especially grief and mourning, act as
keynotes in Welsh Melodies” (89). In fact, their affective soundscape tends towards a darker tone:
The downbeat, introspective, or combative moods of virtually all the texts in Welsh
Melodies place the collection in a tradition of melancholic medievalism expressive of
post-colonial suffering that has perhaps more often been identified with Romantic-period
Irish song. And yet Hemans’s judicious use and strategic display of her sources also
shows that she was working at an interface between scholarly and emotional discourses.

Parry, an “instrumentalist and composer” who played several instruments and also wrote “poetry and
songs,” was a “keen collector and arranger of Welsh melodies” (Hadden and Golby, n. pag.).
97
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Repeatedly bringing the affective qualities of Romantic nationalism back to antiquarian
knowledge, Hemans’s work for Welsh Melodies involved her in the construction of a
contemporary printed archive of a learned as well as literary or commercial nature. (94)
Given the range and seriousness of Parry’s and Hemans’s undertaking in the Welsh Melodies, it is
startling that this work has fallen into critical neglect. Diego Saglia’s “The Society of Foreign
Voices: National Lyrics, and Songs for Music and Hemans’s International Poetics” (2014) is a
recent exception, as it justifies the revival of Hemans’s lesser-known works. Saglia argues that
Hemans, “A polyglot writer based in the provinces yet open to cosmopolitan and international
inspiration, […] constantly put her poetic vision in dialogue with other literary traditions and
voices, exploring distant lands, drawing on works in foreign languages, and repeatedly
reimagining the literary forms, tales and figures of other nations” (110). Even more impressive,
he suggests, is “Hemans’s engagement with foreign literary materials and, particularly, her
strategies for incorporating tales and texts from other traditions into English-language verse,” of
which the Welsh Melodies are a prime example (111).
In his facsimile edition of The Tales and Historic Scenes, which contains Stanzas to the
Memory of the Late King, Dartmoor, and Welsh Melodies, Donald Reiman advocated already in
the late 1970s for renewed attention to Hemans’s poetic and musical achievements. Considering
her use of eighteenth-century perspectives, the quality of her writing, and the pervasive morality
of her verse, he expresses the hope that
Hemans will be found, in spite of her admiration of Wordsworth, Byron, and other
Romantic poets, to exhibit in her own themes and ideals a substantial case of cultural lag,
drawing most of her inspiration from the Enlightenment and remaining closer to Pope
and Cowper than to her greater contemporaries. Second, the very neatness and polish of
her versification and the clarity of the syntax and diction of Hemans’s poetry will be seen
as attributes of this cultural lag. Repeating the truisms of her upbringing, Hemans never
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evidences the struggle toward self-discovery that characterizes such poems of growth
such as Religious Musings, Tintern Abbey, Childe Harold, Alastor, or Endymion. For her,
the thinking process and the moral conclusions are prior to, not inherent in, the poetic act.
(x-xi)
While Byron made a number of derogatory references to Hemans, he often poked fun at those
who were the most admirable in their own right (Walter Scott is another example).98 Hemans
expressed mostly high regard for Byron (Reiman vii-ix).99 Analogous to him, she “has the
distinction of having achieved wider recognition and popularity among her contemporaries than
any other woman poet in English” (Reiman v). Unlike Nathan and Byron, both Parry and Hemans
seem to have found popularity relatively unimportant. In the “Advertisement” to the second
edition of the Welsh Melodies, Parry writes, “I had three objects in view, viz., to procure superior
poetry, to improve the arrangements, and to print it uniformly.” He continues, “I was strongly
urged […] to render the arrangement as simple and familiar as I possibly could, so that the
MELODIES

might not lose any of their character, or be disfigured by gaudy trappings” (Reiman n.

pag.). The following title page, from the first volume, depicts a welsh harp leaning against a stone
within a grove:

Among Byron’s playful yet cutting remarks about Hemans, a couple of statements from two letters to his
publisher John Murray represent his attitude particularly well. In the first, Byron asks Murray that he be
sent “no more modern poesy—I pray—neither Mrs. Hewoman’s—nor any female or male Tadpole of Poet
Turdsworth’s—nor any of his ragamuffins” and in the second he refers to Hemans as “your feminine Heman” (qtd. in Reiman ix).
99
Hemans’s “The Skeptic” is one notable exception, in which she criticizes Byron’s poetry for its lack of
adherence to religion (c.f. The Sceptic: A Hemans-Byron Dialogue, Romantic Circles, Ed. Nanora Sweet
and Barbara Taylor, 2004).
98

145

Figure 25. Welsh Melodies (title image, Parry and Hemans, Courtesy of Cardiff University)

The engraving represents the synthesis of the work, rather than being linked to one or two
signature lyrics. Indeed, the scene that it depicts is marked by a sense of balance, for the harp is
integrated with the grove, as a branch of the tree rests upon it. It leans, shining, against the stone,
with the promise of its sounds mingling with nature and calling forth a history as ancient as the
grove itself.
“The Cambrian in America,”100 the seventh of sixteen lyrics, mid-way through volume
one of the Welsh Melodies, is strongly linked with the title image, as it concerns deep
appreciation for nature, and the feelings that it arouses in a listener:
When the last flush of eve is dying
On boundless lakes, afar that shine;
When winds amidst the palms are sighing,
And fragrance breathes from every pine;

100

As Parry and Hemans note, this lyric is paired with an air called “The Queen’s Dream” (29).
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When stars thro’ cypress-boughs are gleaming,
And fire-flies wander bright and free,
Still of thy harps, thy mountains dreaming,
My thoughts, wild Cambria! dwell with thee! (1-8)
The speaker journeys to the land of the “harps” (7), imaginatively experiencing the fading light of
“dying” “eve” (1), the departure of the “shine” of “lakes” (2), and its descent into sound, in the
last “sighing” of the “winds” (3), and the last breaths of “fragrance” “from every pine” (4). As the
“stars” (5) emerge and “fire-flies wander” (6), we enter into the auditory illusion of the music of
“wild Cambria!” (8). From this night descended, the mind’s eye sees much:
Alone o’er green savannahs roving,
When some broad stream in silence flows,
Or through th’ eternal forests moving,
One only home my spirit knows!
Sweet land, whence memory ne’er hath parted!
To thee on sleep’s light wing I fly;
But happier, could the weary-hearted,
Look on his own blue hills, and die! (9-16, 29)
The lingering note of departure and passing away never quite overtakes the potency of musical
thoughts in the previous stanza. Yet as images fade and the speaker withdraws from these
memories, there is a sense of inevitability that neither they, nor the lyric itself, will ever cease.
In “Chant of the Bards before their Massacre by Edward I,”101 the sixteenth and final lyric
Hemans’s and Parry’s Welsh Melodies, the speakers address the fundamental right to be musical
as an expression of national identity:

In her notes to this lyric, Hemans adds that “This sanguinary deed is not attested by an historian of
credit. And it deserves to be noticed that none of the bardic productions since the time of Edward make any
allusion to such an event.—See The Cambro-Briton, Vol. 1. p. 195” (Reiman 60).
101
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Raise your sword! Let the death-stroke be given,
Oh! Swift may it fall as the lightning of heaven!
So shall our spirits be free as our strains,
The children of song may not languish in chains!
Have ye not trampled our country’s bright crest?
Are heroes reposing in death on her breast?
Red with their blood do her mountain-streams flow,
And think ye that still we would linger below?
Rest, ye brave dead! Midst the hills of your sires,
Oh! Who would not slumber when freedom expires?
Lonely and voiceless your halls must remain,
—The children of song may not breathe in the chain! (1-12, 61)
The “children of song” (12)102 refuse to relinquish their “strains” (3), and though they warn that
the “halls” will be “Lonely and voiceless” without them (11), they stand firm against the threat of
a “death-stroke” (1). Parry’s setting mirrors this sentiment with a harmonized air in three parts, in
which the voices’ unified stance and stately solemnity is reflected in the tempo of largo (slow and
dignified) and a procession of unwavering half and quarter notes:

“The land of song” is a common epithet for Wales (Gower 210). By its logic, “the children of song”
refers to the Welsh.
102
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Example 3. “Chant of the Bards before their Massacre,” Vol 1. No.16 (bars 1-4, Parry 61)

Despite the title of the song, which points to impending violence, the lyric does not specify
whether the “children of song” (12) ultimately sacrifice their lives or endure some other fate.
However, such questions are quickly overshadowed by the stoic moral of the poem: that it is
better to fight and die for one’s “freedom” (10), or even attain liberty through death, than to live
on in captivity. Similar to the bards, who face their royal adversary with modest tenacity, the folk
melody, adapted from “The Song of David the Prophet” (Reiman 60), is at once humble and
steady. The repeated octaves in the accompanying bass line, which are composed for “Organ,
Harp or Piano Forte,” resemble an inexorable drum beat, drawing ever closer to battle.
Not only did Parry play and compose for the harp, but Hemans did, as well.103 In “Mrs.
Hemans: Music Lover,” published in the British Musician and Musical News (1935), M.
Romaine explains that, though “music lessons […] came late in her life curriculum,” Hemans
“managed to work her way up to an unexpected talent” (99).104 As a result of her musical
abilities, she was able to begin “composing melodies… unclaimed fragments of music floating
through the memory” (Romaine 100) of the Romantic soundscape. She also “set to music many

As Romaine states of Hemans, “as a musician, she played both piano and harp. Living as a girl in a
remote district of Wales, she came into first hand contact with Welsh music” (101).
103

Mary Ockerbloom has contested this idea by arguing that “Hemans was a clever child who began to read
at an early age and […] studied music, primarily under the direction of her mother.”
104
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of her own lyrics” (100). An account of one of Hemans’s piano performances at an engagement
organized by Walter Scott indicates that she was grateful to have “exemplary listeners” who
responded favourably to her “flying fingers’ soft control” (99). If she lacked virtuosity, Hemans
was nevertheless a competent player who variously demonstrated her passion for making music,
both in performance, and through exclamations such as, “I do not think I can bear the burden of
my life without music, for more than two or three days” (qtd. in Romaine 99). Collaborating with
Parry would have given Hemans another reason to intensively explore, from a literary
perspective, the compositional relationship between lyric and music. Unlike Nathan and Byron,
whose combined output is best described as a series of highly adept translations and
transmediations between literary and musical materials, Parry and Hemans fully participated in
each other’s domains and provided meaningful input on each other’s compositions based on their
own and shared interdisciplinary experience. The incredible versatility which this poetico-musical
bond would have bestowed upon the pair is observable in their musical compositions, for
example, “The Rock of Cader-Idris,”105 the fourth of Parry’s and Hemans’s Welsh Melodies,
which employs both auditory devices and musical declamation. In his 1836 letter to the editor of
The Musical World, Parry introduces the song by way of rectifying its appropriation into another
context:
It is a pretty little burletta, which was brought out on Monday last at the Olympic theater,
called “He would be an Actor,” written I believe, by Mr. C. Matthews, that gentleman
introduced a Welsh song with great success, called “Jenny Jones”; now this said
characteristic melody, as the papers termed it, is one of mine, and was composed in 1804!
Mr. C. Matthews heard it in Wales, and wrote the words which he sang on this occasion

As Hemans’s note states, “There is a popular Welsh tradition, that on the summit of Cader-Idris, one of
the highest mountains in North Wales, is an excavation in the rock resembling a couch, and that whoever
should pass a night in the seat, would be found in the morning either dead, or endowed with supernatural
genius.—See David’s Celtic Researches” (Reiman 12).
105
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to it. The name which I gave it was Cader Idris, after the highest mountain but one
(Snowden) which is near Dogellan, in Merionthshire; on the summit of which, tradition
says, that there was an excavation in the rock, resembling a couch, called the Cader (or
chair) of Idris, a giant and a sublime astronomer, who used to contemplate the heavenly
bodies from this spot. It is farther said, that whoever passed a night in the seat, would be
found in the morning, dead, raving mad, or endowed with supernatural genius. The late
lamented Mrs. Hemans wrote the following beautiful stanzas on the subject. (121-122)
Parry’s obvious pride in the music that he composed, and the lyric that Hemans crafted to suit it,
is palpable in his acknowledgement of its unattributed adoption by “C. Matthews” (121-122). In
setting the compositional record straight, he shifts recognition for the song’s aesthetic merit to its
true authors, and quotes the first and second of Hemans’s “beautiful stanzas” (121-122) in full:
I lay on that rock where the storms have their dwelling,
The birth-place of phantoms, the home of the cloud;
Around it for ever deep music is swelling,
The voice of the mountain-wind, solemn and loud.
’Twas a midnight of shadows all fitfully streaming,
Of dim shrouded stars, at brief intervals gleaming,
And I felt, midst a world of dread grandeur, alone!
I lay there in silence—a spirit came o’er me,
Man’s tongue hath no language to speak what I saw!
Things glorious, unearthly, pass’d floating before me,
And my heart almost fainted with rapture and awe!
I view’d the dread beings, around us that hover,
I call’d upon Darkness the vision to cover,
For a strife was within me of madness and Death! (1-14)
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The poem is one of Parry’s and Hemans’s most overtly musical Welsh Melodies, since the
speaker’s unusual encounter with the natural environment and its supernatural spirits transpires in
the none other than the dwelling-place of “deep music” (3).
The mountainous “rock” (1), atop which the speaker reposes at the beginning of the lyric,
is so lofty that it exists both as physical object and as legend, giving rise to natural “cloud[s]” (2)
and supernatural “phantoms” (2). Immersed within this ambivalent scene, in which “shadows” (5)
are as easily cast as they are dispelled, and ethereal “stars” (6) do not merely shine but rather,
“[gleam]” “at brief intervals” (6), the speaker shifts suddenly from an awareness of “dread
grandeur, alone!” (7), to the acute perception of “dread beings” (12). With a combination of awe
and terror, he observes them in “silence” (8) (another “s” alliteration), a contrast to the everpresent “music” (3), before recognizing the limitations of his own psyche and anticipating the end
of self-control and of his very life:
I saw them—the powers of wind and the ocean,
The rush of whose pinion bears onward the storms;
Like a sweep of the proud-crested wave was their motion,
I felt their deep presence—but knew not their forms!
I saw them—the mighty of ages departed,
The dead were around me that night on the hill;
From their eyes, as they pass’d, a cold radiance they darted,
—There was light on my soul, but my heart’s blood was chill! (15-22)
Like Coleridge’s ancient mariner (“The Rime of the Ancient Mariner,” comp. 1797-8, pub. 1798),
who endures a chilling trial before miraculously (and in some ways, illogically) outdistancing
death, the speaker’s confrontation with the immense “powers” (15) of nature and the “mighty of
ages departed” (19) does not lead down a path of doom. Instead, he emerges from the ordeal with
a new-found strength:
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I saw what man looks on, and dies! but my spirit
Was strong, and triumphantly liv’d thro’ that hour!
And as from the grave, I awoke to inherit
A flame all immortal, a voice and a power!
Day burst on that rock with the purple cloud crested,
And high Cader-Idris rejoic’d in the sun;
But, oh! what new glory all nature invested,
When the sense, which gives soul to her beauty, was won! (23-30)
Since one who survives the trial is necessarily “endowed with supernatural genius” (Hemans qtd.
in Reiman 12), the speaker “awoke” (26) from the time on the rock with “A flame, all immortal, a
voice and a power!” (25-26) which includes a newfound ability to experience “nature” (29) in all
its glory. This includes, of course, the “deep music” (3) that is all around us, though its
acousmatic source is never identified in the lyric.
Is “Cader-Idris” a lyric song? From the perspective that it engages with musical ideas,
such as metaphor, alliteration, and auditory imagination, definitely. Music is more than a
metaphor for the speaker’s experiences: it is the most sustained and powerful presence in the
poem, and may in fact be what saves the speaker from madness or death. Does the poem’s pairing
with music make it a lyric song? Not by default, though a fine musical setting, which is wellassociated with a musical lyric, would almost certainly emphasize its poetico-musical qualities.
The relationship between a text and its musical setting takes many forms, in which the music of
poetry is not always harmonious. One of the areas in which the Romantics excelled, and of which
“Cader-Idris” is a prime example, is in the use of tension, or dissonance, to shape audience
expectations. As Northrop Frye explains in Sound and Poetry (1957):
Music, of course, is concerned not with beauty of sound but with organization of sound,
and beauty has to do with the form of the organization. A musical discord is not an
153

unpleasant sound; it is a sound which throws the ear forward to the next beat: it is a sign
of musical energy, not of musical incompetence. Applying such a principle to poetry, we
should say that when we find sharp barking accents, long cumulative rhythms sweeping
lines into paragraphs, crabbed and obscure language, mouthfuls of consonants, the
spluttering rumble of long words, and the bite and grip of heavily stressed monosyllables,
we are most likely to be reading a poet who is being influenced by music. (xiii)
While Frye is strongly influenced by modernism, his argument that “discord” (xiii) is necessarily
a part of music, and that it is thus important to poetic language, is persuasive. However, Frye’s
extrapolation that Romantic poetry is “unmusical” because its “prosody emphasizes smoothness,
slowness, end-stopped lines, stressed monosyllables, complex assonance, and metrical regularity;
whereas truly musical poetry emphasizes roughness, rapidity, frequent enjambment,
polysyllables, simple alliteration, and syncopation” is less convincing (qtd. in Minahan 89). The
Romantics were acutely aware of the association between tension and desire; not only in terms of
diction, but also in the connection between sound and semantic meaning; while few of them used
“sharp barking accents,” many employed “long cumulative rhythms,” antiquated diction, and
other qualities which Frye associates with musical poetry.
One of the elements that makes “The Rock of Cader-Idris” so intriguing in the context of
music is its refusal to make its causality transparent. Despite the speaker’s self-reported victory in
the face of loss and darkness, and the new-found gifts that he gains, his future remains
mysterious, and the trigger of his transformation is unknown. There are further logical gaps
between the speaker’s immersion in “deep music” (3) and his movement into “silence” (8);
between his willful denial of sight (“I call’d upon Darkness the vision to cover” 13) and his
exposure to visions of the undead (15); and between the deathly encounter that brings a “chill” on
his “heart’s blood” (22), and his awakening to immortality (26). However, similar to Byron’s and
Nathan’s “My Soul is Dark,” in which a strain serves as a catalyst for affective transformation,
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the extent to which music influences Hemans’s and Parry’s speaker is only nebulously defined.
As Reiman attests, “Hemans never evidences the struggle toward self-discovery that characterizes
[….] poems of growth” (xi) and this lyric is no exception. I suggest that, in addition to the power
accorded to “Cader-Idris” itself, there are facets of the speaker’s experience that only music can
fully reveal. The folksong “The Ash Grove,” upon which Parry based his musical setting,
provides clues as to the role of musical expression within the poem (see example 4):

Example 4. “The Ash Grove (Llwyn Onn),” (bars 1-27, Ellingboe n. pag.)

While the melody is relatively uncomplicated, its tone, shape, and scope introduce a few different
kinds of dissonance into the pairing of music and lyric. First, the tone of the poem is largely dark
while the melody remains bright. Second, the layers of ambiguity in the lyric are contrasted with
the elegant simplicity of the music. Third, while the affective dynamics of the lyric and the
relationship between the speaker and his surroundings are complex, the melodic progression of
the song is limited to basic harmonies that centre upon the tonic, subdominant, and dominant,
with occasional applied dominant-sevenths that sometimes create and sometimes facilitate
harmonic transitions. These dissonances have the effect of redoubling tensions, both within the
poem, and in its relation to the music. Since no recording of Parry’s and Hemans’s Welsh
Melodies is available owing to the limited attention that the collection has received since the
nineteenth century, I have made one for the setting of “The Rock of Cader Idris.” As you listen to
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the music and follow along with the score below,106 focus on the relationship between sound and
text, music and lyric (see example 5):

Example 5. “The Rock of Cader Idris,” (bars 1-19, Parry 13)

In playing through the piece, I found that it incorporates ample opportunities for affective
expression. With the tempo of andante (a walking pace), there is sufficient time to linger over the
contours of phrases and observe Parry’s judicious use of legato (connected notes) and staccato
(detached notes). I used the damper pedal to maintain “waltz-style pedaling” throughout (in
which the pedal is lowered on the first beat and raised on the third), as was the custom during the
Romantic period (Bachus and Glover 34).

106

The music example that accompanies this section is called TheRockofCaderIdris.wav. Please note that
after the nine bars of introduction for piano, I proceed to play the outer voices only.
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In accordance with Chapman’s detailed elocutionary method, every syllable of Hemans’s
flowing cadence should have its place. Parry’s setting conforms to that requirement: there are no
extraneous, rushed, or abridged sounds which threaten to contort the verse at the cost of the music
(see figure 26):

Figure 26. Musical scansion of cadence and rhythm in “The Rock of Cader Idris” (1-8)

When Chapman’s style of notation is overlaid with the rhythm of the folk song as Parry interprets
it, the similarities between both methodologies are revealed in terms of how they treat the
essential musicality of language. Both approaches recognize a pattern of a thesis followed by two
arses, or one strong and two weak beats appropriate to a waltz. The rhythm of Hemans’s pulsating
verse is further accentuated by Parry’s use of dynamics. I have notated the lyric using Chapman’s
notation for force of sound (loudest ‘‘ ; loud ‘ ; soft ’ ; softest ’’). Parry’s notation of the similar
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effects, based on standards in musical practice, includes diminuendo
softer) and crescendo
piano

(gradually getting louder) as well as forte

(gradually getting
(loud), a counterpoint to

(soft):

Figure 27. Musical scansion of cadence and dynamics, “The Rock of Cader Idris” (23-30)

The pattern which the stanza follows, is to begin a line softly (“I saw what man looks on and
dies!”), and then swell to loudness at “Was strong, and triumphantly liv’d thro’ that hour!” (24),
before moving back to softness with “And as from the grave, I awoke to inherit” (25), and
returning again to loud “A flame all immortal, a voice and a power!” (26). The pulsating
movement of flowing syllables raises our awareness of the expressive energy that is bound up
with each musical line. While Parry’s setting does not provide dynamic markings for every line of
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the poem, it does so at instances when it registers the speaker’s shifting perspective, following the
rise and fall of his/her emotions, for example at “inherit” (25), which builds to “A flame” (26),
and the inverse at “a power!”(26), which descends to “Day burst” (27). As Parry was an astute
reader of poetry, and Hemans a sensitive musician, both composer and poet endowed the word
“all” in “all immortal” (26) special emphasis to signify its importance within the piece.
The elocutionary perspective and musical setting are ultimately two sides of one coin, for
they lend the same kinds of structure to the speaking and listening experience. When synthesized
together, these approaches help to guide interpretation in a way that neither perspective would be
able to accomplish independently. The reason for this is that a lyric song exists as both music and
poetry at once, with expressive potential in both modes, whether or not it is performed as either,
or lies dormant upon the page. Yet when music and poetry combine in a first-rate lyric song, the
results can be sublime. This is the case whether or not music is portrayed as potent, as it is in
“The Cambrian in America,” “The Chant of the Bards,” and “The Rock of Cader Idris.” In “The
Lament of the Llywarch Hen,”107 the fifth of Hemans’s and Parry’s Welsh Melodies, that
immediately follows “Cader-Idris,” there are limits to the power of music in poetry. The lyric
song opens by presenting a soundscape that seems, in the first couple of lines at least, to have no
boundaries:
The bright hours return, and the blue sky is ringing
With song, and the hills are all mantled with bloom;
But fairer than aught which the summer is bringing,

Hemans’s footnote indicates that “Llywarch Hen, or Llywarch the Aged, a celebrated bard and chief, of
the times of Arthur, was prince of Argoed, supposed to be a part of Cumberland. Having sustained the loss
of his patrimony, and witnessed the fall of most of his sons, in the unequal contest maintained by the North
Britons against the growing power of the Saxons; Llywarch was compelled to fly from his country, and see
refuge in Wales. He there found an asylum for some time in the residences of Cynddylan, Prince of Powys,
whose fall he pathetically lamented in one of his poems. These are still extent, and his elegy on old age and
the loss of his sons, is remarkable for its simplicity and beauty.—See The Cambrian Biography, and
Owen’s Heroic Elegies and other poems of Llywarch Hen” (Reiman 21). Parry set the lyric to the tune of
“Margaret’s Daughter” (Reiman 21).
107

159

The beauty and youth gone to people the tomb!
Oh! why should I live to hear music resounding,
Which cannot awake ye, my lovely, my brave?
Why smile the waste flowers, my sad footsteps surrounding?
—My sons, they but clothe the green turf of your grave! (1-8)
The total environment of the lyric, from the “blue sky” (1) to the “hills is ringing / With song” (12). Yet when the speaker’s thoughts turn to “the tomb” (4) and he begins to ask questions, we are
confronted with the one place that is not, understandably, musical: “the grave” (8). The irony of
the line “Oh! why should I hear music resounding” (5) is clear when we consider that the speaker
may not be ready to experience the effects of song, which catalyzes and releases painful emotions
(see example six):

Example 6. “The Lament of the Llywarch Hen,” (bars 26-34, Parry 18)

In a sense, the source of the speaker’s internal conflict is tied to the limitations of the music. The
song is not only present in the face of the loved one’s absence, but it continues to be present as
the absence grows longer. This dissonance mirrors the grieving process itself, in which one longs
to embrace what is lost, needs to revive what is gone, and ultimately, must accept a situation that
is inherently unacceptable. If the speaker could give up music to regain his loved one, he would.
Parry’s melody, which remains very close to its home key, reflects the difficulty that the speaker
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is experiencing in being tied to difficult emotions, but not wanting to move on from them as they
represent the last fragments of attachment.
A similar example of a musical setting which emphasizes the limitations of musical
poetry, yet also contains multifaceted dissonance, is “Prince Madoc’s Farewell,”108 which
addresses loss in a different form, through dialogue. The second stanza, which centres upon
musical expression, is a commentary on the tension between proximity and distance, mind and
body, thought and emotion:
Why rise on my thoughts, ye free songs of the land,
Where the harp’s lofty soul on each wild wind is borne?
Be hush’d, be forgotten! For n’er shall the hand
Of the minstrel with melody greet my return.
—No! no—let your echoes still float on the breeze,
And my heart shall be strong for the conquest of seas! (7-12)
There is a wistfulness in the speaker’s departure from home, to which return is unlikely. Here,
music represents multiple things at once: national identity in the “free songs of the land” (7),
individual expression in “the harp’s lofty soul” (8), death in the absence of “the minstrel with
melody” (10), and departure in the “echoes [that] still float on the breeze” (12). The speaker’s
awareness of the moment, and the ability of music to anchor his memories, cannot stay the fact
that he faces a foreboding fate which promises to silence the music of his “heart” (12). Parry’s
interpretation of Hemans’s poetic line represents the “float[ing]” “echoes” that do not fade up and
away, but fall ever downward instead (see example 7):
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Parry set this lyric to the tune of “Lady Owen’s Delight” (Reiman 43).
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Example 7. “Prince Madoc’s Farewell,” (bars 62-65, Parry 44)

I selected this poem as a final note upon which to rest this discussion because of its deceptively
simple way of engaging complex experience, and its cognizance of the intersections between the
past and future. Hemans’s and Parry’s work together was, above all, a Romantic exploration of
affective contour, taking the form of sound clusters, auditory effects, and musical lines that form
patterns in the ear.
As Byron and Hemans, the two most published poets in the Romantic period show, there
is a soundscape that is layered in with Romantic acoustic experience. In the movement from
silence, to sound, to music, and to song, we have seen the need to appreciate the role of music
within, and in relation to, poetry. What causes poetry and music to be so distinct, and nonetheless,
inescapably interrelated? How did we lose the association between Romantic lyric and song?
Perhaps the very impulse that sparked the Romantics’ desire to bring music into their poetry is
also, in a way, inadvertently responsible for later misapprehensions that dampened the
soundscape of their verse and enshrouded it in empty silence. Recognizing that lyric song could
be musical without the presence of musical notes or time signatures, the Romantics entrusted
their readers—and now us—with the duty of its musical verbalization.
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Chapter 6
Afterword
“The auditory landscape—the soundscape—also has a presentation that is unique in
much of the music we hear. This is what allows us to recognize musical groupings, even
when we cannot recognize a specific song. Overall timbral presentations—soundscapes—
can also apply to whole eras of music.”
– This is Your Brain on Music (2007), Daniel Levitin
“Half the pleasure of a poem, however song-like or lyrical, exists only upon the terms
that, although it seems to invite singing, it shall nevertheless not be sung.”
–“Poet's Songs and Music” The Academy (1910), Anonymous 607

During my first forays into this research on poetry and music, I read hundreds of
Romantic lyrics ranging from the heavily anthologized to the all-but-obscure. I was interested in
how writers as different as Blake and Byron figured music within their verse; what literary
experience they gained from music; and whether drawing on this second, similar medium
somehow increased their compositional facility. I was particularly drawn to the idea that poets
might have been partaking in the process of composing musical settings to accompany their own
lyrics, and hoped to discover a thematic and sonorous link that would account for the synergies
between Romantic poetry and its musical realization in song. I had an inkling that I might find
fragmentary evidence from which to reconstruct a compositional toolkit that might reflect some
of the tendencies, if not the specific musical elements, that a number of the poets employed. The
potential of such a resource is evident: it would provide an interdisciplinary basis for comparing
the function, effect, and value of poetico-musical language from a literary perspective. It would
re-orchestrate our understanding of canonical, non-canonical and other binary modes of
categorization. Significantly, it would provide a stimulus for generating new interpretations of
existing works, and directing focused attention towards recently rediscovered texts. Yet as is
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common when one is in pursuit of a large research question, the results that one expects to find do
not always turn out as anticipated. In attempting to catalogue the major components of musical
language, I found that the interdisciplinary relationship between Romantic poetry and music
lacked broad definition in the scholarship, especially in literary criticism, which tended to
approach its subject in a strangely myopic way. Instead of marshalling together arguments from
interdisciplinary sources, and interweaving these critical strengths into a new theoretical
framework, they most often claim that the works are unmusical, or direct their attention to more
“literary” aspects of the works in question. This challenge necessitated taking a step back from
the detail-oriented inquiry I had planned, which would have focused on one author’s poetic and
musical compositions, and take a wide-angled approach that addressed a range of lyrics by
multiple authors in order to assemble a representative range of Romantic lyric perspectives.
While a number of primary and secondary sources have emerged in this area since the genesis of
this project, none of them engage with music as a historical concept in relation to Romantic lyric
song.109 This study is the result of asking questions about the role of disciplinary boundaries and
barriers that are presumed to separate Romantic music and poetry as rhetorically sophisticated art
forms.
At the philosophical core of this study is a fundamental curiosity about the musical
backdrop of literary Romanticism. I began this work by re-conceptualizing Romantic lyrics, not
as isolated poetic relics whose auditory essence is irretrievably lost, but as integrated musical
texts that are part of a vibrant aesthetic soundscape. In the first chapter, I set up the terms of my
inquiry, limiting the overall scope of the argument to a literary focus and taking a stand on key
terminological issues. In the second chapter, I addressed the function of music in poetry and its
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A few examples of the best monographs published in the last three years include: Daniel Karlin’s The
Figure of the Singer (2013), Jessica Quillin’s Shelley and the Musico-Poetics of Romanticism (2012), and
Joseph Phelan’s The Music of Verse: Metrical Experiment in Nineteenth-Century Poetry (2012). Each of
the three takes on a different perspective (figure, musico-poetics, metre) in a way that broadens our
understanding of the relationship between lyric and music.
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relationship to Romantic music culture. In the third chapter, I explored the idea of poetry as a
response to music and investigated the role of music in various kinds of coordination between
form and content. In the fourth chapter, I discussed how elocutionary contexts from the early
nineteenth century enabled Romantic lyrics to be read as musical speech. In the fifth chapter, I
reflected on the affective dimensions of musical language in Romantic poetry and on the
relationship between poetry, lyric, music, and song.
The interdisciplinary trajectory that I have followed over the course of this study reflects
the current status of interdisciplinary work within the academy. As Ulla-Britta Lagerroth
describes in Interart Poetics: Essays on the Interrelations of the Arts and Media (1997),
“[v]arious academic disciplines in the Humanities and the objects they proposed to study have
proved during the past two decades that they are less monolithic and stable than either
architecture or the institutional organization suggested” (15). However, there are benefits to such
instability in relation to conducting original research. In Creating Interdisciplinarity:
Interdisciplinary Research and Teaching Among College and University Faculty (2001), higher
education scholar Lisa Lattuca suggests that,
as interdisciplinarity has evolved, it has outgrown its own definitions. The traditional
conceptualization of interdisciplinarity as the integration of disciplinary perspectives
conceals the disciplinary critique that drives much interdisciplinary scholarship today.
Yet by its very nature, interdisciplinarity always involves certain risks related to
redefining “epistemological assumptions.” (15)
The most difficult part in a study of this kind stems from the need to combine disciplinary,
interdisciplinary, and transdisciplinary ideas without losing hold of the complexity of the material
itself. Carlyle’s interdisciplinary turn to song, which acknowledges the importance and
pervasiveness of music (“All deep things are so,” “Poetry, therefore, we will call musical
Thought”) embraces a meaningful, though not entirely straightforward, association between
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music and poetry, the combined effect of which goes well beyond that of one or the other (Carlyle
135). By actively resisting the idea of a purely literary Romantic poetry, Carlyle opens our ears to
its sublime musical expressions. Another challenge to my approach, as Robert Jourdain concludes
in Music, the Brain, and Ecstasy (1997), is that it calls for attentive listening in a time when many
people have forgotten how. Jourdain expresses that the “former primary role [of music was] as a
source of pleasure” in the full sense of intellectual and emotional engagement, but it has since
then been reduced to “foremostly a mood enhancer” (245). Since “music [is now] available
everywhere and always, it has shifted,” and instead of focusing directly on it, “we experience [it]
in the background, we passively hear and do not actively listen” (245). This lack of musical
concentration is ubiquitous and is further exacerbated by the circular truth that “A brain lacking
musical experience is necessarily a brain lacking musical perceptiveness” (245). In other words,
while empty silence perpetuates itself, music must work very hard to make inroads into our
cultural consciousness.
Yet during their time, the Romantics celebrated the spirited, sentimental, and voluminous
literary output, by which they conveyed readers into an interdisciplinary realm which enabled
them to experience their world through the medium of musical language. At various levels, and in
a multitude of ways, the industrial revolution, mechanization, urbanization, democratization, and
the formation of a mass reading public are inscribed into their lyrics, and with these many voices,
the Romantic soundscape becomes a songscape. Recent scholarship in evolutionary linguistics
and musicology has begun to confirm empirically what Chapman and others understood
intuitively. In their “Comparison Between Language and Music” (2001), Mireille Besson and
Daniele Schön investigated the similarities and differences between language and music in the
context of cognitive potentials and responses. Centering upon the tendencies of listeners and their
expectations of language and music as related, but ultimately separate modes, they uncovered “a
strong argument in favour of the independence (i.e., the addivity) of the computations involved in
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processing the semantic aspects of language and the harmonic aspects of music” (246). From a
perspective that has linguistic, sociological, and philosophical overtones, they argue, “when we
listen to opera, we process both the lyrics and the tunes in an independent fashion, and language
seems to be processed [slightly] before music” (246). This finding has implications for the
scholarship of Romantic lyric song, because it addresses why semantic meaning stands in tension
with sonorous content, to the point of often being ignored as an aspect of its expression,
especially in cases where the tune and the text synonymously reinforce one another. Neurological
findings have also begun to corroborate Romantic perceptions about the relationship between
music and language in terms of how these modes are processed in the brain and the effect they
have on cognitive functioning. In “Illusory Transformation from Speech to Song” (2011),
psychologist Diana Deutsch, a specialist in musical illusions, reports on her investigation of a
spoken phrase that assumes a particular musical pattern. She describes the illusion as “a new
perceptual transformation effect, in which a spoken phrase comes to be heard as sung rather than
spoken, simply as a result of repetition” (2252). She qualifies that “the effect is not one of
interpretation, since listeners upon hearing several repetitions of the phrase sing it back with the
pitches distorted so as to give rise to a well-formed melody” (2252). Interestingly, the effect by
which speech becomes musical, Deutsch proposes, is linked to the idea that both modes “are
processed to a large extent by common neural pathways” (2251).
Another contemporary perspective that accommodates the dimensions of auditory
experience called for in a musical approach to the Romantic lyric is the new frontier-discipline,
Sounded Anthropology. In “Soundscapes: Towards a Sounded Anthropology” (2011), David
Samuels et al. propose that the formation of a new sub-discipline within the field of anthropology
would address “neglected issues of sound, recording, and listening” that are currently
unaccounted for. Asking questions about “how best to present and represent the sonorous
enculturated worlds inhabited by people” (330) would have the benefit of widening both
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anthropological research and its impact. As Samuels et al. also note, sounded anthropology shares
common ground with Long Romantic auditory experience, since “[n]ew forms of technological
mediation in the late nineteenth century helped constitute a particular modern(ist) engagement
with sound, intensified cultural practices of listening […] and prompted shifts in practices of
signification” (332). Through these innovations, the Romantics anticipated the advent of sounded
anthropology.
This study has traced the development of a thought through a moment in time, from the
sounds that are located in and around British Romantic poetry to the music that is intertwined
with British Romantic culture. In the end, its overarching trajectory has been to enter and give
dimension to a Romantic acoustic soundscape which turns the ear and tunes the heart. Sound is
ephemeral, dispersing outward from a point of origin before inevitably dissolving into silence.
However, music, the art of organized sounding, is prone to lingering in the ear. Stimulating
feelings and thoughts by impressing itself on the mind of a listener, it will echo there as long as
conditions permit it to be heard.
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Appendix A
Poetico-Musical Terms with Definitions
Term

Definition

acousma

A sound or sounds without a visible source (OED).

auditory device

Similar to a literary device, but focused on hearing (definition mine).

auditory illusion

Imagining a sound that either doesn’t exist, or that is based entirely in the
mind (Deutsch, “Speech to Song Illusion”).

auditory imagination

A poet or composer’s ability to conceptualize poetic effects that play
upon the ear, for example “syllable and rhythm” (Eliot).

bar

“The space of time between each pulsation and the next succeeding
pulsation” (Chapman), or “flow of verses or periods” (Johnson).

cadence

“A portion of tuneable sound, beginning heavy and ending light”
(Chapman).

contrafacture/

The writing of new words to existing melodies/ the result of that

contrafactum

interdisciplinary act (Falck and Picker).

declamation

“The repeating or uttering of a speech, etc. with studied intonation and
gesture” (OED).

dissonance

In that it is opposed to consonance, dissonance creates tension, but it also
leads towards a resolution. As Northrop Frye suggests, it is “a sign of
musical energy, not of musical incompetence” (xiii).

endophony

“Silent pronunciation,” or the unspoken verbal apprehension of a written
text (G. Stewart 28).

melopoeia

The “art of composing songs” (OED).

music in poetry

This phrase describes aspects of a poem that demonstrate musical
engagement through metaphor, analogy, and sound-based effects
(Minahan 62).

rest

A rest has a similar function in both poetry and music. James Chapman
allocates time to rests, arguing that “every pause is measured” (55). The
silence which accompanies a rest signifies a lack of sound, but not
necessarily an absence of sound.
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Appendix B
On the Origin and Separation of Speech and Song
The following selection of slides, which were created for ENGL 271: Special Topics:
Literature and Music from Romanticism to the Present (a Queen’s University Course which I
designed and taught as a Teaching Fellow in 2012), are based on the anthologized extracts of
Martin Clayton’s Music, Words and Voice: A Reader (2008). They provide an overview of
different perspectives on speech and song that have informed this study, based on the following
texts:
Barthes, Roland. The Responsibility of Forms: Critical Essays on Music, Art and Representation.
Trans. Richard Howard. New York: Hill and Wang, 1985. 278-85. Qtd. in Music, Words
and Voice, 79-84. Print.
Derrida, Jacques. Of Grammatology. Trans. G. Spivak. Part II, Ch. 3, Section II. Baltimore: Johns
Hopkins UP, 1967. 195-200. Qtd. in Music, Words and Voice, 33-38. Print.
Myers, Charles. “The Beginnings of Music.” A Psychologist’s Point of View. London:
Heinemann, 1933. 200-203. Qtd. in Music, Words and Voice, 21-23. Print.
Rousseau, Jean-Jacques. “Essay on the Origin of Languages.” Trans. J.T. Scott. The Collected
Writings of Rousseau, vol. 7. Chs XII-XIV, 317-23. Dartmouth: UP of New England,
1998. Qtd. in Music, Words and Voice, 15-20. Print.
Zuckerkandl, Victor. Man the Musician. Sound and Symbol, Vol. 2. Trans. Norbert Guterman.
Bollingen Series 44/2. Princeton: Princeton UP, 1973. 23-30. Qtd. in Music, Words and
Voice, 113-118. Print.
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Appendix C
Selections from Elocutionary Treatises

John Walker, The Melody of Speaking Delineated (1787):
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William Mitford, An Inquiry into the Principles of Harmony in Language (1804):
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James Chapman, The Music, Melody and Rhythmus of the English Language (1819):

211

212

213

214

215

216

217

218

