
The Bl a nk-V er se Tr a diTion  
from milTon To sTeV ens

Blank verse, unrhymed iambic pentameter, has been central to 
english poetry since the renaissance. it is the basic vehicle of 
shakespeare’s plays and the form in which milton chose to write 
Paradise Lost. milton associated it with freedom, and the romantics, 
connecting it in turn with freethinking, used it to explore change 
and confront modernity, sometimes in unexpectedly radical ways. 
henry Weinfield’s detailed readings of the masterpieces of english 
blank verse focus on milton, Wordsworth, shelley, keats, Tennyson, 
and stevens. he traces the philosophical and psychological struggles 
underlying these poets’ choice of form and genre, and the extent to 
which their work is marked, consciously or not, by the influence of 
other poets. Unusually attuned to echoes between poems, this study 
sheds new light on how important poetic texts, most of which are 
central to the literary canon, unfold as works of art.

henry w e inf iel d is Professor of liberal studies and english at 
the University of notre dame.
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for that which befalleth the sons of men befalleth beasts; even one 
thing befalleth them: as the one dieth, so dieth the other; yea, they 
have all one breath; so that a man hath no preeminence above a 
beast: for all is vanity.

all go unto one place; all are of the dust, and all turn to dust 
again.

Who knoweth the spirit of man that goeth upward, and the spirit 
of the beast that goeth downward to the earth?

Wherefore i perceive that there is nothing better, than that a man 
should rejoice in his own works; for that is his portion: for who shall 
bring him to see what shall be after him?

 ecclesiastes 3:19–22

is this the region, this the soil, the Clime,
said then the lost arch-angel, this the seat
That we must change for heav’n …?

 milton, Paradise Lost, 1.242–44

… and that uncertain heaven, received
into the bosom of the steady lake.

 Wordsworth, The Prelude (1850), 5.387–88
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