
The Cambridge Introduction to 
Poetic Form

This lively and accessible book explores the ways in which poetic form 
itself forms, and may indeed transform, a poem’s ‘meaning’. After a 
chapter on the elements of form (such as rhythm, metre, rhyme, and 
stanza), subsequent chapters open out into generic considerations of 
lyric, the sonnet, elegy, soliloquy, dramatic monologue, and ballad and 
narrative. Unlike most existing works on the subject, this book is not so 
much interested in mapping, classifying, and listing as it is in evaluating 
the aesthetic possibilities that attend different kinds of form. Carefully and 
closely engaging with a wide range of examples, and building on relevant 
scholarship, The Cambridge Introduction to Poetic Form provides help to 
undergraduates and more advanced readers alike through its sustained 
examination of how poems express themselves as poetry.

Michael D. Hurley is a Fellow and Director of Studies in English at 
Robinson College, Cambridge. He has written widely on English literature 
of the nineteenth and twentieth centuries, with an emphasis on poetry and 
poetics. His book on G. K. Chesterton’s literary thinking was published in 
2012, and he is currently working on A History of Poetics: From Classical 
Antiquity to the Present (forthcoming with Cambridge University Press).

Michael O’Neill is Professor of English at Durham University. His books 
include The All-Sustaining Air (2007), a study of the twentieth- and twenty-
first-century legacies of Romantic poetry. He edited The Cambridge History 
of English Poetry (2010) and co-edited Romantic Poetry: An Annotated 
Anthology (2008). He has published two collections of poems and received 
a Cholmondeley Award for Poets in 1990.

www.cambridge.org© in this web service Cambridge University Press

Cambridge University Press
978-0-521-77294-5 - The Cambridge Introduction to Poetic Form
Michael D. Hurley and Michael O’Neill
Frontmatter
More information

http://www.cambridge.org/9780521772945
http://www.cambridge.org
http://www.cambridge.org


www.cambridge.org© in this web service Cambridge University Press

Cambridge University Press
978-0-521-77294-5 - The Cambridge Introduction to Poetic Form
Michael D. Hurley and Michael O’Neill
Frontmatter
More information

http://www.cambridge.org/9780521772945
http://www.cambridge.org
http://www.cambridge.org


The Cambridge Introduction to 

Poetic Form

Michael D.  Hurley
University of Cambridge

Michael O’ Neill
Durham University

www.cambridge.org© in this web service Cambridge University Press

Cambridge University Press
978-0-521-77294-5 - The Cambridge Introduction to Poetic Form
Michael D. Hurley and Michael O’Neill
Frontmatter
More information

http://www.cambridge.org/9780521772945
http://www.cambridge.org
http://www.cambridge.org


ca m br i dge u n i v er sit y pr e s s
Cambridge, New York, Melbourne, Madrid, Cape Town,  
Singapore, São Paulo, Delhi, Mexico City

Cambridge University Press
32 Avenue of the Americas, New York, NY 10013-2473, USA

www.cambridge.org
Information on this title: www.cambridge.org/9780521774994

© Michael D. Hurley and Michael O’Neill 2012

This publication is in copyright. Subject to statutory exception  
and to the provisions of relevant collective licensing agreements,  
no reproduction of any part may take place without the written  
permission of Cambridge University Press.

First published 2012

Printed in the United States of America

A catalog record for this publication is available from the British Library.

Library of Congress Cataloging in Publication data
Hurley, Michael D.
  The Cambridge introduction to poetic form / Michael D. Hurley, Michael O’Neill.
    p.  cm.
 I ncludes bibliographical references and index.
 I SBN 978-0-521-77294-5 (hardback) – ISBN 978-0-521-77499-4 (paperback)
  1.  English poetry – History and criticism – Theory, etc.  2. L iterary form.  
  3.  Poetics.  4.  English language – Versification. I .  O’Neill, Michael, 1953–  
 II .  Title. III .  Title: Introduction to poetic form.
  PR508.L58.H87  2012
  808.1–dc23      2011048913

ISBN 978-0-521-77294-5 Hardback
ISBN 978-0-521-77499-4 Paperback

Cambridge University Press has no responsibility for the persistence or accuracy of 
URLs for external or third-party Internet Web sites referred to in this publication and 
does not guarantee that any content on such Web sites is, or will remain, accurate or 
appropriate.

www.cambridge.org© in this web service Cambridge University Press

Cambridge University Press
978-0-521-77294-5 - The Cambridge Introduction to Poetic Form
Michael D. Hurley and Michael O’Neill
Frontmatter
More information

http://www.cambridge.org/9780521772945
http://www.cambridge.org
http://www.cambridge.org


v

Contents

Acknowledgements	 page vii
Note on Texts	 ix

Introduction	 1

1  The Elements of Poetic Form	 16

2  Lyric	 53

3  The Sonnet	 76

4  Elegy	 100

5  Epic	 120

6  Soliloquy	 145

7  Dramatic Monologue	 167

8  Ballad and Narrative	 189

Notes	 213
Index	 237

www.cambridge.org© in this web service Cambridge University Press

Cambridge University Press
978-0-521-77294-5 - The Cambridge Introduction to Poetic Form
Michael D. Hurley and Michael O’Neill
Frontmatter
More information

http://www.cambridge.org/9780521772945
http://www.cambridge.org
http://www.cambridge.org


www.cambridge.org© in this web service Cambridge University Press

Cambridge University Press
978-0-521-77294-5 - The Cambridge Introduction to Poetic Form
Michael D. Hurley and Michael O’Neill
Frontmatter
More information

http://www.cambridge.org/9780521772945
http://www.cambridge.org
http://www.cambridge.org


vii

Acknowledgements

The authors would like to thank all those at Cambridge University Press 
who have helped to see this book into print, from Josie Dixon who originally 
commissioned it, to Ray Ryan who has overseen its evolving materialisation 
for a number of years. They would also like to thank all the readers for the 
Press.

Michael D. Hurley is most grateful for the energy and acumen of his 
co-author, which made working together a pleasure and an inspiration. Clive 
Wilmer’s comments on the first chapter were most valuable. Hurley would also 
like to thank the Warden and Fellows of Robinson College, Cambridge, for 
supporting his research.

Michael O’Neill is greatly indebted to a number of people. He owes much to 
his co-author for his helpfully probing and thought-provoking comments, and 
for an extremely stimulating series of exchanges about all aspects of the book. 
He would like to thank Oliver Clarkson, Andrew Hodgson, and Matthew 
Griffiths, postgraduates in the English department at Durham University 
who worked with him as research assistants. Their contributions have been 
immensely useful. Dr Madeleine Callaghan and Dr Paige Tovey have read 
O’Neill’s chapters and offered many valuable insights as well as vital assistance 
in organising his text into final shape. Dr Tovey also helped with systematising 
the book’s referencing and with its overall format and took the major respon-
sibility for compiling the index. O’Neill is grateful to Durham University’s 
English department for financial support.

This book is the result of much collaborative exchange between the two 
authors. Michael D. Hurley took the main responsibility for Chapters 1, 3, 4, 
and 7; Michael O’Neill for Chapters 2, 5, 6, and 8. Michael O’Neill wrote the 
Introduction with a great deal of help from Michael D. Hurley.

www.cambridge.org© in this web service Cambridge University Press

Cambridge University Press
978-0-521-77294-5 - The Cambridge Introduction to Poetic Form
Michael D. Hurley and Michael O’Neill
Frontmatter
More information

http://www.cambridge.org/9780521772945
http://www.cambridge.org
http://www.cambridge.org


www.cambridge.org© in this web service Cambridge University Press

Cambridge University Press
978-0-521-77294-5 - The Cambridge Introduction to Poetic Form
Michael D. Hurley and Michael O’Neill
Frontmatter
More information

http://www.cambridge.org/9780521772945
http://www.cambridge.org
http://www.cambridge.org


ix

Unless indicated otherwise, poems are quoted from the fifth edition of The 
Norton Anthology of English Poetry, ed. Margaret Ferguson, Mary Jo Salter, 
and Jon Stallworthy (New York: Norton, 2005), or from the seventh edition 
of The Norton Anthology of English Literature, ed. M. H. Abrams et al. (2 vols. 
New  York: Norton, 2000). Shakespeare is quoted from The Norton Shakespeare, 
ed. Stephen Greenblatt et al. (New York: Norton, 1997). Dates of first publica-
tion or occasionally of composition are usually supplied.
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