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BALLADEERING, MINSTRELSY, AND THE
MAKING OF BRITISH ROMANTIC POETRY

This is a new history and theory of British poetry between 1760 and
1830, focusing on the relationship between Romantic poetry and the
production, circulation, and textuality of ballads. By discussing the
ways in which eighteenth-century cultural and literary researches
flowed into and shaped key canonical works, MaureenMcLane argues
that Romantic poetry’s influences went far beyond the merely literary.
Breathing new life into the work of eighteenth-century balladeers
and antiquarians, she addresses the revival of the ballad, the figure
of the minstrel, and the prevalence of a “minstrelsy complex” in
Romanticism. Furthermore, she envisages a new way of engaging
with Romantic poetics, encompassing both “oral” and “literary”
modes of poetic construction, and anticipates the role that technology
might play in a media-driven twenty-first century. The study will be of
great interest to scholars and students of Romantic poetry, literature,
and culture.

maureen n. mclane is Associate Professor of English at New York
University. She is the author of Romanticism and the Human Sciences:
Poetry, Population, and the Discourse of the Species (Cambridge, 2000),
and co-editor, with James Chandler, of The Cambridge Companion to
British Romantic Poetry (Cambridge, 2008). She is also the author of
Same Life: Poems (2008).
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This series aims to foster the best new work in one of the most challenging fields
within English literary studies. From the early 1780s to the early 1830s a formidable
array of talented men and women took to literary composition, not just in poetry,
which some of them famously transformed, but in many modes of writing. The
expansion of publishing created new opportunities for writers, and the political stakes
of what they wrote were raised again by what Wordsworth called those “great
national events” that were “almost daily taking place”: the French Revolution, the
Napoleonic and American wars, urbanization, industrialization, religious revival, an
expanded empire abroad and the reform movemement at home. This was an
enormous ambition, even when it pretended otherwise. The relations between
science, philosophy, religion and literature were reworked in texts such as
Frankenstein and Biographia Literaria: gender relations in A Vindication of the
Rights of Woman and Don Juan: journalism by Cobbett and Hazlitt: poetic form,
content and style by the Lake School and the Cockney School. Outside Shakespeare
studies, probably no body of writing has produced such a wealth of response or done
so much to shape the responses of modern criticism. This indeed is the period that
saw the emergence of those nations of “literature” and of literary history, especially
national literary history, on which modern scholarship in English has been founded.

The categories produced by Romanticism have also been challenged by recent
historicist arguments. The task of the series is to engage both with a challenging
corpus of Romantic writings and with the changing field of criticism they have
helped to shape. As with other literary series published by Cambridge, this one will
represent the work of both younger and more established scholars, on either side of
the Atlantic and elsewhere.

[For a complete list of titles published, see end of book.]
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… Fled is that music …?
– John Keats, “Ode to a Nightingale”

… inside the constant repatterning of a thing …
– Jorie Graham, “The Dream of the Unified Field”
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