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CONVERSING IN VERSE

Conversing in Verse considers poems of conversation from the late 
eighteenth into the twentieth centuries – the very period when 
a more restrictive conception of poetry as the lyric product of the 
poet’s solitary self-communing became entrenched. With fresh 
insight, Elizabeth K. Helsinger addresses a range of questions at the 
core of conversational poetry: When and why do poets turn to con-
versation to explore poetry’s potential? How do conversation’s forms 
and intentions shape the figures, rhythms, and prosody of poems 
to alter the reader’s experience? What are the ethical and political 
stakes of conversing in verse? Coleridge, Clare, Landor, Tennyson, 
Robert Browning, Christina and Dante Gabriel Rossetti, Swinburne, 
Michael Field, and Hardy each composed poems that open difficult 
or impossible conversations with phenomena outside themselves. 
Helsinger unearths an unfamiliar lyric history that produced some of 
the most interesting formal experiments of the nineteenth century, 
including its best known, the dramatic monologue.

El iz abeth K . Helsinger  is the John Matthews Manly 
Distinguished Service Professor Emerita in the Departments of 
English, Art History, and Visual Arts at the University of Chicago. 
She has chaired both the Department of English and the Department 
of Visual Arts. She has held fellowships from the American Council 
of Learned Societies, the Guggenheim Foundation, and the 
National Humanities Center. In her long and multidisciplinary 
career, she has published books including Poetry and the Thought of 
Song (2015), Poetry and the Pre-Raphaelite Arts (2008), Rural Scenes 
and National Representation (1997), and Ruskin and the Art of the 
Beholder (1982). She is coauthor of The Woman Question: Britain 
and America, 1837–1883 (1983, 1987) and a coeditor of the journal 
Critical Inquiry, and has served on the boards of Victorian Studies, 
Nineteenth-Century Literature, and Nineteenth-Century Prose.
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Nineteenth-century literature and culture have proved a rich field for interdis-
ciplinary studies. Since 1994, books in this series have tracked the intersections 
and tensions between Victorian literature and the visual arts, politics, gender 
and sexuality, race, social organization, economic life, technical innovations, 
scientific thought – in short, culture in its broadest sense. Many of our books 
are now classics in a field which since the series’ inception has seen powerful 
engagements with Marxism, feminism, visual studies, post-colonialism, critical 
race studies, new historicism, new formalism, transnationalism, queer studies, 
human rights and liberalism, disability studies and global studies. Theoretical 
challenges and historiographical shifts continue to unsettle scholarship on the 
nineteenth century in productive ways. New work on the body and the senses, 
the environment and climate, race and the decolonization of literary studies, 
biopolitics and materiality, the animal and the human, the local and the global, 
politics and form, queerness and gender identities, and intersectional theory is 
re-animating the field. This series aims to accommodate and promote the most 
interesting work being undertaken on the frontiers of nineteenth-century liter-
ary studies, connecting the field with the urgent critical questions that are being 
asked today. We seek to publish work from a diverse range of authors, and stand 
for anti-racism, anti-colonialism and against discrimination in all forms.

A complete list of titles published will be found at the end of the book.
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