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BIRDSONG, SPEECH AND POETRY

In the long nineteenth century, scientists discovered striking similar-
ities between how birds learn to sing and how children learn to speak.
Tracing the ‘science of birdsong’ as it developed from the ‘ingenious’
experiments of Daines Barrington to the evolutionary arguments of
Charles Darwin, Francesca Mackenney reveals a legacy of thought
which informs, and consequently affords fresh insights into, a canon-
ical group of poems about birdsong in the Romantic and Victorian
periods. With a particular focus on the writings of Samuel Taylor
Coleridge, the Wordsworth siblings, John Clare and Thomas Hardy,
her book explores how poets responded to an analogy which chal-
lenged definitions of language and therefore of what it means to be
human. Drawing together responses to birdsong in science, music
and poetry, her distinctive interdisciplinary approach challenges
many of the long-standing cultural assumptions which have shaped
(and continue to shape) how we respond to other creatures in the
Anthropocene.

francesca mackenney is Research and Teaching Fellow in
Romanticism at the University of Leeds. Her research and related
work in environmental education has been funded by an AHRC
Doctoral Award, a BARS/Wordsworth Trust Early Career
Fellowship, an award from Creative Scotland and an AHRC
International Placement at the Library of Congress.
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Nineteenth-century literature and culture have proved a rich field for interdisciplinary
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 organisation, 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. Newwork on the body and
the senses, the environment and climate, race and the decolonisation 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 literary
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
antiracism, 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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