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    Curatorial Vision
This collection assembles Introduction: The Brownings: Their Life and Art, Letters (1845–1846), and To LEIGH HUNT A joint epistle 1857 to trace an arc from intimate exchange to shared public voice. Chosen together, they reveal how love, craft, and ethical address cohere across forms. The letters present a living workshop of feeling and style; the later joint epistle exemplifies outward-facing collaboration; the introductory essay frames life and art as mutually illuminating. The overarching aim is to show partnership as a generative method rather than a biographical backdrop, and to invite reading across genres where conversation becomes both theme and technique.
Presented as a continuum, these works map the movement from courtship correspondence to cooperative utterance. Letters (1845–1846) records a formative dialogue, while the 1857 joint epistle demonstrates what that dialogue makes possible in public. The collection emphasizes reciprocity—the deliberate shaping of self through answering another—and the ethical stakes of address, whether to one beloved interlocutor or to a named addressee before a wider audience. By juxtaposing private and public modes, the collection highlights the persistence of tenderness within assertion, and the craft by which personal candor is transformed into a civic, even conversational, style of poetic performance.
Introduction: The Brownings: Their Life and Art offers an orienting lens, sketching how artistic ambition and shared life interact. With Letters (1845–1846), the temporal focus is exacting, granting a discrete period in which styles are formed and tested through exchange. To LEIGH HUNT A joint epistle 1857 arrives later, signaling mature confidence in a plural speaking voice. Together, the three pieces propose a method of reading that listens for continuities of tone, cadence, and argumentative habit across changing occasions, treating biography and artistry not as rival explanations but as parallel currents that converge in acts of address.
Unlike single-work presentations, this grouping invites the reader to follow motifs across formal boundaries: the signature and its responsibilities, the threshold between privacy and publicity, and the way affection can refine judgment without softening it. The aim is not to fix a definitive narrative but to illuminate a pattern of thinking-in-conversation. By placing a reflective overview beside lived correspondence and a cooperative poem, the collection foregrounds how a shared life becomes a shared method. The works are presented to reward comparison, to show that the same energy animates secluded exchange and the confident reach toward a named counterpart.
Thematic & Aesthetic Interplay
The texts speak to one another through a common faith in address. Letters (1845–1846) documents the discovery of voice in the act of writing to a precise other; the joint epistle enacts that discovery turned outward, a duet performed as a single line of approach. Across the volume, motifs of distance bridged by language, time marked by reply, and reading as listening recur. The introduction clarifies how such acts shape art, while the letters show the practice in motion. The epistle condenses this practice into a polished appeal, modeling how private candor can underwrite public grace.
Tone and genre create a productive conversation. The letters are urgent, provisional, and exploratory, testing claims and revising them through continued exchange. The 1857 epistle, by contrast, is ceremonious without stiffness, a cultivated conversation that assumes an audience beyond its named recipient while preserving the intimacy of joint speech. The introductory piece is reflective and synthetic, offering conceptual footholds without diminishing the freshness of the other documents. Together they explore a dilemma that persists throughout the volume: how to honor sincerity while embracing artifice, how to maintain ethical clarity while employing the resources of style.
Recurring symbols are understated yet cohesive: the letter as bridge; the signature as pledge; the date as measure of patience and commitment. The letters turn repetition into a music of acknowledgment, where returning to a question signals care as much as uncertainty. The epistle revisits this music as antiphony, channeling plurality into a tempered unison. Even when the authors write separately within the same document, their sentences appear to reach for each other. The introduction names this reaching as a principle of their art, making legible how dialogue becomes an engine of structure, persuasion, and feeling.
Traces of influence move in both directions. The argumentative poise of Robert Browning and the lyrical exactitude of Elizabeth Barrett Barrett interact in the letters, encouraging bolder thought and more tensile phrasing on both sides. Those habits then inform the later cooperative poem, whose address—explicit in its title—relies on confidence earned through prior correspondence. Conversely, the discipline of composing a public epistle clarifies what the letters were already attempting: to fuse affection with critique, and persuasion with attentiveness. The introduction, by situating life with art, underscores that this interplay is not incidental but integral to their method.
Enduring Impact & Critical Reception
This collection remains vital because it exhibits a rare coherence between private growth and public statement. Letters (1845–1846) shows how reciprocal attention can refine style and conscience; To LEIGH HUNT A joint epistle 1857 demonstrates how that refinement becomes a resource for civic address. Introduction: The Brownings: Their Life and Art provides a framework for considering the union of vocation and relationship. In an era attentive to collaboration, consent, and the ethics of voice, these works model a partnership that does not erase difference but composes with it, turning dialogue into a durable mode of thinking and making.
Critical reception has long acknowledged the letters as a central achievement of nineteenth-century English correspondence, often cited as exemplary for their fusion of personal candor and artistic vigilance. The joint epistle has been read as a notable instance of cooperative authorship, an experiment in plural voice that retains the distinct strengths of each contributor. The introductory essay has functioned as a touchstone for discussions of the pair’s artistic trajectory. While assessments vary in emphasis, there is broad recognition that, taken together, these works articulate a persuasive case for love as a generative discipline of form.
Their afterlife extends across classrooms, stages, and anthologies, where selections from the letters and the joint epistle invite reflection on authorship, agency, and mutual critique. Scholars and artists alike have returned to the Brownings when debating the terms of literary partnership, the boundaries between intimacy and publicity, and the role of correspondence in shaping a public self. The cluster collected here has particularly encouraged inquiry into how a private exchange can be an apprenticeship for public speech, and how a cooperative poem can carry the texture of dialogue without sacrificing structural economy or rhetorical clarity.
By gathering an orienting overview, a concentrated span of letters, and a jointly authored public address, this volume offers a compact portrait of growth through conversation. It affirms that the Brownings’ legacy lies not only in individual poems but in the sustained experiment of writing-together, whether on separate pages or with a shared signature. Contemporary readers find in these works a model of attention capable of deep feeling and rigorous thought. Their vitality persists because they demonstrate that partnership, handled with care, can be both a moral practice and an aesthetic principle, shaping utterance that endures.
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    Socio-Political Landscape
The Letters (1845–1846) and To LEIGH HUNT A joint epistle 1857 belong to a Britain governed by constitutional monarchy and an increasingly assertive Parliament, where economic power clustered in industrial and mercantile elites. Expanding imperial commitments and rapid urbanization pressed public debate toward questions of responsibility, reform, and national character. The Introduction, The Brownings: Their Life and Art, places intimate exchange alongside this bustling arena, showing how personal correspondence could register the tonalities of public life without surrendering privacy. Across these writings, affection and argument unfold within the same world that measured citizens by civic duty, productivity, and decorum under the gaze of a vigilant press.
Postal reform transformed political culture into a daily habit. The 1840s Penny Post and railway timetables synchronized the kingdom, enabling frequent, prompt letters that encouraged deliberation and dissent alike. The Letters (1845–1846) emerge from this infrastructure: a modern communications system that allowed private minds to converse at near-public speed. The Introduction emphasizes how the postal revolution made correspondence both safer and riskier—safer in reliability, riskier in its potential circulation beyond intended hands. The very possibility of responsiveness shaped rhetoric, cadence, and care, embedding the ethics of address within a network that connected home parlor, editorial office, and parliamentary lobby.
Economic crisis and relief policy framed the decade. Debates over grain tariffs culminated in the 1846 repeal of the Corn Laws, while the Irish Famine demanded a moral vocabulary that exceeded facile charity. The Letters (1845–1846) move through this charged atmosphere, where notions of justice, sympathy, and governance were tested by scarcity and migration. Popular agitation—Chartist petitions, mass meetings, and strikes—made language itself a political instrument. The Introduction reads the Brownings’ self-scrutiny as historically grounded: not the evasion of politics, but a disciplined search for terms adequate to suffering, responsibility, and reform, expressed through the intimate pressures of interlocution.
Continental instability rippled into British discourse throughout the 1840s, climaxing in the 1848 revolutions. Even before barricades rose, the possibility of European upheaval had already colored British imagining of liberty, tradition, and cultural exchange. The Letters (1845–1846) register a cosmopolitan attention to ideas crossing borders, testing how Englishness might converse with continental aspirations. By the time of To LEIGH HUNT A joint epistle 1857, transnational sociability had hardened into habit: the poem’s ceremonial address asserts fellowship across generations and locales. The Introduction treats such gestures as civic, modeling a literary diplomacy that paralleled, and sometimes softened, geopolitical anxieties.
War reconfigured tempo and tone. The Crimean War (1853–1856) accelerated news cycles, sharpened scrutiny of government competence, and infused language with images of duty and endurance. Shortly after, 1857 became synonymous with imperial crisis, amplifying anxieties about order and authority. To LEIGH HUNT A joint epistle 1857 arrives at this hinge, answering martial rhetoric with the culture of address: gratitude, continuity, and humane exchange. The Introduction suggests how such works placed value on civil, dialogic bonds as a counter-tempo to dispatches and bulletins. The Letters (1845–1846) show the earlier groundwork, cultivating steadiness and mutual accountability amid anticipations of conflict.
Victorian gender ideology and legal constraints shaped the experience and rhetoric of intimacy. Coverture and restricted property rights positioned marriage within a framework of dependency even as companionate ideals promised equality of feeling. The Letters (1845–1846) negotiate authorship, vocation, and affection under these conditions, devising a lexicon of respect that resists reductive roles. The Introduction reads the correspondence as a practical ethics of partnership, formulated within, yet probing the edges of, prevailing norms. By 1857, the joint epistle’s plural voice ceremonially affirms collaboration in public. Together, these texts sketch a politics of relation that quietly contests rigid hierarchies through disciplined tenderness.
Intellectual & Aesthetic Currents
The Introduction, The Brownings: Their Life and Art, situates these writings at the pivot from Romantic inheritance to Victorian experiment. Suspicion of mere rapture mingles with a sharpened sense of social responsibility and craft. In this transitional mood, feeling is not an end but a medium for inquiry. The Letters (1845–1846) audition vocabularies—philosophical, devotional, practical—seeking a register where inward candor can meet outward demand. To LEIGH HUNT A joint epistle 1857 converts private poise into public address, refining homage into an art of measured placement. Across the collection, aesthetic pleasure is braided with ethical precision and disciplined conversation.
The epistolary form is both workshop and stage. In the Letters (1845–1846), unrushed exchange permits revision-in-motion, where response generates form and form, in turn, governs feeling. The Introduction underscores how letters cultivate tact: an artistry of timing, emphasis, and proportion. Material features—paper weight, hand, pacing across successive posts—become carriers of tone. When adapted to verse in To LEIGH HUNT A joint epistle 1857, the etiquette of correspondence becomes overt performance, balancing ceremonious praise with conversational ease. The collection thus tracks a migration from manuscript intimacy to public poetics, preserving the ethics of address while accepting the visibility of print.
Dialogic energy anchors the collection’s style. Robert Browning’s penchant for dramatic framing complements Elizabeth Barrett Browning’s measured interrogative cadence, producing a conversational architecture that is exploratory rather than declarative. The Letters (1845–1846) hone this interplay: counterpointed perspectives that sharpen each other without collapse into unanimity. To LEIGH HUNT A joint epistle 1857 turns counterpoint into duet, a coordinated voice that still retains traceable parts. The Introduction highlights how such structures refuse the monologic authority favored by some contemporaries, proposing instead a model of knowledge as negotiated, courteous, and alive to the moral stakes of representation.
Religious and philosophical disputes of the age—arguments over tradition, conscience, and the authority of reason—inform the vocabulary of the collection without dictating it. The Letters (1845–1846) rehearse the ethics of belief as practice: charity, patience, truth-telling under pressure. The Introduction frames this as a theology of conversation, where conviction is tested by what it can hear and how it answers. In To LEIGH HUNT A joint epistle 1857, ceremonial thankfulness functions not as piety by rote but as civic expression, modeling gratitude as a public good. These works join spiritual seriousness to the manners of debate, resisting both dogma and derision.
New instruments—railways, steam presses, and electric telegraph—altered perception, compressing time and distance. The Letters (1845–1846) cultivate an intimacy that keeps pace with speed without surrendering reflection; delay and anticipation become aesthetic resources rather than defects. The Introduction notes how the correspondence absorbs technological modernity into its rhythm, translating velocity into thoughtful cadence. By 1857, To LEIGH HUNT A joint epistle draws on an urbane tempo suited to a world of quick news and quick judgments, offering instead deliberated homage. Technology provides the beat, but the Brownings choose the measure, composing against the rush to preserve clarity and fellowship.
Mid-century literary professionalism demanded keen self-management. Review culture could make or mar reputations, and patronage was giving way to networks of mutual endorsement. The Letters (1845–1846) document strategic frankness about audience and craft, treating practical questions as integral to poetics. The Introduction casts such planning as an art of relation, not mere careerism. To LEIGH HUNT A joint epistle 1857 exemplifies public tact: a poem that participates in literary sociability without servility, turning gratitude into style. The collection thus maps a path through the marketplace where integrity and diplomacy coexist, and where collaboration refines, rather than dilutes, individual voice.
Legacy & Reassessment Across Time
The subsequent publication and curation of the Letters (1845–1846) generated debates that persist: where does private utterance end and literary artifact begin? The Introduction, The Brownings: Their Life and Art, confronts the ethics of exposure, arguing that editorial framing either deepens or distorts the archive’s moral texture. Annotation, selection, and sequencing can tilt interpretation toward romance, apprenticeship, or manifesto. Readers now ask not only what the letters say, but how access has been mediated: who arranged the texts, what was omitted, and why. The joint epistle, born public, offers a control case, clarifying how intention shapes reception from the outset.
Twentieth-century criticism oscillated between biographical hunger and text-centered restraint. At one pole, the Letters (1845–1846) were mined for keys to later artistry; at the other, they were bracketed as documents whose charm might distract from form. The Introduction mediates these extremes, emphasizing that rhetoric and relation are inseparable. Close reading has since turned to the micro-politics of address—how sentences negotiate consent, assert judgment, or redistribute authority. To LEIGH HUNT A joint epistle 1857, once treated as occasional courtesy, gains stature as a specimen of public poise. Together, the works prove that style is not ornament but ethical instrument.
Feminist reassessments transformed the archive by foregrounding agency within constraint. The Letters (1845–1846) reveal strategies for authorial self-definition compatible with affection yet resistant to erasure, shaping a model of partnership that honors distinct strengths. The Introduction underscores how negotiation, not abdication, structures the correspondence. To LEIGH HUNT A joint epistle 1857 further legitimizes collaboration in print, the plural signature functioning as a claim to shared authority. Such readings recalibrate expectations of marriage, work, and voice, encouraging attention to care as a discipline rather than a sentiment, and to literary labor as household labor’s thoughtful twin.
Postcolonial and transnational lenses realign emphases. The mid-century’s entanglement with empire reframes To LEIGH HUNT A joint epistle 1857 as a performance of civic amity in a year shadowed by imperial crisis, valuing relational power over force. The Letters (1845–1846) likewise appear as an ethics of global imagination conducted from a London room, testing how responsibility travels across borders through language rather than conquest. The Introduction treats cosmopolitan attentiveness—listening to elsewhere—as an artistic method. These perspectives do not conscript the texts into propaganda; they illuminate how courtesy and curiosity can function as historically consequential forms of critique.
Digital humanities and material philology now extend the conversation. High-resolution images of manuscripts, postal marks, and watermarks refine dating, pacing, and sequence in the Letters (1845–1846), revealing compositional habits invisible in print. The Introduction invites readers to treat layout, crossings, and even pauses as meaning-bearing. Computational concordances track evolving motifs across the correspondence and into To LEIGH HUNT A joint epistle 1857, illuminating continuity in diction and address. Yet new access renews old dilemmas: how to honor privacy while studying craft; how to annotate without over-speaking the texts. The anthology embraces this productive tension as its interpretive horizon.
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    Introduction: The Brownings: Their Life and Art
A concise biographical and critical overview situates Elizabeth Barrett and Robert Browning within their cultural moment and traces how personal circumstance intersects with poetic ambition. It frames their partnership as a dialogue between distinct sensibilities—her inward, reflective discipline and his outward, experimental energy—preparing readers for the emotional and artistic stakes of the correspondence. This contextual lens highlights collection-wide themes of voice, vocation, and the transformative mutuality of literary love.
Letters (1845 – 1846)
This sequence of exchanges follows two established poets from first contact through an intensifying conversation about art, health, duty, and the risks of intimacy. The letters evolve from formal admiration to a candid, searching rapport in which aesthetic debate and personal feeling continually inform each other, revealing a partnership learning how to balance independence with attachment. The tone moves from careful courtesy to quickened warmth, embodying the collection’s central through-line: love as a creative force that tests boundaries while enabling new forms of freedom.
To LEIGH HUNT A joint epistle 1857
A collaborative address to a literary contemporary, this joint piece turns private concord into a public voice, celebrating friendship, influence, and the social fabric of letters. Its playful, generous manner contrasts with the intimacy of the earlier correspondence, showing the Brownings translating shared feeling into shared authorship. Read alongside the letters, it underscores an arc from personal revelation to communal affirmation, where partnership becomes both subject and method of their art.
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The present volume was initiated in Florence, and, from its first inception, invested with the cordial assent and the sympathetic encouragement of Robert Barrett Browning. One never-to-be-forgotten day, all ethereal light and loveliness, has left its picture in memory, when, in company with Mr. Browning and his life-long friend, the Marchesa Peruzzi di’ Medici (náta Story), the writer of this biography strolled with them under the host’s orange trees and among the riotous roses of his Florentine villa, “La Torre All’ Antella,” listening to their sparkling conversation, replete with fascinating reminiscences. To Mr. Browning the tribute of thanks, whose full scope is known to the Recording Angel alone, is here offered; and there is the blending of both privilege and duty in grateful acknowledgements to Messrs. Smith, Elder, & Company for their courtesy in permitting the somewhat liberal drawing on their published Letters of both the Brownings, on which reliance had to be based in any effort to


“Call up the buried Past again,”



and construct the story, from season to season, so far as might be, of that wonderful interlude of the wedded life of the poets.

Yet any formality of thanks to this house is almost lost sight of in the rush of memories of that long and mutually-trusting friendship between the late George Murray Smith, the former head of this firm, and Robert Browning, a friendship which was one of the choicest treasures in both their lives.

To The Macmillan Company, the publishers for both the first and the present Lord Tennyson; To Houghton Mifflin Company; to Messrs. Dodd, Mead, & Company; to The Cornhill Magazine (to which the writer is indebted for some data regarding Browning and Professor Masson); to each and all, acknowledgments are offered for their courtesy which has invested with added charm a work than which none was ever more completely a labor of love.

To Edith, Contessa Rucellai (náta Bronson), whose characteristically lovely kindness placed at the disposal of this volume a number of letters written by Robert Browning to her mother, Mrs. Arthur Bronson, special gratitude is offered.

“Poetry,” said Mrs. Browning, “is its own exceeding great reward.” Any effort, however remote its results from the ideal that haunted the writer, to interpret the lives of such transcendent genius and nobleness as those of Robert and Elizabeth Barrett Browning, must also be its own exceeding reward in leading to a passion of pursuit of all that is highest and holiest in the life that now is, and in that which is to come.

LILIAN WHITING

The Brunswick, Boston

  Midsummer Days, 1911
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1812-1833


“Allons! after the Great Companions! and to belong to them!”



    “To know the universe itself as a road—as many roads—as

    roads for travelling souls.”



The Most Exquisite Romance of Modern Life—Ancestry and Youth of Robert Browning—Love of Music—Formative Influences—The Fascination of Byron—A Home “Crammed with Books”—The Spell of Shelley—“Incondita”—Poetic Vocation Definitely Chosen—“Pauline.”

 

Such a very page de Contes is the life of the wedded poets, Robert and Elizabeth Barrett Browning, that it is difficult to realize that this immortal idyl of Poetry, Genius, and Love was less than fifteen years in duration, out of his seventy-seven, and her fifty-five years of life. It is a story that has touched the entire world


“... with mystic gleams,

    Like fragments of forgotten dreams,”



this story of beautiful associations and friendships, of artistic creation, and of the entrance on a wonderful realm of inspiration and loveliness. At the time of their marriage he was in his thirty-fifth, and she in her forty-first year, although she is described as looking so youthful that she was like a girl, in her slender, flower-like grace; and he lived on for twenty-eight years after


“Clouds and darkness

    Fell upon Camelot,”



with the death of his “Lyric Love.” The story of the most beautiful romance that the world has ever known thus falls into three distinctive periods,—that of the separate life of each up to the time of their marriage; their married life, with its scenic setting in the enchantment of Italy; and his life after her withdrawal from earthly scenes. The story is also of duplex texture; for the outer life, rich in associations, travel, impressions, is but the visible side of the life of great creative art. A delightful journey is made, but its record is not limited to the enjoyment of friends and place; a poem is written whose charm and power persist through all the years.
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Busts of Robert and Elizabeth Barrett Browning

Made in 1861 by William Wetmore Story






No adequate word could be written of the Brownings that did not take account of this twofold life of the poets. It is almost unprecedented that the power and resplendence and beauty of the life of art should find, in the temporal environment, so eminent a correspondence of beauty as it did with Robert and Elizabeth Browning. Not that they were in any wise exempt from sorrow and pain; the poet, least of all, would choose to be translated, even if he might, to some enchanted region remote from all the mingled experiences of humanity; it is the common lot of destiny, with its prismatic blending of failure and success, of purpose and achievement, of hope and defeat, of love and sorrow, out of which the poet draws his song. He would not choose


“That jar of violet wine set in the air,

    That palest rose sweet in the night of life,”



to the exclusion of the common experiences of the day.


 “Who never ate his bread in sorrow,

    Who never spent the darksome hours

    Weeping, and watching for the morrow,

    He knows you not, ye unseen Powers.”



But to those who, poets or otherwise, see life somewhat in the true proportion of its lasting relations, events are largely transmuted into experiences, and are realized in their extended relations. The destiny of the Brownings led them into constantly picturesque surroundings; and the force and manliness of his nature, the tender sweetness and playful loveliness of hers, combined with their vast intellectual range, their mutual genius for friendships, their devotion to each other and to their son, their reverence for their art, and their lofty and noble spirituality of nature,—all united to produce this exquisite and unrivaled romance of life,—


“A Beauty passing the earth’s store.”



The rapture of the poet’s dream pervaded every experience.


“O Life, O Poetry,

    Which means life in life.”



The transmutation of each into the other, both Life and Poetry, as revealed in their lives, is something as exceptional as it is beautiful in the world’s history.

It is only to those who live for something higher than merely personal ends, that the highest happiness can come; and the aim of these wedded poets may well be read in the lines from “Aurora Leigh”:


“... Beloved, let us love so well,

    Our work shall still be better for our love,

    And still our love be sweeter for our work,

    And both commended, for the sake of each,

    By all true workers and true lovers born.”



In the ancestry of Robert Browning there was nothing especially distinctive, although it is representative of the best order of people; of eminently reputable life, of moderate means, of culture, and of assured intelligence. It is to the Brownings of Dorsetshire, who were large manor-owners in the time of Henry VII, that the poet’s family is traced. Robert Browning, the grandfather of the poet, was a clerk in the Bank of England, a position he obtained through the influence of the Earl of Shaftesbury. Entering on this work at the age of twenty, he served honorably for fifty years, and was promoted to the position of the Bank Stock office, a highly responsible place, that brought him in constant contact with the leading financiers of the day. Born in 1749, he had married, in 1778, Margaret Tittle, the inheritor of some property in the West Indies, where she was born of English parentage. The second Robert, the father of the poet, was the son of this union. In his early youth he was sent out to take charge of his mother’s property, and his grandson, Robert Barrett Browning, relates with pardonable pride how he resigned the post, which was a lucrative one, because he could not tolerate the system of slave labor prevailing there. By this act he forfeited all the estate designed for him, and returned to England to face privation and to make his own way. He, too, became a clerk in the Bank of England, and in 1811, at the age of thirty, married Sarah Anna Wiedemann, the daughter of a ship-owner in Dundee. Mr. Wiedemann was a German of Hamburg, who had married a Scotch lady; and thus, on his maternal side, the poet had mingled Scotch and German ancestry. The new household established itself in Southampton Street, Camberwell, and there were born their two children, Robert, on May 7, 1812, and on January 7, 1814, Sarah Anna, who came to be known as Sarianna through all her later life.

The poet’s father was not only an efficient financier, but he was also a man of scholarly culture and literary tastes. He was a lover of the classics, and was said to have known by heart the first book of the Iliad, and the Odes of Horace. There is a legend that he often soothed his little son to sleep by humming to him an ode of Anacreon. He wrote verse, he was a very clever draughtsman, and he was a collector of rare books and prints. Mr. W. J. Stillman, in his “Autobiography of a Journalist,” refers to the elder Browning, whom he knew in his later years, as “a serene, untroubled soul,... as gentle as a gentle woman, a man to whom, it seemed to me, no moral conflict could ever have arisen to cloud his frank acceptance of life as he found it come to him.... His unworldliness had not a flaw.” In Browning’s poem entitled “Development” (in “Asolando”) he gives this picture of his father and of his own childhood:


“My Father was a scholar and knew Greek.

    When I was five years old, I asked him once

    ‘What do you read about?’

    ‘The siege of Troy.’

    ‘What is a siege, and what is Troy?’

    Whereat

    He piled up chairs and tables for a town,

    Set me a-top for Priam, called our cat

    —Helen, enticed away from home (he said)

    By wicked Paris, who couched somewhere close

    Under the footstool....

    ········

    This taught me who was who and what was what;

    So far I rightly understood the case

    At five years old; a huge delight it proved

    And still proves—thanks to that instructor sage

    My Father....”



The poet’s mother was a true gentlewoman, characterized by fervent religious feeling, delicacy of perception, and a great love for music. She was reared in the Scottish kirk, and her husband in the Church of England, but they both connected themselves after their marriage with an “Independent” body that held their meetings in York Street, where the Robert Browning Hall now stands. They were, however, greatly attached to the Rev. Henry Melvill (later Canon at St. Paul’s), whose evening service they habitually attended. While the poet’s mother had little training in music, she was a natural musician, and was blessed with that keen, tremulous susceptibility to musical influence that was so marked a trait in her son. William Sharp pictures a late afternoon, when, playing softly to herself in the twilight, she was startled to hear a sound in the room. “Glancing around, she beheld a little white figure distinctly outlined against an oak bookcase, and could just discern two large wistful eyes looking earnestly at her. The next moment the child had sprung into her arms, sobbing passionately at he knew not what, but, as his paroxysm of emotion subsided, whispering over and over,‘Play! Play!’”

The elder Browning was an impassioned lover of medieval legend and story. He was deeply familiar with Paracelsus, with Faust, and with many of the Talmudic tales. His library was large and richly stored,—the house, indeed, “crammed with books,” in which the boy browsed about at his own will. It was the best of all possible educations, this atmosphere of books. And the wealth of old engravings and prints fascinated the child. He would sit among these before a glowing fire, while from the adjoining room floated strains “of a wild Gaelic lament, with its insistent falling cadences.” It is recorded as his mother’s chief happiness,—“her hour of darkness and solitude and music.” Of such fabric are poetic impressions woven. The atmosphere was what Emerson called the “immortal ichor.” The boy was companioned by the “liberating gods.” Something mystic and beautiful beckoned to him, and incantations, unheard by the outer sense, thronged about him, pervading the air. The lad began to recast in English verse the Odes of Horace. From his school, on holiday afternoons, he sought a lonely spot, elm-shaded, where he could dimly discern London in the distance, with the gleam of sunshine on the golden cross of St. Paul’s,—lying for hours on the grass whence, perchance, he


“Saw distant gates of Eden gleam

    And did not dream it was a dream.”



Meantime the boy read Junius, Voltaire, Walpole’s Letters, the “Emblems” of Quarles (a book that remained as a haunting influence all his life), and Mandeville’s “Fable of the Bees.” The first book of his own purchase was a copy of Ossian’s poems, and his initial effort in literary creation was in likeness of the picturesque imaginations that appealed with peculiar fascination to his mind.

“The world of books is still the world,” wrote Mrs. Browning in “Aurora Leigh,” and this was the world of Robert Browning’s early life. The genesis of many of his greatest poems can be traced directly to this atmosphere of books, and their constant use and reference in his childhood. Literature and life, are, indeed, so absolutely interpenetrated and so interdependent that they can almost invariably be contemplated as cause and effect, each reacting upon the other in determining sequences. By the magic of some spiritual alchemy, reading is transmuted into the qualities that build up character, and these qualities, in turn, determine the continued choice of books, so that selection and result perpetuate themselves, forming an unceasing contribution to the nature of life. If with these qualities is united the kindling imagination, the gift that makes its possessor the creative artist, the environment of books and perpetual reference to them act as a torch that ignites the divine fire. Browning’s early stimulus owes much, not only to the book-loving father, but to his father’s brother, his uncle Reuben Browning, who was a classical scholar and who took great interest in the boy. Preserved to the end of the poet’s life was a copy of the Odes of Horace, in translation, given to him as a lad of twelve, with his uncle’s autograph inscription on the fly-leaf. This was the translation made by Christopher Smart, whose “Song of David” soon became one of the boy’s favorites, and it is curious to trace how, more than sixty years later, Browning embodied Smart in his “Parleyings with Certain People of Importance in their Day,” as one with whom


“... truth found vent

    In words for once with you....”



Browning, with the poet’s instant insight, read the essential story of his boyhood into the lines:


“... Dreaming, blindfold led

    By visionary hand, did soul’s advance

    Precede my body’s, gain inheritance

    Of fact by fancy...?”



No transcription of the poet’s childhood could even suggest the fortunate influences surrounding him that did not emphasize the rare culture and original power of his father. The elder Browning was familiar with old French and with both Spanish and Italian literature. “His wonderful store of information might really be compared to an inexhaustible mine,” said one who knew him well.

It is easy to see how out of such an atmosphere the future poet drew unconsciously the power to weave his “magic web” of such poems as the “Parleyings,” “Abt Vogler,” “Ferishtah’s Fancies,” and was lured on into that realm of marvelous creation out of which sprang his transcendent masterpiece, “The Ring and the Book.”

The elder Browning’s impassioned love of books was instanced by the curious fact that he could go in the dark to his library, and out of many hundreds of volumes select some particular one to which conversational reference had incidentally been made regarding some point which he wished to verify. He haunted all the old book-stalls in London, and knew their contents better than did their owners.

Books are so intimately associated with the very springs of both character and achievement that no adequate idea of the formative influences of the life and poetry of Robert Browning could be gained without familiarity with this most determining and conspicuous influence of his boyhood. The book with which a man has lived becomes an essential factor in his growth. “None of us yet know,” said Ruskin, “for none of us have yet been taught in early youth, what fairy palaces we may build of beautiful thought, proof against all adversity, bright fancies, satisfied memories, noble histories, faithful sayings, treasure-houses of precious and restful thoughts,... houses built without hands for our souls to live in.” These houses for the soul, built in thought, will be transposed into outer form and semblance.

There is a nebulous but none the less pernicious tradition that great literature is formidable, and presents itself as a task rather than as a privilege to the reader. Devotion to the best books has been regarded as something of a test of mental endurance, for which the recompense, if not the antidote, must be sought in periods of indulgence in the frivolous and the sensational. Never was there a more fatal misconception. It is the inconsequential, the crude, the obtuse, that are dull in literature, as in life; and stupidity in various languages might well be entitled to rank among the Seven Deadly Sins of Dante. Even in the greatest literature there is much that the child may easily learn to appreciate and to love.


 “Great the Master

    And sweet the Magic”



that opens the golden door of literary stimulus. Books are to the mind as is food to the body. Emerson declares that the poet is the only teller of news, and Mrs. Browning pronounced poets as


“The only truth-tellers now left to God.”



Familiarity with noble thought and beautiful expression influences the subconscious nature to an incalculable degree, and leads “the spirit finely touched” on “to all fine issues.”

Browning lived in this stimulating atmosphere. He warmed his hands at the divine fire; and the fact that all this richness of resource stimulated rather than stifled him is greatly to the credit of his real power. Favorable surroundings and circumstances did not serve him as a cushion on which to go to sleep, but rather as the pedestal on which he might climb to loftier altitudes. It was no lotus-eating experience into which the lad was lulled, but the vital activity of the life of creative thought. The Heavenly Powers are not invariably, even if frequently, sought in sorrow only, and in the mournful midnight hours. There are natures that grow by affluence as well as by privation, and that develop their best powers in sunshine.

“Even in a palace life can be well lived,” said Marcus Aurelius. The spirit formed to dwell in the starry spaces is not allured to the mere enjoyment of the senses, even when material comfort and intellectual luxuries may abound. Not that the modest abundance of the elder Browning’s books and pictures could take rank as intellectual luxury. It was stimulus, not satiety, that these suggested.

Pictures and painters had their part, too, in the unconscious culture that surrounded the future poet. London in that day afforded little of what would be called art; the National Gallery was not opened until Browning was in his young manhood; the Tate and other modern galleries were then undreamed of. But, to the appropriating temperament, one picture may do more than a city full of galleries might for another, and to the small collection of some three or four hundred paintings in the Dulwich Gallery, Browning was indebted for great enjoyment, and for the art that fostered his sympathetic appreciation. In after years he referred to his gratitude for being allowed its privileges when under the age (fourteen) at which these were supposed to be granted. Small as was the collection, it was representative of the Italian and Spanish, the French and the Dutch schools, as well as of the English, and the boy would fix on some one picture and sit before it for an hour, lost in its suggestion. It was the more imaginative art that enchained him. In later years, speaking of these experiences in a letter to Miss Barrett, he wrote of his ecstatic contemplation of “those two Guidos, the wonderful Rembrandt’s ‘Jacob’s Vision,’ such a Watteau....” An old engraving from Correggio, in his father’s home, was one of the sources of inspiration of Browning’s boyhood. The story fascinated him; he never tired of asking his father to repeat it, and something of its truth so penetrated into his consciousness that in later years he had the old print hung in his room that it might be before him as he wrote. It became to him, perhaps, one of


“the unshaped images that lie

    Within my mind’s cave.”



The profound significance of the picture evidently haunted him, as is made evident by a passage in “Pauline” that opens:


 “But I must never grieve whom wing can waft

    Far from such thoughts—as now. Andromeda!

    And she is with me; years roll, I shall change,

    But change can touch her not—so beautiful

    With her fixed eyes....”



Is there gained another glimpse of Browning’s boyhood in those lines in “Pauline”?:


“I am made up of an intensest life,

    Of a most clear idea of consciousness

    Of self, distinct from all its qualities,

    From all affections, passions, feelings, powers.”



The various and complex impressions, influences, and shaping factors of destiny that any biographer discerns in the formative years of his subject are as indecipherable as a palimpsest, and as little to be classified as the contents of Pandora’s box; nor is it on record that the man himself can look into his own history and rightly appraise the relative values of these. Nothing, certainly, could be more remote from the truth than the reading of autobiographic significance into any stray line a poet may write; for imagination is frequently more real than reality. Yet many of the creations of after life may trace their germination to some incident or impression. William Sharp offers a beautiful and interesting instance of one of these when he ascribes the entrancing fantasy of “The Flight of the Duchess” to a suggestion made on the poet’s mind as a child on a Guy Fawkes day, when he followed across the fields a woman singing a strange song, whose refrain was: “Following the Queen of the Gypsies, O!” The haunting line took root in his memory and found its inflorescence in that memorable poem.

It was not conducive to poetic fancy when the lad was placed in the school of a Mr. Ready, at Peckham, where he solaced himself for the rules and regulations which he abhorred by writing little plays, and persuading his school-fellows to act in them with him.

Browning’s first excursion into Shelley’s poems, brought home to him one night as a gift from his mother, was in one of the enchanting evenings of May; where, at the open window by which he sat, there floated in the melody of two nightingales, one in a laburnum, “heavy with its weight of gold,” and the other in a copper-beech, at the opposite side of the garden. Such an hour mirrors itself unconsciously in a poet’s memory, and affords, in future years, “such stuff as dreams are made of.”

Byron, who, as Mazzini says, “led the genius of Britain on a pilgrimage throughout all Europe,” stamped an impress upon the youthful Browning that may be traced throughout his entire life. There was something in the genius of Byron that acted as an enormous force on the nature in response to it, that transformed nebulous and floating ideals and imaginings into hope and resolution, that burned away barriers and revealed truth. By its very nature influence is determined as much by the receiver as by the inspirer, and if a light is applied to a torch, the torch, too, must be prepared to ignite, or there will be no blaze.


“A deft musician does the breeze become

    Whenever an Æolian harp it finds;

    Hornpipe and hurdygurdy both are dumb

    Unto the most musicianly of winds.”



The fire of Byron, the spirituality of Shelley, illuminated that world of drift and dream in which Robert Browning dwelt; and while Shelley, with his finer spirit, his glorious, impassioned imagination,


“A creature of impetuous breath,”



incited poetic ardors and unmeasured rapture of vision, Byron penetrated his soul with a certain effective energy that awakened in him creative power. The spell of Shelley’s poetry acted upon Browning as a vision revealed of beauty and radiance. For Shelley himself, who, as Tennyson said, “did yet give the world another heart and new pulses,” Browning’s feeling was even more intense.

In the analysis of Shelley’s poetic nature Browning offers the critical reader a key to his own. He asserts that it is the presence of the highest faculty, even though less developed, that gives rank to nature, rather than a lower faculty more developed. Although it was in later years that the impression Shelley made upon his boyhood found adequate expression in his noted essay, the spell reflected itself in “Pauline,” and is to be distinctly traced in many of his poems throughout his entire life. He was aware from the first of that peculiarly kindling quality in Shelley, the flash of life in his work:


“He spurreth men, he quickeneth

    To splendid strife.”



Under the title of “Incondita” was collected a group of the juvenile verses of Robert Browning, whose special claim to interest is in the revelation of the impress made upon the youth by Byron and Shelley.

Among the early friends of the youthful poet were Alfred Domett (the “Waring” of his future poem), and Joseph Arnould, who became a celebrated judge in India.

With Browning there was never any question about his definite vocation as a poet. “Pauline” was published in 1833, before he had reached his twenty-first birthday. Rejected by publishers, it was brought out at the expense of his aunt, Mrs. Silverthorne; and his father paid for the publication of “Paracelsus,” “Sordello,” and for the first eight parts of “Bells and Pomegranates.” On the appearance of “Pauline,” it was reviewed by Rev. William Johnson Fox, as the “work of a poet and a genius.” Allan Cunningham and other reviewers gave encouraging expressions. The design of “Pauline” is that spiritual drama to which Browning was always temperamentally drawn. It is supposed to be the confessions and reminiscences of a dying man, and while it is easy to discern its crudeness and inconsistencies, there are in it, too, many detached passages of absolute and permanent value. As this:


“Sun-treader, life and light be thine for ever!

    Thou art gone from us; years go by and spring

    Gladdens, and the young earth is beautiful,

    Yet thy songs come not....”



Mr. Browning certainly gave hostages to poetic art when he produced “Pauline,” in which may be traced the same conceptions of life as those more fully and clearly presented in “Paracelsus” and “Sordello.” It embodies the conviction which is the very essence and vital center of all Browning’s work—that ultimate success is attained through partial failures. From first to last Browning regards life as an adventure of the soul, which sinks, falls, rises, recovers itself, relapses into faithlessness to its higher powers, yet sees the wrong and aims to retrieve it; gropes through darkness to light; and though “tried, troubled, tempted,” never yields to alien forces and ignominious failure. The soul, being divine, must achieve divinity at last. That is the crystallization of the message of Browning.

The poem “Pauline,” lightly as Mr. Browning himself seemed in after life to regard it, becomes of tremendous importance in the right approach to the comprehension of his future work. It reveals to us in what manner the youthful poet discerned “the Gleam.” Like Tennyson, he felt “the magic of Merlin,”—of that spirit of the poetic ideal that bade him follow.


“The Master whisper’d

    ‘Follow The Gleam.’”



And what unguessed sweetness and beauty of life and love awaited the poet in the unfolding years!
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“Here’s the garden she walked across.

    ······

    Roses ranged in a valiant row,

    I will never think she passed you by!”



Childhood and Early Youth of Elizabeth Barrett—Hope End—“Summer Snow of Apple-blossoms”—Her Bower of White Roses—“Living with Visions”—The Malvern Hills—Hugh Stuart Boyd—Love of Learning—“Juvenilia”—Impassioned Devotion To Poetry.

 

The literature of childhood presents nothing more beautiful than the records of the early years of Elizabeth Barrett. Fragmentary though they be, yet, gathered here and there, they fall into a certain consecutive unity, from which one may construct a mosaic-like picture of the daily life of the little girl who was born on March 6, 1806, in Coxhoe Hall, Durham, whence the family soon removed to Hope End, a home of stately beauty and modest luxury. There were brothers to the number of eight; and two sisters, Henrietta and Arabel, all younger than herself. Edward, the eldest son, especially cared for Elizabeth, holding her in tender and almost reverential love, and divining, almost from his infancy, her exquisite gifts. Apparently, the eldest sister was also greatly beloved by the whole troop of the younger brothers,—Charles, Samuel, George, Henry, Alfred, and the two younger, who were named Septimus and Octavius.

With three daughters and eight sons, the household did not lack in merriment and overflowing life; and while the little Elizabeth was born to love books and dreams, and assimilated learning as naturally as she played with her dolls, she was no prodigy, set apart because of fantastic qualities, but an eager, earnest little maid, who, although she read Homer at eight years of age, yet read him with her doll clasped closely in one hand, and who wrote her childish rhymes as unconsciously as a bird sings. It is a curious coincidence that this love of the Greeks, as to history, literature, and mythology, characterized the earliest childhood of both Robert Browning and Elizabeth Barrett. Pope’s Homer was the childish favorite of each. “The Greeks were my demigods,” she herself said, in later life, of her early years, “and haunted me out of Pope’s Homer, until I dreamt more of Agamemnon than of Moses the black pony.”

The house at Hope End has been described by Lady Carmichael as “a luxurious home standing in a lovely park, among trees and sloping hills,” and the earliest account that has been preserved of the little girl reveals her sitting on a hassock, propped against the wall, in a lofty room called “Elizabeth’s chamber,” with a stained glass oriel window through which golden gleams of light fell, lingering on the long curls that drooped over her face as she sat absorbed in a book. She was also an eager worker in her garden, the children all being given a plot to cultivate for themselves, and Elizabeth won special fame for her bower of white roses.

There are few data about the parents of Elizabeth Barrett, and the legal name, Moulton-Barrett, by which she signed her marriage register and by which her father is commonly known, has been a source of some confused statements. Her father, Edward Barrett Moulton, came into an inheritance of property by which he was required to add the name of Barrett again, hyphenating it, and was thus known as Edward Barrett Moulton-Barrett. He married Mary Graham Clarke, a native of Newcastle-on-the-Tyne, a woman of gentle loveliness, who died on October 1, 1828. Mr. Moulton-Barrett lived until 1860, his death occurring only a year before that of his famous daughter, who was christened Elizabeth Barrett Moulton, and who thus became, after her father’s added name, Elizabeth Barrett Moulton-Barrett, although, except when a legal signature was necessary, she signed her name as Elizabeth Barrett. The family are still known by the hyphenated name; and Mrs. Browning’s namesake niece, a very scholarly and charming young woman, now living in Rome, is known as Elizabeth Moulton-Barrett. She is the daughter of Mrs. Browning’s youngest brother, Alfred, and her mother, who is still living, is the original of Mrs. Browning’s poem, “A Portrait.” While Miss Moulton-Barrett never saw her aunt (having been born after her death), she is said to resemble Mrs. Browning both in temperament and character. By a curious coincidence the Barrett family, like the Brownings, had been for generations the owners of estates in the West Indies, and it is said that Elizabeth Barrett was the first child of their family to be born in England for more than a hundred years.

Her father, though born in Jamaica, was brought to England as a young child, and he was the ward of Chief Baron Lord Abinger. He was sent to Harrow, and afterwards to Cambridge, but he did not wait to finish his university course, and married when young. One of his sisters was painted by Sir Thomas Lawrence, and this portrait is now in the possession of Octavius Moulton-Barrett, Esq., of the Isle of Wight.

Elizabeth’s brother Edward was but two years her junior. It was he who was drowned at Torquay, almost before her eyes, and who is commemorated in her “De Profundis.” Of the other brothers only three lived to manhood. When Elizabeth was three years of age, the family removed to Hope End in Herefordshire, a spacious and stately house with domes and minarets embowered in a grove of ancient oaks. It was a place calculated to appeal to the imagination of a child, and in later years she wrote of it:


“Green the land is where my daily

    Steps in jocund childhood played,

    Dimpled close with hill and valley,

    Dappled very close with shade,—

    Summer-snow of apple-blossoms,

    Running up from glade to glade.”



Here all her girlhood was passed, and it was in the garden of Hope End that she stood, holding up an apron filled with flowers, when that lovely picture was painted representing her as a little girl of nine or ten years of age. Much of rather apochryphal myth and error has grown up about Mrs. Browning’s early life. However gifted, she was in no wise abnormal, and she galloped on Moses, her black pony, through the Herefordshire lanes, and offered pagan sacrifices to some imaginary Athene, “with a bundle of sticks from the kitchen fire and a match begged from an indulgent housemaid.” In a letter to Richard Hengist Home, under date of October 5, 1843, in reply to a request of his for data for a biographical sketch of her for “The New Spirit of the Age,” she wrote:


“... And then as to stories, mine amounts to the knife-grinder’s, with nothing at all for a catastrophe. A bird in a cage would have as good a story. Most of my events, and nearly all my intense pleasures, have passed in my thoughts. I wrote verses—as I dare say many have done who never wrote any poems—very early, at eight years of age, and earlier. But, what is less common, the early fancy turned into a will, and remained with me, and from that day to this, poetry has been a distinct object with me,—an object to read, think, and live for.”



When she was eleven or twelve, she amused herself by writing a great epic in four books, called “The Battle of Marathon,” which possessed her fancy. Her father took great pride in this, and, “bent upon spoiling me,” she laughingly said in later years, had fifty copies of this childish achievement printed, and there is one in the British Museum library to-day. No creator of prose romance could invent more curious coincidences than those of the similar trend of fancy that is seen between the childhood of Robert Browning and Elizabeth Barrett. Her “Battle of Marathon” revealed how the Greek stories enchanted her fancy, and how sensitive was her ear in the imitation of the rhythm caught from Pope. This led her to the delighted study of Greek, that she might read its records at first hand; and Greek drew her into Latin, and from this atmosphere of classic lore, which, after all, is just as interesting to the average child as is the (too usual) juvenile pabulum, she drew her interest in thought and dream. The idyllic solitude in which she lived fostered all these mental excursions. “I had my fits of Pope and Byron and Coleridge,” she has related, “and read Greek as hard under the trees as some of your Oxonians in the Bodleian; gathered visions from Plato and the dramatists, and ate and drank Greek.... Do you know the Malvern Hills? The Hills of Piers Plowman’s Visions? They seem to me my native hills. Beautiful, beautiful they were, and I lived among them till I had passed twenty by several years.”

Mr. Moulton-Barrett was one of the earliest of social reformers. So much has been said, and, alas! with too much justice, it must be conceded, of his eccentric tyranny, his monomania,—for it amounted to that, in relation to the marriage of any of his children regarding which his refusal was insanely irrational,—that it is pleasant to study him for a moment in his more normal life. In Ledbury, the nearest village, he would hold meetings for the untaught people, read and pray with them, and this at a period when for a man of wealth to concern himself in social betterment was almost unknown. He was truly “the friend of the unfriended poor,” and by his side, with wondering, upturned, childish eyes, was the little Elizabeth, an ardent and sympathetic companion. Until quite recently there were still living those who remembered Mr. Barrett as this intelligent and active helper; and in the parish church is a monument to him, by the side of a gloriously decorated tomb of the fourteenth century, with an inscription to his memory that vividly recalls the work of one who strove to revive the simple faith in God that has always, in all nations and in all centuries, met every real need of life.

Mrs. Barrett, a sweet and gentle woman, without special force of character, died when Elizabeth was but twenty years of age; and it was some five years before her mother’s death that Elizabeth met with the accident, from the fall from her saddle when trying to mount her pony, that caused her life-long delicacy of health. Her natural buoyancy of spirits, however, never failed, and she was endowed with a certain resistless energy which is quite at variance with the legendary traditions that she was a nervous invalid.

Hardly less than Browning in his earliest youth, was Elizabeth Barrett “full of an intensest life.” Her Italian master one day told her that there was an unpronounceable English word that expressed her exactly, but which, as he could not give in English, he would express in his own tongue,—testa lunga. Relating this to Mr. Browning in one of her letters, she says: “Of course the signor meant headlong!—and now I have had enough to tame me, and might be expected to stand still in my stall. But you see I do not. Headlong I was at first, and headlong I continue,—precipitately rushing forward through all manner of nettles and briers instead of keeping the path; guessing at the meaning of unknown words instead of looking into the dictionary,—tearing open letters, and never untying a string,—and expecting everything to be done in a minute, and the thunder to be as quick as the lightning.”

Impetuous, vivacious, with an inimitable sense of humor, full of impassioned vitality,—this was the real Elizabeth Barrett, whose characteristics were in no wise changed during her entire life. Always was she


“A creature of impetuous breath,”



full of vivacious surprises, and witty repartee.

Hope End was in the near vicinity of Eastnor Castle, a country seat of the Somersets; it is to-day one of the present homes of Lady Henry Somerset, and there are family records of long, sunny days that the young girl-poet passed at the castle, walking on the terraces that lead down to the still water, or lying idly in the boat as the ripples of the little lake lapped against the reeds and rushes that grew on the banks. In the castle library is preserved to-day an autograph copy of the first volume of Elizabeth Barrett’s poems, published when she was twenty, and containing that didactic “Essay on Mind” written when she was but seventeen, and of which she afterward said that it had “a pertness and a pedantry which did not even then belong to the character of the author,” and which she regretted, she went on to say, “even more than the literary defectiveness.” This volume was presented by her to a member of the Somerset family whose name is inscribed over that of her own signature.

During these years Hugh Stuart Boyd, the blind scholar, was living in Great Malvern, and one of Miss Barrett’s greatest pleasures was to visit and read Greek with him. He was never her “tutor,” in the literal sense, as has so widely been asserted, for her study of Greek was made with her brother Edward, under his tutor, a Mr. MacSweeney; but she read and talked of Greek literature (especially of the Christian poets) with him, and she loved to record her indebtedness to him “for many happy hours.” She wrote of him as one “enthusiastic for the good and the beautiful, and one of the most simple and upright of human beings.” The memory of her discussions with him is embalmed in her poem, “Wine of Cyprus,” which was addressed to him:


“And I think of those long mornings

    Which my thought goes far to seek,

    When, betwixt the folio’s turnings,

    Solemn flowed the rhythmic Greek.”



Elizabeth Barrett was more than a student, however scholarly, of Greek. She had a temperamental affinity for the Greek poets, and such translations as hers of “Prometheus Bound” and Bion’s “Lament for Adonis,” identify her with the very life itself of Æschylus and Bion. In her essay on “The Greek Christian Poets” we find her saying: “We want the touch of Christ’s hand upon our literature, as it touched other dead things ... Something of a yearning after this may be seen among the Greek Christian poets,... religious poets of whom the universal church and the world’s literature would gladly embrace more names than can be counted to either.”

All her work of these early years is in that same delicate microscopic handwriting of her later life. She laughingly professed a theory that “an immense amount of physical energy must go to the making of those immense, sweeping hand-writings achieved by some persons.” She instanced that of Landor, “who writes as if he had the sky for a copy-book and dotted his i’s in proportion.”

Poetry as a serious art was the most earnest object in the life of Elizabeth Barrett
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