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    In a world that measures women by gentility, kinship, and usefulness, a young voice insists that the making of art is not an ornament but a vocation, and, in claiming that vocation, collides with the intricate machinery of Victorian duty, urban hardship, and restless ambition—testing whether poetry can look steadily at crowded streets and private grief, whether a woman can author her fate without losing tenderness or conscience, and whether the suppleness of blank verse can hold both Italy’s radiance and London’s grit within one breath that refuses to be silenced, tidied, or turned aside.

Aurora Leigh is a verse-novel written by Elizabeth Barrett Browning and first published in 1856. Structured in nine books and narrated in the first person, it merges the psychological arc of a coming-of-age story with the capacious social reach of mid-Victorian fiction, all realized in flexible blank verse. The poem follows its heroine’s formation as a poet and as a moral intelligence, uniting domestic scenes, artistic debate, and urban observation within an epic scale. Its inventive fusion of narrative momentum and lyric intensity made it one of the most audacious literary experiments of its century.

Elizabeth Barrett Browning (1806–1861) was among the most celebrated English-language poets of the Victorian era, known for her intellectual range, moral urgency, and technical command. By the mid-1850s, after years of work and wide acclaim for volumes including Sonnets from the Portuguese, she brought to Aurora Leigh a mature voice and a panoramic sense of contemporary life. Composed in the later decades of her career and published in 1856, the poem reflects the author’s engagement with English and European cultures, her interest in social questions, and her lifelong commitment to poetry as a public, ethical art.

The poem’s premise is straightforward yet expansive: a young woman of Anglo-Italian background, orphaned early and educated under a strict English aunt, determines to make herself a poet. She moves through the rooms of family expectation into the streets and workspaces of a great city, where the claims of subsistence, charity, and artistic purpose press upon her at once. Through this journey, the narrative traces the costs and consolations of vocation—what must be relinquished, what must be defended, and how an individual voice might learn to speak with strength without abandoning sympathy.

Formally, Aurora Leigh is as ambitious as its heroine. Barrett Browning employs blank verse for narrative breadth and conversational immediacy, allowing long reflective passages to sit beside sharply etched scenes of daily life. The poem borrows from epic invocation, novelistic characterization, and dramatic monologue, while maintaining a coherent autobiographical voice. Its nine-book structure imposes an architecture on experience, yet the verse remains mobile and responsive, shifting tempo as the story enters studios, parlors, streets, and landscapes. This hybrid method gives the work power to stage arguments about art without losing narrative pulse.

At the heart of the poem are questions that remain inexhaustible: What makes a life of art legitimate? How should talent answer to hunger, illness, and the press of the poor? What does education mean for a girl trained to be dutiful rather than original? The narrative explores marriage, work, and independence; it considers whether philanthropy can address systemic inequity; and it weighs the relation between private fulfillment and public service. The result is a searching portrait of artistic conscience in a society whose structures often constrain the very capacities it depends upon.

Aurora Leigh holds classic status because it redefined what a long poem could do and who was authorized to write it. In claiming the epic scale for a woman’s life and labor, Barrett Browning challenged prevailing hierarchies of subject and form. The poem’s blend of realism and aspiration, its unembarrassed moral argument, and its attention to contemporary city life expanded poetry’s domain. Its technical daring—sustained blank verse that thinks as it moves—helped secure its place in the canon, while its narrative drive and psychological richness keep it readable beyond the frame of literary history.

The book’s influence can be felt in the confidence with which later writers approached the artist’s coming-of-age, the social reach of poetic narrative, and the articulation of women’s creative authority. It legitimated the verse-novel as a vehicle for modern concerns and helped open imaginative space for female-centered epics. Critics and poets have returned to it for its arguments about art’s civic responsibilities, for its model of a voice that is both intimate and public, and for its insistence that aesthetics and ethics need not be adversaries. Its example continues to animate conversations about genre and authority.

Historically, the poem belongs to a mid-Victorian moment of rapid urban growth, shifting class relations, and evolving debates about women’s education and work. It looks at England and Italy not as exotica but as living contexts—one industrial and reform-minded, the other freighted with art, memory, and renewal. By placing a cosmopolitan heroine at the center, Barrett Browning stages negotiations between inheritance and self-invention. The poem’s attention to printing, publishing, and professional authorship gives it documentary value as well, recording how literature itself was made and circulated in the period.

Upon publication, Aurora Leigh was widely read and vigorously discussed. Reviewers argued about its frankness, its length, and its audacity in asserting a woman’s poetic vocation at epic scale. Many praised its energy and moral seriousness; others balked at its blend of social critique and personal narrative. That breadth of response, and the speed with which the poem entered public debate, testify to its power to engage urgent questions of art and society. Over time, its stature has consolidated, with scholars and general readers alike recognizing its originality and sustained imaginative reach.

Reading Aurora Leigh today, one encounters a voice at once confiding and commanding, hospitable to doubt yet firm in conviction. The poem offers sensory richness—rooms, streets, landscapes—alongside analytic reflection on aesthetics, politics, and belief. Its blank verse invites forward motion, so that philosophical inquiry unfolds within a palpable world. The narrative’s balance of struggle and hope, exposure and protection, keeps the stakes high while preserving surprise. For many readers, the most compelling aspect is the heroine’s ongoing argument with herself and her world, an argument that generates both pathos and strength.

The book’s lasting appeal rests in how fully it speaks to contemporary concerns: the dignity of creative work, the ethics of care amid inequality, the pressures of gendered expectation, and the promise of cosmopolitan belonging. It asks what art owes to the world and what the world owes to those who make art. In its fearless mixture of the intimate and the public, it provides a framework for thinking about vocation without sentimentality or retreat. That is why Aurora Leigh endures—as a classic that still argues, sings, and dares readers to imagine a larger life.
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    Aurora Leigh, published in 1856, is Elizabeth Barrett Browning’s long verse-novel in blank verse. It follows its eponymous heroine from childhood to artistic maturity, blending narrative with sustained reflection on poetry, society, and women’s work. The story opens in Italy, where Aurora’s English father and Italian mother shape her earliest identity; her mother dies when she is very young, and her father tutors her with wide reading and languages. After his death, she is sent to England, setting in motion a lifelong negotiation between cultures, expectations, and vocation. The poem’s nine books proceed as a spiritual and professional autobiography as much as a social panorama.

In England, Aurora lives with a strict aunt who upholds conventional ideals of feminine obedience and domestic duty. The discipline of this household narrows her education to decorum and accomplishments, yet her earlier training drives her to read, write, and imagine a literary life. She meets her cousin Romney Leigh, heir to the family estate, who dedicates himself to social reform and philanthropy. Their conversations mark a central antagonism: Romney distrusts solitary art, favoring practical improvement, while Aurora defends poetry as a means to truth. Coming of age amid this pressure, she resolves to pursue authorship despite familial resistance and social skepticism.

The pivotal confrontation arrives when Romney proposes marriage as a partnership in his reformist enterprise. Aurora perceives a condescension toward her vocation and refuses, choosing independence and the uncertainties of a writer’s life. This decision sets the narrative trajectory: she leaves the sheltered sphere, supports herself by journalism and poetry, and experiences the precarious economy of letters. Browning portrays the London literary marketplace, the strain of deadlines, and the compromises of taste, while maintaining Aurora’s conviction that art can engage moral realities without becoming mere instrument. The poem registers both material hardship and the exhilaration of self-determined work.

As Aurora navigates London, the plot widens to include Marian Erle, a working-class seamstress whose integrity contrasts with the society that exploits her. Romney announces plans to marry Marian as a challenge to class prejudice and as proof of his social program. The reaction from his circle, including the influential Lady Waldemar, exposes anxieties about rank, propriety, and motives. On the wedding day, events take a disruptive turn that halts the union and scandalizes observers. Without detailing the shock, Browning uses the aftermath to examine cruelty, rumor, and respectability. Aurora, shaken and reflective, rededicates herself to work while questioning how art should answer suffering.

Midway, the poem heightens its critical conversation on aesthetics and ethics. Aurora composes an ambitious work, debates with editors and friends, and refines a theory of poetry that rejects both detached prettiness and purely utilitarian verse. She argues that the imaginative vision must engage contemporary life—urban poverty, hypocrisy, and hope—without surrendering to propaganda. The verse-novel’s form allows Browning to dramatize this ambition: narrative scenes alternate with essays-in-verse on inspiration, craft, and responsibility. Aurora’s growing recognition is tempered by doubts about self-sufficiency and by an awareness that the world she seeks to represent resists easy solutions or singular perspectives.

Travel brings a crucial encounter. In France, Aurora unexpectedly finds Marian living in hardship and learns, in broad outline, of the coercions and betrayals that can entrap vulnerable women. The narrative withholds sensational detail while insisting on their social reality. Aurora offers practical aid and friendship, helping Marian recover dignity and stability. Their companionship becomes a test case for the poem’s thesis: that sympathy must be enacted as material support, not only contemplated as theme. Through Marian’s experience, Browning critiques systems that police female respectability while excusing predation, and she enlarges Aurora’s sense of what poetic truth requires in practice.

Seeking renewal, Aurora and Marian go to Italy, where landscape, art, and memory deepen the heroine’s self-scrutiny. Browning juxtaposes galleries and street life, private care and public questions of national destiny, to suggest how beauty and justice interpenetrate. Aurora writes with increased confidence, yet the poem stresses process over arrival: drafts, doubts, and revisions mark genuine growth. The domestic rhythms of assisting Marian coexist with the intellectual labor of authorship. Italy functions less as a picturesque retreat than as a laboratory where sensibility, history, and responsibility may be held in a single focus without collapsing into simplification.

The narrative turns again toward Romney, whose philanthropic experiments at Leigh Hall confront practical and moral limits. Reports of failure, misunderstanding, and hostility accumulate, challenging his earlier certainty about planned reform. Aurora and Romney meet after long estrangement to reconsider their old argument: whether art changes hearts or institutions change lives, and how either avoids arrogance. Their dialogue, while personal, is framed as a public inquiry into means and ends, charity and agency. Each recognizes that ideals can harden into dogma and that good intentions may harm when detached from lived experience. The poem prepares a synthesis without hastening to resolve it.

In its final movement, the poem gathers personal narrative and critical meditation into a proposal for integrated life. Without disclosing plot outcomes, Browning suggests that artistic vision and social commitment need not be adversaries: love, work, and justice gain force when understood in relation. Aurora’s voice affirms a woman’s capacity to author her destiny and to contribute public meaning through art. As a landmark Victorian verse-novel, Aurora Leigh endures for its ambitious scope and for its insistence that poetry meet the modern world. Its broader message is a spoiler-safe one: imagination becomes ethical when it listens, witnesses, and acts.
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    Aurora Leigh is set within the mid-Victorian world, roughly the 1830s through the 1850s, moving between Italy and England, with London as a dominant magnet for ambition and anxiety. British society was ordered by the Anglican establishment, a powerful landed elite, and an expanding professional and industrial middle class. Law and custom affirmed patriarchal authority in the family and property. At the same time, technological and commercial growth accelerated urbanization and transformed daily life. Literary culture, philanthropy, and religious activism were highly visible public forces. This institutional landscape—church, estate, factory, press—frames the poem’s exploration of vocation, class, and the moral uses of art.

Elizabeth Barrett Browning published Aurora Leigh in 1856 in London (Chapman and Hall), after a decade marked by political upheaval across Europe and rapid change in Britain. Her own life bridged nations. Following her 1846 marriage to Robert Browning, she lived largely in Florence, writing in English while immersed in Italian politics and culture. The poem’s Anglo-Italian protagonist reflects that transnational vantage. Casting a contemporary Künstlerroman in blank verse, Barrett Browning deliberately brought epic ambition to modern social materials, insisting that the poet’s calling must engage the present. The work’s settings—Tuscan light and London smoke—mirror the author’s dual residence and intellectual commitments.

Victorian gender ideology, often summarized as “separate spheres,” assigned men to public life and women to the domestic realm. Girls’ schooling typically emphasized accomplishments over rigorous study, though reformers began founding institutions that expanded opportunities. London’s Queen’s College (1848) and Bedford College (1849) offered new avenues for women’s education and professional training. Yet legal and social barriers remained strong. Coverture bound a wife’s legal identity to her husband, and respectable employment options were narrow. Against this backdrop, Aurora’s determination to become a poet rather than submit to prescribed domesticity dramatizes the Woman Question: whether women could claim intellectual authority, economic independence, and a public voice.

The 1850s saw intense debate over marriage law and women’s legal status. Under coverture, married women could not own property in their own right, and divorce was prohibitively difficult. Campaigners such as Barbara Leigh Smith (later Bodichon) pressed for reform through petitions and publications in the mid-1850s. Parliament created a secular divorce court in the Matrimonial Causes Act of 1857, slightly easing access yet retaining gendered double standards. Broader property reform would arrive later (Acts of 1870 and 1882), but the earlier agitation forms the context for Barrett Browning’s critique of marriages founded on power or utility. The poem interrogates unions that require women’s artistic or moral self-effacement.

Industrialization and urban growth reshaped English life. Between 1801 and 1851, London’s population more than doubled, exceeding 2.3 million, while railways and factories reordered work and time. The Great Exhibition of 1851 in the Crystal Palace celebrated British manufacturing prowess and imperial reach, yet poverty, overcrowding, and pollution belied such triumphalism. Literary and journalistic exposés mapped slums and sweated labor. In this environment, the poet’s role could not remain antiquarian; modernity demanded witness. Aurora Leigh answers that demand by placing art within the metropolis—among workshops, boarding houses, and parlors—where questions of class, taste, and survival press urgently on aesthetic choice.

The poor laws and voluntary philanthropy structured mid-century welfare. The Poor Law Amendment Act of 1834 consolidated relief in workhouses, provoking controversy over deterrent discipline and family separation. At the same time, voluntary initiatives proliferated: the Ragged School Union (1844) educated destitute children; model-dwelling societies in the 1840s sought healthier housing; visiting societies and charitable associations multiplied. Romney Leigh’s reform projects in the poem echo this culture of planned benevolence and social experiment. Barrett Browning probes the limits of paternalism: whether schemes devised from above can address the moral and material realities of the poor, and whether reform without respect for individual agency reproduces inequality.

Labor reform advanced unevenly. The Factory Act of 1833 limited child labor and introduced inspection; the Mines Act of 1842 barred women and young boys from underground work; the Ten Hours Act of 1847 reduced the working day for women and young persons in textile mills. Even with such measures, conditions were harsh, wages low, and protections partial. Literature of the 1840s and 1850s made industrial suffering visible, and Barrett Browning contributes a poet’s version of the social-problem narrative. Her sympathy for working-class women confronts the moral judgments that often overshadowed the structural causes of poverty, highlighting exploitation, vulnerability, and resilience within an urban industrial economy.

Political agitation from below shaped the era’s temperature. Chartism, active from the late 1830s to 1848, mobilized mass meetings and petitions for universal male suffrage, secret ballots, and parliamentary reform. Its final mass demonstration in 1848 coincided with European revolutions, alarming Britain’s governing classes. While Aurora Leigh does not center on Chartist organization, its unease about social fracture and its scrutiny of reformist strategies bear Chartism’s afterimage. The poem distinguishes between visionary philanthropy and democratic self-assertion, questioning whether charitable management can substitute for political rights, and recognizing both the aspirations and the fears stirred by the prospect of working-class power.

The literary marketplace grew swiftly with the expansion of periodicals, circulating libraries, and cheaper print. Mudie’s Select Library (from 1842) shaped middle-class taste and rewarded “respectability,” affecting what authors could publish and how boldly they could address controversy. Women achieved visibility as novelists and poets, yet were often categorized as “poetesses,” expected to confine themselves to domestic sentiment. Barrett Browning, already renowned after Poems (1844) and the 1850 Sonnets from the Portuguese, stages in Aurora Leigh a self-conscious bid for the epic scope denied to women. She claims the present age—and women’s lives in it—as worthy of high poetic treatment.

Religious currents intensified moral debate. Evangelicalism within the Church of England promoted personal conversion, philanthropy, and social purity campaigns, including temperance and Sabbath observance. Simultaneously, the Oxford Movement (from 1833) sought to revive Catholic elements within Anglicanism, prompting conflict over authority, ritual, and national identity. Dissenting denominations remained influential in education and reform. Italy’s predominantly Catholic culture, encountered by British travelers and expatriates, complicated these debates by juxtaposing different religious sensibilities and civic traditions. Aurora Leigh’s ethical vocabulary and scrutiny of conscience emerge from this contentious religious field, where social reform, piety, and cultural politics were intertwined.

Italian politics provided Barrett Browning with a comparative horizon. The Risorgimento—the struggle for national unification and constitutional government—surged in 1848–1849 and continued through the 1850s, culminating (after the poem’s publication) in the proclamation of the Kingdom of Italy in 1861. Barrett Browning, resident in Florence, celebrated Tuscan hopes and mourned defeats in Casa Guidi Windows (1851). In Aurora Leigh, Italy figures as a space of artistic origin and moral testing, set against England’s institutional weight. The poem’s cosmopolitan stance aligns with liberal sympathies for national self-determination and critiques of political stagnation, while keeping the primary focus on Britain’s social transformations.

Victorian marriage operated within a rigid economy of property and status. Entail and primogeniture concentrated land in male lines; dowries and settlements brokered alliances; respectable women’s paid work options were narrow—governessing, teaching, needlework. The 1851 census publicized a “surplus” of women, fueling anxieties about spinsters and dependency. Debates over female employment, emigration schemes, and philanthropic “homes” for gentlewomen reflected this demographic and economic pressure. Aurora Leigh tests these constraints by juxtaposing proposals shaped by class interest with the protagonist’s claim to authorship and earnings. The poem explores whether a woman might secure autonomy without sacrificing love, and whether love can respect a woman’s vocation.

Public discussion of sexual morality focused obsessively on the “fallen woman.” Rescue societies, penitentiaries, and Magdalen institutions proliferated in the 1840s and 1850s, combining charity with surveillance. Literature alternately sensationalized or humanized women coerced by poverty, violence, or seduction. Legal responses were uneven and often punitive; broader state regulation of prostitution came later, in the 1860s, provoking its own controversies. Barrett Browning’s representation of a working-class woman wronged by exploitation refuses the period’s reflexive stigmatization. By granting such a figure interiority and moral authority, the poem critiques a culture that demanded female purity while tolerating economic arrangements that made survival perilous.

Communications and transport revolutionized everyday life and authorship. The Penny Post (1840) democratized correspondence; railways accelerated travel for work and leisure; the electric telegraph (from the mid‑1840s) condensed news time. Periodicals multiplied, creating forums for criticism, topical essays, and serialized fiction. These networks enabled writers to cultivate audiences across distance and class, while also exposing them to rapid review and controversy. For a woman pursuing a literary career, such infrastructure offered both opportunity and scrutiny. Aurora’s professional aspirations unfold within this modern system, where editors, circulating libraries, and readers mediate reputation, income, and the risky public visibility of female ambition.

Mid-century debates about art’s purpose were intense. John Ruskin’s Modern Painters (1843–1860) urged truth to nature and moral seriousness; the Pre‑Raphaelite Brotherhood (founded 1848) challenged academic conventions with detailed realism and symbolic intensity; Thomas Carlyle demanded earnest engagement with the age’s problems. Aurora Leigh enters these debates by rejecting escapist classicism and insisting that poetry must reckon with factories, tenements, and moral compromise. Barrett Browning stakes a claim for art that neither withdraws into pure aestheticism nor submits to didactic tract-writing, but fuses ethical vision with formal ambition—a position that helped shape later arguments about realism and the social responsibilities of culture.

Empire and slavery form a crucial backdrop to Victorian prosperity and conscience. Britain abolished slavery in its colonies in 1833, with apprenticeship ending by 1838, yet imperial trade and hierarchies persisted. Barrett Browning’s own family had Jamaican plantation connections, and she condemned slavery in poems of the 1840s. While Aurora Leigh addresses British class dynamics more than colonial policy, its uneasy awareness of inherited wealth, moral debt, and responsibility to the oppressed reflects this larger context. The poem’s movement between England and Italy also signals the global circulation of people, money, and ideas that sustained mid‑century British influence and exposed its contradictions.

Taken together, these forces—gender ideology and legal reform, industrial growth and urban poverty, philanthropy and political agitation, religious contention and nationalist aspiration, communications technology and aesthetic debate—form the matrix of Aurora Leigh. Barrett Browning’s novel‑in‑verse mirrors the mid‑Victorian world in its density and diversity while subjecting it to searching critique. Without forfeiting lyric intensity, the poem audits privilege, challenges paternalism, and advocates a woman’s right to make art equal to the age. As a cultural document, it testifies to the ambitions and anxieties of the 1850s; as a critique, it demands that progress be measured by justice as well as by power.
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    Elizabeth Barrett Browning (1806–1861) was one of the most celebrated English poets of the Victorian era, admired for lyric intensity, intellectual ambition, and a sustained engagement with social reform. Writing across genres—sonnets, long narrative poems, meditative lyrics, and political verse—she helped shape nineteenth-century debates about art, conscience, and women’s authorship. Her reputation rests on landmark works such as Sonnets from the Portuguese and Aurora Leigh, alongside widely discussed poems on child labor, slavery, and national self-determination. Barrett Browning’s career bridged Romantic inheritances and emerging Victorian concerns, and her influence extended internationally through transatlantic circulation, translation, and a long afterlife in literary criticism and pedagogy.

Her education was largely self-directed, marked by an unusually early and sustained commitment to classical and modern languages. She read Greek and Latin authors, engaged deeply with Shakespeare and Milton, and absorbed the poetry of the British Romantics. Religious reflection informed her sensibility, and, over time, she developed a strong interest in Italian literature and culture. Contact with the literary world came through periodical publication and a growing circle of correspondents and supporters. Among these was Mary Russell Mitford, who encouraged her ambitions and helped connect her to publishers. This combination of rigorous reading, cosmopolitan interests, and committed mentoring shaped both her technique and her confidence as a public poet.

Barrett Browning’s early efforts culminated in a juvenile epic on the Persian Wars, privately printed while she was a teenager, which displayed precocious command of classical frameworks. Her first mature collection, An Essay on Mind and Other Poems (1826), explored philosophical and aesthetic questions in a notably learned idiom. With The Seraphim and Other Poems (1838), she refined her voice, combining doctrinal concerns with dramatic and lyrical effects. Throughout these years, she contributed to magazines and cultivated a reputation for erudition and seriousness of purpose. Chronic illness, a defining feature of her life, constrained travel and public appearances but fostered a wide epistolary network and sustained inward study.

A decisive breakthrough came with the two-volume Poems (1844), which established her as a leading poet in Britain and the United States. The collection ranged widely in form and subject, from biblical and dramatic pieces to social-protest lyrics, and was praised for emotional power and technical daring. “The Cry of the Children” (first published in 1843 and collected in 1844) became emblematic of her social conscience, addressing child labor with stark immediacy. The success of Poems intensified her transatlantic standing and drew the attention of fellow writers. Among those who admired the volumes was Robert Browning, whose correspondence with her began in their aftermath and led to their marriage in 1846.

Relocating to Italy after her marriage, Barrett Browning produced some of her most enduring work. Sonnets from the Portuguese (1850), a sequence of intimate love sonnets, fused personal feeling with disciplined craft and has remained a touchstone of the form. Casa Guidi Windows (1851) offered reflective, eyewitness engagement with Italian politics, blending private observation with public commitment. Her ambitious novel-in-verse, Aurora Leigh (1856), examined the vocation of a woman poet in modern society, interweaving aesthetic theory, social critique, and narrative immediacy. These works consolidated her position as both a consummate lyricist and a bold innovator of long poetic forms within Victorian literature.

Barrett Browning’s poetry consistently integrated ethical and political concerns. She addressed child labor in “The Cry of the Children” and American slavery in “The Runaway Slave at Pilgrim’s Point” (published in the late 1840s in an abolitionist annual). Her sympathy with the Italian Risorgimento shaped Casa Guidi Windows and later Poems Before Congress (1860), the latter provoking debate in Britain for its forthright stance. A devout sensibility animated her treatment of suffering, compassion, and moral responsibility, while her technical range—sonnet, blank verse, dramatic and narrative modes—demonstrated how public engagement could coexist with intricate artistry.

In her final years in Florence, Barrett Browning continued to write and to participate in literary and political conversations, despite recurrent illness. She died there in 1861. Her legacy is expansive: she helped secure a central place for women in the nineteenth-century poetic canon, influenced later writers across languages, and provided a model for integrating private lyric experience with civic discourse. Aurora Leigh remains a key text for discussions of gender and artistic vocation, and Sonnets from the Portuguese continues to be widely anthologized and read. Ongoing scholarship and public commemoration testify to her enduring relevance to questions of poetry, ethics, and social change.
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Of writing many books there is no end; And I who have written much in prose and verse For others’ uses, will write now for mine— Will write my story for my better self[1q], As when you paint your portrait for a friend, Who keeps it in a drawer and looks at it Long after he has ceased to love you, just To hold together what he was and is.



I, writing thus, am still what men call young; I have not so far left the coasts of life To travel inland, that I cannot hear That murmur of the outer Infinite Which unweaned babies smile at in their sleep When wondered at for smiling; not so far, But still I catch my mother at her post Beside the nursery-door, with finger up, ‘Hush, hush—here’s too much noise!’ while her sweet eyes Leap forward, taking part against her word In the child’s riot. Still I sit and feel My father’s slow hand, when she had left us both, Stroke out my childish curls across his knee; And hear Assunta’s daily jest (she knew He liked it better than a better jest) Inquire how many golden scudi went To make such ringlets. O my father’s hand, Stroke the poor hair down, stroke it heavily— Draw, press the child’s head closer to thy knee! I’m still too young, too young, to sit alone.



I write. My mother was a Florentine, Whose rare blue eyes were shut from seeing me When scarcely I was four years old; my life, A poor spark snatched up from a failing lamp Which went out therefore. She was weak and frail; She could not bear the joy of giving life— The mother’s rapture slew her. If her kiss Had left a longer weight upon my lips, It might have steadied the uneasy breath, And reconciled and fraternised my soul With the new order. As it was, indeed, I felt a mother-want about the world, And still went seeking, like a bleating lamb Left out at night, in shutting up the fold— As restless as a nest-deserted bird Grown chill through something being away, though what It knows not. I, Aurora Leigh, was born To make my father sadder, and myself Not overjoyous, truly. Women know The way to rear up children, (to be just,) They know a simple, merry, tender knack Of tying sashes, fitting baby-shoes, And stringing pretty words that make no sense, And kissing full sense into empty words; Which things are corals to cut life upon, Although such trifles: children learn by such, Love’s holy earnest in a pretty play, And get not over-early solemnised— But seeing, as in a rose-bush, Love’s Divine, Which burns and hurts not—not a single bloom— Become aware and unafraid of Love. Such good do mothers. Fathers love as well —Mine did, I know—but still with heavier brains, And wills more consciously responsible, And not as wisely, since less foolishly; So mothers have God’s licence to be missed.



My father was an austere Englishman, Who, after a dry life-time spent at home In college-learning, law, and parish talk, Was flooded with a passion unaware, His whole provisioned and complacent past Drowned out from him that moment. As he stood In Florence, where he had come to spend a month And note the secret of Da Vinci’s drains, He musing somewhat absently perhaps Some English question … whether men should pay The unpopular but necessary tax With left or right hand—in the alien sun In that great square of the Santissima, There drifted past him (scarcely marked enough To move his comfortable island-scorn,) A train of priestly banners, cross and psalm— The white-veiled rose-crowned maidens holding up Tall tapers, weighty for such wrists, aslant To the blue luminous tremor of the air, And letting drop the white wax as they went To eat the bishop’s wafer at the church; From which long trail of chanting priests and girls, A face flashed like a cymbal on his face, And shook with silent clangour brain and heart, Transfiguring him to music. Thus, even thus, He too received his sacramental gift With eucharistic meanings; for he loved.



And thus beloved, she died. I’ve heard it said That but to see him in the first surprise Of widower and father, nursing me, Unmothered little child of four years old, His large man’s hands afraid to touch my curls, As if the gold would tarnish—his grave lips Contriving such a miserable smile, As if he knew needs must, or I should die, And yet ’twas hard—would almost make the stones Cry out for pity. There’s a verse he set In Santa Croce to her memory, ‘Weep for an infant too young to weep much When death removed this mother’—stops the mirth To-day, on women’s faces when they walk With rosy children hanging on their gowns, Under the cloister, to escape the sun That scorches in the piazza. After which, He left our Florence, and made haste to hide Himself, his prattling child, and silent grief, Among the mountains above Pelago; Because unmothered babes, he thought, had need Of mother nature more than others use, And Pan’s white goats, with udders warm and full Of mystic contemplations, come to feed Poor milkless lips of orphans like his own— Such scholar-scraps he talked, I’ve heard from friends, For even prosaic men, who wear grief long, Will get to wear it as a hat aside With a flower stuck in’t. Father, then, and child, We lived among the mountains many years, God’s silence on the outside of the house, And we, who did not speak too loud, within; And old Assunta to make up the fire, Crossing herself whene’er a sudden flame Which lightened from the firewood, made alive That picture of my mother on the wall. The painter drew it after she was dead; And when the face was finished, throat and hands, Her cameriera carried him, in hate Of the English-fashioned shroud, the last brocade She dressed in at the Pitti. ‘He should paint No sadder thing than that,’ she swore, ‘to wrong Her poor signora.’ Therefore very strange The effect was. I, a little child, would crouch For hours upon the floor, with knees drawn up, And gaze across them, half in terror, half In adoration, at the picture there— That swan-like supernatural white life, Just sailing upward from the red stiff silk Which seemed to have no part in it, nor power To keep it from quite breaking out of bounds: For hours I sate and stared. Assunta’s awe And my poor father’s melancholy eyes Still pointed that way. That way, went my thoughts When wandering beyond sight. And as I grew In years, I mixed, confused, unconsciously, Whatever I last read or heard or dreamed, Abhorrent, admirable, beautiful, Pathetical, or ghastly, or grotesque, With still that face … which did not therefore change, But kept the mystic level of all forms And fears and admirations; was by turns Ghost, fiend, and angel, fairy, witch, and sprite— A dauntless Muse who eyes a dreadful Fate, A loving Psyche who loses sight of Love, A still Medusa, with mild milky brows All curdled and all clothed upon with snakes Whose slime falls fast as sweat will; or, anon, Our Lady of the Passion, stabbed with swords Where the Babe sucked; or, Lamia in her first Moonlighted pallor, ere she shrunk and blinked, And, shuddering, wriggled down to the unclean; Or, my own mother, leaving her last smile In her last kiss, upon the baby-mouth My father pushed down on the bed for that— Or my dead mother, without smile or kiss, Buried at Florence. All which images, Concentred on the picture, glassed themselves Before my meditative childhood, … as The incoherencies of change and death Are represented fully, mixed and merged, In the smooth fair mystery of perpetual Life.



And while I stared away my childish wits Upon my mother’s picture, (ah, poor child!) My father, who through love had suddenly Thrown off the old conventions, broken loose From chin-bands of the soul, like Lazarus, Yet had no time to learn to talk and walk Or grow anew familiar with the sun— Who had reached to freedom, not to action, lived, But lived as one entranced, with thoughts, not aims— Whom love had unmade from a common man But not completed to an uncommon man— My father taught me what he had learnt the best Before he died and left me—grief and love. And, seeing we had books among the hills, Strong words of counselling souls, confederate With vocal pines and waters—out of books He taught me all the ignorance of men, And how God laughs in heaven when any man Says ‘Here I’m learned; this, I understand; In that, I am never caught at fault or doubt.’ He sent the schools to school, demonstrating A fool will pass for such through one mistake, While a philosopher will pass for such, Through said mistakes being ventured in the gross And heaped up to a system. I am like, They tell me, my dear father. Broader brows Howbeit, upon a slenderer undergrowth Of delicate features—paler, near as grave; But then my mother’s smile breaks up the whole, And makes it better sometimes than itself.



So, nine full years, our days were hid with God Among his mountains. I was just thirteen, Still growing like the plants from unseen roots In tongue-tied Springs—and suddenly awoke To full life and its needs and agonies, With an intense, strong, struggling heart beside A stone-dead father. Life, struck sharp on death, Makes awful lightning. His last word was, ‘Love—’ ‘Love, my child, love, love[2q]!’—(then he had done with grief) ‘Love, my child.’ Ere I answered he was gone, And none was left to love in all the world.



There, ended childhood: what succeeded next I recollect as, after fevers, men Thread back the passage of delirium, Missing the turn still, baffled by the door; Smooth endless days, notched here and there with knives; A weary, wormy darkness, spurred i’ the flank With flame, that it should eat and end itself Like some tormented scorpion. Then, at last, I do remember clearly, how there came A stranger with authority, not right, (I thought not) who commanded, caught me up From old Assunta’s neck; how, with a shriek, She let me go—while I, with ears too full Of my father’s silence, to shriek back a word, In all a child’s astonishment at grief Stared at the wharfage where she stood and moaned, My poor Assunta, where she stood and moaned! The white walls, the blue hills, my Italy, Drawn backward from the shuddering steamer-deck, Like one in anger drawing back her skirts Which suppliants catch at. Then the bitter sea Inexorably pushed between us both, And sweeping up the ship with my despair Threw us out as a pasture to the stars.



Ten nights and days we voyaged on the deep; Ten nights and days, without the common face Of any day or night; the moon and sun Cut off from the green reconciling earth, To starve into a blind ferocity And glare unnatural; the very sky (Dropping its bell-net down upon the sea As if no human heart should scape alive,) Bedraggled with the desolating salt, Until it seemed no more that holy heaven To which my father went. All new, and strange— The universe turned stranger, for a child.



Then, land!—then, England! oh, the frosty cliffs Looked cold upon me. Could I find a home Among those mean red houses through the fog? And when I heard my father’s language first From alien lips which had no kiss for mine, I wept aloud, then laughed, then wept, then wept— And some one near me said the child was mad Through much sea-sickness. The train swept us on. Was this my father’s England? the great isle? The ground seemed cut up from the fellowship Of verdure, field from field, as man from man; The skies themselves looked low and positive, As almost you could touch them with a hand, And dared to do it, they were so far off From God’s celestial crystals; all things, blurred And dull and vague. Did Shakspeare and his mates Absorb the light here?—not a hill or stone With heart to strike a radiant colour up Or active outline on the indifferent air!



I think I see my father’s sister stand Upon the hall-step of her country-house To give me welcome. She stood straight and calm, Her somewhat narrow forehead braided tight As if for taming accidental thoughts From possible pulses; brown hair pricked with grey By frigid use of life, (she was not old, Although my father’s elder by a year) A nose drawn sharply, yet in delicate lines; A close mild mouth, a little soured about The ends, through speaking unrequited loves, Or peradventure niggardly half-truths; Eyes of no colour—once they might have smiled, But never, never have forgot themselves In smiling; cheeks, in which was yet a rose Of perished summers, like a rose in a book, Kept more for ruth than pleasure—if past bloom, Past fading also. She had lived, we’ll say, A harmless life, she called a virtuous life, A quiet life, which was not life at all, (But that, she had not lived enough to know) Between the vicar and the county squires, The lord-lieutenant looking down sometimes From the empyreal, to assure their souls Against chance-vulgarisms, and, in the abyss, The apothecary looked on once a year, To prove their soundness of humility. The poor-club exercised her Christian gifts Of knitting stockings, stitching petticoats, Because we are of one flesh after all And need one flannel, (with a proper sense Of difference in the quality)—and still The book-club, guarded from your modern trick Of shaking dangerous questions from the crease, Preserved her intellectual. She had lived A sort of cage-bird life, born in a cage, Accounting that to leap from perch to perch Was act and joy enough for any bird. Dear heaven, how silly are the things that live In thickets, and eat berries! I, alas, A wild bird scarcely fledged, was brought to her cage, And she was there to meet me. Very kind. Bring the clean water; give out the fresh seed.



She stood upon the steps to welcome me, Calm, in black garb. I clung about her neck— Young babes, who catch at every shred of wool To draw the new light closer, catch and cling Less blindly. In my ears, my father’s word Hummed ignorantly, as the sea in shells, ‘Love, love, my child.’ She, black there with my grief, Might feel my love—she was his sister once— I clung to her. A moment, she seemed moved, Kissed me with cold lips, suffered me to cling, And drew me feebly through the hall, into The room she sate in. There, with some strange spasm Of pain and passion, she wrung loose my hands Imperiously, and held me at arm’s length, And with two grey-steel naked-bladed eyes Searched through my face—ay, stabbed it through and through, Through brows and cheeks and chin, as if to find A wicked murderer in my innocent face, If not here, there perhaps. Then, drawing breath, She struggled for her ordinary calm, And missed it rather—told me not to shrink, As if she had told me not to lie or swear— ‘She loved my father, and would love me too As long as I deserved it.’ Very kind.



I understood her meaning afterward; She thought to find my mother in my face, And questioned it for that. For she, my aunt, Had loved my father truly, as she could, And hated, with the gall of gentle souls, My Tuscan mother, who had fooled away A wise man from wise courses, a good man From obvious duties, and, depriving her, His sister, of the household precedence, Had wronged his tenants, robbed his native land, And made him mad, alike by life and death, In love and sorrow. She had pored for years What sort of woman could be suitable To her sort of hate, to entertain it with; And so, her very curiosity Became hate too, and all the idealism She ever used in life, was used for hate, Till hate, so nourished, did exceed at last The love from which it grew, in strength and heat, And wrinkled her smooth conscience with a sense Of disputable virtue (say not, sin) When Christian doctrine was enforced at church.



And thus my father’s sister was to me My mother’s hater. From that day, she did Her duty to me, (I appreciate it In her own word as spoken to herself) Her duty, in large measure, well-pressed out, But measured always. She was generous, bland, More courteous than was tender, gave me still The first place—as if fearful that God’s saints Would look down suddenly and say, ‘Herein You missed a point, I think, through lack of love.’ Alas, a mother never is afraid Of speaking angerly to any child, Since love, she knows, is justified of love.



And I, I was a good child on the whole, A meek and manageable child. Why not? I did not live, to have the faults of life: There seemed more true life in my father’s grave Than in all England. Since that threw me off Who fain would cleave, (his latest will, they say, Consigned me to his land) I only thought Of lying quiet there where I was thrown Like sea-weed on the rocks, and suffer her To prick me to a pattern with her pin, Fibre from fibre, delicate leaf from leaf, And dry out from my drowned anatomy The last sea-salt left in me. So it was. I broke the copious curls upon my head In braids, because she liked smooth-ordered hair. I left off saying my sweet Tuscan words Which still at any stirring of the heart Came up to float across the English phrase, As lilies, (Bene … or che ch’è) because She liked my father’s child to speak his tongue. I learnt the collects and the catechism, The creeds, from Athanasius back to Nice, The Articles … the Tracts against the times, (By no means Buonaventure’s ‘Prick of Love,’) And various popular synopses of Inhuman doctrines never taught by John, Because she liked instructed piety. I learnt my complement of classic French (Kept pure of Balzac and neologism,) And German also, since she liked a range Of liberal education—tongues, not books. I learnt a little algebra, a little Of the mathematics—brushed with extreme flounce The circle of the sciences, because She misliked women who are frivolous. I learnt the royal genealogies Of Oviedo, the internal laws Of the Burmese empire, … by how many feet Mount Chimborazo outsoars Himmeleh, What navigable river joins itself To Lara, and what census of the year five Was taken at Klagenfurt—because she liked A general insight into useful facts. I learnt much music—such as would have been As quite impossible in Johnson’s day As still it might be wished—fine sleights of hand And unimagined fingering, shuffling off The hearer’s soul through hurricanes of notes To a noisy Tophet; and I drew … costumes From French engravings, nereids neatly draped, With smirks of simmering godship—I washed in From nature, landscapes, (rather say, washed out.) I danced the polka and Cellarius, Spun glass, stuffed birds, and modelled flowers in wax, Because she liked accomplishments in girls. I read a score of books on womanhood To prove, if women do not think at all, They may teach thinking, (to a maiden-aunt Or else the author)—books demonstrating Their right of comprehending husband’s talk When not too deep, and even of answering With pretty ‘may it please you,’ or ‘so it is,’— Their rapid insight and fine aptitude, Particular worth and general missionariness, As long as they keep quiet by the fire And never say ‘no’ when the world says ‘ay,’ For that is fatal—their angelic reach Of virtue, chiefly used to sit and darn, And fatten household sinners—their, in brief, Potential faculty in everything Of abdicating power in it: she owned She liked a woman to be womanly, And English women, she thanked God and sighed, (Some people always sigh in thanking God) Were models to the universe. And last I learnt cross-stitch, because she did not like To see me wear the night with empty hands, A-doing nothing. So, my shepherdess Was something after all, (the pastoral saints Be praised for’t) leaning lovelorn with pink eyes To match her shoes, when I mistook the silks; Her head uncrushed by that round weight of hat So strangely similar to the tortoise-shell Which slew the tragic poet. By the way, The works of women are symbolical. We sew, sew, prick our fingers, dull our sight, Producing what? A pair of slippers, sir, To put on when you’re weary—or a stool To stumble over and vex you … ‘curse that stool!’ Or else at best, a cushion, where you lean And sleep, and dream of something we are not, But would be for your sake. Alas, alas! This hurts most, this … that, after all, we are paid The worth of our work, perhaps. In looking down Those years of education, (to return) I wonder if Brinvilliers suffered more In the water-torture, … flood succeeding flood To drench the incapable throat and split the veins … Than I did. Certain of your feebler souls Go out in such a process; many pine To a sick, inodorous light; my own endured: I had relations in the Unseen, and drew The elemental nutriment and heat From nature, as earth feels the sun at nights, Or as a babe sucks surely in the dark. I kept the life, thrust on me, on the outside Of the inner life, with all its ample room For heart and lungs, for will and intellect, Inviolable by conventions. God, I thank thee for that grace of thine! At first, I felt no life which was not patience—did The thing she bade me, without heed to a thing Beyond it, sate in just the chair she placed, With back against the window, to exclude The sight of the great lime-tree on the lawn, Which seemed to have come on purpose from the woods To bring the house a message—ay, and walked Demurely in her carpeted low rooms, As if I should not, harkening my own steps, Misdoubt I was alive. I read her books, Was civil to her cousin, Romney Leigh, Gave ear to her vicar, tea to her visitors, And heard them whisper, when I changed a cup, (I blushed for joy at that)—‘The Italian child, For all her blue eyes and her quiet ways, Thrives ill in England: she is paler yet Than when we came the last time; she will die.’



‘Will die.’ My cousin, Romney Leigh, blushed too, With sudden anger, and approaching me Said low between his teeth—‘You’re wicked now? You wish to die and leave the world a-dusk For others, with your naughty light blown out?’ I looked into his face defyingly. He might have known, that, being what I was, ’Twas natural to like to get away As far as dead folk can; and then indeed Some people make no trouble when they die. He turned and went abruptly, slammed the door And shut his dog out. Romney, Romney Leigh. I have not named my cousin hitherto, And yet I used him as a sort of friend; My elder by few years, but cold and shy And absent … tender, when he thought of it, Which scarcely was imperative, grave betimes, As well as early master of Leigh Hall, Whereof the nightmare sate upon his youth Repressing all its seasonable delights, And agonising with a ghastly sense Of universal hideous want and wrong To incriminate possession. When he came From college to the country, very oft He crossed the hills on visits to my aunt, With gifts of blue grapes from the hothouses, A book in one hand—mere statistics, (if I chanced to lift the cover) count of all The goats whose beards are sprouting down toward hell, Against God’s separating judgment-hour. And she, she almost loved him—even allowed That sometimes he should seem to sigh my way; It made him easier to be pitiful, And sighing was his gift. So, undisturbed At whiles she let him shut my music up And push my needles down, and lead me out To see in that south angle of the house The figs grow black as if by a Tuscan rock, On some light pretext. She would turn her head At other moments, go to fetch a thing, And leave me breath enough to speak with him, For his sake; it was simple. Sometimes too He would have saved me utterly, it seemed, He stood and looked so. Once, he stood so near He dropped a sudden hand upon my head Bent down on woman’s work, as soft as rain— But then I rose and shook it off as fire, The stranger’s touch that took my father’s place, Yet dared seem soft. I used him for a friend Before I ever knew him for a friend. ’Twas better, ’twas worse also, afterward: We came so close, we saw our differences Too intimately. Always Romney Leigh Was looking for the worms, I for the gods. A godlike nature his; the gods look down, Incurious of themselves; and certainly ’Tis well I should remember, how, those days, I was a worm too, and he looked on me.



A little by his act perhaps, yet more By something in me, surely not my will, I did not die. But slowly, as one in swoon, To whom life creeps back in the form of death, With a sense of separation, a blind pain Of blank obstruction, and a roar i’ the ears Of visionary chariots which retreat As earth grows clearer … slowly, by degrees, I woke, rose up … where was I? in the world; For uses, therefore, I must count worth while.



I had a little chamber in the house, As green as any privet-hedge a bird Might choose to build in, though the nest itself Could show but dead-brown sticks and straws; the walls Were green, the carpet was pure green, the straight Small bed was curtained greenly, and the folds Hung green about the window, which let in The
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