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FOREWORD

More than a century after Robert Browning’s death, he and Elizabeth Barrett are still English poetry’s most celebrated married couple. This collection of poems and letters takes their relationship as its main theme, emphasizing the intimate, lyrical aspects of their work at the expense of poems which are more familiar. Both were superb story-tellers, especially Robert who equals the great nineteenth-century novelists in his ability to create characters. Elizabeth, too, was at her best in the little-known verse-novel Aurora Leigh, which is a finer work than the more celebrated Sonnets from the Portuguese. Examples of their narrative skills are included in this volume, but pride of place is given to shorter poems and extracts from letters in order to throw light on two intriguing characters and their complex involvement.

Few of the poems selected are directly autobiographical in the contemporary sense – Robert and Elizabeth are most certainly not Sylvia and Ted – but that hardly matters, such is the strength, directness and vividness of their voices. Like other Victorian writers, they were large characters with wide interests, many of which are represented here, not least their love of Italy and their intense dialogue about the nature of poetry. But, above all, it is as individuals that I have tried to show them: as friends, lovers, colleagues, husband and wife.

PETER WASHINGTON


ROBERT BROWNING

LOVE

So, the year’s done with!

(Love me for ever!)

All March begun with,

April’s endeavour;

May-wreaths that bound me

June needs must sever;

Now snows fall round me,

Quenching June’s fever –

(Love me for ever!)

LOVE IN A LIFE

Room after room,

I hunt the house through

We inhabit together.

Heart, fear nothing, for, heart, thou shalt find her –

Next time, herself! – not the trouble behind her

Left in the curtain, the couch’s perfume!

As she brushed it, the cornice-wreath blossomed anew:

Yon looking-glass gleamed at the wave of her feather.

Yet the day wears,

And door succeeds door;

I try the fresh fortune –

Range the wide house from the wing to the centre.

Still the same chance! she goes out as I enter.

Spend my whole day in the quest, – who cares?

But ’tis twilight, you see, – with such suites to explore,

Such closets to search, such alcoves to importune!

LIFE IN A LOVE

Escape me?

Never –

Beloved!

While I am I, and you are you,

So long as the world contains us both,

Me the loving and you the loth,

While the one eludes, must the other pursue.

My life is a fault at last, I fear:

It seems too much like a fate, indeed!

Though I do my best I shall scarce succeed.

But what if I fail of my purpose here?

It is but to keep the nerves at strain,

To dry one’s eyes and laugh at a fall,

And, baffled, get up and begin again, –

So the chase takes up one’s life, that’s all.

While, look but once from your farthest bound

At me so deep in the dust and dark,

No sooner the old hope goes to ground

Than a new one, straight to the self-same mark,

I shape me –

Ever

Removed!

ONE WAY OF LOVE

All June I bound the rose in sheaves.

Now, rose by rose, I strip the leaves

And strew them where Pauline may pass.

She will not turn aside? Alas!

Let them lie. Suppose they die?

The chance was they might take her eye.

How many a month I strove to suit

These stubborn fingers to the lute!

To-day I venture all I know.

She will not hear my music? So!

Break the string; fold music’s wing:

Suppose Pauline had bade me sing!

My whole life long I learned to love.

This hour my utmost art I prove

And speak my passion – heaven or hell?

She will not give me heaven? ’Tis well!

Lose who may – I still can say,

Those who win heaven, blest are they!

ANOTHER WAY OF LOVE


June was not over

Though past the full,

And the best of her roses

Had yet to blow,

When a man I know

(But shall not discover,

Since ears are dull,

And time discloses)



Turned him and said with a man’s true air,

Half sighing a smile in a yawn, as ’twere, –

‘If I tire of your June, will she greatly care?’


Well, dear, in-doors with you!

True! serene deadness

Tries a man’s temper.

What’s in the blossom

June wears on her bosom?

Can it clear scores with you?

Sweetness and redness.

Eadem semper!



Go, let me care for it greatly or slightly!

If June mend her bower now, your hand left unsightly

By plucking the roses, – my June will do rightly.


And after, for pastime,

If June be refulgent

With flowers in completeness,

All petals, no prickles,

Delicious as trickles

Of wine poured at mass-time, –

And choose One indulgent

To redness and sweetness:



Or if, with experience of man and of spider,

June use my June-lightning, the strong insect-ridder,

And stop the fresh film-work, – why, June will consider.

CRISTINA

She should never have looked at me

If she meant I should not love her!

There are plenty … men, you call such,

I suppose … she may discover

All her soul to, if she pleases,

And yet leave much as she found them:

But I’m not so, and she knew it

When she fixed me, glancing round them.

What? To fix me thus meant nothing?

But I can’t tell (there’s my weakness)

What her look said! – no vile cant, sure,

About ‘need to strew the bleakness

‘Of some lone shore with its pearl-seed.

‘That the sea feels’ – no ‘strange yearning

‘That such souls have, most to lavish

‘Where there’s chance of least returning.’

Oh, we’re sunk enough here, God knows!

But not quite so sunk that moments,

Sure tho’ seldom, are denied us,

When the spirit’s true endowments

Stand out plainly from its false ones,

And apprise it if pursuing

Or the right way or the wrong way,

To its triumph or undoing.

There are flashes struck from midnights,

There are fire-flames noondays kindle,

Whereby piled-up honours perish,

Whereby swollen ambitions dwindle,

While just this or that poor impulse,

Which for once had play unstifled,

Seems the sole work of a life-time

That away the rest have trifled.

Doubt you if, in some such moment,

As she fixed me, she felt clearly,

Ages past the soul existed,

Here an age ’tis resting merely,

And hence fleets again for ages,

While the true end, sole and single,

It stops here for is, this love-way,

With some other soul to mingle?

Else it loses what it lived for,

And eternally must lose it;

Better ends may be in prospect,

Deeper blisses (if you choose it),

But this life’s end and this love-bliss

Have been lost here. Doubt you whether

This she felt as, looking at me,

Mine and her souls rushed together?

Oh, observe! Of course, next moment,

The world’s honours, in derision,

Trampled out the light for ever:

Never fear but there’s provision

Of the devil’s to quench knowledge

Lest we walk the earth in rapture!

– Making those who catch God’s secret

Just so much more prize their capture!

Such am I: the secret’s mine now!

She has lost me, I have gained her;

Her soul’s mine: and thus, grown perfect,

I shall pass my life’s remainder.

Life will just hold out the proving

Both our powers, alone and blended:

And then, come next life quickly!

This world’s use will have been ended.

PORPHYRIA’S LOVER

The rain set early in to-night,

The sullen wind was soon awake,

It tore the elm-tops down for spite,

And did its worst to vex the lake:

I listened with heart fit to break.

When glided in Porphyria; straight

She shut the cold out and the storm,

And kneeled and made the cheerless grate

Blaze up, and all the cottage warm;

Which done, she rose, and from her form

Withdrew the dripping cloak and shawl,

And laid her soiled gloves by, untied

Her hat and let the damp hair fall,

And, last, she sat down by my side

And called me. When no voice replied,

She put my arm about her waist,

And made her smooth white shoulder bare,

And all her yellow hair displaced,

And, stooping, made my cheek lie there,

And spread, o’er all, her yellow hair,

Murmuring how she loved me – she

Too weak, for all her heart’s endeavour,

To set its struggling passion free

From pride, and vainer ties dissever,

And give herself to me for ever.

But passion sometimes would prevail,

Nor could to-night’s gay feast restrain

A sudden thought of one so pale

For love of her, and all in vain:

So, she was come through wind and rain.

Be sure I looked up at her eyes

Happy and proud; at last I knew

Porphyria worshipped me; surprise

Made my heart swell, and still it grew

While I debated what to do.

That moment she was mine, mine, fair,

Perfectly pure and good: I found

A thing to do, and all her hair

In one long yellow string I wound

Three times her little throat around,

And strangled her. No pain felt she;

I am quite sure she felt no pain.

As a shut bud that holds a bee,

I warily oped her lids: again

Laughed the blue eyes without a stain.

And I untightened next the tress

About her neck; her cheek once more

Blushed bright beneath my burning kiss:

I propped her head up as before,

Only, this time my shoulder bore

Her head, which droops upon it still:

The smiling rosy little head,

So glad it has its utmost will,

That all it scorned at once is fled,

And I, its love, am gained instead!

Porphyria’s love: she guessed not how

Her darling one wish would be heard.

And thus we sit together now,

And all night long we have not stirred,

And yet God has not said a word!

From PAULINE


Night, and one single ridge of narrow path

Between the sullen river and the woods

Waving and muttering, for the moonless night

Has shaped them into images of life,

Like the uprising of the giant-ghosts,

Looking on earth to know how their sons fare:

Thou art so close by me, the roughest swell

Of wind in the tree-tops hides not the panting

Of thy soft breasts. No, we will pass to morning –

Morning, the rocks and valleys and old woods.

How the sun brightens in the mist, and here,

Half in the air, like creatures of the place,

Trusting the element, living on high boughs

That swing in the wind – look at the silver spray

Flung from the foam-sheet of the cataract

Amid the broken rocks! Shall we stay here

With the wild hawks? No, ere the hot noon come,

Dive we down – safe! See this our new retreat

Walled in with a sloped mound of matted shrubs,

Dark, tangled, old and green, still sloping down

To a small pool whose waters lie asleep

Amid the trailing boughs turned water-plants:

And tall trees overarch to keep us in,

Breaking the sunbeams into emerald shafts,

And in the dreamy water one small group

Of two or three strange trees are got together

Wondering at all around, as strange beasts herd

Together far from their own land: all wildness,

No turf nor moss, for boughs and plants pave all,

And tongues of bank go shelving in the lymph,

Where the pale-throated snake reclines his head,

And old grey stones lie making eddies there,

The wild-mice cross them dry-shod. Deeper in!

Shut thy soft eyes – now look – still deeper in!

This is the very heart of the woods all round

Mountain-like heaped above us; yet even here

One pond of water gleams; far off the river

Sweeps like a sea, barred out from land; but one –

One thin clear sheet has overleaped and wound

Into this silent depth, which gained, it lies

Still, as but let by sufferance; the trees bend

O’er it as wild men watch a sleeping girl,

And through their roots long creeping plants out-stretch

Their twined hair, steeped and sparkling; farther on,

Tall rushes and thick flag-knots have combined

To narrow it; so, at length, a silver thread,

It winds, all noiselessly through the deep wood

Till thro’ a cleft-way, thro’ the moss and stone,

It joins its parent-river with a shout.

Up for the glowing day, leave the old woods!

See, they part like a ruined arch: the sky!

Nothing but sky appears, so close the roots

And grass of the hill-top level with the air –

Blue sunny air, where a great cloud floats laden

With light, like a dead whale that white birds pick,

Floating away in the sun in some north sea.

Air, air, fresh life-blood, thin and searching air,

The clear, dear breath of God that loveth us,

Where small birds reel and winds take their delight!

Water is beautiful, but not like air:

See, where the solid azure waters lie

Made as of thickened air, and down below,

The fern-ranks like a forest spread themselves

As though each pore could feel the element;

Where the quick glancing serpent winds his way,

Float with me there, Pauline! – but not like air.



THE LOST MISTRESS

All’s over, then: does truth sound bitter

As one at first believes?

Hark, ’tis the sparrows’ good-night twitter

About your cottage eaves!

And the leaf-buds on the vine are woolly,

I noticed that, to-day;

One day more bursts them open fully

– You know the red turns grey.

To-morrow we meet the same then, dearest?

May I take your hand in mine?

Mere friends are we, – well, friends the merest

Keep much that I resign:

For each glance of the eye so bright and black,

Though I keep with heart’s endeavour, –

Your voice, when you wish the snowdrops back,

Though it stay in my soul for ever! –

Yet I will but say what mere friends say,

Or only a thought stronger;

I will hold your hand but as long as all may,

Or so very little longer!

MY LAST DUCHESS

FERRARA

That’s my last Duchess painted on the wall,


Looking as if she were alive. I call

That piece a wonder, now: Frà Pandolf’s hands

Worked busily a day, and there she stands.

Will’t please you sit and look at her? I said

‘Frà Pandolf’ by design, for never read

Strangers like you that pictured countenance,

The depth and passion of its earnest glance,

But to myself they turned (since none puts by

The curtain I have drawn for you, but I)

And seemed as they would ask me, if they durst,

How such a glance came there; so, not the first

Are you to turn and ask thus. Sir, ’twas not

Her husband’s presence only, called that spot

Of joy into the Duchess’ cheek: perhaps

Frà Pandolf chanced to say ‘Her mantle laps

‘Over my lady’s wrist too much,’ or ‘Paint

‘Must never hope to reproduce the faint

‘Half-flush that dies along her throat:’ such stuff

Was courtesy, she thought, and cause enough

For calling up that spot of joy. She had

A heart – how shall I say? – too soon made glad,

Too easily impressed; she liked whate’er

She looked on, and her looks went everywhere.

Sir, ’twas all one! My favour at her breast,

The dropping of the daylight in the West,

The bough of cherries some officious fool

Broke in the orchard for her, the white mule

She rode with round the terrace – all and each

Would draw from her alike the approving speech,

Or blush, at least. She thanked men, – good! but thanked

Somehow – I know not how – as if she ranked

My gift of a nine-hundred-years-old name

With anybody’s gift. Who’d stoop to blame

This sort of trifling? Even had you skill

In speech – (which I have not) – to make your will

Quite clear to such an one, and say, ‘Just this

‘Or that in you disgusts me; here you miss,

‘Or there exceed the mark’ – and if she let

Herself be lessoned so, nor plainly set

Her wits to yours, forsooth, and made excuse,

– E’en then would be some stooping; and I choose

Never to stoop. Oh sir, she smiled, no doubt,

Whene’er I passed her; but who passed without

Much the same smile? This grew; I gave commands;

Then all smiles stopped together. There she stands

As if alive. Will’t please you rise? We’ll meet

The company below, then. I repeat,

The Count your master’s known munificence

Is ample warrant that no just pretence

Of mine for dowry will be disallowed;

Though his fair daughter’s self, as I avowed

At starting, is my object. Nay, we’ll go

Together down, sir. Notice Neptune, though,

Taming a sea-horse, thought a rarity,

Which Claus of Innsbruck cast in bronze for me!



EVELYN HOPE

Beautiful Evelyn Hope is dead!

Sit and watch by her side an hour.

That is her book-shelf, this her bed;

She plucked that piece of geranium-flower,

Beginning to die too, in the glass;

Little has yet been changed, I think:

The shutters are shut, no light may pass

Save two long rays thro’ the hinge’s chink.

Sixteen years old when she died!

Perhaps she had scarcely heard my name;

It was not her time to love; beside,

Her life had many a hope and aim,

Duties enough and little cares,

And now was quiet, now astir,

Till God’s hand beckoned unawares, –

And the sweet white brow is all of her.

Is it too late then, Evelyn Hope?

What, your soul was pure and true,

The good stars met in your horoscope,

Made you of spirit, fire and dew –

And, just because I was thrice as old

And our paths in the world diverged so wide,

Each was nought to each, must I be told?

We were fellow mortals, nought beside?

No, indeed! for God above

Is great to grant, as mighty to make,

And creates the love to reward the love:

I claim you still, for my own love’s sake!

Delayed it may be for more lives yet,

Through worlds I shall traverse, not a few:

Much is to learn, much to forget

Ere the time be come for taking you.

But the time will come, – at last it will,

When, Evelyn Hope, what meant (I shall say)

In the lower earth, in the years long still,

That body and soul so pure and gay?

Why your hair was amber, I shall divine,

And your mouth of your own geranium’s red –

And what you would do with me, in fine,

In the new life come in the old one’s stead.

I have lived (I shall say) so much since then,

Given up myself so many times,

Gained me the gains of various men,

Ransacked the ages, spoiled the climes;

Yet one thing, one, in my soul’s full scope,

Either I missed or itself missed me:

And I want and find you, Evelyn Hope!

What is the issue? let us see!

I loved you, Evelyn, all the while.

My heart seemed full as it could hold?

There was place and to spare for the frank young smile,

And the red young mouth, and the hair’s young gold.

So, hush, – I will give you this leaf to keep:

See, I shut it inside the sweet cold hand!

There, that is our secret: go to sleep!

You will wake, and remember, and understand.

NEVER THE TIME AND THE PLACE


Never the time and the place

And the loved one all together!

This path – how soft to pace!

This May – what magic weather!

Where is the loved one’s face?



In a dream that loved one’s face meets mine,

But the house is narrow, the place is bleak

Where, outside, rain and wind combine

With a furtive ear, if I strive to speak,

With a hostile eye at my flushing cheek,

With a malice that marks each word, each sign!

O enemy sly and serpentine,

Uncoil thee from the waking man!

     Do I hold the Past

     Thus firm and fast

Yet doubt if the Future hold I can?

This path so soft to pace shall lead

Thro’ the magic of May to herself indeed!

Or narrow if needs the house must be,

Outside are the storms and strangers: we –

Oh, close, safe, warm sleep I and she,

– I and she!

NOW


Out of your whole life give but a moment!

All of your life that has gone before,

All to come after it, – so you ignore,

So you make perfect the present, – condense,

In a rapture of rage, for perfection’s endowment,

Thought and feeling and soul and sense –

Merged in a moment which gives me at last

You around me for once
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