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    A young woman stakes her art against the claims of family, philanthropy, and the modern city, insisting that life and poetry must answer one another.

Aurora Leigh is a novel in blank verse by Elizabeth Barrett Browning, first published in 1856 in nine books. It follows Aurora, a woman with ties to both England and Italy, as she comes of age and resolves to become a poet amid the pressures, promises, and contradictions of Victorian society. Told in the first person, the poem blends scenes of education, apprenticeship, and exploration with vivid attention to contemporary life. Browning’s aim is to bring the largest possibilities of poetry into direct contact with everyday experience, testing whether a modern woman’s voice can speak with authority about art, ethics, and community.

Its classic status rests on the audacity of this experiment and the skill with which it is sustained. By grafting the expansiveness of the epic to the intimacy of the novel, Browning created one of the century’s most ambitious verse narratives. The poem’s engagement with urban modernity, gendered expectations, and artistic vocation broadened the horizons of what poetry could represent. Critics and readers have long valued its intellectual reach, emotional candor, and formal ingenuity. The work has influenced discussions of the verse novel as a genre and helped secure a place for women’s artistic self-representation at the center of English literary history.

Placed within the mid-nineteenth-century landscape, Aurora Leigh addresses the era’s pressing debates: the scope of social reform, the education and labor of women, and the responsibilities of the artist in a rapidly changing world. Browning writes from within the Victorian ferment, showing how public and private spheres collide in the life of a working poet. The book’s attention to class, work, and the modern city aligns it with contemporary realist fiction, yet its commitment to sustained poetic form keeps it in dialogue with the tradition of long poems. This dual allegiance gives the work an enduring place between, and within, multiple canons.

Formally, Browning’s blank verse moves with conversational agility, allowing the narrative to pivot from introspection to scene-making without losing momentum. The verse carries novelistic detail—rooms, streets, gestures—while preserving the pressure and music of poetry. Its cadences accommodate argument, confession, satire, and praise, so that thought and feeling unfold together in a supple line. The nine-book structure provides a generous frame for development while keeping the reader close to the speaker’s mind. The result is a persuasive union of lyric intensity and narrative scope, crafting a reading experience that is immersive, intellectually bracing, and consistently alive to the textures of modern life.

At the heart of the poem stands the question of women’s authorship. Aurora must articulate a vocation within a culture that often measures female worth by domestic utility. Browning neither romanticizes isolation nor idealizes submission; instead, she stages a rigorous education in judgment. How should a poet read the world, and what must be sacrificed to write in it? The poem explores the costs and rewards of ambition, the value of mentorship and self-scrutiny, and the forms of work—mental and material—that sustain creativity. In tracing an artist’s formation, it also interrogates the social scripts that would confine talent to narrow, sanctioned roles.

The poem is equally a study of social vision. It weighs philanthropic zeal against systemic understanding, questioning how best to address poverty, exploitation, and the desire for dignity. Aurora’s encounters with urban hardship and with well-intentioned reformers press the issue of what poetry can do, and what it cannot do, in the face of structural inequity. Browning refuses easy answers, insisting instead on clear seeing and sustained responsibility. The work proposes that art and ethics are intertwined, that imagination can sharpen moral perception, and that the poet’s craft involves listening to lives beyond one’s own without presuming to speak over them.

Geography matters throughout, as the poem moves between England and Italy to chart competing inheritances of culture, temperament, and tradition. The north’s industry and the south’s artistic legacies provide contrasting atmospheres in which Aurora measures her developing ideals. The crossings among languages, landscapes, and histories illuminate how identity is formed at the meeting point of place and aspiration. This cosmopolitan reach allows Browning to stage debates about national character, exile, and belonging alongside the more intimate questions of household and career. The settings are not mere backdrops but active pressures that shape the choices and perceptions of a poet in the making.

Voice is the instrument that binds these elements. Aurora’s first-person narration confers immediacy and accountability: readers witness her composing judgments and revising them, registering others’ claims and testing them against her experience. The supporting figures—friends, kin, and strangers—are not types but participants in ongoing arguments about love, labor, and justice. Browning draws their energies into scenes of dialogue and confrontation that feel theatrically charged while remaining grounded in social detail. This fusion of dramatic vitality and ethical inquiry gives the poem its propulsive force, inviting readers to adjudicate along with the speaker rather than passively absorb a settled moral.

From its publication, Aurora Leigh drew strong attention and debate, becoming one of Browning’s most discussed works. Its scope and subject were striking for the period, and its hybrid form challenged conventions of both poetry and prose. Across subsequent generations, the poem has been revisited for its insights into gender, art, and modernity. It stands as a definitive Victorian verse novel and a touchstone in the history of feminist literary study. Writers and critics have looked to it when considering how narrative can inhabit verse, how public questions can enter lyric space, and how a woman’s story can command the epic scale.

For contemporary readers, the book remains urgently legible. It speaks to tensions between creative work and caretaking roles, between personal aspiration and communal duty, and between visibility and voice. Its cityscapes and workrooms feel familiar in an age preoccupied with labor, inequality, and access to education. The poem’s language, while richly Victorian, sustains a pace and clarity that reward close attention, and its capacious structure invites multiple ways of reading—sequentially as a narrative, or meditatively for its arguments and images. It offers a model of art that is both self-questioning and outward-looking, hospitable to doubt and anchored in conviction.

Ultimately, Aurora Leigh endures because it gathers the energies of a historical moment into a form equal to their complexity. It dramatizes a struggle for voice, proposes a vision of artistic integrity joined to social awareness, and opens poetry to the full pressures of modern life. Its themes—vocation, ethics, love, justice, and the labor of making—remain vital, and its formal daring continues to challenge and inspire. Readers return to it for its intellectual courage and its human warmth, discovering anew how a life in words can be made. In this fusion of thought and story, the poem’s lasting appeal resides.
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    Aurora Leigh is a verse novel by Elizabeth Barrett Browning that follows its heroine from childhood to artistic maturity, combining personal narrative with social observation. Told in the first person, it traces Aurora’s effort to become a poet while negotiating family expectations, class tensions, and the condition of women in nineteenth-century Britain. The settings shift between Italy, England, and France, and the plot intertwines domestic decisions with public questions about charity and reform. Across nine books of blank verse, the story advances chronologically, using scenes of education, work, friendship, and debate to show how a literary vocation forms and what responsibilities it might bear.

Aurora is raised in Tuscany by an English father and Italian mother who dies early, leaving him to oversee an intensive education. He encourages wide reading and languages, instilling a belief that poetry can encompass thought and feeling. After his death, Aurora, still young, is sent to England to live with a strict paternal aunt. The move replaces Mediterranean openness with a reserved household and unfamiliar customs. The transition introduces the book’s recurring contrasts between nations, temperaments, and ideals. Aurora brings her books and determination, but her guardianship places her within a prescribed femininity that values decorum over vocation, setting the conditions for later decisions.

In her aunt’s house, Aurora encounters a curriculum directed toward obedience and refinement rather than intellectual range. She studies secretly, continues translating and writing, and becomes increasingly conscious of expectations attached to her sex and class. Her cousin, Romney Leigh, manages the estate and devotes himself to social reform, proposing practical schemes for alleviating poverty. Their conversations establish a central argument of the book: whether art or action better serves humanity. Romney respects her talent but doubts poetry’s utility; Aurora admires his conviction yet insists that imaginative truth has social force. The household’s dynamics sharpen these positions while preparing for a decisive proposal.

Romney asks Aurora to marry him, presenting the union as a partnership dedicated to improving society. He offers purpose and protection, envisioning her as companion in reform rather than as an independent artist. Aurora declines, citing the necessity of pursuing her own work and testing her abilities without subsuming them to another’s plan. The refusal is courteous but firm, widening the rift between their philosophies and altering family relations. After an inheritance dispute is settled, Aurora leaves the ancestral home determined to earn a living by her pen. The narrative shifts from sheltered debate to the practical realities of work.

Arriving in London, Aurora rents modest rooms, submits poems to editors, and encounters the market’s mixed responses. She experiences financial strain and gradual recognition, observing both the city’s cultural institutions and its poverty. Through a circle of acquaintances, she meets Marian Erle, a young seamstress with a difficult past, and becomes her ally. The contrast between drawing rooms and workshops provides settings for discussions about labor, respectability, and choice. Lady Waldemar, a fashionable figure connected to Romney’s world, also appears, adding social complexity and ulterior motives to unfolding plans. The book balances Aurora’s professional growth with close attention to those around her.

Romney announces his intention to marry Marian, framing it as a challenge to class prejudice and a direct application of his ideals. The decision provokes controversy across their community and unsettles several relationships, including that with Lady Waldemar. Preparations for the wedding attract public curiosity and private resistance. On the appointed day, an unforeseen development prevents the ceremony, and Marian disappears under circumstances that invite damaging rumors. The disruption shifts the narrative from planning to pursuit and reexamination. Aurora, shaken, questions assumptions about charity, autonomy, and appearance, while the consequences reverberate through Romney’s work and the Leigh household.

Seeking distance and artistic renewal, Aurora travels to the Continent, moves among expatriate artists, and refines her views on poetry’s scope. In Paris she unexpectedly meets Marian again, now caring for an infant and living in precarious conditions. Marian recounts her experience since leaving England, complicating earlier judgments and revealing vulnerabilities within social systems meant to protect. Aurora offers assistance and companionship, integrating Marian’s story into her understanding of truth-telling in art. The episode broadens the book’s perspective from theory to lived testimony. As Aurora drafts new poems, her voice deepens, linking personal craft to witness and ethical attention.

Meanwhile Romney advances ambitious philanthropic experiments at Leigh Hall, designing communities and labor arrangements intended to reform structural conditions. Local resistance, logistical strains, and conflicting motives test these projects. Public meetings, reports, and escalating unrest expose the limits of benevolence when it meets entrenched interests and human complexity. The narrative conveys a significant reversal in Romney’s circumstances that alters his outlook. Later, he and Aurora meet abroad, resume their debate, and compare lessons drawn from failure and persistence. Both acknowledge costs incurred by single-mindedness and consider how conviction might coexist with receptivity to other forms of service.

The final movement returns to Italy, where landscape and history frame renewed reflections on art, faith, and social commitment. Aurora articulates a mature poetics that accepts responsibility to depict reality without abandoning ideal aspiration. Romney contributes revised aims rooted in experience rather than program alone. Their conversation points toward a synthesis in which love, work, and reform are mutually sustaining. The poem closes with an expansive vision that looks outward to shared horizons rather than inward to private achievement. Without detailing specific outcomes, the book’s conclusion affirms growth through discipline, compassion, and the continuous effort to unite vision with deed.
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    Aurora Leigh is set primarily in mid-nineteenth-century Britain, with London as its social and symbolic center, and it spans the decades of accelerated industrial and urban transformation between the 1830s and 1850s. Published in 1856, the poem looks back on a period when census figures show London swelling to approximately 2.36 million inhabitants by 1851, drawing in migrants, capital, and new forms of labor. The setting includes country estates and city slums, bridging aristocratic drawing rooms and overcrowded rookeries. The book’s time and place capture the frictions of a reforming kingdom governed by Whig and Conservative ministries amid intense public debate over poverty, gender, and the uses of art.

The work also moves through Italy, especially Florence, reflecting Elizabeth Barrett Browning’s residence at Casa Guidi from 1847. This transnational frame situates English domestic concerns within a wider European flux of 1848 revolutions and nationalist aspirations. Anglo-Italian networks, British travelers, and expatriate salons linked London’s press and politics to Tuscan streets and Roman barricades. The poem’s temporal horizon touches the years when the Grand Duke of Tuscany fled (1849) and political agitation surged across the peninsula. England’s imperial reach and Italy’s struggle for nationhood furnish contrasting backdrops for a narrative that interrogates class patronage, women’s vocation, and the moral stakes of modern urban life.

Industrialization and urbanization reshaped Britain between 1830 and 1855. Railway mania (peaking 1845–1847) laid thousands of miles of track; the London and Birmingham Railway opened in 1838, binding regions into a national market. London’s docks expanded; new suburbs proliferated; speculative building produced both elegant terraces and precarious courts. Factory districts in Manchester, Leeds, and Birmingham set the pace for mechanized production and wage labor, while London concentrated finance, publishing, and luxury trades alongside sweated domestic industries. The poem’s London traversals—carriages, garrets, and philanthropic schemes—register these material conditions, dramatizing how the city’s accelerated circulation of goods and people intensifies encounters across class boundaries and tests inherited social scripts.

Public health crises defined the 1830s–1850s. Cholera pandemics struck Britain in 1832, 1848–1849, and 1853–1854. Edwin Chadwick’s landmark Report on the Sanitary Condition of the Labouring Population (1842) galvanized reform, while the Public Health Act (1848) established a General Board of Health. In 1854, John Snow’s Broad Street pump intervention in Soho linked cholera to contaminated water. Overcrowded rookeries, open sewers, and contaminated wells converted urban growth into mortality spikes. Aurora’s movement through London’s poor districts, and the poem’s acute noticing of squalor and disease, echo the sanitary debate’s moral urgency, showing how bodily vulnerability and environmental neglect entangle with charity, responsibility, and the ethical vocation of art.

The Poor Law Amendment Act of 1834 centralized relief and promoted the workhouse test, aiming to deter able-bodied pauperism. The Andover workhouse scandal (1845–1846), in which inmates were reported gnawing bones intended for grinding, shocked the nation and spurred inquiries. Guardians, relieving officers, and centrally issued orders reshaped local welfare. Debates over outdoor relief, family separation, and the deterrent principle exposed tensions between cost-saving governance and humane assistance. Romney Leigh’s planned estates and systematized philanthropy are legible within these controversies: the poem probes whether bureaucratic schemes can remedy structural deprivation, and whether charity that preserves dignity differs from institutional discipline that manages the poor.

Voluntary education for the destitute expanded with the Ragged School movement, coordinated by the Ragged School Union founded in 1844 under the patronage of Lord Shaftesbury. By the early 1850s, hundreds of schools operated in London’s poorest districts, combining basic literacy with food and clothing. Parallel efforts founded night refuges and industrial training homes. Evangelical philanthropy met emergent social science in these experiments. The poem’s attention to the educability of the poor and the contested motives of benefactors intersects with this movement; Marian Erle’s trajectory, shaped by charity, labor, and peril, interrogates how instruction, patronage, and protection function for working-class girls within a city that commodifies their labor and vulnerability.

Factory and labor reforms advanced unevenly. The 1833 Factory Act limited child labor and mandated inspectors; the Mines and Collieries Act (1842) banned women and children underground; the 1844 Factory Act improved machine safety and regulated hours; the Ten Hours Act (1847) capped women’s and young persons’ labor at ten hours. Yet home-based “sweated” trades—needlework, millinery, and finishing—fell outside many protections. Low-paid seamstresses worked excessive hours for middlemen in airless rooms. Public outrage crested in the 1840s over the “Song of the Shirt” conditions. Marian, a seamstress, embodies this sector’s precariousness. Her exploitation and narrow avenues of respectable work situate the plot within well-documented patterns of gendered, unregulated urban labor.

The Great Irish Famine (1845–1852) devastated Ireland, causing roughly one million deaths and mass emigration. Tens of thousands of Irish migrants arrived in London, Liverpool, and Glasgow, straining housing and relief systems. London parishes reported new concentrations of Irish poor in St. Giles and other districts. Public debates raged over landlordism, Poor Law relief, and imperial responsibility. The poem’s portrayals of overcrowded tenements, casual labor, and intermingled populations reflect a metropolis absorbing rural and transnational poverty. While not thematizing Irish politics, Aurora Leigh’s cityscapes and philanthropic encounters resonate with the visible consequences of famine-driven migration on mid-century urban social geography.

Chartism, Britain’s first mass working-class movement, sought political reform through the People’s Charter (1838): universal male suffrage, secret ballot, equal districts, payment of MPs, no property qualification for MPs, and annual parliaments. National petitions in 1839, 1842, and 1848 culminated in the Kennington Common demonstration on 10 April 1848. Though the state repressed Chartist risings, the agitation broadened the public sphere and sharpened class consciousness. The poem’s skepticism toward patrician social engineering and its attention to working-class agency align with the Chartist-era insistence that the poor speak for themselves. Romney’s failures echo critiques of top-down benevolence that characterized debates after 1848.

Women’s legal status—the core of the Victorian “Woman Question”—drew intense scrutiny. Coverture subsumed a married woman’s property under her husband’s control; divorce was prohibitively expensive in ecclesiastical courts. Caroline Norton’s separation from George Norton (from 1836) led to a public campaign exposing how wives lacked custody rights and independent earnings. Parliament passed the Custody of Infants Act (1839), allowing some mothers custody of children under seven. Legal periodicals and pamphlets chronicled abuses and proposed reforms. Aurora’s refusal to subordinate vocation to marriage directly reflects this legal climate, portraying a woman demanding civil personhood—property in self, voice, and labor—against a framework designed to absorb her identity.

Divorce and property reform debates intensified in the 1850s. The Matrimonial Causes Act (1857) established a secular Divorce Court, reducing costs and expanding grounds—though asymmetrically, as husbands could divorce for adultery alone, while wives had to prove aggravating offenses. Attempts at Married Women’s Property reform failed in the 1850s, despite advocacy by Norton and legal reformers; comprehensive change came only with the Acts of 1870 and 1882. Parliamentary debates in 1856–1857 filled the press with arguments about contract, consent, and cruelty. The poem’s negotiation of marriage—Romney’s proposals, Aurora’s autonomy, Marian’s exploitation—tests the legitimacy of marital authority when legal structures protected husbands over wives.

Women’s education and employment were also reforming. Queen’s College, Harley Street (founded 1848), trained governesses; Bedford College, London (1849), established higher education for women under Elizabeth Jesser Reid’s patronage. Barbara Leigh Smith (Bodichon) published A Brief Summary, in Plain Language, of the Most Important Laws of England Concerning Women (1854), fueling public knowledge. Early professional openings appeared in telegraphy, teaching, and midwifery. The Langham Place circle coalesced mid-1850s to press for employment and legal reform. Aurora’s determination to earn as a poet, not merely as a gentlewoman dependent on kin, mirrors these developments, presenting vocation as a civic right rather than a concession of class or kinship.

Italian nationalism—the Risorgimento—shaped Barrett Browning’s world. Revolutions in 1848 swept Milan, Venice, Rome, and Florence; Giuseppe Mazzini led the Roman Republic in 1849 before French troops restored papal rule. In Tuscany, Grand Duke Leopold II fled in February 1849 amid unrest, returning under Austrian protection. British expatriates in Florence, including the Brownings at Casa Guidi, followed events closely; Barrett Browning published Casa Guidi Windows (1851) in response. Though Aurora Leigh is not a political chronicle, its Italian scenes and cosmopolitan sensibility emerge from this milieu. The poem’s ethical vision—linking private vocation to public freedom—absorbs the period’s arguments about nationalism, citizenship, and moral courage.

The British Empire’s abolition settlement and Caribbean economies formed part of the author’s background. The Slavery Abolition Act (1833) ended slavery in most British colonies, with full emancipation in 1838 after an “apprenticeship” period; the state compensated slaveholders with £20 million. Elizabeth Barrett Browning’s family wealth derived in part from Jamaican plantations managed by Edward Barrett Moulton-Barrett. Public campaigns by Thomas Clarkson, William Wilberforce, and Black abolitionists had culminated in 1833, but post-emancipation sugar economies and racial hierarchies persisted. Barrett Browning’s antislavery commitments informed her social conscience. Aurora Leigh’s insistence on ethical seeing—refusing to romanticize wealth or patronage—echoes Britain’s reckoning with profiteering and human dignity.

The Great Exhibition of 1851, housed in Joseph Paxton’s Crystal Palace in Hyde Park, displayed industrial machinery, fine arts, and colonial products to over six million visitors. Organized under Prince Albert’s patronage, it celebrated free trade and technological progress after the repeal of the Corn Laws (1846). Critics debated whether utility overwhelmed artistry, and whether the spectacle commodified labor. The poem’s argument that art must engage contemporary life rather than retreat into the past resonates with this moment. Aurora’s claim for poetry’s public purpose confronts a culture awed by engines and statistics, insisting that imaginative work can diagnose moral conditions invisible to exhibitions and ledgers.

As social critique, Aurora Leigh exposes the inadequacy of paternalistic philanthropy, the brutality of gendered legal constraints, and the hypocrisies of a society that sentimentalizes virtue while tolerating structural exploitation. By tracing Aurora’s struggle for economic and artistic independence, the work indicts coverture’s erasure of female agency and the social expectation that women exchange vocation for domestic security. The portrayal of Marian—poor, industrious, endangered—discredits narratives that blame the vulnerable for their fates. London’s squalor, observed without euphemism, condemns a political order that treats sanitation and schooling as optional rather than civic obligations.

Politically, the poem interrogates class authority and the spectacle of reform, contrasting Romney’s schemes with patient, ground-level ethics, and setting England’s debates against Italian fights for self-rule. It calls for redistribution not merely of alms but of voice—extending representation in the cultural sphere to those barred from Parliament and property. Its critique of marriage law, employment barriers, and sensational charity anticipates legislative reforms of the late 1850s and beyond. By embedding these issues in the lived spaces of garret, workroom, street, and salon, the book articulates a vision of justice grounded in mutual recognition rather than condescension or technocratic control.
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    Elizabeth Barrett Browning was a major English poet of the Victorian era, renowned for the lyrical power of her voice and the moral urgency of her themes. Emerging from the Romantic inheritance into mid‑nineteenth‑century debates about art and society, she became one of the period’s most widely read writers. Her achievement spans devotional and dramatic lyrics, political poetry, translation, and an ambitious novel‑in‑verse. Works such as Poems, Sonnets from the Portuguese, Aurora Leigh, and Casa Guidi Windows shaped contemporary conversations about love, labor, empire, and national freedom. Across her career she joined formal innovation to a persuasive public conscience, influencing readers in Britain, Europe, and America.

Born in the early nineteenth century in England, Barrett Browning was educated largely at home, reading deeply in the Bible, Greek and Latin authors, philosophy, and history. Early proficiency in classical languages informed her cadences and allusions, and a lifelong devotional imagination colored her metaphors and arguments. She began publishing in her youth, including An Essay on Mind, a long poem engaging with metaphysical inquiry and poetic vocation. The strong pull of Greek tragedy can be felt in her early translations and dramatic lyrics. Influenced by Romantic poets—especially Shelley—as well as the English religious lyric tradition, she developed a style at once learned, earnest, and intimate.

By the late 1830s and early 1840s, Barrett Browning gained a broad audience with volumes such as The Seraphim and Other Poems and Poems, which showcased a flexible, oratorical blank verse and intensively patterned lyric forms. She translated Aeschylus’s Prometheus Bound, aligning ancient rebellion with modern conscience, and wrote socially engaged poems including The Cry of the Children, which helped crystallize public feeling against child labor. Reviewers praised her intellectual range, musical ear, and ethical seriousness, while debating her audacity and scope. The persona-driven pieces, dramatic monologues, and meditative odes of this period established her as a central voice in Victorian poetry.

In the mid‑1840s, an exchange of letters with the poet Robert Browning led to marriage and a move to Italy, where climate and community encouraged renewed productivity. Sonnets from the Portuguese, composed around this time, transformed the Petrarchan love sonnet into an intimate record of self‑scrutiny, gratitude, and mutual recognition; it quickly became one of the century’s most beloved sequences. Life in Florence—amid artists, exiles, and reformers—deepened her cosmopolitan perspective without erasing the spiritual inwardness of her earlier lyrics. She continued to balance private meditation with a public voice, often writing from Italy for British and transatlantic readers.

Barrett Browning’s social and political commitments remained pronounced. She addressed slavery and racial oppression in poems such as The Runaway Slave at Pilgrim’s Point, written for an abolitionist audience. Casa Guidi Windows, a two‑part poem from her Italian years, reflects passionately on the Risorgimento and the hopes and disappointments of liberal nationalism. Her moral witness extended to factory reform and the dignity of women’s work, building on concerns first articulated in The Cry of the Children. Across these interventions, she fused ethical argument with sensuous prosody, arguing that poetry could quicken sympathy and imagination where statistics and polemic might fail.

Her most expansive project, Aurora Leigh, a mid‑century novel‑in‑verse, narrates a woman writer’s making while anatomizing the social machinery of philanthropy, marriage, and artistic vocation. Blending blank verse narrative with satiric portraiture and manifesto‑like commentary, it was widely discussed for its formal daring and its claims about women’s intellectual independence. Subsequent publications, including Poems Before Congress, pursued contemporary politics with a boldness that provoked disagreement even among admirers. Despite recurring illness, she maintained an active correspondence and a steady pace of composition, revising earlier texts while continuing to test the limits of what Victorian readers expected from lyric and narrative poetry.

Barrett Browning spent her later years in Florence and died in the early 1860s. Her reputation has fluctuated, but her central works remain canonical and continue to draw scholarly and popular attention. She influenced poets such as Emily Dickinson and helped shape debates about the social uses of art, the ethics of sentiment, and women’s authorship. Today she is read for the tensile music of her line, the courage of her subjects, and the sophisticated interplay of theology, politics, and intimacy. New historicist and feminist criticism, in particular, has clarified the ambition and modernity of her achievement.
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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, 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!’—(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



























OEBPS/text/00001.jpg
Aurora Leigh





OEBPS/text/00002.png





