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    In the shimmer of retorts and the whisper of powders, a single voice presses toward the moment when jealousy hardens into resolve, as the cool precision of the laboratory promises to translate private anguish into public action, fusing desire and technology, intimacy and calculation, until the boundaries between justice and vengeance, fascination and horror, are suspended in the same volatile flask that glows beneath a blue flame and tempts the hand that would turn hurt into power and thought into deed, all while the world beyond the workbench remains deaf to the quietest, most dangerous decisions made in secret.

Robert Browning’s The Laboratory stands as one of the quintessential dramatic monologues of the Victorian era, a concise tour de force in which character, plot, and moral tension emerge through a single voice. Browning, a major nineteenth-century English poet, perfected the art of letting a speaker’s words reveal more than they intend. Here, he channels a mind in extremis, letting rhetoric and rhythm do the work of narration. The result is not merely a gripping scene but a benchmark in psychological poetry, where the reader is cast as witness to motive and self-deception, drawn into the perilous intimacy of confession without overt authorial guidance.

Composed and published in the mid-nineteenth century during the Victorian period, the poem bears the subtitle “Ancien Régime,” situating its imagined action in pre-revolutionary France, a world of courtly display and clandestine remedies. The premise is stark and immediate: a woman steps into a chemist’s workshop to secure poison for personal ends. No plot summary can improve on the tension given in that setup, and none is needed. The laboratory—part scientific theater, part clandestine armory—becomes the stage on which power, desire, and social constraint collide, the speaker’s address to the silent practitioner revealing how secrecy and craft might be turned to lethal purpose.

The Laboratory has long been regarded as a classic because it condenses the Victorian fascination with moral ambiguity into a form that feels modern. Its artistic impact lies in showing how a poet can build drama without dialogue, backstory, or commentary, relying instead on tone, imagery, and implication. Browning’s method reshaped expectations for narrative poetry, demonstrating that a poem could rival the psychological depth of fiction and the immediacy of theater. Later readers and writers recognized this as a breakthrough: a compact scene whose voice does the world-building, whose urgency comes from the pressure of conscience, and whose suspense persists beyond its closing lines.

Much of the poem’s force resides in craft. Browning’s pacing accelerates and stalls with the speaker’s breath, while vivid material details—glass, flame, tinctures, and stains—carry symbolic weight without announcing it. The laboratory’s textures form a choreography of motion and light that mirrors mental agitation: the precise tutelage of measurement set against the reckless promise of transgression. The tightness of the verse creates a nervous energy in which admiration for technique mingles with dread at its purpose. Language operates as reagent and catalyst; it colors perception, etches motives, and precipitates the reader’s uneasy complicity in the scene unfolding.

Equally striking is Browning’s portrayal of gender and agency. The speaker is a woman claiming power through mastery of a secret technology in a society that would otherwise police her speech and actions. This is not a simple inversion of roles, but a revelation of how social constraints can distort desire and intensify the will to harm. The poem does not ask for acquittal; it demands attention to motive. In the monologue’s swift turns—envy shading into exhilaration, fear into control—we witness how private grievance finds an instrument in specialized knowledge, and how the search for redress can veer toward self-erasure.

The historical marker “Ancien Régime” carries more than atmosphere. It evokes a courtly culture famous for spectacle and rumor, where reputation could be made or ruined in a glance, and where poisons—real and imagined—haunted public memory. Browning does not reconstruct a dossier; he conjures the feeling of a time when surfaces were polished and secrets were deadly. That contrast heightens the poem’s moral pressure: refinement serves as a veneer for violence, and elegance becomes an accomplice. The setting thus sharpens the poem’s universal concerns, using a particular era to illuminate recurring human impulses toward envy, performance, and control.

Browning’s dramatic monologue places the reader in an unsettling role: we overhear the speaker addressing the chemist, yet we also feel addressed. This double focus implicates us in judgment and curiosity alike. The technique lets rhetoric betray its speaker—what is meant to persuade also reveals vulnerability, vanity, and fear. Because the interlocutor remains largely silent, we infer as much from what is not answered as from what is said. That silence is a dramatic instrument, amplifying the speaker’s urgency and the reader’s scrutiny, and it reinforces the poem’s core question: what do we become when we seek to control another’s fate?

The poem’s influence can be traced through the lineage of modern persona writing and the broader evolution of psychological narrative. Browning’s mastery of voice shaped expectations for poems that inhabit character as fully as novels do. Modernist poets such as T. S. Eliot and Ezra Pound absorbed this lesson, adapting the monologue’s strategies of implication, dramatic framing, and tonal dissonance. Beyond poetry, the piece’s compression and intensity anticipate techniques of noir and psychological drama, where motive is revealed by indirection. The Laboratory thus remains a touchstone for writers exploring the shadows of intention and the rhetoric of self-justification.

Its durability also reflects the poem’s life in classrooms and anthologies devoted to Victorian literature and the dramatic monologue. Readers return to it for its immediacy, for the unnervingly lucid mind it presents, and for the way it rewards rereading at the level of sound and image. Each revisit clarifies new filaments of meaning: how admiration for craft can shade into ethical blindness, how the desire to be seen can become a desire to erase rivals, how a single decisive act can be imagined with clinical calm. The poem’s brevity is deceptive; its implications are expansive.

For contemporary readers, the laboratory remains an emblem with startling currency. The convergence of expertise and emotion—of technical skill pressed into intimate grievance—feels acutely modern. We live amid tools that magnify intention, where knowledge can be used to heal or to harm, and where the boundary between public and private acts is porous. The poem raises questions about responsibility in a world of specialized capacities: who bears the weight when craft facilitates wrongdoing, and how does spectatorship transform into complicity? That inquiry links Browning’s nineteenth-century scene to present dilemmas in science, technology, and social life.

To introduce The Laboratory, then, is to invite a confrontation with the perennial drama of motive and means. Browning’s poem is a classic not only for its historical craft but for its enduring ability to make readers weigh fascination against judgment. It gathers passion, power, and secrecy into a single room and asks us to listen carefully as a choice takes shape. In that listening, the poem’s relevance is renewed: it shows how eloquence can conceal danger, how skill can tempt conscience, and how the mysteries of the heart are never far from the instruments that promise to satisfy them.
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    Robert Browning’s The Laboratory (Ancien Régime) is a dramatic monologue first published in 1844 within his collection Dramatic Lyrics. The poem presents a single speaker in the charged space of a chemist’s workshop, outlining a plan to acquire poison for a personal act of revenge. Instead of a narrative with multiple characters, the work unfolds through the speaker’s urgent address to the artisan, revealing motive, intention, and atmosphere in real time. Browning’s focus is psychological and situational: an intimate portrait of obsession and resolve shaped by the surroundings of a clandestine laboratory and the implied social world beyond its doors.

The setting is central. The laboratory brims with apparatus—glass, heat, powders, fumes—whose very presence intensifies the speaker’s fixation. Browning frames the scene as a place where technical knowledge and desire meet, and where the boundaries between science and sorcery blur. The subtitle, Ancien Régime, points to a pre-Revolutionary French milieu, evoking courtly intrigue and the shadow economy of specialists who serve private ends. In this enclosed environment, the speaker studies instruments and materials with a fascination that doubles as a moral lens, presenting the workshop as both a theater of precision and a crucible for transgressive intent.

From the outset, the speaker’s purpose is transactional. She commissions a poison with specific properties, framing the purchase as an aesthetic and technical problem to be solved. The craft becomes a kind of art: potency must be balanced against discretion, and effect refined to suit a social setting. Pricing, payment, and the handling of rare substances underscore the economy that enables the scheme. Browning’s monologue captures a client directing an expert, with the lines between expertise and complicity left deliberately understated. The speaker’s control of the situation grows as she dictates the terms and marvels at the lethal elegance on offer.

The motive emerges through sharp, personal animus. The speaker’s jealousy and sense of injury are not argued in moral terms; they are displayed in charged fragments—references to a rival, to slights and humiliations, to the spectacle of another’s triumph. Browning relies on implication rather than exposition, allowing the reader to assemble the social and emotional backdrop from hints. The rival’s allure, ornaments, and public presence become focal points, and the poison is imagined as a counter-ornament, a hidden corrective to perceived injustice. The poem’s energy derives from this collision between intimate grievance and public performance.

The dynamic between commissioner and chemist is a study in power and complicity. The addressee is largely silent, defined by the speaker’s directives and observations. Yet his knowledge, tools, and professional habits create the conditions for her plan. Browning keeps their interaction practical, even brisk, as measurements are tested and options weighed. At the same time, the speaker’s exhilaration reveals a psychological inversion: the artisan’s detached procedure becomes fuel for her sense of mastery. The laboratory’s routines, indifferent to moral judgment, serve as a stage for her to convert emotion into action with ruthless efficiency.

Browning’s imagery makes the process palpably sensory. Liquids glint, powders shimmer, and heat coaxes transformations that captivate the speaker’s eye and imagination. She treats vials and phials as objects of desire, investing them with symbolic power. This fascination with material detail heightens the poem’s tension: the apparatus promises an almost magical control over body and fate, compressing violence into something portable and precise. The speaker delights in names, textures, and colors that suggest refinement rather than brute force, undercutting any simple distinction between beauty and harm. The result is a portrait of cultivated cruelty mediated by craft.

Projecting beyond the workshop, the speaker envisions the social scene where the poison will be deployed. Browning sketches a world of crowded rooms, flirtations, and watchful eyes, where gestures and accessories carry coded meanings. The plan depends on proximity, timing, and disguise—on the ability to fold an act of violence into the rituals of elegance and festivity. The imagined delivery methods are subtle and theatrical, consistent with the speaker’s wish for an effect that appears effortless. The poem lingers on preparation and anticipation, leaving the actual moment of use undeclared, and thus intensifying its suspense.

As a dramatic monologue, the poem hinges on voice, attitude, and selective disclosure. The speaker’s confidence, contempt, and delight invite readers to judge both her intentions and the structures that enable them. Browning refuses overt moral pronouncement, instead orchestrating a contest between fascination and repulsion, agency and constraint. The work probes questions of guilt, instrumentality, and spectatorship: Who acts, who facilitates, and who watches? The speaker’s self-fashioning—poised, purposeful, and aesthetically exacting—illuminates the genre’s capacity to render psychology through performance, while keeping the ultimate outcome at a deliberate remove.

The Laboratory endures for its concentrated study of motive and means, its fusion of technical craft with emotional extremity, and its meticulous control of tone. Without revealing final consequences, the poem offers a lasting reflection on how desire for control can align with systems of knowledge to produce hidden, devastating power. It exemplifies Browning’s broader achievement in the dramatic monologue: a compact stage where voice, setting, and implied action create a narrative of moral complexity. The work’s significance lies in its unsettling clarity about vengeance and the seductive surface of refined instruments used for dark ends.
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    Robert Browning’s The Laboratory situates its dramatic moment within Ancien Régime France, a period broadly spanning the 17th and 18th centuries under Bourbon monarchy. Royal power, Catholic orthodoxy, and tightly regulated urban guilds structured public life, while the court set the tone for social ambition and rivalry. Browning’s speaker, a woman commissioning poison, moves through this lattice of authority into a chemist’s workshop, a liminal space where medicine, perfume, and illicit compounds mixed. The poem’s subtitle, Ancien Régime, directs readers to that pre-Revolutionary world whose hierarchies, rituals, and secret violences were long mythologized in Britain as a theatre of intrigue, jealousy, and ruthless social maneuvering.

The poem first appeared in the mid-1840s, with publication associated with 1844 and its inclusion in Browning’s Dramatic Romances and Lyrics in 1845. Its Victorian context matters. Industrializing London sustained a vigorous periodical press, and readers consumed crime reportage, legal trials, and debates about moral psychology. Browning’s dramatic monologue form, perfected alongside works like My Last Duchess, enabled him to stage intense states of mind without omniscient commentary. By projecting that psychological immediacy onto a French historical backdrop, he harnessed a fashionable English fascination with the ancien world while inviting his contemporaries to consider modern questions about desire, culpability, and the ethics of scientific knowledge.

Court culture under the Bourbon kings provides a crucial frame. Access to power flowed through proximity to the monarch and his household; courtiers competed for pensions, honors, and attention at balls, levees, and spectacles. Patronage networks and salons offered women limited but real influence, though reputation was precarious. The court’s elaborate etiquette, dress, and display intensified rivalries that could turn reputational slights into existential threats. The poem’s imagined target is a social rival within that world of dances and public appearances, where favor could be won or lost in a moment, and where private passions were refracted through the dazzling but unforgiving optics of courtly display.

One notorious contemporary of that world was the Affair of the Poisons, a police investigation running roughly 1677 to 1682 under Louis XIV. Authorities uncovered a network of fortune-tellers, abortionists, and vendors of arsenical powders and alleged love philters, a scandal that implicated servants and nobles and led to special tribunals, exile, and executions. Names like La Voisin became infamous, and rumors touched even the king’s inner circle. Although Browning does not dramatize a specific historical case, his poem echoes this climate: clandestine laboratories, the mingling of perfume and poison, and the fear that intimate spaces and gifts could be weaponized under the sheen of courtly civility.

The rise of Parisian policing sharpened this history. In 1667, the office of lieutenant general of police was created; Gabriel Nicolas de La Reynie built surveillance and record-keeping systems aimed at bringing order to the capital. During the poison panic, the crown convened a special court, the Chambre Ardente, to try cases involving sorcery and toxic crimes. Proceedings were sometimes secret; punishments were exemplary. This apparatus did not end clandestine chemistry, but it pushed it inward, into private workshops and back rooms. Browning’s laboratory reflects that semi-legal world: a place of technical skill and ambiguous ethics, operating at the edge of medicine, commerce, and criminality.

Apothecaries occupied a contested, vital role. Their guilds in French cities dated to the late medieval period and worked under the oversight of medical faculties. They compounded drugs, distilled waters, and blended perfumes and cosmetics for urban elites. Furnaces, retorts, and alembics were ordinary tools of the trade; so were imported resins and minerals. The line between legitimate pharmacy and dangerous experimentation could blur, especially when clients sought abortifacients, deadly powders, or remedies with powerful side effects. Browning’s chemist is a recognizably early modern type: a skilled artisan whose expertise can heal or harm, depending on the demands of patrons and the pressures of the market.

Early modern toxicology centered on familiar substances. Arsenic, widely used in pigments and rodenticides, gained notoriety for its relative tastelessness; antimony compounds, defended by some physicians and banned by others, fueled French medical controversies; mercury was both a medicine and a poison. Belladonna and other botanicals had cosmetic and lethal associations. Rumors about a preparation known as aqua tofana circulated from 17th‑century Italy across Europe, said to be a subtle, colorless poison. While such stories were often sensationalized, they sensitized publics to the thought that everyday ointments, powders, and philters could be turned toward death, an anxiety Browning’s imagery deftly exploits.

Gender expectations shaped both law and legend. Under Ancien Régime norms, women’s property and movement were often constrained by family and marital structures, though elite women could wield influence in salons and patronage networks. Famous prosecutions intensified a trope of the female poisoner, nowhere more than in the case of Marie‑Madeleine d’Aubray, Marquise de Brinvilliers, executed in 1676 for poisoning relatives. Her trial, widely discussed, preceded the broader poison affair and helped fix the image of poisoning as a clandestine, domestic weapon. Browning’s female speaker, seeking agency through chemistry, inhabits that cultural script even as the poem scrutinizes its motives and costs.

Religious frameworks underpinned moral discourse in this era. Catholic sacramental practice, with its emphasis on confession, penitence, and absolution, intersected with legal judgments and public penance rituals. The moralists of the period decried vanity, luxury, and sensual excess at court, yet fashion, cosmetics, and theatrical spectacle flourished. Browning’s scene draws energy from this tension: the cool craft of a laboratory in a culture preoccupied by sin and salvation. The impulse to purify or conceal, whether through spiritual discipline or cosmetic enhancement, shades into a desire to control outcomes absolutely—an ambition that poison, in the imagination of the time, seemed to promise.

The urban economy of Paris sustained the laboratory. Apothecaries purchased spices, gums, dyes, and drugs via Mediterranean and Atlantic trade: cinnabar, camphor, opium, myrrh, and exotic woods all circulated through shops that also sold soaps and scents to a luxury market. Court and city were linked by flows of money, fashion, and novelty, with artisans depending on patronage and word of mouth. This commercialization of sensation—taste, smell, color—gave material form to status and desire. Browning’s inventory of vials and tints situates the speaker within that consumer world, where substances can signal refinement, intoxication, or, in darker uses, irreversible harm.

Scientific language in the poem reflects a transitional knowledge system. Before Lavoisier’s late‑18th‑century reforms that named oxygen and redefined chemistry, practitioners worked within a chymical tradition that blended artisanal know‑how, alchemical legacies, and emerging empiricism. Heat, color change, and crystallization were read as signs of hidden powers in matter. The laboratory, therefore, was both workshop and theatre, a place where transformations could be watched and controlled. Browning’s imagery of glass, fire, and powders draws on that pre‑modern lexicon, reminding readers that the authority of the chemist rested less on theory than on practiced hands and the persuasive spectacle of making.

Browning’s own century added another layer: forensic toxicology. In 1836, James Marsh published a reliable test for detecting arsenic, quickly adopted in courts. The French physician Mathieu Orfila, a leading figure in toxicology, produced influential treatises and gave expert testimony. The 1840 trial of Marie Lafarge in France, where scientific evidence played a central role, was widely reported in Britain. Such cases educated the public about chemical detection while also fueling fears of undetectable poisons. By setting his drama before these techniques, Browning creates a historical contrast that heightens suspense and reflects Victorian fascination with the boundary between crime and scientific proof.

Victorian print culture amplified interest in deviance and punishment. Newspapers and magazines serialized trials, debated the ethics of depicting criminals, and popularized forensic advances. The so‑called Newgate controversy of the late 1830s and early 1840s asked whether literature glamorized crime. Browning’s strategy was different: the dramatic monologue withdraws from chase and spectacle to expose intention in a single charged voice. That tactic aligned with contemporary desires to analyze motive without endorsing it. The Laboratory participates in this discourse by presenting desire and resentment as problems for ethical reasoning, not simply as fuel for melodrama.

The dramatic monologue, a form Browning helped define, locates historical personas to probe timeless moral ambiguities. My Last Duchess and Porphyria’s Lover, published in the same general period, likewise stage intimate violence through a controlled first‑person voice. Set against Renaissance and early modern backdrops, these poems avoid direct commentary while allowing readers to judge the speaker’s manipulations and self‑deceptions. The Laboratory extends this practice by transposing the question of control into a chemical register: to what extent can one master outcomes—social or emotional—by mastering matter. The historical scene sharpens the ethical inquiry precisely because it feels both distant and uncomfortably familiar.

British views of pre‑Revolutionary France also inform the poem’s choices. Nineteenth‑century English writing often cast the Ancien Régime as a cautionary emblem of absolutism, clerical influence, and courtly corruption. Travel narratives, histories, and popular romances drew on that image to frame plots of intrigue and downfall. By placing his speaker within a French courtly world, Browning could explore themes of hierarchy, spectacle, and moral theatricality without indicting contemporary British institutions directly. The foreign, historical setting thus becomes a safe screen onto which modern anxieties about power, gender, and scientific capability are projected and examined.

Material culture, always central to early modern self‑fashioning, plays a charged role here. Gloves, powders, pastes, and small vials occupied a delicate zone between ornament and remedy, their intimate contact with skin conferring both allure and risk. Stories abounded—often unverified—about poisoned perfumes or accessories in Renaissance and Baroque courts, including tales attached to figures like Catherine de’ Medici. Browning’s attention to the colors, textures, and containers of the laboratory participates in that lore. The poem’s objects are not mere props; they are instruments in a culture that believed surfaces could be calibrated to manage appearances, and, fatefully, to alter destinies.

The poem also resonates with the long shadow of legal and medical reform. By the late 18th century, French regulation of pharmacy tightened, and by the 19th, scientific institutions and police methods increasingly professionalized the control of toxic substances. Yet the cultural memory of the poisoner proved remarkably durable, surviving into the Victorian imagination as a figure both terrifying and modern. Browning’s choice to connect intimate grievance with technical skill anticipates debates that would intensify later in the century over laboratory power, industrial chemistry, and the moral accountability of experts working at the edge of law and commerce. These concerns animate the poem’s compressed scene of negotiation and craftwork, making the laboratory a crucible for social anxieties about knowledge and control.
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    Robert Browning (1812–1889) was a central figure of Victorian poetry, celebrated for perfecting the dramatic monologue and for probing the moral and psychological motives of imagined speakers. Working across poetry and drama, he fused erudition with a vigorous, often colloquial style that challenged contemporary tastes and later shaped modern conceptions of voice. Browning’s career spanned more than five decades, during which he moved from youthful Romanticism to an idiosyncratic historical and philosophical art. His reputation rose unevenly in his lifetime, but by the century’s end he was recognized as one of English literature’s most inventive technicians and a searching analyst of conscience and desire.

Born in Camberwell, near London, Browning was largely educated at home, reading widely in history, philosophy, and European languages. He briefly attended University College London, but remained essentially self-directed, absorbing influences from classical authors, the Renaissance, and continental literature. An early, acknowledged admiration for Percy Bysshe Shelley and other Romantics encouraged his first attempts, though the theater and music also left strong marks on his ear and staging instincts. Browning’s autodidactic habits produced an extraordinary range of reference that later surfaced in his poems’ allusions, argumentative turns, and multilingual echoes, while his interest in character and motive steered him toward dramatic forms rather than purely lyric expression.

Browning’s debut, Pauline: A Fragment of a Confession (1833), appeared anonymously and drew limited notice. Paracelsus (1835) earned more critical attention, establishing him as ambitious and intellectually driven. His historical play Strafford (1837) reached the stage, while Sordello (1840) became notorious for its difficulty, a reputation that dogged him for years. Seeking a more flexible outlet, he issued the pamphlet series Bells and Pomegranates (1841–1846), which included Pippa Passes and the collections Dramatic Lyrics and Dramatic Romances and Lyrics. From these emerged signature pieces—My Last Duchess, Porphyria’s Lover, and The Pied Piper of Hamelin—demonstrating his distinctive command of narrative voice and moral ambiguity.

In 1846 Browning married the poet Elizabeth Barrett, and the couple soon settled largely in Italy. The country’s history, art, and politics deepened his fascination with Renaissance character and civic life, themes that recur across his middle-period work. Men and Women (1855), published during these years, gathered some of his finest dramatic monologues, including Fra Lippo Lippi, Andrea del Sarto, and Bishop Blougram’s Apology. Although the volume did not initially find a wide readership, later critics valued its technical daring, compressed argument, and subtle irony. Italy also provided archival materials and local color that would later feed into his most ambitious narrative project.

After returning to England in the 1860s, Browning’s audience expanded markedly. Dramatis Personae (1864) signaled this change, pairing intellectual rigor with a clearer, more forceful rhetoric. His major breakthrough followed with The Ring and the Book (1868–1869), a twelve-book verse narrative fashioned from a seventeenth-century Italian murder case. By retelling the event through multiple speakers, he demonstrated the dramatic monologue’s capacity to test truth-claims and ethical self-justifications. The poem’s success secured his standing among the foremost poets of his age. In 1881 the Browning Society formed to promote readings and scholarship, reflecting the growing academic and public investment in his complex artistry.

Browning remained prolific in later decades, producing Balaustion’s Adventure (1871), Fifine at the Fair (1872), Red Cotton Night-Cap Country (1873), Aristophanes’ Apology (1875), and a literalist translation, A Transcript of the Agamemnon of Aeschylus (1877). Subsequent volumes—La Saisiaz (1878), Dramatic Idyls (1879; 1880), Jocoseria (1883), Ferishtah’s Fancies (1884), and Parleyings with Certain People (1887)—continued his engagement with faith, skepticism, artistic vocation, and moral choice. Stylistically he favored energetic syntax, irony, and abrupt shifts of register, often allowing argumentative drama to govern rhythm and rhyme. His poems invite readers to weigh competing perspectives, refusing easy verdicts while insisting on the dignity of human striving.

Browning died in December 1889 in Venice, on the day his final volume, Asolando, appeared in print. He was later interred in Westminster Abbey’s Poets’ Corner, a public recognition of the esteem his work had achieved. By the twentieth century, critics and poets alike identified him as a principal architect of the dramatic monologue and a pioneer of psychological portraiture in verse. His rigor, skepticism, and formal experiment proved influential for modern poetry, while classroom and scholarly attention remained steady, aided by the institutional momentum his late reputation generated. Today, his best poems endure for their intellectual range, theatrical vitality, and ethical complexity.
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On the subject of Browning’s work innumerable things have been said and remain to be said; of his life, considered as a narrative of facts, there is little or nothing to say. It was a lucid and public and yet quiet life, which culminated in one great dramatic test of character, and then fell back again into this union of quietude and publicity. And yet, in spite of this, it is a great deal more difficult to speak finally about his life than about his work. His work has the mystery which belongs to the complex; his life the much greater mystery which belongs to the simple. He was clever enough to understand his own poetry; and if he understood it, we can understand it[1q]. But he was also entirely unconscious and impulsive, and he was never clever enough to understand his own character; consequently we may be excused if that part of him which was hidden from him is partly hidden from us. The subtle man is always immeasurably easier to understand than the natural man; for the subtle man keeps a diary of his moods, he practises the art of self-analysis and self-revelation, and can tell us how he came to feel this or to say that. But a man like Browning knows no more about the state of his emotions than about the state of his pulse; they are things greater than he, things growing at will, like forces of Nature[2q]. There is an old anecdote, probably apocryphal, which describes how a feminine admirer wrote to Browning asking him for the meaning of one of his darker poems, and received the following reply: “When that poem was written, two people knew what it meant — God and Robert Browning. And now God only knows what it means.” This story gives, in all probability, an entirely false impression of Browning’s attitude towards his work. He was a keen artist, a keen scholar, he could put his finger on anything, and he had a memory like the British Museum Library. But the story does, in all probability, give a tolerably accurate picture of Browning’s attitude towards his own emotions and his psychological type. If a man had asked him what some particular allusion to a Persian hero meant he could in all probability have quoted half the epic; if a man had asked him which third cousin of Charlemagne was alluded to in Sordello, he could have given an account of the man and an account of his father and his grandfather. But if a man had asked him what he thought of himself, or what were his emotions an hour before his wedding, he would have replied with perfect sincerity that God alone knew.

This mystery of the unconscious man, far deeper than any mystery of the conscious one, existing as it does in all men, existed peculiarly in Browning, because he was a very ordinary and spontaneous man. The same thing exists to some extent in all history and all affairs. Anything that is deliberate, twisted, created as a trap and a mystery, must be discovered at last; everything that is done naturally remains mysterious. It may be difficult to discover the principles of the Rosicrucians[2], but it is much easier to discover the principles of the Rosicrucians than the principles of the United States: nor has any secret society kept its aims so quiet as humanity. The way to be inexplicable is to be chaotic[3q], and on the surface this was the quality of Browning’s life; there is the same difference between judging of his poetry and judging of his life, that there is between making a map of a labyrinth and making a map of a mist. The discussion of what some particular allusion in Sordello means has gone on so far, and may go on still, but it has it in its nature to end. The life of Robert Browning, who combines the greatest brain with the most simple temperament known in our annals, would go on for ever if we did not decide to summarise it in a very brief and simple narrative.

Robert Browning was born in Camberwell[1] on May 7th 1812. His father and grandfather had been clerks in the Bank of England, and his whole family would appear to have belonged to the solid and educated middle class — the class which is interested in letters, but not ambitious in them, the class to which poetry is a luxury, but not a necessity.

This actual quality and character of the Browning family shows some tendency to be obscured by matters more remote. It is the custom of all biographers to seek for the earliest traces of a family in distant ages and even in distant lands; and Browning, as it happens, has given them opportunities which tend to lead away the mind from the main matter in hand. There is a tradition, for example, that men of his name were prominent in the feudal ages; it is based upon little beyond a coincidence of surnames and the fact that Browning used a seal with a coat-of-arms. Thousands of middle-class men use such a seal, merely because it is a curiosity or a legacy, without knowing or caring anything about the condition of their ancestors in the Middle Ages. Then, again, there is a theory that he was of Jewish blood; a view which is perfectly conceivable, and which Browning would have been the last to have thought derogatory, but for which, as a matter of fact, there is exceedingly little evidence. The chief reason assigned by his contemporaries for the belief was the fact that he was, without doubt, specially and profoundly interested in Jewish matters. This suggestion, worthless in any case, would, if anything, tell the other way. For while an Englishman may be enthusiastic about England, or indignant against England, it never occurred to any living Englishman to be interested in England. Browning was, like every other intelligent Aryan, interested in the Jews; but if he was related to every people in which he was interested, he must have been of extraordinarily mixed extraction. Thirdly, there is the yet more sensational theory that there was in Robert Browning a strain of the negro. The supporters of this hypothesis seem to have little in reality to say, except that Browning’s grandmother was certainly a Creole. It is said in support of the view that Browning was singularly dark in early life, and was often mistaken for an Italian. There does not, however, seem to be anything particular to be deduced from this, except that if he looked like an Italian, he must have looked exceedingly unlike a negro.

There is nothing valid against any of these three theories, just as there is nothing valid in their favour; they may, any or all of them, be true, but they are still irrelevant. They are something that is in history or biography a great deal worse than being false — they are misleading. We do not want to know about a man like Browning, whether he had a right to a shield used in the Wars of the Roses, or whether the tenth grandfather of his Creole grandmother had been white or black: we want to know something about his family, which is quite a different thing. We wish to have about Browning not so much the kind of information which would satisfy Clarencieux
























OEBPS/Images/Musaicum_logo2.jpg





OEBPS/Images/cover.jpg
ROBERT BROWNING

. *"D

THE | ABORATORY






OEBPS/Text/9788027235711.png
G\uickie

Classics

Quickie Classics summarizes
timeless works with precision,
preserving the author's voice and
keeping the prose clear, fast, and
readable — distilled, never diluted.

3 O\uic!&iﬁ

Enriched Edition extras:

{
Hamlet, Prince
of Denmark Brief Analysis §| 4 Reflection Q&As

Summarized Edition

William Shakespeare Editorial Footnotes
Summarized by Isabella Murray

Find the QUiCkie Classics Search for Quickie Classics in your
q . f ite booksh d enjoy th
version of your favorite AL SRR G Py

classics you always wanted to read but

bOOks now! never had time to finish.

@) (9
’)\ §

‘ ‘/1( ’é; ?' 4

Queen Margot

Summarized Edition

The French Revolution Aurora Leigh

Summarized Edition Summarized Edition Summarized Edition

Alexandre Dumas

i i Emily Bronté Hippolyte Taine Elizabeth Barrett Browning
Summarized by Christopher Pamer Summarized by Yarrow Marsh Summarized by Julian Bailey Summarized by Daniel Riley






