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    In a room of phials and flame, desire sharpens itself into a weapon as cool as glass. Robert Browning’s The Laboratory focuses our gaze on that volatile instant when private passion seeks a technical means, revealing how the instruments of knowledge can be bent toward intimate ends. The poem makes the workshop a theater, the bench a stage, and the materials of experiment the props of a fierce interior drama. Its power lies not in spectacle alone but in the unnerving clarity with which a single voice presses outward, turning curiosity into complicity and transforming observation into a form of moral risk.

Robert Browning (1812–1889) stands among the definitive poets of Victorian Britain, renowned for his mastery of the dramatic monologue, a form that presents a character speaking from a crucial moment with minimal authorial intrusion. His achievement shaped how later poets would represent consciousness, motive, and ethical ambiguity. Where lyric tradition often centers on the poet’s own voice, Browning delegates speech to constructed personae, thereby expanding poetry’s capacity for narrative tension and psychological nuance. The Laboratory exemplifies this innovation, offering a condensed, unsettling portrait of obsession that shows the poet’s control of perspective and his refusal to resolve the very questions he raises.

Composed in the mid-1840s and included in the 1845 collection Dramatic Romances and Lyrics, the poem appears as The Laboratory; Ancien Régime, signaling a setting in pre-revolutionary France. Within the confines of an apothecary’s workspace, a woman consults the practitioner to obtain a subtle poison aimed at a rival in love. Browning withholds any broad historical pageant; he relies instead on the immediacy of tools, vessels, fumes, and whispered intent. That spare premise is all the reader needs. From it flows an examination of motive, self-justification, and the charged relationship between a client and the expert who can translate desire into method.

The dramatic monologue enables Browning to turn minimal narrative cues into a full moral ecosystem. The speaker addresses the apothecary, but the poem is constructed so that readers seem to overhear, piecing together context from implication. This triangulation—speaker, silent listener, and eavesdropping reader—creates an atmosphere of urgency and danger without requiring outward action. Browning’s restraint heightens the effect: what counts is not spectacle but psychology. The poem’s force arrives in what the voice reveals and withholds, in the calibrations of envy and bravado, and in how the addressee’s silence becomes a mirror for the speaker’s intensifying intent.

One reason the poem endures is its vivid sense of material culture. Browning dwells on glassware, powders, and flames, the affordances of a laboratory that lend precision to the speaker’s aims. He understands the allure of objects whose beauty can be turned toward harm, and he shows how technique can mask transgression as expertise. Though set under the Ancien Régime, the poem speaks to a nineteenth-century fascination with experiment and the authority of specialized knowledge. By dramatizing a transaction between passion and procedure, Browning probes how technical competence can confer a dangerous poise upon destructive desire.

The speaker’s gender complicates, rather than simplifies, the poem’s ethical register. In a world that restricts her public agency, she seeks leverage in a private, technical sphere, where skill can be purchased and discretion assumed. Browning does not ask us to approve or condemn; he asks us to listen. The voice asserts a fierce self-possession, a determination to reclaim narrative control from humiliation and betrayal. Yet that very determination exposes the cost of imagining power as annihilation. The poem’s brilliance lies in its refusal to flatten this contradiction, allowing agency and violence to appear as intertwined, troubling possibilities.

Formally, The Laboratory shows Browning’s gift for compression. Every detail carries motive force; every image does double duty as setting and symbol. The pace is quick but not careless, driven by a breathless concentration that feels at once theatrical and intimate. Sound and image work together to create a tactile immediacy—the hiss of heat, the sheen of liquids, the fragility of glass—that makes the setting fully inhabitable. In such conditions, moral distinctions blur, because the craft itself seems neutral, even beautiful. The reader’s unease arises from that dissonance: elegance and menace occupying the same precise space.

As a landmark in the evolution of the dramatic monologue, the poem exerted broad influence on later writers who sought to stage consciousness without commentary. Browning’s method—letting character speak, letting implication do the work—helped clear a path for modern poets exploring persona and interiority. It is widely acknowledged that his monologues informed developments taken up by twentieth-century figures who prized the tension between voice and circumstance. The Laboratory, with its concentrated ferocity, demonstrates how a single sharpened perspective can illuminate a whole moral landscape, a lesson poets and dramatists have repeatedly adapted to their own eras and idioms.

Within Browning’s oeuvre, this piece belongs with his most incisive examinations of jealousy, control, and the performance of self. He often chose historical or exoticized settings to loosen the strictures of contemporary decorum, giving him freedom to explore taboo subjects through the safe distance of costume and period. Yet the historical veil never obscures the core: a subjectivity under pressure. Readers familiar with his other monologues will recognize his signature technique—revealing character through gesture, fixation, and omission—while noting how The Laboratory pushes intensity to a startling extreme in a remarkably brief compass.

The poem’s classic status rests on its fusion of craft and moral inquiry. It can be read as a case study in rhetoric, as a miniature play, as a meditation on the ethics of looking, or as a parable of technology and desire. Each approach reveals further layers: the social economy of scandal and reputation, the intimacy of complicity between client and expert, the uses of secrecy, the costs of revenge. That versatility keeps the work alive in classrooms and in readers’ private encounters, where its questions remain stubbornly open and its atmosphere, however distant in time, feels unnervingly immediate.

Critics and teachers return to The Laboratory because it prompts rigorous attention to how poetry makes meaning through voice. The poem does not depend on elaborate historical notes to move us; its essentials are recognizable across contexts. At the same time, its historical framing underscores how culture shapes the forms available for action, and how those forms can be wielded for harm. Its compactness invites close reading, while its dramatic energy rewards repeated encounters. In this way it exemplifies the qualities often associated with the canon: formal distinction, interpretive richness, and an enduring capacity to challenge readers’ assumptions.

For contemporary readers, the poem’s relevance is unmistakable. It confronts the uneasy bond between expertise and intention, the allure of discreet solutions to personal grievances, and the ethics of watching harm take shape. In an age saturated with technologies that promise control—chemical, digital, biomedical—Browning’s vision reminds us that methods are never innocent of motives. The Laboratory remains compelling not because it offers resolution, but because it insists on attention: to what we admire, to what we excuse, and to what we become when we treat skill as permission. That insistence ensures its lasting, disquieting appeal.
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    Robert Browning’s The Laboratory, subtitled “Ancien Régime,” presents a concentrated scene in which a woman visits a chemist’s workspace to secure a deadly substance. The poem unfolds as a dramatic monologue, allowing the speaker’s voice to guide the reader through the setting and her intentions. In a few compressed minutes, the laboratory becomes the stage for desire, envy, and calculation. The speaker frames the visit as both urgent and intimate, revealing a precise purpose while lingering over the atmosphere of the place. Browning uses this moment to introduce the central conflict: a private passion seeking technological means to thwart a social and romantic rival.

In the laboratory, glass vessels, flames, powders, and fumes assume an almost hypnotic allure. The speaker watches the practitioner at work and is captivated by the apparatus and motions that promise transformation. The environment’s clinical precision contrasts with the volatile emotions driving the visit, and this juxtaposition becomes a guiding tension. Browning emphasizes the sensory immediacy: color, smell, and the delicate handling of materials. The speaker, alert to each detail, treats the tools as luxurious objects, admiring the very process that will enable harm. The laboratory thus appears as both workshop and theater, where secrecy, dexterity, and spectacle converge.

Gradually, the speaker outlines her grievance without narrating a complete backstory. She implies a love triangle in which a romantic attachment has been compromised, redirecting her humiliation into determination. Hints of courtly life and public festivity suggest the social stakes, where appearances matter and slights are witnessed. The rival is sketched through the speaker’s fixation—beauty, presence, and influence—rather than independent description, revealing more about the speaker’s obsessions than about the rival’s character. Through this restrained disclosure, Browning situates the motive as fundamentally personal yet heightened by a public context that magnifies envy, shame, and the desire for restoration.

Commissioning the poison becomes a negotiation over qualities: potency, swiftness, discretion, and a deceptively pleasing appearance. The speaker insists that the result must be efficient yet undetectable, an intimate weapon that can pass in society’s bright rooms. She weighs cosmetic elegance against lethal effect, turning danger into a precious commodity. Browning highlights how aesthetics and violence interlace as she admires the colors and containers, savoring the notion that destruction can be achieved through beauty. The practitioner’s methodical mixing and the speaker’s exacting demands together create a portrait of tailored menace, calibrated for a specific moment and recipient.

Anticipating the act, the speaker imagines the setting in which the poison might be delivered, a social occasion where proximity allows for quiet action. She rehearses outcomes in her mind, lingering on how the rival might look or react without naming the precise means. This imagined scene extends the poem’s theatricality: the laboratory prepares the prop, the public event supplies the stage, and the speaker casts herself as director and performer. As she entertains the possibility of targeting more than one person, the plan’s moral boundary blurs, and the allure of control grows alongside the fear of discovery.

Payment underscores the entanglement of class power and clandestine service. The speaker treats wealth and jewels as instruments for securing complicity, measuring cost against personal vindication. The transaction is brisk, yet it reveals how private passions can mobilize specialized knowledge and resources. Browning keeps the practitioner largely silent, but the exchange implies professional discretion and a practiced rapport with clients who seek results rather than counsel. The laboratory’s commerce renders wrongdoing almost administrative: ingredients, price, and delivery converge with chilling matter-of-factness. This economy of harm—precise, purchasable, and disguised—deepens the poem’s examination of how refinement can mask brutality.

Psychologically, the speaker oscillates between giddy fascination and steely resolve. Her voice tilts from intimacy to command, exposing vulnerability even as she claims mastery. She aestheticizes cruelty while revealing insecurity about status and affection, and the laboratory’s orderliness seems to steady her volatile feelings. The practitioner’s presence functions as foil and witness, a silent mirror in which she refines her narrative of grievance. Browning’s choice of monologue lets readers sift desire from self-justification, catching the rhythm of obsession. The portrait that emerges is not a confession but a performance, calibrated to persuade, intimidate, and sustain the speaker’s chosen course.

Formally, the poem uses the dramatic monologue to compress action into a single charged interval, relying on voice to supply plot, setting, and character. The pace is brisk yet layered, piling sensory images that invite close reading while withholding external verification. The laboratory’s technical language contributes to the aura of expertise, but the speaker’s rhetoric carries the narrative forward, interlacing threat with admiration. This structure compels the audience to infer relationships and timelines from suggestive details rather than exposition. Browning’s art lies in how the poem advances and darkens through implication, achieving momentum without leaving the confined physical space.

Taken as a whole, The Laboratory probes how jealousy seeks legitimacy through craft, and how the desire for agency can court annihilation. It presents scientific skill as morally indeterminate, shaped by the ends it serves, and it frames luxury and spectacle as companions to violence. The work endures for its unsparing look at emotion weaponized, its cool attention to process, and its unsettling poise between intimacy and public display. Without disclosing outcomes, the poem’s lasting challenge is ethical and psychological: to confront the seductive precision of harm and to reckon with the stories people tell to make it seem necessary.
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    Robert Browning’s The Laboratory—subtitled Ancien Régime in many editions—stages its feverish scene under pre-Revolutionary France, roughly the 17th to 18th centuries, when an absolute monarchy, a powerful Catholic Church, and tightly regulated urban guilds organized public and private life. The poem imagines a woman in an apothecary’s workroom seeking poison. That setting invokes a social order in which court favor, reputation, and clandestine remedies intersected. Browning wrote and published the poem in the mid-1840s, yet he deliberately casts back to an era defined by royal authority and elaborate court culture to explore desire, jealousy, and the instrumental use of science-like craft for violent ends.

The Ancien Régime’s politics centered on royal courts, especially under Louis XIV (ruling from 1643, personal rule from 1661, to 1715). Patronage networks and salons managed influence; etiquette masked rivalry. Courtly competition over love, status, and access to power was an organizing force in elite life. Such a milieu bred anxieties about secrecy and betrayal. The Laboratory echoes this by situating homicidal intent not on the battlefield but within refined, interior spaces. The desired crime is an act of stealth compatible with courtly surfaces: dress, cosmetics, fêtes, and whispered slanders that circulated through corridors of privilege rather than public squares.

The poem’s historical backdrop resonates strongly with the Affair of the Poisons (circa 1677–1682), when Parisian fortune-tellers, alleged sorcerers, and purveyors of potions were investigated for supplying poisons to clients, some with court connections. A special tribunal—the Chambre ardente—was established in 1679 and suppressed in 1682. Gabriel Nicolas de La Reynie, Paris’s Lieutenant General of Police, oversaw inquiries; hundreds were interrogated; executions followed, including that of the infamous La Voisin in 1680. Browning’s scene of a client and a complicit practitioner engages this history of illicit chemistry, insinuation, and gendered fears surrounding female poisoners.

Institutional developments in law and policing intensified the climate of surveillance. The office of Lieutenant General of Police in Paris was created in 1667, part of administrative reforms centralizing royal authority. The Ordonnance criminelle of 1670 standardized criminal procedure. Secret justice—most notoriously lettres de cachet—and the interrogation of suspect networks marked high-profile cases. Yet clandestine services persisted in urban recesses. The Laboratory’s quiet transaction in a workshop captures this paradox: a society proud of order, but porous to hidden economies of violence that policed eyes could not wholly see until scandal forced exposure.

Apothecaries occupied a regulated, prestigious, yet contested niche. Under the Ancien Régime, Parisian apothecaries belonged to guild structures historically tied to the Faculty of Medicine; they were known as apothicaires-épiciers until reforms separated roles. A major royal edict in 1777 created the Collège de pharmacie, but earlier centuries already enforced examinations and controlled poisonous substances. In practice, enforcement varied, and shadow practitioners (“empirics,” fortune-tellers) circulated around official medicine. Browning’s laboratory is a liminal site where artisanal knowledge, legal regulation, and illicit demand meet, reflecting tensions between guild privilege and black-market services.

Early modern “chymistry”—a blend of alchemy, metallurgy, pharmacy, and emerging chemistry—furnished techniques and vocabularies for compounding medicines and toxins. Laboratories with furnaces, retorts, and alembics were common in both scholarly and artisanal settings. Substances such as arsenic, antimony (notably tartar emetic), corrosive sublimate (mercuric chloride), vitriols, and opiates served therapeutic and, in criminal hands, lethal purposes. France also saw the “antimony wars,” a 17th-century controversy over antimonial preparations, culminating in gradual acceptance by mid-century. The poem’s fascination with colored liquids and glassware channels this transitional world, where curative and destructive potentials coexisted in the same vial.

The porous boundary between pharmacology and cosmetics was culturally visible. Elite beauty regimes prized pallor and brilliant color, often achieved with lead-based face powders (ceruse), vermilion (mercuric sulfide) rouge, and other concoctions later recognized as toxic. Perfumers and apothecaries occupied adjacent trades in luxury Paris. Moralists associated such adornments with deceit and decay. Browning’s imagery of delicate bottles, shimmering mixtures, and aestheticized instruments of death exploits that overlap: the same culture that sustained cosmetic enhancement could mask the acquisition of a deadly potion, linking adornment to annihilation in a single marketplace.

Gendered power under the Ancien Régime was legally and socially constrained. Married women’s legal capacity was restricted by customary regimes of marital authority; family strategies often prioritized lineage and property. Public violence (duels, military valor) was coded masculine, while clandestine manipulation—including poison in scandal narratives—was popularly feminized. Pamphlet literature and trial records from the Poisons affair stoked fears of women using secret arts to subvert male control. Browning’s speaker is no sociological treatise, but the monologue’s intense female voice contests and inhabits those stereotypes, dramatizing agency exercised within—and against—patriarchal structures.

Religious and occult frames also mattered. Official Catholic reform in France after the Council of Trent fostered parish discipline and devotional societies. Yet popular practitioners offered horoscopes, amulets, and love philtres. The Poisons affair records, whether fully reliable or not, include sensational claims of “black masses” commissioned to secure love or eliminate rivals. Such allegations fueled a moral panic about sacrilege and the corruption of court life. The Laboratory draws on that climate of mingled piety and transgression: the apothecary’s bench becomes quasi-ritual space, where sacramental language is inverted into a rite of calculated malice.

Urban Paris provided the necessary density for clandestine exchanges. By around 1700, Paris was among Europe’s largest cities, with hundreds of thousands of inhabitants, diverse trades, and stark social contrasts. Narrow streets, subdivided workshops, and thriving marketplaces created opportunity and anonymity. Luxury goods moved alongside contraband. The poem’s compressed setting—a private chamber within a public metropolis—condenses broader urban realities: the mingling of elites and artisans; pay-for-service relationships; and the possibility that an aristocratic grievance could be resolved, not by official petition, but by a quiet purchase in a back room.

Codes of honor shaped sanctioned violence, especially among men. Royal edicts sought to suppress dueling (notably under Louis XIII and Louis XIV), yet the practice persisted, inflecting aristocratic identity. Poison, by contrast, signified stealth and treachery in legal and literary discourses. The gendering of such methods was never absolute, but in cultural rhetoric poison figured as antithetical to chivalric publicity. The Laboratory magnifies that contrast: rather than a public challenge, the speaker seeks a tool of invisible retribution, exposing moral ambiguities within a society that glamorized certain violences while demonizing others.

Critiques of court decadence accumulated across the 18th century. Philosophes condemned superstition, arbitrary justice, and the moral hazards of privilege. Later revolutionary propaganda used scandals like the Poisons affair to symbolize systemic rot. Though Browning writes from Victorian Britain, his chosen setting participates in this historiographical tradition: Ancien Régime Paris appears as a theater of surfaces, secrets, and unfreedom. The poem’s intimate crime thus resonates with broader indictments of a political order whose splendor coexisted with concealed coercions and spectacular punishments, from the Place de Grève to the king’s private chambers.

Browning’s career illuminates why he turned to such material. Born in 1812, he developed a form—the dramatic monologue—that flourished in the 1830s–1840s. In 1842 he published Dramatic Lyrics; in 1845 he issued Dramatic Romances and Lyrics, where The Laboratory would be collected. His fascination with Renaissance and early modern Europe provided historical distance for probing psychology and moral choice. The monologue allows readers to overhear a mind in action. By staging a historical voice within a precise social world, Browning joins imaginative reconstruction to archival echoes, asking how desire and power negotiate the constraints of their time.

The poem also intersects with a 19th-century European preoccupation with toxicology and arsenic murders. The Marsh test (1836) made arsenic visible in forensic settings; the French toxicologist Mathieu Orfila advanced poison analysis in the early 1800s. The 1840 trial of Marie Lafarge in France, accused of poisoning her husband with arsenic, riveted the press and public, with expert testimony central to the verdict. Such events rendered poison both modern and sensational. Browning’s turn to an old-regime laboratory during the 1840s channels contemporary anxieties while historicizing them: science exposes poison even as desire keeps seeking it.

Print culture helped frame reception. Mid-19th-century Britain saw vigorous periodical markets and a taste for crime narratives, from court reports to sensation tales. Browning often published poems in periodicals before collecting them in volumes, and his dramatic monologues offered literary gravitas to subjects the public already followed in newspapers. The Laboratory could thus satisfy a dual demand: it offered the respectability of historical setting and psychological artistry, and the immediacy of topical themes—poison, jealousy, expert knowledge—without becoming mere journalism or lurid pamphleteering.

Technological and economic details within the poem’s world—glass vials, pigments, distillations—reflect broader transformations in material culture. Seventeenth- and eighteenth-century France developed sophisticated glassmaking and chemical crafts; the Académie des Sciences (founded 1666) legitimated experimental inquiry, even as many techniques remained artisanal. The very tools that produced medicines and perfumes could fabricate toxins. Browning compresses that continuum into a charged inventory: apparatus as commodities; the apothecary as technician and merchant; desire as a consumer’s order. The poem’s economy of purchase and satisfaction suggests a marketplace logic applied to human fate.

Legal and medical knowledge about poisonality lagged behind practice during the Ancien Régime, which helps explain its cultural prominence. Arsenic, often dubbed “inheritance powder” (poudre de succession), was feared for its relative tastelessness and the difficulty of detection before modern tests. High-profile prosecutions varied in reliability, recording rumor alongside evidence. By the Victorian period, improved forensic science promised certainty, even as spectacular trials fueled fascination. The Laboratory stands at this intersection: it imagines a world before reliable toxicology, while being published for readers increasingly persuaded that science could reveal the invisible hand of crime. The thematic friction is deliberate and pointed, not merely decorative.
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    Robert Browning (1812–1889) was a British poet and playwright whose mastery of the dramatic monologue reshaped Victorian poetry. Writing across the mid- to late nineteenth century, he explored the motives, contradictions, and ethical struggles of imagined speakers with unusual psychological depth. Though initially overshadowed by contemporaries, he steadily built a reputation for intellectual rigor and tonal daring. His major achievements include the long verse narrative The Ring and the Book and the influential collection Men and Women. Browning’s work engages questions of faith, art, power, and responsibility, often staged through historically or artistically inflected voices, and remains central to discussions of persona and poetic form.

Educated largely at home in Camberwell, Browning developed wide reading and facility with languages, complemented by an early love of music and the theater. He briefly attended the University of London before pursuing independent study. His formative influences included the English Romantics—particularly Shelley—as well as Shakespeare, seventeenth‑century metaphysical poets, and writers of the Italian Renaissance. Early correspondence and criticism prompted him to turn away from overt self‑revelation toward dramatic impersonation. A notable early review by John Stuart Mill, responding to Pauline, encouraged Browning to convert introspection into crafted voice. These influences equipped him to experiment boldly with speakers, settings, and argumentative structures.

Browning’s first published poem, Pauline (1833), appeared anonymously and announced ambitious philosophical and aesthetic interests. Paracelsus (1835) earned admiration among some critics for its dramatic analysis of a historical figure’s striving intellect, and Strafford (1837) tested his abilities on the stage. Sordello (1840), a complex narrative set in medieval Italy, quickly gained notoriety for difficulty, giving Browning a reputation for opacity that lingered for years. Despite uneven reception, these works established central concerns: the limits of knowledge, the interplay of will and circumstance, and the moral testing of character. They also confirmed his attraction to dramatic frameworks over purely lyrical self‑expression.

Between 1841 and 1846 Browning issued Bells and Pomegranates, a series of pamphlets containing plays and shorter poems. It included Pippa Passes, a verse drama whose episodic encounters generate moral reflection, and two collections—often called Dramatic Lyrics and Dramatic Romances and Lyrics—that debuted many of his finest monologues. My Last Duchess and Porphyria’s Lover exemplify his method: an apparently candid speaker reveals unsettling motives through tone, rhythm, and implication. These pieces refined the dramatic monologue as a distinct Victorian form, blending narrative suspense with ethical inquiry. Publication by installments broadened his readership, even as debates about clarity and difficulty persisted.

In 1846 Browning married the poet Elizabeth Barrett, and the pair settled mainly in Italy for the next decade and a half. Immersion in Italian art, politics, and history deepened his interest in Renaissance personalities and the relation between spiritual aspiration and worldly power. Men and Women (1855), written during these years, is a cornerstone of his achievement. It gathers ambitious dramatic monologues, including Fra Lippo Lippi, Andrea del Sarto, Bishop Blougram’s Apology, and Childe Roland to the Dark Tower Came, displaying technical ingenuity, colloquial energy, and philosophical reach. The collection’s variety consolidated his standing among poets attentive to voice and argument.

After 1861 Browning made his home largely in England and entered the most celebrated phase of his career. Dramatis Personae (1864) renewed public interest, and The Ring and the Book (1868–1869) secured his renown. Drawing on documents from a seventeenth‑century Roman murder case, the twelve‑book poem retells events through multiple partial, often unreliable perspectives, testing truth against rhetoric and desire. In the following decades he continued to experiment in long and short forms—Fifine at the Fair, Red Cotton Night‑Cap Country, The Inn Album, Dramatic Idyls—probing themes of faith and skepticism, artistic vocation, marriage, justice, and the moral consequences of choice.

Browning’s final collections—Jocoseria, Ferishtah’s Fancies, and Parleyings with Certain People—showed unabated intellectual curiosity and a willingness to risk mannered or argumentative modes for the sake of inquiry. Asolando appeared in 1889, the day he died in Venice; he was later buried in Poets’ Corner at Westminster Abbey. By the 1880s his reputation had become institutional, with Browning Societies in Britain and the United States advancing study and public readings. His legacy endures in the dramatic monologue’s centrality to modern poetry, in techniques of irony and indirection, and in ongoing debates about interpretation, conscience, and the possibilities of imaginative empathy.
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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, and on the surface this was the quality of Browning’s life[3q]; 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 King-at-Arms, but the sort of information which would satisfy us, if we were advertising for a very confidential secretary, or a very private tutor. We should not be concerned as to whether the tutor were descended from an Irish king, but we should still be really concerned about his extraction, about what manner of people his had been for the last two or three generations. This is the most practical duty of biography, and this is also the most difficult. It is a great deal easier to hunt a family from tombstone to tombstone back to the time of Henry II. than to catch and realise and put upon paper that most nameless and elusive of all things — social tone.

It will be said immediately, and must as promptly be admitted, that we could find a biographical significance in any of these theories if we looked for it. But it is, indeed, the sin and snare of biographers that they tend to see significance in everything; characteristic carelessness if their hero drops his pipe, and characteristic carefulness if he picks it up again. It is true, assuredly, that all the three races above named could be connected with Browning’s personality. If we believed, for instance, that he really came of a race of mediæval barons, we should say at once that from them he got his preeminent spirit of battle: we should be right, for every line in his stubborn soul and his erect body did really express
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