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A l i t t i e  more than a hımdred years ago, in  September 1846, two 
En glish  poets were married in  the c ity  of London, Robert Brovvn- 
ing and E lizab eth  B a rre tt . Their in te re s t in g  l i v e s ,  th e ir  
leam ed  le t t e r s  t  o each other, th e ir  great romance, as w ell as 
th e ir  poetry are w ell known to a l i  the English  speaking world. 
Probably a l i  o f you here, even the Preshmen, have heard of 
the poems of one or the other o f these great p o ets . ^

■̂7
Robert Brovming was bom in  the e a r ly  p art of the centuıy of 
parents who weıe w ell to do. He had a very  thorough, though not 
conventienal education fo r  he never attended one of the g re a t- 
er l in iv e r s i t ie s . He began vvrii in g  poetry a t an e a r ly  age and 
as he di d not need to eam  h is  l iv in g ,  he was ab le  to devote 
h im self to the p u rsu it o f l i t e r a t ü r e  and music, which was an- 
other o f h is  g reat in t e r e s t s .  His fa th e r  agreed th at h is  
son could mate n career o f poetry i f  he l i k e d . . . s o  th a t he 
began pu blish in g a t  the agd^of 2ü,

E lizab eth  B a rre tt  belonged to a very  la rg e  and prosperous Lon­
don fa m ily . She had 8 brothe*s and 2 s i s t e r s ,  a l i  o f whom she 
loved . But the peace of the fam ily  was disturbed by a very 
ty ran n ica l f a t h e r . . .h e  was more than L tyran n ica l.,h e  was so 
p e c u lia r  in  h is  views fo r  h is ch ild ren  th at he might be c a lle d  
s l i - h t l y  unbalanned. He wanted them always to l i v e  with him, 
and never to marry. Some of them f i n a l l y  d efied  him and did 
m a rry .. .E lizab eth  among them..and the fa th e r  never fo rgave  them 
to h is  dying day.

E lizab eth , the e ld e st , was an in v a lid , never le av in g  home, and 
spending most o f her time on a couch in  her s i t t in g  room. She 
was supposed to have stra in ed  her back as a g i r l  and to have 
as w e ll, weak lu n gs. (Loctors knew öıuch le s s  about these th in gs 
a hundred years M’go than they do now). In her confinement and 
soliıftude, she studied and vvrote t i l i  she ,.,as not only a scholo-r 
of the f i r s t  order in  e ev era l languages, but she a lso  developed 
her genmus fo r  p o etry , of vvhich her fa th e r  was very  proud. She 
published f a i r l y  e a r ly ,  Jo o . She vvrote a great many le t t e r s  to  
îr ie n d s  and r e la t iv e s  as w e li , . .a n d  very  charming le t t e r s  they 
were. Ü ccasion ally  some one carae to  v i s i t  h e r . . .A f t e r  se v e ra l 
y e a rs , the doctors sa id  that she ought to go to I t a ly  to a 
vvarmer clim ate fo r  her h ea lth , but her fa th e r  vvould not hear o f 
i t .  He sa id  she was not to  leave  home, fo r  he vvanted a l i  h is  
ch ild ren  near him.

Among some of the poems th at she read was one d i f f i c u l t  long oneı 
by a new p©Gt, Robert Brovvning. She admired i t  g r e a t ly  and re fe rr-  
ed to i t  in  a poera of her owı. She sa id  that Brovvning's poem 
was l ik e  a pomegranate , with a vb -y hard sk in  on the outd ide,



but önce you penetrated the hard c ru st , you found great svveetness 
and beauty in s id e . He was f la t t e r e d  by her vvords and wrote to 
h e r ...a n d  so a famous correspondence began. They did not meet 
fo r  a long tim e. When Brovming suggested coming to see her, 
she sa id  no a t f i r s t .  She sa id  she was nob in  her f i r s t  youth, 
th at she was not strong, th at she was a fra id  bbtb of them would be 
d is illu s io n e d  i f  they m et...an d  she genuinely thought th a t she 
wouM not l i v e  y e ry  lo n g .. .t h a t  Death had marked her fo r  h im se lf. 
But Brovming p e rs is te d  and f i n a l l y  came to  see h er. Thus began 
th is  famous romaa ı̂ce. She was frigh ten ed  of the idea o f marriage 
fo r  she knew her fa t h e r ’ s views on the su b je c t. But Brovming said  
he would carry  her o f f  to  I t a ly  and brin g  hefi back t  o H ealth. Her 
happiness had iınproved her h eaith  a lread y . She in s is te d  ,however, 
th a t t h e ir  marriage should be kept s e c re t . So one day, S e p t . l2 , 
1846 , she met Robert Brovming a t a church near her home and was 
married to him. She to ld  no one . . .not even her beloved s i s t e r s ,  
fo r  fe a r  th at the fa th e r  might accuse them afterw ards o f knovving 
the s e c r e t  and not jre llin g  him. A few days la t e r ,  she and Brovm­
ing went to I ta ly . .a n d  they liv e d  h ap p ily  there fo r  15 y e a r s . . .h e r  
h ealth  so much improved th a t she was almost unrecognisab le. She 
made one or two v i s i t s  to  London and saw many of her fam ily  but 
her fa th e r  vvould never see her again  nor ansvver one of the many 
le t t e r s  that she vvrote him. He retum ed them unopened.

The Bro)üfl^ngs liv e d  in  many p laces in  I t a ly  but Plorence f i n a l l y  
became th â ir  home. Theyadored the country and one ofi them said  
önce;*' Öpen my h eart and you w i l l  see , vvritten upon i t ,  I ta ly .* '

There are so many fa s c in - t in g  th ings to t e l i  you o f the Brovm ings.. 
but the time i s  too short to  g ive  you more than a word or two.

2,

Robert Brovmings poetry was pre-em inently a poetry of p assio n . He 
sang of passionate  l i f e  and passionate  love  of man and vvoman or the 
love of id e a ls .  He b elieved  in  striv im g  fo r  the good l i f e ,  in  
the mercy o f the C reator. He has been c a lle d -a  great o p tim ist. His 
poems d eal with Ifche problems of l i f e ,  with the stru g g le  aga in st 
e v i l .  He had deep sympathy with the su ffe r in g s  and d i f f i c u l t i e s  
of individuaflı men and vvomen,. His poetry was o r ig in a l in  being 
much rougher in  melody than any other during the 19 th  Century, but 
a t the same timej *̂ he could show tru e  l y r i c a l  power as w ell as the 
a b i l i t y  to  t e l i  a t h r i l l in g  and dramatic^ c to ry  with fo r-e  and 
in te r e s t  and gusto.

E lizab eth  H arrett Brovming*s poetry was much more appreciated  in  
her li fe t im e  ,thsn h is .  I t  i s  much le s s  profound, but e a s ie r  to 
understand, moıe m usical and has a âo ftn ess and svveetness of touch 
th at her husband’ s lacked . Her g re a te s t  con trib u tion  was the 
famous sonnet se^uence Sonnets from the Portuguese, of vvhich I  s h a ll  
speak in  a flıoment and vvhich fire among the g rea t lo ve  poems of 
the En glish  language.
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3 .
MY LAST DUCHESS

We s h a ll  begin with a poem of Robert Brovvning's c a lle d  My La s t  
Duchess« I t  i s  a dramatic monologue,-of which Brovming wrote 
raany. The düke i s  speaking, not the poet.

You must imagine two men, sta^nding in  a g reat house,' looking at 
the pain tin g  of a b e a u tifu l woman, the d u ie 's  f i r s t  w ife , who 
has d ied . The man, who i s  with the düke, i s  the represüBıtative 
of another man, with whome the düke i s  negocia-iâng fo r  he wants 
to marry th at man*s daughter, vho w i l l  thus become h is  second 
duchess. > • ,

in  th is  poem, by the way he shows h is  fr ie n d  the p ic tu reo f h is  
f i r s t  w ife , we understand in  an oblique manner, what a d isag ree - 
able man the düke i s  and how he made h is  f i r s t  w ife s u f fe r .
The düke i s  an a r t  c o l le c t o r . . .he enjoys the p ictu re  o f h is  la s t  
duchess as a work of a r t .  At the end of the poem , a s  the two 
men are vvalking down the s t a i r s  of , t h ^ g r e a t  riansion, the düke 
points out a l i t t i e  bronze staıliTİıeJhe'ha^''tecently bought. You 
understand th at the death of h is ^ la s t  duchess has meant nothing to 
him and you p ity  the second duchess fo r  whom the n egociation s 
are going on.



4 .
HOME THOUGHTS -PRÜM ABROAD

We ali know what i t  i s  t  o be horaesick. Even though the Brovm- 
ings loved Italy.. .its sunshine and gay flovvers.. .they were 
E n g lish . Robert Brovvning remerabers what sprin g  in  England 
i s  l ik e  in  A p r i l . . .th ere  i s  no lo v e l ie r  season in  that northern 
is la n d . In the l a s t  l in e ,  he mentions the "gaudy melon flo w e r” , 
which he sees in  the hot, voluptuous south. But what he 
wants to think of are the country birds of England..the 
chaffinch, the vvhitethroat, the swallows and the thrush (listen 
fo r  the nftm̂ es of these b ir^ 5 in  the peem). .and the f r u i t  
blossoms th at come in  May. How many E n glish  people, who have 
heen ^ar away from home , hnve sa id  these vvords and have been 
tran sported  in  mind to a glimpse o f th e ir  ovm b e a u tifu l country- 
side in the s p r in g . . . .

R  I . cA.>Q_Y=̂  e » « ,«-(



5.
SÜMET

"th.6 ’tiıns wli6n RobBDfb Brovvning sjıd ElizsıbGijlı B arrs ’t ’b w63T6 
in  lo v e , E lizab eth  B a rre tt  vvrote a s e r ie s  o f sonnets. She was 
too shy to show them to Hobert Brovvning when they vvere w ritte n .
Af t e r  the two poets vvere raarried, hovvever, one moming a f t e r  b reak fast 
as he was standing looking out o f the vvindovv, she put them into  
h is  pocket and asked him to  read them when he was alone. He thought 
them so good that he wanted to have them p u b lis l^ d . ^ u t  E lizab eth  
hated the iden of the pu blic  knovving her
Hobert Brovvning said^vve can d isg u ise  them so that no one w i l l  
knpw they a re  about your own experien ce. So the two poets pre 
tended th at they vvere tra n s la t io n s  from a fo re ig n  language. The'v 
H it upon Portuguese. I t  was merely a b lin d . . .camouflage we
vvould c a l i  i t  now. So t h is  eonnet sequence o f 44 sonnets vvas 
c a lle d  Sonne^ts from the Portuguese, though they vvere E lizab eth  
B a rre tt  Brovvning »s own love sonnets t  o her husband.

The only one vve s h a i l  hear i^  the f i r s t  one , in  vvhich the author 
th inks of the sad years o f her l i f e  and the te a rs  she has shed.
She says th at she thought Death was coming to take her away but 
she found i t  wasn»t Death but Love. ’



6,
THE MÜSICAL INSTRUMENT

This poem of Mrs. Browning*s shows some her best s in g in g  q u a lit ie s  
and her b e l ie f  th at to be a gnodt.poet i s  a p a in fu l p ro c e ss .

The theme o f the poem i s  th at only by sufferüfing can the poet 
understand how to s in g ...a n d  the vhole poem i s  the c a rry in g  out o f 
a long s im ile .

The s im ile  i s  t h i s :  A m ythological god, P a n .. .who vas ra th e r  
â fr ig h te n in g  go^of sheep and f lo c k s , who was h a lf  a man and h a lf  
an anim al, vv̂ ants to  make a pipe to p la y  a tüne on. So he takes 
a reed that he fin d s in  the r i v e r • He p u lls  the reed out roughly 
and then begins to takeout the in s id e  pulp. A fte r  he has done 
th a t> he makes holes in  the reed through which he can blow. (Now 
the pdor reed doesn*t look very  n ice  and the author iraagines that 
i t  d u ffe r s •) But when Pan puts the pipe he has made t  o h is  l ip s  
and blows on i t ,  we hear the svveetest sounds. *» . i t  i s  a m usical 
instrum ent.

,So, a man has to have his heart taken out with pity and pain, to 
have his life notched like the reed, before he can be a true poet 
and make s^eet music.
L iste n  fo r  the l i n e : ” Making a poet out o f a IVIan. ”

^ A VI o ^U> tA->CL£



CONCLUSION,

These fo u r Brovvning poems you have heard, two by Robert Brovming and 
two by E lizab eth  B a rre tt  Brovming, a r  e only a fa in t  sample of 
th e ir  poetry . I hope they may be an in sp ira t io n  tp  you to  read 
more of these authors, and to study th e ir  l i v e s .  These two great 
V icto rian s rep resen t the best p r in c ip le s  and philosophy of the 
19th  bentury. Their love  o f l ib e r t y  and beauty, th e ir  ssrmpathy 
with su ffe r in g  men and vvomen, th e ir  b e l ie f  in  a sp ir in g  to lead  the 
good l i f e . . . t h e s e  are things th at endure. Their poetry i s  a great 
h e r ita g e  which we a l i  can enjoy.
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