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INTRODUCTION

Elizabeth Barrett Browning was born near Durham, England,
on March 6, 1806, the eldest of Mary and Edward Boulton
Barrett’s twelve children. She grew up in Hope End, the magnif-
icent family home built in the Turkish style by her father near
Ledbury in Herefordshire. The family was well-to-do, owning
sugar plantations in Jamaica, and Elizabeth had a comfortable
and happy childhood. She began to write verse at an early age;
her earliest known poem was written when she was eight for her
mother’s birthday. Her father paid to have The Battle of
Marathon, Elizabeth’s homage to epic Greek poetry, privately
printed as a present for her fifteenth birthday. Her poems also
began to appear in such prominent literary periodicals of the day
as the New Monthly Magazine. But at this time her health began
to decline. During her recovery from measles she developed a
“nervous disorder” that her doctors were nevey able to diagnose.
In addition, her lungs weakened considerablyé}ecause of her ill-
ness, she became reclusive, concentrating on her studies and her
poetry.

Elizabeth’s seclusion intensified with the sudden death of her
mother in 1828. Bad luck continued to plague the family when
four years later a reversal in the family’s fortune—the abolition
of slavery caused a decrease in revenues from the sugar planta-
tions—forced her father to sell Hope End. After several years at
Sidmouth, Devonshire, the family settled in 1837 in a house at
50 Wimpole Street in London, where the damp climate caused
Elizabeth’s lungs to hemorrhage. For treatment her doctors sent
her to Torquay, where, it was hoped, the sea air would improve
her health. But in 1840 came the worst blow of all when her



beloved younger brother Edward—nicknamed “Bro”—drowned
in a boating accident while visiting her. Elizabeth plunged into
immeasurable grief and guilt, since it was she who had persuad-
ed her father to allow her brother to visit (the poem “De
Profundis” details her emotional turmoil at this tragic moment in
her life). She spent the next three months in shocked seclusion
in her room. She began to rely on heavy doses of the lau-
danum—an opium derivative—and morphine prescribed by her
doctors to ease her physical and emotional distress—drugs upon
which she became dependent for the rest of her life. The lau-
danum induced in her morbid musings that prompted her to
wish for death: “Beath has such a pleading tongue in what is
called its silencej She did not die, however, and in 1841 she
returned to London. There she confined herself to her room,
which she called her “hermitage” or “prison,” and where she
single-mindedly labored on her poems, essays, and letters to
friends.
{i[ A major turning point in Elizabeth’s poetic career came in
844 with the publication of Poems, a two-volume collection of
her verse. It won her critical praise and established her repu-
tation, as well as the ardent notice of a little-known young
poet, six years her junior. In “Lady Geraldine’s Courtship,”
one of the poems in the collection, Lady Geraldine is reading
a poem by Robert Browning. In a letter to Elizabeth the
young poet wrote: “I love your verse with all my heart, dear
Miss Barrett . . . and I love you too.” Thus began one of the
most famous courtships and romances in English literature,
the essence of which Elizabeth captured in Sonnets from the
Portuguese, which remain among the most popular love poems
in the English language.

Robert and Elizabeth corresponded for five months before
they finally met on May 20, 1845. Although they immediately fell
in love, they did not marry for sixteen months. The chief obsta-
cle was Elizabeth’s father, a pious and strong-willed man, who
tried to block the marriage of each of his children. On
September 12, 1846, while her family was away, Elizabeth mar-
ried Robert at Saint Marylebone Parish Church. One week later



she left for Italy with her new husband. Her father wrote her a
vicious and condemning letter in which he disinherited her.
Although she tried several times to reconcile with him, she never
saw him again.

Elizabeth Barrett Browning’s life in Italy contrasted remark-
ably with her years in England, where she had led the reclusive
existence of an invalid sheltered by her domineering father. The
move to the warm and sunny climate of Italy symbolized a
rebirth where she began to know life from experience rather
than from books. Although the Brownings traveled extensively,
they resided primarily in the Casa Guidi in Florence. She recov-
ered her health sufficiently to give birth to a son—Pen, her only
child—on March 9, 1849. The new climate was also conducive to
poetic inspirafgon.~She wrote Case Guidi Windows, which was
published inan overtly political poem in support of the
Italian nationalist movement and the events she witnessed while
living in Florence. That same year also saw the publication of
Aurora Leigh, her greatest popular success and the work that
made her a true celebrity. One of her most experimental works,
a “novel-poem” whose heroine was a female poet like herself,
Aurora Leigh created a controversy in Victorian England with its
depiction of out-of-wedlock motherhood.

The fifteen years the Brownings spent in Italy were rich and
full, and the marriage was a happy one. Although Elizabeth’s
health had improved for a while, after a fourth miscarriage she
began a decline from which she never recovered. The slightest
bad weather caused severe infections in her lungs, and she grew
weaker and weaker. On June 29, 1861, at the age of fifty-five, she
died in her husband’s arms. Her last word to him was:
“Beautiful,” —

Today, Elizabeth Barrett Browning’s poetic accomplishment
and reputation lie in the shadow of her husband, Robert
Browning, who is considered one of the greatest poets of the
nineteenth century. When they met, however, it was Elizabeth
who was the more famous. She was England’s first truly notable
women poet. In 1850, after the death of William Wordsworth, it
was she who was considered to replace him as England’s Poet



Laureate. At the time, Robert was an obscure avant-garde poet.
That same year, the editors of The Athenaeum wrote that she
was “probably, of her sex, the first imaginative writer England
has produced in any age—she is, beyond comparison, the first
poetess of her own.” This was hlgh praise, even with the sexist
qualifier.

This collection brings together Elizabeth Barrett Browning's
finest poetry, much of which has been unjustly neglected. She
was a versatile poet who experimented with many different
forms of verse—lyrics, blank verse, ballads and sonnets—and
whose subjects show that \s@)uas_deeplyeoncemgﬂmm_the-hb—
eral and humanitarian causes of her day. In response to the

xploxtatlon of children employed in coal mines and factories,

she wrote one of her most famous poems, The Cry of the
Children. In addition to excerpts from Casa Guidi and Aurora
Leigh, her Sonnets from the Portuguese, the sonnet sequence
tracing her love affair with Robert Browning, is included here in
its entirety. Her husband regarded these as the finest sonnets
written after Shakespeare’s. The psychological realism and sub-
tlety mastered by Elizabeth Barrett Browning in her sonnets are
also evident in such lesser-known late works as “Lord Walter’s
Wife” and “Bianca among the Nightingales,” in which she fur-
ther explores, quite candidly, the tensions in relationships
between men and women.

The poems in this volume reveal Elizabeth Barrett
Browning’s breadth and intellectual originality. In the 1970s, the
Feminist Movement spurred a revival of interest in works like
Aurora Leigh, and Browning’s reputation has since been on the
rise. As one of the few nineteenth-century women poets to
achieve fame and recognition in her lifetime, {she is again being
recognized for the importance of her literary accomplishments
and the example she set for women who came after her. Her

impassioned idealism, her professionalism, and her determina-
tion continue to inspire.

CHRISTOPHER MOORE
New York

1995
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SONG

Weep, as if you thought of laughter!
Smile, as tears were coming after!

Marry your pleasures to your woes;

And think life’s green well worth its rose!

No sorrow will your heart betide,
Without a comfort by its side;
The sun may sleep in his seabed,
But you have starlight overhead.

Trust not to Joy! the rose of June,
When opened wide, will wither soon;
Italian days without twilight

Will turn them suddenly to night.

Joy, most changeful of all things,
Flits away on rainbow wings;

And when they look the gayest, know,
It is that they are spread to go!



THE SEA-MEW

I

How joyously the young sea-mew
Lay dreaming on the waters blue
Whereon our little bark had thrown
A little shade, the only one,

But shadows ever man pursue.

11

Familiar with the waves and free
As if their own white foam were he,
His heart upon the heart of ocean
Lay learning all its mystic motion,
And throbbing to the throbbing sea.

198

And such a brightness in his eye
As if the ocean and the sky
Within him had lit up and nursed
A soul God gave him not at first,
To comprehend their majesty.

Iv

We were not cruel, yet did sunder

His white wing from the blue waves under,
And bound it, while his fearless eyes
Shone up to ours in calm surprise,

As deeming us some ocean wonder.

v

We bore our ocean bird unto
A grassy place where he might view



