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UNIT 37 ROBERT BROWNING: LIFE AND
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37.0 OBJECTIVES

After a study of this unit you would be able to:

¢ speak on Robert Browning’s life and work and the relationship between them:
e appreciate Sordello; and

* understand Browning’s conception of the office of a poet.

37.1 INTRODUCTION

In this unit you will read a brief sketch of Robert Browning’s life. This would be
helpful to you in writing your own term-paper. Still more, it will help vou appreciatc
Browning's poetry.

Robert Browning is buried in Westminster Abbey where poets such as Chaucer and
Spenser also lie interrcd. ‘A good many’ wrote Henry James about Browning,
‘oddities and a good many great writers have been entombed in the Abbey: but none
of the odd ones have been so great and none of the great ones so odd” (The Speaker.
January 4, 1890). It is the combination of Browning’s greatness and oddity that vou
should be able to appreciate finally after you have completed vour study of the
present and the two following units.

The excerpt from Sordello that you will also rcad in this unit will enable you to
understand Browning’s aims and aspirations as a poet. Hope you will enjoy rcading
about Robert Browning and a specimen of his poetrv.

37.2 ROBERT BROWNING (b. MAY 7, 1812 - d: DEC 12,
1889) :

The poet Robert Browning bore the name of his father and grandfather. As a voung
man Browning’s father had been sent by his father to West Indies to take care of the
family plantation. However, he revolted against the cruelty towards the slaves thicre.
returned home and his father found him employment in the Bank of England as a
clerk on a small salary. Robert Browning, Sr. (d. 1866) worked at the Bank until his
retirement in 1852, He was a self-effacing person, mild and studious and had
collected a library of 6000 books of Greek, Latin and recondite English writings. (A
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Robert Browmng, the poet. was boro on May 71812 at Camberwell. a suburb of
London. He was iased there and ar New Cross. further 1o the southeast from
London. Brownme was a testiess cluld and us biographers record the public reproof
ot George Clayvton, the picacher at lus mather’s chapel. for his “restlessness and
mattention” He had rebetled from school and was later 10 rebel trom London
University His education was conducted mainly by his father and a senies of witors
of Grack. Latin. French. Mahan and music. He became famous for his quaint lcarmng
which was acquircd chicflv in his father's library. For his pleasures he roamed the
ficlds. rode on horseback and spent time i Dulwich Gallery. He grew up to be
passionate. brilhant but also indisciplined. with an inordinate estimatc of his powers.
which however, werindeed very ereat,

Browming s fiest volume of pocing fncondita was a collection of lviics. It was written
when he was twelve vears old. He later destroved them: but two survive. Pauline. 4
Fragment of a Confession was published anonymously in 1833, 1t is marked by the
mnfluence of the Romantic pocts. especially Shelley - whom he called “sun-treader ™
"Sun-treader. hfe and light be thine for ever!” However. it is also a work. which
recerds s disavowai of Shelley who was not popular in the early ninctecnth centun .
At the age of 14, Shelley had provided an exit for Browning from the middle class
world of Camburwell and New Cross The children there never went to Harrow and
Rugby much fess Oxford and Cambndge Browning becamc a disciple of Shelley.
took to vegetananism, adopted liberalism of an extreme kind and also athcism.
However. his niother Surah Anna Wiedmann won her from atheism not through
reason but by her tenderness and love. impairing his intellectual independence in
rchgious matters forever  Paudine s a record of lus faith in *God and truth rather
than Shelley.

Sun-treader. 1 believe in god and truth

And fove, and as one just escaped from death
Waould hmd lmself in bands of frieands to feel
He Iinves indeed. so, [ would lean on'thee!
Thou must be ever with e, most i gloom

If such must come. but chiefty when I dic.
For [ scem, dving. as one going in the dark
To fight a want: but hive thou forever, '
And be to alt what thou has been 10 me!

Browning s exposure and exploitation of his owr. cmotions and his “intensc and
morbid self-consctousness” i Pene/ie was disline” by 1S Mill (1806-73). a leading
mtctlecat of his time. Perhaps st was Mill's eriticism that discouraged him from
confussing hus oven cmonons and encouraged him o wiite objectiveiy.

e 1834 Browning went on a tour of Russia with George de Benkhausen. the consul

general o 1838 and "4 he made two short visits to ltaly. In the meantimc

Parace!sus. Browning's first acknowledged work. was published in 1835, The career

of the historica! Paracclsus (1493-1541). the Swiss-born phy sician. served Browning
aga stalkimg-horse or pretext for his exploration mto the true tohei of a poct’s
endeavours. that 15 the conthicting claims of love (scif-forgetting) and know ledge
tself-assertion} s the und of the poet. Purucelsiy was a resounding entical success
Hntroduced Bioto the great artistic and literary world of London. At a dinnér in
IR0 Wordswarth who i a fow vears was to become the Poet Laurcate. proposed a
reast to Browing aad velcomed him to the compai of the pocts of England. (The
event mav renund vou acarer hdme of the reception of Rabindranath Tagore by
Bongim Chundia Chattopadinava) - Browning came 1o know nat onh W ordsworth
butaee Dichens, Henee James. Carlvie and Tenmysar The pubhcation of Sowds /e
oINS howener schipsed Browming s reprtation tor over tnenty v



Fortunately Paracelsus had found him two'tricnds: Jokn Forstar (1812-70) the drama
crnie. wditor. biographer and later literary exceutor of WS Landor. Dickens and
SCarh e, and Witk Charles Macready (1793-1873) actor and manager of both
Covent Garden and Drury Lane theatres at different tumes. They cncouraged
Browming to wiite for the theatee. Strafford (1837). a mstonca! tragedy i blank
Cerse. was witien at the instiganion of Macready who prodoced ¢ on the dav of s
pubhication. m Covent Garden with hamsclt in the ttle rote (1 von e rad Bntsh
hstors vou would recall that Si Thomas Wentworth, first carl (i393-1040) of
strattord was the chicf advisor of Charles 1) b the meantume Brovw sy helped
Forster to write the biography of Straftord

Inowmng found writing plavs more convemal to lus temper becanse allowed ltun
10 cscape his subjective cimotions and for the next ten vears he wrote plavs that were
published along with his shorter dramatic poems under the ntle Bells aivcd

vmegranates (F841-40)  These were anscows of crght pamphicts thai word publishcd
as one volume afier 1R46 Pippa Pasyes (1841). 1 Bior o it Sciociaoni (1345 and
A4 Sonil 'y Tragedy (1846) were among the better known plays of his. As a plavwnght
however. Biowning was not siuch successtul. The reason. Browming himsclt pomicd
out. was s cmphasis on “Action in character. rather than character wm Action

Fhe tord and seventh paiophicts mothe scoes (R84 IRGS ) were dovared o short
pocms. These minded "My Last Duchess” “Sobloguy ot a Sprasush Cloister Tac
hed Paper of Hamehn™ “How they Broumeht the Good News trom Ghent to A
{16 -) "Pictor lgnotus™ Florence 15 - 7The Lost Leader . "Homwe Thoughts from
\broad” and “The Bishop Orders s Tomb at St Praxed s Church™. These were
el carped the foree of emotion but were ofien learned fhev wrotc a
contemporany reviewer. ook as though abready packed np and on their way to
pusienty T Howaever. Landor oped thus:

Smee chaucer was ahive and hale
No man has walked atong our road with step
SO ctve. SO IREUITIRE CV e, oF Tl
Sovaried w discounse.
I was clear o Landor tiat Browming, was i the tradibon of Clusicer, Shakospeare
and Donne ’ :

Pl reason for the chotee of his ttle Bells cod Ponegranates. howeier. was not clea
1o v one unol Broweiie had explamed it in the Last aumber of the publication. hi.
rddicated. Browning poited out. “an altcrmation or misturc. of music with
discoursme. sound with sese. poctuy with thought' which flooked] wo ambitous.
thus cxproessed. so the sumbol was preterred

One of the contemporany poets who admed Browmng » carlv poems was Ehizabceth
Harrett (1800-61) daughter and cldest of the bwelve children ot Edward Moulton
Basrctt. a rich proprictor of Jamaican plantations. She came to know Brownmg from
Fas wining and sent her two volumes of her Pocmy (1844) which he receved on his
return froma mp o faly o some ot the pocims i these volumes she had praised
Brow g and the later responded tuouelia toleuram on 10 Janugiy 184571 fove
vour pocms dear Miss Bt ad Diove cou toe Howeser ot was not aetil the
Aay of 1845 that he was aliowed weall

Ahnost even g, appeared wo be unpronoons when Brovanng, st Bheabeti Basreti
m P84S She was sixovears older than s i TRAN She had Fatlen i senonsiv due te
A Broken blood vessed and was sent 1o Torquay o recover There hor cldest brotha
Fodward was drovened 1o her ifclone vocl A aoresalt She ratnraad to b ondon

P snli an mahid - Ontop ot these M Harrle was a teranmieal tather and he had
orbndeon any ol s chaldien toomarnn Brovsmme found Fhzabeth i bor mvain s
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