
CHAPTER VIII 

NOTE ON MRS. BROWNING 

IN the lecture about Miss Rossetti, as the greatest of Eng
lish female poets, I told you that Mrs. Browning had at one 
time occupied that position in public esteem. But she could 
not keep it ; she never had the esteem of the critics, and 
now she is very little read. Only a few of her poems can 
be read. Yet at one time she was thought to be a 1nuch 
greater poet than her husband, Robert Browning. The 
reason of this is not difficult to understand. The reading 
public generally do not like the trouble of reading in intel
lectual way : they prefer the sentiment, and especially senti
ment in regard to pity and love. Perhaps this may be be
cause in the everyday life of the reading masses there is 
so much dullness and so little human poetry. Anything like 
warm sentiment comes to them like a balm, - a healing 
medicine. The great success of Mrs. Hemans was due to 
this cause. Her poems were like those cheap pictures of 
pretty babies made to please the millions of the moderns. 
They express simple feelings which everybody could under
stand. Nobody now reads Mrs. Hemans. But, although 
this success of Mrs. Browning was due to the very same 
cause that made the success of Mrs. Hemans, it would be 
very fair to compare the two in the matter of their poetry. 
Mrs. Browning had in her the elements of a great poet ; and 
but for very unfortunate circumstances she might have 
been a very great poet. Although nearly everything which 
she wrote is marred by faults of the most serious kind, it 
would · not be difficult to pick out in most of them a few 
lines of surprising beauty or curious charm,-such as the 
following, from the poem entitled "Sounds." 
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A priest disserts 
Upon linen skirts, 
A sinner screams for one hope more, 

A dancer's feet do palpitate 

A piper's music out on the floor. 
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Mrs. Hemans could no more have written those lines 
about the feet of a dancer than she could have flown into 
the sky. Sickness was Mrs. Browning's great misfortune,
a disease of the nerves and spine that kept her mind always 
in a somewhat abnormal condition. 

She was born in 1806, and at an early age received an 
injury which left her something of a cripple during the 
greater part of her life. There were years when she could 
not walk. In 1846 - that is to say, at the age of 40 - she 
was married, much against the will of her family, to Robert 
Browning. Her family believed that marriage would be her 
death ; but it proved quite otherwise. Her husband, then 
six years younger than herself, proved the best and wisest 
companion that she could have, and she was able to give 
him a child. She died in 1861. Under all the circumstances 
it is extraordinary that she could have written good poetry 
at all. Happily both her own family, the Barretts, and the 
family of Browning were well-to-do ; she never knew the 
real difficulties of life ; she was able to prolong her existence 
in the warm atmosphere of Italy, surrounded by every 
comfort and all affection. Yet in one way all this comfort 
and affection was not the best thing for her. It encouraged 
her to exaggerate rather than to restrain sentiment, and to 
indulge much too freely in emotion. 

Prof. Saintsbury, who has made a most terrible criticism 
of her work-terrible, but perfectly true-considers that the 
best of it is represented by a few of her sonnets {' 'Sonnets 
from the Portuguese" - they were not from Portuguese at 
all ) and by two or three other pieces like "Lord Walter's 
Wife." For English readers and for their exact critic, this 
may be so. But I am quite sure that you would be very 
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much interested in the poems referred to : they treat about 
love in a romantic and lofty, but rather usual way ; and a 
great deal of interest which they excite has certainly been 
due, in the case of sonnets, to their real relation to her 
marriage. I should certainly prefer, to anything else she 
has written, the piece called "A Musical Instrument." It 
may not be perfect ; but it is very beautiful and there is in 
it a depth and power of thought such as the author ·very 
seldom shows. It seems to me that there are three ways of 
judging poetry, - by form, by emotion, and by thought. I 
believe that Mr. Saintsbury . was principally swayed in his 
judgtnent by the question of form. I like this poem better 
than those of his selection because of the emotion and the 
thought in it. At all events I am quite sure that it will 
interest you more. 

What was he doing, the great god Pan, 
Down in the reeds by the river ? 

Spreading ruin and scattering ban, 
Splashing and paddling with hoofs of a goat, 
And breaking the golden lilies afloat 

With the . dragon-fly on the river. 

He tore out a reed, the great god Pan, 
From the deep cool bed of the river : 

The limpid water turbidly ran, 
And the broken lilies a- dying lay, 
And the dragon-fly had fled away, 

Ere he brought it out of the river. 

High on the shore sat · the great god Pan, 
While turbidly flowed the river ; 

And hacked and hewed as a great god can, 
With his hard bleak steal at the patient reed, 
Till there was not a sign of a leaf indeed 

To prove it fresh from the river. 

He cut it short, did the great god Pan, 
(How tall it stood in the river ! )  

Then drew the pith, like the heart o f  a man, 
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Steadily from the outside ring, 
And notched the poor dry empty thing 

In holes, as he sat by the river. 

"This is the way," laughed the great god Pan, 
(Laughed while he sat by the river,) 

"The only way, since Gods began 
To make sweet music, they could succeed." 
Then, dropping his mouth to a hole in the reed, ) 

He blew in power by the river. 

Sweet, sweet, sweet, 0 Pan ! 
Piercing sweet by the river ! 

Blinding sweet, 0 great god Pan ! 
The sun on the hill forgot to die, 

And the lilies revived, and the dragon-fly 
Came back to dream on the river. 

Yet half a beast is the great god Pan, 

To laugh as he sits by the river, 
Making a poet out of a man : 
The true gods sigh for the cost and pain, -
For the reed which grow never more again 

As a reed with the reeds in the river. 

833 

You know of course that, to the Greeks, Pan represent� 
ed the God of universal nature. Personified in art, he 
appears as a horned-man with the legs of a goat, but the 
abstract conception of Pan was the Soul of Things. Also you 
should know that Pan who was often pictured as playing 
upon a flute, was considered to be one of the gods of 
music. Here I may mention that Mrs. Browning was a very 
good Greek scholar, - educated as few women ever have 
been ; and her translations from the Greek poets are quite 
as accurate as those of her husband. 

Now, in this poem, all is symbolism, and very powerful. 
Pan is here the spirit of Nature, the Divine of Things. The 
river is the River of Time, the - reeds - there growing are the 
generations of men and the divine spirit of Nature chooses 
one of these to make a poet out of it. According to a very 
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ancient and very beautiful belief, the great poet is but the 
mouthpiece of the gods - the instrument through which 
they speak. The poet was thought of by the Greeks, as 
well as by the thinkers of modern times as inspired, that 
is, filled with the breath of spirit of the gods. 

But, just as in order to mak� a flute out of a reed, we 
must pierce and cut the stem, and take the heart out of it, 
so the Powers that make the poet must shape him differ
ently from other men. For his song is the outcome of his 
own pain and sorrow, of regret or all that is wrong in this 
world, and of longing for all things that cannot be. The 
poet must be unhappy, "must have the heart taken out of 
him" by many troubles, many disappointments, many in
justices, much want of sympathy, much want of compre
hension. Being more sensitive than other beings - capable 
of feeling both pain and pleasure much more accutely than 
common men, - he becomes more or less separated from 
them, and unfitted to take his part in the struggle of life. 
So the poet speaks of him as the reed which has been cut 
away, and separated away from its fellows growing in the 
river, never to be mixed with them again. 

And the final touch is very fine, with its suggestion of 
the cruelty of nature well represented as only half god and 
half beast, in the images of Pan. I think this is much the 
best thing that Mrs. Browning ever wrote ; but very few of 
those who praise her poems seem to know anything about 
it. The pieces that gave her popularity are really very 
weak and ' 'gushy' ' - much too sentimental, much too long, 
and really shallow. One of these, however, must be noticed 
here,-"The Cry of the Children. " 

It made a great sensation when it was first published 
many years ago ; and many persons still know Mrs. Browning 
chiefly by that poem. The reason of the sensation must 
not be sought altogether in the qual ities of the poem itself. 
The English people were at that time greatly agitated 
by the question of child labour in the mines and the 
factories. Much extraordinary cruelty was permitted at 
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that time by the laws. Although boasting herself the freest 
country in the world, a great part of the English population 
were really at the beginning of this century in a condition 
of practical slavery. Little boys and girls of seven years 
old and upward were employed in the factories, and made 
to work sometimes twelve and fourteen and even sixteen 
hours a day. Many were worked to death. In the mines 
little creatures were also made to work unmercifully, -
having chains put round them, it is said, to keep them from 
running away. In the case of young girls employed in the 
factories there was also a great deal of cruelty of another 
kind ; but the first appeal for humanity which reached the 
English public was the appeal on behalf of the children. 
When it came to the question of money making, English 
manufacturers proved to be about the most cruel of their 
kind. But after much difficulty efficient laws were passed 
to correct this state of things. It is now strictly for bidden 
to employ little children in factories or mines ; and the 
condition of other employment in the factories has also 
been greatly bettered by humanitarian legislation. At the 
time when these laws had not yet been passed, Mrs. 
Browning's poem had a great effect upon the public. Un
doubtedly there are good lines in it ; the emotion is not 
sufficiently mastered ; and the tendency to false sentiment 
was not corrected by any real comprehension of child life 
in the factories. I mean the factory children did not think 
or speak or feel as Mrs. Browning imagined that they did. 
Yet, for this very reason, perhaps the poem greatly in
fluenced thousands of readers who were quite as ignorant 
on the subject as Mrs. Browning. Let me quote a few of 
the best passages. 

Do ye hear the children weeping, 0 my brothers, 
Ere the sorrow comes with years ? 

They are leaning their young heads against their mothers, 

And that cannot stop their tears. 
The young lambs are bleating in the meadows, · 

The young birds are chirping in the nest, 
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The young fawns are playing with the shadows, 
The young flowers are blowing toward the west : 

But the young, young children, 0 my brothers, 

They are weeping bitterly ! 
They are weeping in the playtime of the others, 

In the country of the free. 

* * * * 

"For, all day, we drag our burden tiring 
Through the coal-dark, underground, 

Or, all day, we drive the wheels of iron 
In the factories, round and round. 

"For, all day, the wheels are droning, turning ; 
Their wind comes in our faces, 

* 

Till our hearts turn, our heads with pulses burning, 
And the walls turn in their places : 

Turns the sky in the high window blank and reeling, 
Turns the long light that drops adown the wall, 

Turn the black flies that crawl along the ceiling, 
All are turning, all the day, and we with all." 

There follows a picture of the misery of children,-even 
in the matter of religious teaching : they are taught that 
they must think of the Master who makes them work as 
representing God to them ;-therefore they naturally think 
of God as being like that cruel master. And when they 
look up into the sky, through a foul air blackened with the 
smoke of a thousand factories, they see only the clouds and 
the smoke turning, turning, always turning like wheels,-as 
if the whole universe was one but monstrous factory, with 
God for its overseer. These figures are very powerful,  and 
intensely pathetic, though the verse is rather bad ; and the 
images of pity and of terror made a great impression upon 
English hearts. With one fine sentence the poem closes -

"But the child's sob in the silence curses deeper 
Than the strong man in his wrath." 

What Mrs. Browning here means is that the most 
powerful nation has more to fear from cruelty to children 
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than from injustice done to strong men ; - for cruelty to 
children is the sin against the Giver of Life, "which shall 
not be forgiven either in this life or in the life to come. "  

I must speak to you also about another extremely 
popular poem by Mrs. Browning - a poem so popular that 
it has often been republished by itself, in beautiful large 
type, with costly pictures. It is a religious poem ; and all 
the verses are not equally good ; some are weak. But it 
bas exactly that religious quality which "takes" with the 
millions of the people. They like to be a l ittle sad, a little 
melancholy in a religious way at times ; and they are very 
grateful to the person who can cause them to enjoy this 
pleasure-pain of religious or half religious sadness. So Mrs. 
Browning's poem has had immense popularity - such 
popularity that we must speak of it. It is founded upon a 

Bible text which speaks of death as a sleep. I shall only 
give a few of the finer verses. 

(THE SLEEP) 

Of all the thoughts of God that are 
Borne inward into souls afar, 
Along the Psalmist's music deep, 
Now tell me if that any is, 
For gift or grace surpassing this -

"He giveth His beloved, sleep" ? 

What would we give to our beloved ? 

The hero's heart to be unmoved, 
The poet's star-tuned harp to sweep, 
The patriot's voice to teach and rouse, 
The monarch's crown to light the brows ? 

He giveth His beloved, sleep. 

* * * * * 

''Sleep soft, beloved !" we sometimes say 
Who h ave no tune to charm away 

Sad dreams that through the eyelids creep 

But never doleful dream again 
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Shall break the happy slumber when 
He giveth His beloved, sleep. 

0 earth, so full of dreary noises ! 
O men, with wailing in your voices ! 
0 delved gold the wailers heap ! 
0 strife, 0 curse, that o'er it fall ! 
God strikes a silence through you all, 

And giveth His belove· d, sleep. 

* * * * * 

For me, my heart that erst did go 
Most like a tired child at a show, 
That sees through tears the murmurs leap, 
Would now its wearied vision close, 
Would childlike on His love repose 

Who giveth His beloved, sleep. 

I have left out four stanzas ; and I am quite sure that 
the poem would have been better without those four stanzas ; 
- for everything that Mrs. Browning wrote is too long. 
But, after all this is really one of the most successful 
religious poems of the century, and deserves its popularity 
with the simple-hearted public. The last verse which I 
quoted for you (unfortunately it is not the last verse of the 
original composition) is · really very beautiful by reason of 
the comparison of the heart, tired of life's struggle, to the 
child tired in the theatre to which he has been taken only 
to make him happy. We have all seen th is. A little child 
begs to be taken to see some show ; but the show is long, 
and the child at last is tired, and cries, and wants to go 
home. But the grown-up folks who have taken the child to 
the theatre cannot yield to the selfishness of the l ittle one : 
so they stay longer, and the child sees the play on the 
stage through tears. Really human life is very much like 
this. "\Ve begin it so happy ; then we become more and 
more tired ; and after certain age many become so tired 
that they are not sorry to think of having soon to leave 
this world. It is this general truth, much more than any-
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thing really religious in the poem, which has given it so 
wide a reputation. Millions of people who have never read 
anything else by Mrs. Browning know her name by associa
tion with the word and the music (for it has been set to 
music) of "He giveth His beloved sleep." 

I do not think that Mrs. Browning was really much as 
a philosopher ; and when she could write so fine a thing 
as "A Musical Instrun1ent" it is difficult not to suspect that 
the deeper and stronger mind of her husband was there 
her inspiration. Left to herself she was not a thinker at 
all. She was only an exquisite sensitive loving woman ; 
with too much heart, too much emotion, - and an emotion 
that she could not keep from overflowing perpetually, be
cause long years of sickness had sapped all her nervous 
system. Occasionally the gardener, who has been trying to 
cultivate some rare flower - a blue rose or a blue chrysan
themum, for example, -thinks one happy morning that his 
efforts are about to be crowned with success. The azure 
bud has made its appearance. But in a little while the 
beautiful colour begins to change, shows tints of violet, 
tints of purple, at last devefops only into a somewhat 
ordinary blossom. One cannot help thinking that Mrs. 
Browning resembled such a flower. At one time she did 
really give promise of becoming one of the greatest poets 
of the world ; and for a modern woman to become such a 
poet would indeed have been as wonderful as the production 
of a blue rose. Now · to find blue roses in the world of 
poetry we must go back to the ancient civilization,-to the 
time when Greek women were able to do what no modern 
woman can possibly do, .- to the times of Sappho and of 
Corinna. 


