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"THE POETRY 07 ROBERT BROWNING CONSIDERED AS A PRODUCT OF

The domain of peetry is one into which very few writers have
felt authorized to exbend their researches in a quasi- scientific
spirit. The poétic gift hasg always been enveloped by a pecﬁliar'
atmosphere of sanciity. ‘Men wholly intent on material gain disregard
or despise it, while those who affect the study of peotry generally
view it as a subject wholly beyond the jurisdiction of anything
approaching to quasi-scientific treatment, in brief, as a subject

in which the incidents of race, envi?anment, and that indescribable
but potent factor called by the Germans the Zeitgeist, are 50 ip-

¢ons iderable as to be negligible.

The latter assuaption, viz; that the poetlc splrlt "bloweth
where it listeth", and is unchanged by lapse of time or autation of
environment, seems at first sight to be tenable. It is admitted
that in certain poems of the Nineteanth Century we catch an echo
of the old Hbmeric epic, and that in many cases where imitation is
impogsible we detect subtle similarities in the stylesof poets
whb lived in periods widély diffbrent as regards time and circum-

s tances. In spite of such occasionai céses of revefsion it may be
safely stated that poetry, like all other branches by means of
which human intelligencevis displayed; is amenablé to the general
laws of evolution. Limiting myself to English poetry it is the
intention in this essay to take the poetry af‘Robert.Browning into
»consideratidy, %0 shew that his style and trend of thaﬁght are in
harmony with the spirit of his age, and , by waking a casual Surhey
of the field of poetic effort in England®, to demonstrate'that his
»poetry reprebents the hinhest type o? thought, and is consesquently

the mos t flnlshed product of literary Fvolut;on.
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Constantly surrounded‘from.prehistoricatimes by scenes of sube
limity, and evidences of mighty powers which his rudimentary intell=
igence abserved but did not dare to investigate, Mankind was doubtless:
thereby powerfully affected; the more so, since his imaginative powers
still preserve their pristine vigor, sharpensd by the fearf“j?d supers
stitions incident to a low state of civiligation. Eventshif und ey«
stbod,had been comonplace, took on a mystery which further tended to

stimulate the developmentlof.his imaginative and emotional powers.

Commencing with rude imitations of natural sounds, and leading
through the recitative~stagp up to the tige whén min: strels and bards
began to measure their songs by rythmical cadences, poetry has passed
through many stages of development bothAas to form and thought., Of

these I shall endeavor to outline a few of the most important.

.Disregardin@ the tentative efforts of barbarous peoples, and
cormencing at the period of Homeric lloerature we observe that the
"I1liad" represents the hlghest and most powerful type of a certain
class of poetry. Its excellence consists largely in the poet's
power of flashing on the sen31t1ve retina of his reader's imagination
a vivid picture of the scene described by him, and of producing in
the reader that peculiar pvschologjcal condition in which he sees eye
to eye with the poet, and shares with him the seame virile emotions.
The old Engilsh.ballads have considerable of the Homeric quality in
them, composed asg thev were in ages when the people were in a seml-
barbarous condition, In such;cases the poetry is in reality the
joint product of the whole people.  The bard or minstrel contribute
the actual composition of the ballad, but the people contribute the
color, the incidents of time and 01rcumstance and in short all the
incidental matters arising from their particular environment and status
In my opinion the latter contr1but1on 1s the more important, The
minstrel lived with the people was subject to the same hopes and
fears, llved a wild free life , lived, loved fought and died, as

one of the people . He knew thelr love of rhythm, of changing sounds,
bold ballads, and onomatopoeiac phra31ng.

As yet the personal
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element was lacking, a5 also any subtlety of thought.
distinctly narrative, and the versification and phrasing were often

The style was

so crude as to be repellent.

Admitting that in all ages and countries there ars certain peets
whose work cannot be classed with that of their contemporaries, we can
safeiv maintain that the bulk of English poebry preceeding Chaucer
was strongly characterized by the qualities above mentioned, Undoubted
-1y some poems of that period were not absolutely imperscnal and

narrative, but such was their goneral tenor.

Apart from minor matters such as versification, the poerty of
ohaucer is marked by two qualities which exalt it above preceding
contributions. The first is an absence of appeal to the primitive
passions; the second a power of impressing a reader with his own
opinions regarding various ethical problems. These opiniong are
never openly stated, but he has the gift of descrlblng;men and their
actions in such a manner that the reader must perforce ‘deduce certain
well defined ethical ideas. . Like that of his predecessors his

8tyle is dlstlnctly impersonal.

The lessons which Chaucer taught by implication were openly
and sometimes laboriously , expanded by Spencer. In him we
notice the steady growth of the didactic tendency, and instead of
the untrained vigor of the older English poets we notice that
his "FaérieQueen" is remarkable for s certain smoothness and polish
which add to its beauty and do not detract from its power.

Between the style of Spencer and that of Milton or Dryden there
is a wide divergence, yet when we consider the marvellous ehanges
wrought by the Renaissance in the intellectual status of oduoated
Engﬂlshmen and We are enabled to understand the evolutlon
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0f the Tormer into the latter.

Por the purpose of this essay it is not necvessary to describe
}how the Renaissance affectied the poetry of that period beyond stating
that For the first time the personal element in poetry burst forth
into song. Crudity was replaced by classicism; wild vigor was
restrained and chastened. With rare exceptioﬁs,however, the philo~
scphiéai and religioas ideas gs then expressed were nbt in reality
the innermost reflections of the poets!? feelings., It is extrewely
doubtful, for example, whe ther Miiton ever éave much thought to
the religious ideas expressed in his writings. Doubtless he did
not disbelieve tlem, but, born as he was in an age when creeds
were tenaciously adhered to, and higher criticism was unheard of,
he advocated,hisrreligious tenets in perféct good faith, feeling
satis fied that their absolute truth was indisputable. Morally,‘he

was sincere---mentally not so.

Leaving Shakeépeare.aside as one ﬁhose poetry posseéses all
the excellencies of all ages, the essential insincerity of poetry
as regards the thought in it, was a noticable feature of : nudrlj
all poetic work from the Renalssance period to that of Gray,
Wordswor th, By?on, Shelley and Keats. Then it was replaced by an
insincerity of a different and probably less harmful s tamp, namely,
that arising f?om‘a morbid love of Wature and Preedom and an exagger-
ation of the personal element. THere is no doubt that Wbrdsworth'g |
love of mature was genuiné, and that Shelleyfs réVolutionary and at
times athedistic effusiohs wera th@vresniﬁio$“arp§asi¢nata« love of‘
freedam>and hatrad @E’despotism. Byron, lmpostor as he was in many
Ways,must have actually expmmlanced many of the emotions and
sentiments attributed by him to his characters. In what respect,
then, may such poets be said gp be insincers ? Because they di&
not possess a comprehensive outlook on men and . affalrs. Each con-

tributed greatly to anlish lltprature but each had a particular

Danacea which, if adoptpd by“thp natlons would at one sitroke cure



x e
o With Shelley it was freedom, with Keats beauty
Byron saw the

all their ills
with Wordsworth a passionate devotion to Nature.

evils attendant upon despotism and fanaticism, and believed that
liberty of thought and action would be the most desirable boon

for mankind. 0f the gradual,but slow progress of the race, of
the countless shiftings of the ethical plane,.of the'infinite
variety of temperament, of the deéeptive nature of the human soul,
such poets took no note, and to the extent to which they neglected

to do so, their view was limited and thetr poetpy unconsciously inw

' sincers,

The ¢onnecting link between the ultra-emotional poetry of

such writers and the ultra-intellectual work of Robert Browning
is formed by the poetyy of Alfred Tennyson: Although his poetry
exihibits in g modified form meny of the traits noticeable in that
of his predecessors, it is notable for a certaihkphilosophical‘
bent. This is shewn in such poems as "In Memdriamﬂ "The Talking
Oak" "The Two Vdicesj and "The Higher Pantheism". Such a tendency
iz absent from nearly all of the posts Preceding him. His emotion
seldom swept him beyond thé bounds of good taste --= a. statement
not to be safely hazarded as regards his predecessors., When he
discusses any abstract question he does 80 in what seems to be a
dispassionate and judicial manner, In short‘any ethical ideas
advanced by him are clearly stamped with the seal of sincerity, In
his ca se the bulk of hig poetry was of a marzativeos descriptive
nature,  Only occasionally did he turn aside to discuss sthical
Coros o oy L T T i o
mersly g variation of that o% th. bonseQ?ently hf# poetry ls
o X -the ultra~smotional class, His
o 1 o ot 1457 A, 0 it

Theaéweﬁt of Robert Browﬁino Jy;l#,e_%§0tuél e ﬁhoss Preceding
tinct Stage in ﬁhe Evolﬁtion o;>1n : #he poetl? e adie
level of intellectualitv evsr ?09 r?. e Tepresents the highost

v SVST shewn in English boetry,
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The rapid progress of scientific research, the remarkeble inventions
the wide-spread knowledge of distant peoples and places, and above
all, the distinctive thirst for ebsolute Truth which for the last
fifty years has been, and to-dasy is, the most potent element in
modern thought, all these combined to produce a style of poetry
in which rotundity, sanity, and unlimited breadth of view were
salient characteristics. Whether ‘it be for good or evil the
reading public cannot now be eagily moved by'poems which are mere
appeals to the ear or imagination., Such poems often produce a
strong effect but it is evanescent. The value of the thought
expressed in a poem is fast becoming the criterion of its excelle-
ence. Poems which are merely panegyrics on Nature or appeals to
the primitive instincts are less regarded then formerly, unless they
rest on some basal thoughtysuch as is found in "Kipling's" "Recesge-
ional" or "The Man with the Hoe". Poems which express narrow
views of Life and Duty may enjoy a temporary popularity, but are
soon forgpﬁten by the muléitude. - People are hot desirous of follow
~ing the truth, but are intenéely eager to know it. Occasionally
a dogma, superstition or time honored theory, is swept away in the
search for it, Expression is subrogated to thoughf, fervor to
sanity, aestheticism to Truth, ,

It is claimed,then, that the poetry of Robert Browning is at
bresent the greatest example of how the inner life of g communi ty
is reflected in the productionsof the poet who is & member thereof,
and that if this can be established it is safe g state that the
intellectual appeal of his poems is a distimtiresult of that
literary Evoluﬁion which is in‘all cases a concomitant of the

ethical and»social changes takingfplace in any particular Pecple.

In reading some poets we observefthat certain characteristics
belong to some of their poems, whilst in other poems they are: |
absent, With Browning one feels that higs peculiar literary traits
are at once apparsnt in nearly all of his works.' In "The Ring and

the Book" we find that the two predomingti

ng qualities are compre-
hensivenesgg
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¢t grasp, and untiring effort fa disccver absolute truth. In this
poem he takes a set of c;rcums«ances and describes them Pram the
p01nt of v1ew of each acuor in the tragedy. aomeulmes ?he
point of view of thé poet is extremely difficult to detect. Each
chéracter is p@ychclogicéliy dissebted by him. Influencés of
'environment, education; temperament; and immwserable others are
brought into play ghd thé‘net resuit is demonstrated to the reader.,
It is no easy thing to'depict a character cleafly, even froam one
point of viéw,'but t0 do s0 frsm several points of view is a magter-

stroke of art, and Browning was the first English poet o attempt it.

In his other Poems we oﬁserve the same eagerness Tor absolute
Truth,. Some times this iendenéy leads him”into'dangerous quariers
asp"Fifine"; ét‘other'times ﬁe are conscious of a rather unpleasant
sensation of dis trust, as for exaumple after reading “Bishop*f
élougram's}Apoiogy" ‘but in all his poeus we canmot but feel that
there is in them a remarkable power of analyzlng 1n a jud1C1a1 7
manner the fbellngs andemotlons of the soul and of making due
allowance for everj p0831b1e clrcumstance and contlngency Whlch _
might affect its action. His poetry teaches us to judge not, gince
in order to do'so jﬁstly, we Wéuld reqﬁiﬁe a knowledge_verging oh

ougniscience, -

Noub tless Browning's style of life greatly influenced his
poetry. .In many ways he was a‘man'of the world, well travelléd,
ohservant of social forms and distinctions, and possessed éf a
fund of common sense. HlS work Was done systematicaily._ Hisllove
of Nature Was strong, but far from morbid. vIn mény ways he well
represafsdd the clear headed fhoughﬁful Englishman of'good.eduéation‘
and training. With him fbrm was sacrificed to subs tance, and har-

meny to subtlety of_thoﬁght;

Living as he did in the centre of humanity, he was not, like
Wordsworth, repelled bymmaﬁ's‘presencé,'but'onkthe contrary culti-

" vated his social tendenciés, and from such intercourse collected



- 8

material for his Works. Another result of this was his adoption of
religious ideas which amounted to Universalism, In his daily life
he saw the combination of gpod and evil in poeple, and hopes that
what 'is called Bvil is not essentially such, but that eventually
Divine Benevolence will unravel the twisted web of 11fe ] mysterles..
Man is constantlv advancing towards Absolute Good in spite of the
weakness and depravity of the soul. The works of Carlyle dppiqt
God as a Stern Tagk-master, s Power outside Men; tut Browning
teaches us that he is within Man and is manifested by the steady
intellectual and moral progress of Mankind., Unlike Wordsworth he
does not look down on man from an altitude of aesthetlc contempl a~
tion, but shows that at bottom most men are actuated by similar
motlves and passions., His Poems hold forth a hope of a future
veconciliation of all warring elememts in Natunal Law, Religion,and
Man., That this optimism was not the result of an unreflecting
temperament or of g placid uneventfal life is apoarent to all who
read his poems or his biography, = In promulgating views of the
above nature he was simply reflecting the trend of religious thought
in his age. Some writers clalm.that any nation follows the ideas
advanced by their great poets. = In my opinion this is an error 80
gross as not to need refutation. The poet expresses the crystall«
ized thought and emotion of the people.

In reading some of Browning's poems I have often observed a
subtle but powerful quallty whlch is also strongly apparent in
Shakespeare, and it is g very rare quallty. It nay be called a
species of naturalism. About the best example of it 1s in "Macbeth"
where Rosse breaks the news to Macduff of the massacre of his wife
and children; -

Macduff - "My éhildren tob ? |

Rosse - "Wife,Achildren, servants,all that could be found.
Macduff -"Ana I mist be from thencé? My wife too? ™

Rosge - "I have said",

Malcglm« "Be comforted ------
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Macduff- "He haé}no children.~ All my pretty ones ?

Did you say all ? 0 hellﬂ(ite; All ?
Vhat, all my pretty chickens and their dem at one fell swoop?"
The inébility of Macduff to grasp at once the full import of the
calamity, and the questionsput by him shewing that he was hoping
againsﬁ hope, are most powerful becauss most natural, In the poem
- Where Karshish , the Arap rhysician, tells the story of Lazar.ug
branching off now and then to medicsl topics, and finally concluding
his story rather abrubtly, to proceed with the, to hingqmre important
matter of describing some plant, we catch the pecvliarity again,
Also in "The Statue and the Bust", and in "Caliban". The power
may be described as an intuitive knowledge of what a certsin charac«
ter, under set circumstances, would say or do. The gift of divin-
| ing this runs through all of Shakespeare's work, andisalsc as before
stated prominent in Browning's poetry. 'No Poet can exercise it
without Possessing a remarkable faculty of detachment, and the poet
who wrote "Caliban® certainly was so gifted, | |
Poetry, like all other departments of human endeavor, is sube
ject to the law of compensation;vand, although we find excellencies
in Browning's poems, we are also sensible of the fact that much of
the perfection of finish; ease of expression, end charm of color
associated with the poetry of his Predecessors ig lacking in his
productions. In some shorter boems the sbsence of these qualities
is not so notable, but moét of his longer efforts ‘have'very little
beauty except that which arises out of the thought., What beauty
there is in his longer poems is not'diffused,k\but appears only in
patches. . ' '

Furthermore, the sweep of his\outlook on life resulted in
a decided lack of Tixity of view ag régards not only the qualities
of}his characters but also ag regards hig aﬁhical standardg. Here
8gain he was the type of the age. At times we get a clear definite
impression of g characteg ag in "Thé Grarmarian's Funeral", but in

his longer Poems the impressions are by no means clsar, After read-
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ing "The Ring and the Book"; this fact is at once apparent. As we
read the same story over and over our opinion o°f eachvchafacéer
cons tantly varies, and at last we are undecided “as t0 how tTo regard.
them. Although we feel that the ethical standard of his Works is
high, yet he formulated no doctrine, promulgated no cresd, and
combatted no_parﬁicular evil. In case of nther poets we read between
the lines, and without difficulty Wé‘deduqe”theib religious and
social views. Not so as regards Browning. We discover, that, although
undoubtedly a few broad ideas such as Universalism and the complexity
of the human soul psrvade his Works, yet, in many cases one is
left in doubt as to whether a view is propounded as that of the
poet, or mereiy as onme which is in keeping with the particular

character in whose mouth the words are placed.

In this ®Bssay theh it has heen my aim %o observe in a cursory
manner how the mos t essential features cffEngliSh pdetry have
gradually undergone a radical éhange from the time when a crude
aind but acute imaginaticn was sétisfied with'whythm and vigor up
to the present, when such incidentals of poétry aré iooked on as
secondary eleménts onlj, effective it is true, bdbut subsidiary t0 the
intellsctual Stratum of the poem. It is not claimed that henceforth
poe try will be of mérked intelléctual tendencies, nor that the
Bmotional rhythm and color eleasents will eventiually be regarded as
imma terial. Ihiﬁ it is maintained that the poetry of Robert Browning
is a fairly‘accurate re flex of the latter half of the Ninteenth
Century, of its tolerance of thought and investigation, of its
'changing ethical standard, its lack of fixity in sociclogical vieW$,

its decreasing tendency to be dsminatedkby purely emotional appeal,
and its overpowering eagerness 1o diécover absolute Iruth. Poetry
iike all elss must occasinnaliy be.subject 1o periods of reversion
to foruwer models. Periods of de cadence “or dearth will sventually
occur, But I am firmly of opinion that any poétry, which is an
éccurate réflex ofvthe poetts age and generatiah, wiil endure. Yor

this reason alone it is not presumptuous to hold that although his
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genius was recognized late, and thatf, although even yet he is little
read by the masses, yet the tlme will assuredly come when he will
be regarded as the pioneer of a new field of poetlc effort, a

field in which the minor efforts of Man 8 artlstlc nature Were made

secondary to hlS intellect.



