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This thesis looks at the inter-relationships between the discourses of poetics
and erotics in selected writings by Elizabeth Barrett Browning and Robert Browning
(hereafter EBB and RB), with a particular focus on the mutual articulation of gender
and genre. Poetics, as it is defined in the Oxford English Dictionary, is "the branch
of knowledge that deals with the techniques of poetry". | would like to propose
erotics as a term referring to a branch of knowledge that deals specifically with the
techniques employed in amorous writings. The works central to this thesis are: The
Letters of Robert Browning and Elizabeth Barrett Barrett: 1845-1846, EBB's Sonnets
from the Portuguese and a selection of earlier poetry by EBB and RB, RB's Men and
Women and EBB's Aurora Leigh. The study focuses on the writings produced during
the overlapping period of the two poets' lives, which terminated in 1861 with EBB's
death. Poetry which pre-dates EBB and RB's 1845-46 correspondence is also
considered, since much of it is central to their discussions in the letters, making it

relevant to an exploration of the poets' respective self-representations.

The correspondence is consideret in this thesis as creating a paradigmatic
scene of writing and desiring, making it an important starting point for the exploration
of poetics and erotics in the poetry of the Brownings. The dialogic character of the
epistolary exchange allows the poets to alternate between the roles of writer and
reader, and move back and forth between the positions of poet and critic, lover and

beloved. EBB's and RB's preoccupations with different modes of poetic expression,




in the poets' work.

CHAPTER |: The Correspondence
This chapter discusses the courtship correspondence of Elizabeth Barrett and

Robert Browning.

A compelling romantic narrative certainly does unfold through EBB and RB's
letters. In Daniel Karlin's The Counship of Robert Browning and Elizabeth Barrett,
the only scholarly work dealing specifically with the courtship correspondence, Karlin
successfully uses the letters to dispel the myths surrounding the Brownings' courtship
and finds echoes of the letters in the poets' later work. However, by failing to
address the correspondence as a literary and erotic dialogue, Karlin overlooks issues
of subjectivity and gender.

In order to develop an understanding of this initially private correspondence as
a co-authored literary production, itis necessary to approach the correspondence not
simply as a biographical document, but as a literary epistolary co-production, with the
recognition of both its expressive and its critical content. Epistolary fiction, as Janet
Gurkin Altman points out in her study Epistolarity: Approaches to a Form, is laden
with paradox and contradiction. The courtship correspondence is no exception to this
rule. EBB and RB use the conventions of the letter form to strengthen the impact of
their epistolary voices. EBB contands that the letter form brings her closer to RB as
it brings him her writing, while RB often laments the insurmountable distance of time

and space underlined by epistolary exchange. Altman's elaboration of the




conventions of the epistolary genre is central to the discussion of the letters.

The dialogic nature of the letters allows them to serve as a forum for the two
poets' thoughts -- a workshop where ideas are put forth and responded to. The
letters are both expository and responsive. The two poets discuss their positions
on poetry and love and offer their reflections on and reactions to each other's ideas.
The letter form allows both EBB and RB to comment on one another's poetic and
epistolary voices, and question one another's opinions. As both en-coders and
de-coders of poetic and amorous discourses, the twc poets are seen negotiating
multiple subject positions constructed to accommodate their respective
self-representations as both lovers and beloveds, poets and critics.

CHAPTER TWO: The Amorous Subject

The second section of this project focuses particularly on the construction of
the amorous subject in selected writings of the Brownings.

EBB's poetic development, leading up to the Sonnets from the Portuguese,
starts a transition from her more traditional representation of female passivity to a
revisionary handling of the lyric form. Both "Bertha in the Lane" and "Caterina to
Cameons" present women who are dependent on their positions as objects of desire
to affirm their worth. Neither Bertha nor Caterina escapes what Sandra Lee Bartky
would define as a position of feminine masochism.

In the Sonnets from the Portuguese EBB uses the traditionally male form of
the love sonnet in order to document her courtship with Robert Browning. However,

in doing so, EBB revises the traditionally male poetic subject position to allow for a




woman's poetic and amorous voice (Mermin, Stephenson). By positioning the woman
in the role ot lover in  the sonnet sequence, EBB must speak from outside the
conventions of amorous expression, thus taking a revisionary stance vis a vis the
genre. EBB's reassessment of the terms defining the poetic and erotic subject in
order to inhabit this position as a woman entails a simultaneous refashioning of the
position of the object of desire, and consequently a renegotiation of the romantic
paradigm which reinforces the notion of feminine masochism.

This configuration is further complicated as the addressee/love object is also
a poet and cannot be granted a voice of his own without potentially jeopardizing the
poetic power of the speaker. EBB's anticipation of the beloved's reflections on her
practice as poet, on the manner in which she expresses her love, positions him as
critic, introducing a tension into the process of writing. The communication of
feelings through the writing becomes secondary to their inscription, making an erotic
object of the writing itself, which comes to stand in for the lover.

Just as it is necessary to take into account that Barrett Browning constructs
a position from which she can speak of love and desire as both a woman and a poet,
itis also necessary to explore how a poetic male subject is constituted in and through
amorous discourse. RB, as a poet, also uses the discourse of love and positions
himself in relation to it as a poet and a man. Pauline, Browning's first published work,
is traditionally read for the attitudes it explores regarding the poetic legacy left to RB
by Shelley and not for its amorous content. RB's poetic theory and his experiments

with genre which led him away from the work of Shelley, his prirnary poetic influence,
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toward his own poetic innovations, have been weli documented (Collins, Hair).
However, this early poem not only foreshadows generic transformations to occur in
Browning's later work, but deals specifically with the conjuriction of the poetic and
amorous. The speaker's confession to his beloved Pauline expresses the conflict ke
feels when faced with the choice between the security and stability love represents
and the freedom necessary for his poetic aspirations. There is no attempt made to
reconcile romantic love with poetic aspiration. Instead, Pauline, as representative of
the containment of lcve, is positioned in direct opposition to the impulse toward
freedom, represented by Shelley.

In "The Flight of the Duchess" and "My Last Duchess" Browning presents two
differen: stories of love. Here, the conscious splitting of poetic and erotic subject
positions creates a tension which works to contain the subjectivity constituted
through the amorous discourse. Jessica Benjamin's work which develops the notion
of intersubjectivity as an alternative to subject-object relations, allows for an
exploration of the poetic and amorous subject as it is articulated by RB. Viewed from
this perspective, the constraints of a traditional understanding of gender roles become
evident in RB's construction of the poetic and amorous subject in his poetry and are
symptomatic of tensions inherent in the articulation of the male subject through
amorous discourse.

CHAPTER THREE: The Gendered Artist
This section focuses on the two poets' self-awareness as artists in order to

establish the role gender plays in the construction of poetic subjectivity. In EBB's






effects of discourse, are central to the understanding of sexuality and subjectivity
informing this thesis. The notion of intersubjectivity put forward by Jessica Benjamin
as an alternative to the model of subject- object relations, is referred to extensively
to reflect on the functioning of discourse in the construction of the erotic subject in
the poetry of both EBB and RB. René Girard's elaboration of triangular desire in
literature, as well as Sandra Lee Bartsky's work on feminine masochism provide

further important insights on the paradigms which function within amorous discourse.







The correspondence is an important point of departure for a discussion of
erotics and poetics in the writings of the Brownings, for it functions as a paradigm
setting up a complex scene of writing and desiring. The correspondence most
closely approximates the literary genre of the epistolary novel. Indeed, in an early
letter RB suggests that he and EBB collaborate on a literary project. In order to
explore the issues raised by the correspondence, it is necessary to approach the
courtship correspondence as more than a biographical document, regarding it as a
literary co-production in epistolary form, and recognizing its expressive and critical
content. Its dialogic character allows the poets to alternate between the poles of
writer and reader, to move bzck and forth between the positions of poet anc critic,
lover and beloved.

The courtship of Elizabeth Barrett and Robert Browning has given the two
poets a unique and almost mythological position in the popular imagination. More
widely known than the work of either poet is the story of their romance, which focuses
on the frail poetess' rescue from seclusion by a dashing young poet. The
correspondence documenting this courtship was tfirst published in 1899, ten years
after RB's death, and consists of the 573 letters the poets wrote to one another
during the 20 months ~f their courtship between January 1845 and September 1846.
Though initially a private correspondence, these letters can be regarded as a
co-authored literary production. Of course, they tell the story of this literary romance,

but the letters also served as a workshop for the two poets, a "space" where ideas
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could be put forth and responded to. The letters are expository -- presenting the
two poets' ideas on poetry and love -- as well as responsive -- offering their
reflections on and reactions to each other's ideas. As both en-coders and de-coders
of poetic and amorous discourses, the two poets can be seen to negotiate multiple
subject positions constructed to accommodate their respective self-representations

as both lovers and beloveds, poets and critics.

The correspondence between RB and EBB was instigated by a letter of thanks
from RB to EBB acknowledging a compliment paid to him in her poem "Lady
Geraldine's Courtship," published in Poems (1844). Wordsworth and Tennyson also
received complimentary mention in the poem, but Browning rezeived the only detailed
acknowledgement. EBB writes:

Or from Browning some "Pomegranate,'
which, if cut deep down the middle,
Shows a heart within blood-tinctured,
of a veined humanity.
(I. 325-28)
Browning's first letter, however, does not directly thank EBB for the compliment, but
returns it with praise of her work, thereby setting the stage for the correspondence
which is to follow. In the first letter dated January 10, 1845 Browning writes "l love
your verses with all my heart, dear Miss Barrett," and later "I do, as | say, love these
books with all my heart -- and | love you too." He finds himself somewhat

compromised as a "fellow craftsman," because he finds no fault with her work and

cannot offer any constructive criticism.
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epistolary voices, and question one another's opinions, as for example in the many

letters which deal with the morality of duelling. In her study of the epistoiary novel,

Epistolarity: Approaches to a Form, Janet Gurkin Altman points out that the
content of letter novels divides into two basic categories -- erotic and
educational. At the center of the erotic correspondence stands the
lover-seducer; crucial to the educational sequence is the mentor-guide.
(p. 196)

The Brownings' correspondence fits into both of these epistolary models.
However, what is crucial to the under standing of EBB and RB's correspondence is
the fact that they were both conscious of themselves, and of the other, as makers of
texts. Though the first letters seem to establish certain roles, both EBB and RB seek
to define themselves as poets and lovers, assuming the roles of both critic and
beloved. Neither remains static in either set of roles but moves from one to the other.
The way the techniques available to the epistolary writer are used !o articulate these
subject positions is indicative of, if not parallel to, the styles which distinguish the two
as poets.

Altman's study presents epistolary fiction as laden with paradox and
contradiction. The letter can function as either a bridge or a barrier, a portrait or a
mask. It implies privacy and intimacy, and yet the letter is addressed to an other,
and thus begs for an audience. Altman outlines six different sets of polarities which
define epistolary narrative. The letter can work as a bridge or a barrier between
correspondents, which can inspire either confiance or non-confiance. The

corresponcents are compelled to move between the roles of writer and reader, roles

which underline the polarities of I/you, herefthere and now/then. The letter form also
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women speak--give you truth broken into prismatic hues, and fear the
pure white light, even if itis in me. (1:6-7)

As Daniel Karlin points out, referring to Browning's Essay on Shelley, RB would have

considered EBB a subjective poet. According to Browning, when approaching

subjective poetry,
we necessarily approach the personality of the poet; in apprehending
it we apprehend him, and certainly we cannot love it without loving him.
Both for love's and for understanding's sake we desire to know him,
and as readers of his poetry must be readers of his biography as well.
(Essay orni Shelley, Poems, vol. i.p. 1002.)

RB identifies himself as an objective poet, one whose poetry comes not from the

expression of his inner feelings, of his self, but from the observation of the outside

world. EBB, on the other hand, is seen as the subjective poet who can speak in her

work. As Dorothy Mermin poaints out, this conflation of the woman and the work was

typical of Victorian attitudes toward women and art:
The cliché that the style is the man arises more readily and with much
greater literalness and force when the stylistis a woman, and it is often,
as in Browning's letter {the first}, charged with erotic intensity. Edgar
Allan Poe remarks in his review of Poems (1844) that "a woman and
her book are identical." The identification of women with poems was
likely to discourage them from writing: Ladislaw in Middlemarch tells
Dorothea that she needn't write poems because she is one. (1989,
118.)

The objective poet is aligned with the more “masculine” types of poetry, such as the

epic, whereas the subjective poet speaks through the lyric, a form considered more

appropriate for female poets.
EBB is not unaware of this distinction and in her praise of RB's work she

emphasizes that he is not limited to the realm of the objective poet, as he may like
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to think. EBB's praise of RB's poetry is also an assertion of her ability to
understand the man through his writing, and the ability of his writing to function as
a bridge in building intimacy.
You have in your vision two worlds -- or to use the language of the
schools of the day, you are both subjective & objective in the habits of
your mind. You can deal with both abstract thought & with human
passion in the most passionate sense. Thus you have an immense
grasp in Art and no one at all accustomed to consider the usual forms

of it, could help regarding with reverence & gladness the gradual
expansion of your powers. (1:9)

Browning, however, continues to use this difference in style to further his
pursuit of intimacy with EBB throughout the earlier part of the correspondence. In
order to persuade EBB to agree to a meeting with him, RB presents his letters as a
barrier to real intimacy. Since, as a dramatic writer, he is not represented in his work
she cannot really come to know him through his writing. On the other hand, her
letters function to create intimacy, since as a subjective poet she is capable of
truthfully representing herself in her writing.  Like his dramatic poems in which he
speaks through men and women, his letters are a mask, while hers provide him with
a faithful portrait of her soul.

The first significant instance where Browning indicates his inability to correctly
express himself in letters comes shortly after his first visit, in the form of an apology
for what was no doubt a declaration of his love for EBB, which she rejected. The
letter in which this declaration was made is the only letter in the correspondence to

have been destroyed. RB's apology is nonetheless quite telling.
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much ashamed of myself as | ought to be, which is not a little. (1:78)

The tension which Altman describes between the elements of confiance and
non-confiance become evident at this point in the correspondence. As Altman
explains,

Confiance/non-confiance. If winning and losing of confiance constitute
part of the narrative content, the related oppositions
confiance/coquetterie (or candor/dissimulation) and amitié/amour
represent the two primary types of epistolary style and relationship.
These distinctions, as well as the blurring of these distinctions, are a
function of the letter's dual potential for transparency (portrait of a soul,
confession, vehicle of narrative) and opacity (mask, weapon, event
within narrative).

EBB continues in the letter to emphasize her understanding of his intention
through her ability as a reader of his texts. She interprets the destroyed love letter
as one would a poem, bringing her understanding of RB's poetic technique to bear
on her interpretation of his letter.

Also, | sh? have understood "boots" where you wrote it, in the letter in
question; if it had not been for the relation of two things in it -- & now
| perfectly seem to see HOW | mistook that relation ("seem to see,"
-- because | have not looked into the letter again since your last
might's commentary, & will not --) inasmuch as | have observed before
in my own mind, that a good deal of what is called obscurity in you,
arises from a habit of very subtle association, so subtle, that you are
probably unconscious of it, ..and the effect of which is to throw together
on the same level & in the same light, things of likeness and unlikeness
--till the reader grows confused as | did, & takes one for another. (1:78)
She also compares this letter to a poem, teasingly referring to RB's determination to

prove her his superior, and requesting that he burn the letter:

from the heights of my superior..stultity, & other qualities of the like
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order,.. | venture to advise you..however (to speak of the letter critically,
& asthe dramatic composition it is) itis to be admitted to be very
beautiful, and well worthy of the rest of its kin in the portfoliv,.."Lays of
the poets,' or otherwise,... | venture to advise you to burn it at once.
(1:79)

The interpretive act in the reading of letters is made equivaient to the reader's
task in the reading of poetry.  Every letter can be seen as a unit of artistic merit,

and every response as an interpretation of the preceding letters.  As Altman makes

clear,

The letter's duality as a self-contained artistic unity and as a unit within
a larger configuration make an apt instrument for fragmentary, elliptical
writing and juxtaposition of contrasting discrete units, yet at the same
time the very fragmentation inherent in the letter form encourages the
creation of a compensating coherence and continuity on new levels.
(187)

Thus EBB and RB act as critics of each other's poetry in the correspondence, but
also as interpreters of each other's self-representationthrough the text of their letters.
While commenting on the preceding letter, the letter writer underlines the
self-standing nature of the letter as a unit, while incorporating it into the larger body
of the correspondence.  This is closely linked to the roles of reader and writer that
EBB and RB play as correspondents. As Altman points out, each correspondent
simultaneously plays the roles of both writer and reader.
The epistolary situation evokes simultaneously the acts of writing and
reading, as correspondents alternate, often within the same letter,
between the roles of narrator and narratee, of encoder and decoder
Reader consciousness explicitly informs the act of writing itself. The
movement from the private to the public in much of epistolary fiction
lays bare another paradox: as a reflection of self or the self's
relationships, the letter connotes privacy and intimacy, yet as a

document addressed to another, the letter reflects the need for an
audience, an audience that may suddenly expand when the document
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is confiscated, shared or published. (187)
Due to the reciprocal nature of epistolary exchange and the responsive element
necessary to this exchange, the correspondence functions not only as a site 6f
self-articulation, but also as a mirror through which the two poets come to better
recognize themselves. The act of letter writing becomes fused with artistic production,
and the act of letter reading with critical interpretation. The form and style of the
letter become as important as the form and style of a poem, as the letters are meant
to be read by another poet who is also cast in the role of critic. Though their letters
are part of a private relationship, they are written self-consciously, and with some
anxiety, due to an awareness of their intended audience. EBB emphasizes the
reader's role as interpreter and critic of the letters by initially denying it, before stating
her position on the quality of RB's epistles.

| agree with you that if | could play critic upon your letters, it would be

an end! -- but no,no .. | did not for a moment. In what | said | went

back to my first impressions -- & they were vital letters, | said -- which

was the resumé of my thoughts upon the early ones you sent me ..

because | felt your letters to be you from the very first [...] (1:477)

However, RB continues through the correspondence to emphasize his inability

to articulate his feelings in words. Many of his letters, even after the poets' marriage,
emphasize the intensity of his feeling in the very claim that words are inadequate to
express them. "So feeling so much, | say so littlel--,"(1:387), "I have no words for
you, my dearest, | shall never have--" (1:378) or "that | might somewhat more, --

never so little more, -- conform in the outward homage to the inward feeling." (2:1062)

are phrases that strategically emphasize the distance and the masked pose which
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is created through the epistolary medium. EBB, however, recognizes the use of this
technique and underlines her understanding of it in her responses.
| have your letter..you who cannot write! [...] After all it seems to me
that you can write for yourself pretty well -- rather too well | used to
think from the beginning. (2:749)
EBB's letters, on the other hand, draw attention to the connecting quality of
epistolary discourse, the ability of epistolary discourse to create a particular intimacy
between correspondents. This is linked to her poetic style, but also to her
self-perception -- and self-presentation -- as secluded and unworldly:
And what you say of society draws me on to many comparative
thoughts of your life & mine. You seem to have drunken of the cup of
life full, with the sun shining on it. | have lived only inwardly, -- or with
sorrow, for a strong emotion. Before this seclusion of my illness, | was
secluded still -- & there are tew of the youngest women in the world
who have not seen more, heard more, of society, than |, who am
scarcely to be called young now. | grew up in the country .. had no
social opportunities .. had my heart in books ard poetry,.& my
experience, in reveries. (1:41)

Acknowledging her lack of experience in society works simultaneously to emphasize

RB's broader experience and invites RB to act as something of an interpreter of

society for her. In a letter written to RB on May 15, 1845 she gives her reasons for

not admitting visitors to her rooms.
it w! be unbecoming to lie here on the sofa & make a company-show
of an infirmity, & hold a beggar's hat for sympathy. | sh” blame it in
another woman -- and the sense of it has had its weight with me.
(1:65)

This self-consciousness about her frail health is expressed in her feelings regarding

her relationship to her poetry. Despite her earlier resistance to RB's equation of this

love for her poetry with his love for her, later in the same letter she describes her self
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through her work, divesting herself of everything but the written word.
There is nothing to see in me; nor to hear in me -- | never learnt to talk
as you do in London, although | can admire that brightness of carved
speech in Mr. Kenyon & others. If my poetry is worth anything to any
eye, -- it is the flower of me. | have lived most & been most happy in
it, & so it has all my colours; the rest of me is nothing but a root, fit for
the ground & the dark. (ibid.)

As she claimed in an earlier letter "l seem to live while | write -- it is life for
me” (1:42). So while Browning's letters openly ask EBB to act as poetic critic and
tutor, her letters bey him to read her into her text, to come to a knowledge of the
woman through her writing. For EBB, just as it will be for her epic poetry and for
Aurora, poetic and amorous subjectivity are fused. Browning himself cannot
separate his understanding of EBB the woman from the poetry.

| have been reading among other poems that sonnet -- "Past and
Future" -- which affects me more than any poem | ever read. How can
| put your poetry away from you, even in these ineffectual attempts to
concentrate myself upon, and better apply myself to what remains?
--poor, poor work it is, -- for is not that sonnet to be loved as a true
utterance of yours? | cannot attempt to put down the thoughts that
rise;[...] (1:272)
He presents himself as an inadequate critical reader of her texts, but as the best
interpreter of herself. This, however, poses a difficulty, in that EBB has represented
herself as defined by her texts. Thus for RB to take a critical stance regarding EBB's
poetry, would be to imply criticism of the woman as well as the poet. RB's attitude
toward poetry and poet is, however, parallel. In his first letter Browning praises
EBB's book saying "so into has it gone, and part of me has it become, this great

living poetry of yours," (1:3). EBB's poetry is not only part of EBB but of RB as

well, making his criticism of it impossible because it is so close to him that it has
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| would not have dared to take the blessing of kissing your hand, much
less your lip .. but that it seemed as if | was leading you into a mistake,
.- as did happen -- and that you might fancy | only felt a dreamy,
abstract passion for a phantom of my own creating out of your books
and rest you shall give me. In every event, | am your own. (2:753)
For EBB it was important that RB's love for her not be based on romantic images
which permeated representations of her as poet in literary circles, and which seem
mirrored in RB's image of her as a jewel in a crown (1:428). Asthe correspondence
progresses, EBB becomes, paradoxically, resistant to RB's conflation of her with her
poetry.
Being self-conscious as a writer of texts leads EBBto a heightened awareness
of strategies of representation and their implications. She complains to him
Seriously .. gravely ..if it makes me three times happy that you should
love me, yet | grow uneasy & even saddened when you say infatuated
things such as this & this .. unless after all you mean philosophical
sarcasm on the worth of Czar diamonds --! No -- do not say such
things!-- If you do, 1 shall end by being jealous of some ideal Czarina
/which>who/ must stand between you & me .. | shall think that it is not
| whom you look at [..] (1:432)
The image created to represent EBB distances her from Browning, because the
image, as a mediator of RB's desire, comes to stand between them. Though both
EBB and RB create images to represent the other in their letters, the more intimate
the relationship becomes the more the letters themselves come to embody their
writers, signaling a displacement of desire for greater physical intimacy. Thus the
letters can be understood as simultaneously expressing intimacy and creating

barriers, creating both contact and distance between the lovers.

Using Jacobson's terminology, Altman defines the two types of figures
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precarious and unseizable" because "the present of the letter writer is never the

present of the addressee" so that

epistolary discourse is caught up in the impossibility of a dialogue in the
present. That is, "l feel" cannot be interpreted by the addressee as
"you feel" but rather as "you felt when you wrote this letter." (129)
EBB and RB's constant concern with each other's health underscores this fact.
Neither can know how the other is in the present, because the present is always past
by the time the letter is being read. The questioning evokes a feeling of anxiety,
surrounding not so much the health of the addressee, but around the possibility of
what could change in the interval between sending and receiving a letter. Though
there does seem to be genuine concern for health expressed by both EBB and RB.
EBB writes
Beloved, when you write, let it be, if you choose, ever so few lines. Do
not suffer me (for my own sake) to tire you -- because two lines or
three bring YOU to me .. remember .. just as a longer letter would.
(1:541)
What is important is that the correspondence continue, that Browning continue
coming to her through his letters. Altman points to the tension that the simultaneous
finality and open-endedness that the letter form creates. She argues that
The dynamics of letter narrative involves a movement between two
poles: the potential finality of the letter's sign off and the
open-endedness of the letter seen as a segment within a chain of dia-
logue.  Finality is actualized in epistolary terms by motivated
renunciation of writing, the death of the writer, the arrival of the
addressee, witereas enigmatic silence realizes the letter form's poten-
tial for open-endedness. (187)

The constant possibility that the correspondence could come to an end, or its motives

change, is a cause of anxiety for EBB particularly:
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Good Heavens! -- how dreadfully natural it would be to me, seem to
me, if you DID leave off loving me! How it would be like the sun's
setting .. & no more wonder! -- Only more darkness more pain --
(2:608)

Though this seems to be a real source of anxiety for EBB throughout the
correspondence, it is also part of the strategy both poets use to express their desire
for the other.  Both lay claim to the inferior position vis-a-vis the other, be it as poets
or as lovers, in an attempt to elevate their object of desire. EBB claims that

To judge at all or a work of yours, | must look up to it, -- & far up --
because whatever faculty | have is included in your faculty, & with a
great rim all round besides! And thus, it is not at all from an
over-pleasure in pleasing you, not at all from an inclination to
depreciate myself, that | speak & feel as | do & must on some
occasions -- it is simply the consequence of a true comprehension of
you and of me -- (1:125)

What follows in the letter is perhaps more important than the strategic
positioning of Browning as the superior poet. In rebutting his praise of her work she
claims her right to speak her mind, even if she does not share his opinions or
feelings. What she lays claims to is "liberly to breathe & feel naturally .. according
to my own nature” (ibid.). She may be willing to offer herself in service of his poetry,
but she will not be servile. Nor does she expect him to defer to her opinion on
matters, as becomes clear after their arguments regarding the morality of duelling.
In fact, she understands that despite RB's efforts to convince her he defers to her
opinion when he claims that "YOU ARE RIGHT and | am wrong and will lay it to heart
and kiss, not your feet this time, because | am the prouder,|...]by this admission and

retraction --" (2:612), he can not truly defer to her in a matter of opinion. She tells

him "After all, you too,..with that preternatural submissiveness of yours, of the
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depend on taking this step, but that through my affection for him, |
was ready to sacrifice those to his pleasure if he exacted it -- only it
was necessary to my self-satisfaction in future years , to understand
definitely that the sacrifice was exacted by him & not thrown away
blindly & by misapprehension. And he would not speak --he would not

say that he was not displeased with me, nor the contrary: -- | had
better do what | liked: -- for his part, he washed his hands of me
altogether --

(1:211)

Inissues concerning her father's displeasure, EBB wants to submit to RB's will,
trusting that his decisions on her behalf prove his love for her. Later in the same
letter she tells him to "Think for me. [...] Do think for me --* (1:212) and make her
decision about Pisa for her. The other instance she allows RB to think for her is in
the arrangements for their marriage and elopement. She seems to want to defer
their marriage. In aletter dated September 9, 1846 she feels that "It seems quite too
soon & too sudden for us to set out on our Italian adventure now [...]", but ends the
letter assuring Browning that "l will do as you wish -- understand" (2:1058). The next
day she writes again saying "Dearest, | write one word, & have one will which is
yours" (2:1061).  This abdication of will seems to be something of a pose as the
speed with which arrangements for their marriage were made was precipitated by
EBB's fear of possible discovery and therefore probable end of her relationship with
Browning (2:922). A long period of separation between the two lovers was also a
possibility, as the Barretts had discussed leaving London for a period of time.
Submission to the will of the other is never exacted by either EBB or RB, though the
offer to submit is made frequently by both. These offers are made around issues

where they share a similar desire. Submission in this sense is not indicative of a loss
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represented and lived. She understands lovers' quarrels as occasioned by "The
growth of power on one side .. & the struggle against it, by means legal & illegal,

on the other" (2:844). She also expresses her distaste for "what passes in the world”
as love. She describes it as "that word which rhymes to glove & comes as easily off
and on" (1: 340, 341). Such comments contrast with the feelings she expresses for

Browning.
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However, her desire to submit to RB's will regarding their marriage at the end
of the correspondence, indirectly confirms the suspicicns which contribute to EBB's
ambivalence towards the discussion of love. Though her submission is strategic, it
also marks the desire to represent love with a traditional romantic paradigm which
dictates feminine submission to masculine power. Despite her attempt to develop a
new language for love in her correspondence with RB, EBB cannot divest herself of
the desire to represent her love in traditional terms.

As Sandra Lee Bartky points out in her essay "Feminine Masochism and the
Politics of Personal Transformation," sexual desires can be in conflict with moral
principles, particularly for women who attempt to challenge patriarchal ideas, will still
be embedded in the patriarchy's structure of desire. For some women, Bartky
explains, desire often has a masochistic dimension (47). What is

essential to masochism is the eroticization of domination. Now women
are regularly attracted by power, its possession and exercise. Male
power manifests itself variously as physical prowess, muscular strength,
intellectual brilliance, worldly position, or the kind of money that buys
respect...In a sexually inegalitarian society, these manifestations of
male power are precisely the instruments by which men are able to
accomplish the subordination of women. Hence, insofar as male power
is eroticized, male dominance itself becomes erotically charged. (47)
Read in this light, EBB's desire to invest RB with power over her fate indicates

inability to represent that relationship outside the framework of a traditional romantic

paradigm in her letter writing.
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beloveds as well as poets and critics. The letters also offered them reflections of
themselves as seen through the eyes of their beloved. Self perceptions were not
necessarily mirrored directly back to the writer of a letter, thus self-understanding, and
with it subsequent self-representation, became entwined not only with the act of

writing, but with the act of reading as well.
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This section of the thesis is concerned with the articulation of an amorous subject
in the poetry of the Brownings. EBB's early ballads are attempts to revise traditional
stories of love by telling them from the perspective of female narrators. However,
representation of passive female roles in the ballads inhitits any radical refashioning of
romantic paradigms. In Sonnets from the Portuguese EBB makes a transition to a
revisionary handling of the representation of love, motivated by the need to evaluate her
role as woman, poet and lover in relation to a beloved who is also a poet.

RB's first published poem, Pauline, which is best known for its commentary on
RB's relationship to Shelley and the Rornantic tradition, is read for the sites of conflict it
uncovers between the poet's desire for stability and love and the impulse toward freedom
and poetic creativity. What becomes evident, even in this early stage of RB's poetic
career, is his inability to reconcile the amorous with the poetic and resulting split that

occurs within the subject between the poetic and erotic impulses.

EBB's literary reputation became firmly established with the publication of her
Poems (1844), the success of which depended largely on the strength and emotional
impact of her ballads. The collection was particularly well received, compelling critics to
list her among England's most gifted poets. What her contemporary ciitics failed to
recognize was the impulse to question the traditional notions cf womanly virtue which
runs through the seemingly traditional narratives of the ballads. Many of the lyrics in the

collection focus on romantic love. However, in these love narratives EBB scrutinizes the
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role constructed for women in traditional love lyrics and imposed on them through societal
conventions. Barrett Browning's treatment of love in her ballads reveals an attempt to
uncover the myths surrounding the woman's role in amatory narratives, and a
concomitant interest in revising the perceptions of this role. The ballad form, historically
associated with the recording and transmission of stories in the oral tradition, is, as M.H.
Abrams has noted, “[T]ypically...dramatic, condensed and impersonal" (12).
Consequently, the ballad inhibits, though it does not preciude, deeper exploration of
individual development, and limits personal reflection or revelation by the narrator. The
focus in the popular ballad, and later in the lyrical ballad made popular by the Romantic
poets, is the story. For example, in Keats' "La Belle Dame Sans Merci," there is no
reflection on the reason for the knight's sickly appearance and depression. The
explanation for his condition is given in the form of a story, which is for the most part
descriptive, concentrating on external events and not on his inner state.

£BB used the ballad and the traditional stories of love associated with the form to
draw attention to the powerlessness inherent in the passive role assigned io the woman
in the love narrative. None of EBB's heroines in the ballads, with the limited exception
of Geraldine in "Lady Geraldine's Courtship," successfully inscribe their own desires into
the narrative of romantic love. All of their attempts result in disappointment or death.
However limiting EBB found the ballad form in her attempts to discover a genre suitable
for the articulation of a feminine amorous subjectivity in poetry, her romantic ballads are
an important period in her poetic development leading up to the writing of the Sonnets

from the Portuguese. The study of EBB's early work is necessary in an exploration of the
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women in roles consistent with societal expectations, function through layers of meaning
undercutting the feminine virtues they seem to extol. Consequently, EBB brings into
question the language of romance through which gendered roles are created, often
masking, as A. Leighton remarked, "a real social injustice and inequality between the
sexes" (96).

"The Romance of the Swan's Nest" examines romantic fantasy while questioning
the values underlying the courtly tradition which creates such fantasies for women. The
poem begins with a tone of light-hearted sensuality, evoking an atmosphere of freedom
around Little Ellie. The poem is framed by a narrator, who describes Little Ellie's real
world before and after the telling of her fantasy. Ellie's fantasy -- the dream of an
imagined lover, both a knight and a nobleman, whom she will command to prove his
courage and skill before granting him her love and knowledge of her most precious secret
-- is narrated by Ellie herself.

The imagined lover's actions are the attributes most important to Little Ellie.
There is little description of the knight's physical appearance in the poem. His
actions are central to his worth as a man and a lover. Little Ellie imagines that

the lover shall be noble,
With an eye that takes the breath;
And the lute he plays upon
Shall strike ladies into trouble,
As his sword strikes men to death.
(Il. 26-30)
In the preceding passage the lover/knight is always removed to some degree from

the actions and effects attributed to him. It is not he, but his "eye that takes the

breath"; he may play the lute, but it is the lute itself that strikes "ladies into trouble,”
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nvals through an affirmation of her desirability ~ Little Ellie does not actively love, but
becomes the beloved object for her lover/knight in her own fantasy.

The only power allowed a woman in this discourse of courtly love is the power
to command feats of courage from the lover and the power to defer rewarding the
lover with her love. Little Ellie exercises both these powers in her tantasy, though
she finds it difficult to remain silent, as her role requires. As she imagines sending
her lover off to prove himself, she feels her “own lips tremble/With a yes" (Il. 50-51)
that cannot be uttered.

Since her fantasy can not accommodate a position from which she can
express her love and desire, the swan's nest among the reeds becomes a substitute
for the love Ellie cannot speak. This is implied early in the poem when Little Ellie
makes her gift of the swan's nest equivalent to the love felt by her suitor. She
imagines how,

He shall love me without guile,
And to him | will discover
The swan’s nest among the reeds.
(1. 20-22)
The destruction of the swan's nest puts Ellie's fantasy in jeopardy. As Mermin
suggests "while she dreams of annexing male power -- because presumably she
dreams of it -- she loses her one treasure" (1989, 94). This one secret treasure is
emblematic of the power Ellie attributes to herself in the context of the exchange
system which dictates the courtship's progress. Feats of bravery are required by Ellie

for her lover to win her hand, while she intends to give her lover the secret swan's

nest in exchange for the love and the glory he brings her. Inthe end, she loses the
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swan's nest, the one thing which was her own discovery and can thus be seen as
emblematic of her own power and desire It is taken from her, and with it she loses
the feeling of freedom and sense of discovery evident at the outset of the poem
Material punishment may come in the destruction of the swan's nest, but the
simultaneous disintegration of the atmosphere of freedom signifies a much greater
loss--the loss of the symbol of her own potential empowerment through discovery
What is emphasized in the poem's conclusion is the disempowerment inherent in the
emphasis placed on woman as a passive love object, central to the chivalric model
which provides the foundation for Ellie's fantasy of romantic love.

The heroine i nineteenth century poetry had few appropriate ways of acting
heroically. Heroic deeds were part of the masculine sphere of action, while heroines
were left to passively await their lovers. Self-sacrifice, however, was one heroic act
acceptable for heroines. The heroine/narrator of EBB's "Bertha in the Lane"
demonstrates the heroism of self-sacrifice. Afterdiscovering that her fiancé loves her
younger sister, Bertha, the speaker gives the wedding dress she had been preparing
for her own wedding to Bertha. The sacrifice she is required to make is not just her
earthly happiness, but her earthly life. Soon after the dress is completed the
speaker asks to be lead to her bed and she sees her mother waiting to lead her into
death. The narrator's self sacrifice does not seem completely willing, nor does it
come without resentment Though on the surface the narrator of "Berthain the Lane"
speaks of her love for Bertha and the qualities which make Bertha best suited to

earthly happiness, the poem is interrupted by moments of tension which point to the
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world points to the rejection of
the fate and the moral authority of the mother, whose claim to the life
of the daughter is not based on love but on the duties of their shared
womanliness. (Leighton, 66)

The self-sacrifice the speaker is ready to make is not intended to go unnoticed,
neither by Bertha nor by Robert. The desire to have her self-sacrifice exhibited
contradicts the image of the silent suffering woman the narrator seems to  want to
portray and points to a desire for some degree of control over a situation that allows
her none. She wants control of the impression she will make after death, as well as
on the unnamed visitor, presumably Robert, she expects throughout the poem. She
gives directions regarding her shroud, the ring -- no doubt her engagement ring from
Robert -- that should remain on her finger, and the rosemary which isto sweeten
the airinthe room. Thus she keeps her thoughts on the earthly world until the last
two stanzas of the poem. By forcing her sister to iisten to the details of Robert's
betrayal, the speaker ensures this memory of her suffering will be ever presentin the
new lovers' union. The inappropriateness of the verbal play in the last line of the
poem, "l aspireas | expire," asHelen Cooper points out "undercuts the seriousness
of the poem" (72} reinforcing the sense of conflicting emotions present in the
narrator's sacrifice. Although the surface narrative points to heaven asthe speaker's
aspiration, the narrative's underlying tension invites the reader to further question the
narrator's seemingly easy acceptance of her fate and to wonder if what is aspired

to is not a different kind of closure for her tale.

'‘Catarinato Camoens" was one of EBB's first poems to deal with sexual love.
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As Mermin points out, it is important that in this first attempt to position herself as
a poet within the traditon of love poetry EBB does not imitate a male poet, but
chooses to write a response to the love poetry written by a man to his beloved, thus
giving a voice to Catarina, a woman committed to silence by "both social and
literary decorum" (1989, 103). EBB wrote the poem after reading a collection of
poems translated by Viscount Strangford, whose introductory remarks recount

the love of Camoens, whom he depicts as a rather Byronic
poet-wanderer-lover for Catarina, a lady of the Portuguese court whose
family opposed his suit. "Poruguese delicacy," Stangford says,
"suppressed all avowal of her passion," but on the day he was sent
into exile she confessed her reciprocating love. Camoens went off to
fight the Mcors, lost one of his eyes in a sea battle, and lived a gallant
and honourable life that ended in penury, disease, and death in an
almshouse. He never saw Catarina again before she died at the age
of twenty (Mermin, 1989, 103).

In EBB's poem Catarina, who is conscious of her approaching death, responds
to the poem written by her absent lover/poet, Camoens. Catarina's imminent death
is required for her to find the courage to express the love she had long felt for
Camoens, but had kept hidden with her silence. Although it is a woman picking up
the pen to take a place within the tradition of amatory poetry, she does not take a
position of subject in this context, but continues to depict herself as the object of the
male poet's desire.

Her desire for Camoens is not central to the poem she writes, whereas his
desire for heris. The poem's constant refrain, "[s]weetest eyes, were ever seen," not

only emphasizes the woman's position as object by focussing on her as viewed by

her lover, but also ignores her ability to see. Conseguently, the refrain's reference
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to the poem written by Camoens places him at the root of Catarina's self perception.
She can not speak of herself or her love for him without returning to his valorization
of her beauty through his desire.

As a narrator, Catarina emphasizes her own desirability as the source of her
power in the poem. She further underlines it by imagining herseif as a mediator for
the desire of other women for Camoens after her death:

When the palace ladies sitting
Round your gitiern, shall have said,
‘Poet, sing those verses written
For the lady who is dead,
Will you trembile,
Yet dissemble, -
Or sing hoarse, with tears between,
‘Sweetest eyes, were ever seen'?
(Xir)
The idea of overcoming rivals in winning the love of the man is an important factor
in the development of Catarina's desire. In this example of triangular desire,
Catarina's position as unattainable object of desire is made secure through her death.
She also seems inspired, however, by the fact that her own desirability will serve to
heighten the value of Camoens in the eyes of other women, thus ultimately making
her a paradigm of attractiveness and further confirming her desirability.

Despite its repetition of the traditional dynamic of courtly love which positions
the man as active subject and the woman as passive object, "Catarina to Camoens”
is a re-visioning of this dynamic. By entering the traditional narrative of courtly love

through a female narrator and therefore constructing it from a woman's point of view,

EBB diverts attention from the romance and excitement characteristic of the

46



traditional courtly love poem and allows the frustration and powerlessness that
accompany the woman's passive role to become apparent.

EBB's skili as a story teller was largely responsible for the success of the
ballads in the 1844 collection. As with the other ballads in the collection, the impact
of the narrative is extremely important in “Lady Geraldine's Courtship.” This poem,
subtitied "A Romance of the Age," is set in modern times, unlike the other ballads
which are set in the past, most often in medieval times. The contemporary setting
gives EBB more freedom in the development of the love plot, as she is not bound by
limitations a medieval setting can impose. EBB uses a fairly simple plot in "Lady
Geraldine's Courtship," placing significantly more emphasis on the development of
the characters' feelings than she does in the cother ballads. This focus allows her to
explore the issues surrounding love and desire more thoroughly and begin to work
towards the articulation of a specifically female amorous subjectivity.

“Lady Geraldine's Courtship” tells the story of Bertram, a low-born poet with
demoacratic principles who falls in love with the noble and beautiful Lady Geraldine.
Despite his belief in the equality of all men, Bertram can not believe that his suit
could be taken seriousiy by the noble Geraldine and thus he takes the position of the
traditional lover/poet, admiring and elevating the object of his desire, creating a
Petrarchan ideal of perfection, but often disregarding Gerzldine as a human woman.
The clirax of the poem comes when in the midst of an angry outburst, prompted by
what Bertram imagines is an expression of hypocrisy by Lady Geraldine, he

confesses his love forher. When hearing her respond with only his name, he faints

47




and is taken to his chambers. The bulk of the poem is in the form of a letter written
by Bertram to a friend while he recovers from the fainting spell. The poem's
conclusion, however, which describes Bertram's reaction to Lady Geraldine coming
to his room to admit his love is reciprocated, is spoken by an omniscient narrator.
Both Bertram and Lady Geraldine can be considered lovers in this narrative.
Bertram, like the traditional lover/sonneteer, hides his longing, expressing it only in
verse that focuses on the superior qualities of Lady Geraldine and the unattainable
nature of his love object. Despite the fact that Bertram attempts to fashion Lady
Geraldine into the silent muse figure Petrarch made of Laura, Bertram is not
capable of transforming Geraldine into an object of art. Though he compares her to
mythological figures and aligns her with nature, he cannot ignore the fact that as
much as he may see her as a piece of art, she creates art as well. This is most
evident in Bertram's description of Geraldine's singing in which she is the singer as
well as the song.
Oh, to see or hear her singing! scarce
I know which is divinest -
For her looks sing too - she modulates
her gestures on the tune;
And her mouth stirs with the song, like
song; and when the notes are finest,
'Tis the eyes that shoot out vocal light
and seem to swell them on.
(I. 345-52)
Bertram's descriptions of Lady Geraldine foreground her desirable feminine

appearance. The sensuous qualities he attributes to her seem unconscious, allowing

Bertram to find her innocent of conscicusly arousing his desire. Consequently,
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differance in their social positions. The "kingly blood" and "princely eye" Bertram
attributes to Lady Geraldine function not only as signifiers of her noble status but of
the power traditionally associated with a masculine role which in this case is
Geraldine's. Her power to "threaten and command" goes beyond the beloved's power
to command the lover, to extend or deny love, and is indicative of her ability to act.

Bertram, on the other hand, presents himself in a fashion inappropriate to either the
role of courtly lover or passive feminine object. It is he who hides his love with
silence, favouring to sit apart from company than to actively pay court to Lady
Geraldine, while she coaxes him into a growing intimacy.

Convinced that Lady Geraidine would not return his love, Bertram often
misinterprets her actions and reactions. When she blushes during the silence
following her invitation to Bertram to be her guest at Wycombe Hall, he interprets it
as shame, which her subsequent words indicate as embarrassment caused by others
surrounding them. She claims to be

seeking
More distinction than these gentlemen
think worthy of my claim.

(1. 110-12)
She then continues her invitation with words meant to praise Bertram, and
consequently takes some of the traditional lover's role for herself. She praises him
again, in fact Bertram admits that “her custom was to praise" him (I. 197) when they
were in conversation. i is only when the narrative is taken over by the omniscient

narrator that Geraldine's appropriation of elements of the Petrarchan lover's role no

longer has to be deduced, but are plainly uncovered. She, too, questions her
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"Not so quickly,' she retoried, - '| confess,
where'er you go, you
Find for things, names - shows for
actions, and pure gold for honour ciear,;
But when all is run to symbol in the
Social, | will throw you
The world's book which now reads dryly
and sit down with Silence here.
(n. 272-265)
Geraldine may tremble in the presence of her lover like a traditional heroine, but she
does not sacrifice her upinions when confronting his.

By attributing qualities generally distributed along strict gender lines to both
Geraldine and Bertram, Barrett Browning manages to revise elements of the
traditional amatory plot and begins to create one which miakes room for a desiring
female subject. In EBB's work, as Dorothy Mermin points out, there was an
awareness that "she would have to play two opposing roles at one time -- both knight
and damsel, both subject and object" (1986, 65). The necessity for double
identification as a woman poet is mirrored in the characters of Geraldine and Bertram,
and it is perhaps EBB's attempt "to split her identification between a male poet and
a female object, to equalize the two figures and participate equally in both" (Mermin
1989, 110) that divests "Lady Geraldine's Courtship" of the "articulation and
psychological tension that is generated by difference" (Mermin 1989, 111) in the
other ballads.

In her use of the ballad genre EBB manges to question the traditional love

plot, but she is not successful in revising it and articulating a feminine plot of love and

desire. Even in "Lady Geraldine's Courtship" -- the only narrative which depicts a
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heroine successfully pursuing her desires without suffering reprimand or death -- the
active nature of Lady Geraldine's role must be deduced from the narrative spoken by
Bertram. Geraldine is depicted as the object of Bertram's love, and though he may
be the object of her implied pursuit, because she is never given the role of narrator
-- her words are reported in Bertram's nzrrative -- Bertram is never positioned as an
object vis-a-vis Lady Geraldine, but retains the position of subject. The male
supremacy of the traditional love plot may be challenged, but it is not successfully
revised.
It may have been the ballad and the tradition it carries which hindered the
revisionary tendencies in EBB's work. The primary concentration on impersonal,
non-reflective narrative that the genre requires limits the degree to which characters'
thoughts and feelings can be explored and thus creates obstacles to an effective
rewriting of the gendered scripts of the amatory plot. EBB's attempt to look at
traditional love narratives from a woman's perspective in the ballads exposes the
myths and fantasies on which they depend and thus can be considered, in Adrienne
Rich's terms, "re-visions" since the woman's point of view exposes the frustration and
the powerlessness of her position which had been hidden within traditional
articulations of the love plot. Rich ciaims that
Re-vision -- the act of looking back, of seeing with fresh eyes, of
entering an old text from a new critical direction -- is for women more
than a chapter in cultural history: itis an act of survival. (167)

Rich also contends that the exercise of revisionary practice is essential, for "[U]ntil

we can understand the assumptions in which we are drenched we cannot know
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choosing to position herself within a prestigious and almost exclusively male literary
tradition. As Sandra L. Berman points out, the sonnet distinguishes itself with a
play of repetitions and difference. Though Berman speaks of the formal elements of
the sonnet -- the asymmetry of repetition characteristic of the sonnet's structure -- she
also notes the importance of history and how repetition and difference over time have
made the sonnet tradition. She emphasizes that
tradition actually implies space as well as time, difference and similarity.
Over the course of time, the sonnet tradition gathers definitional space
through conventions of exchange and complicity that make literary
tradition as much a community or a state as a genealogical line. It
gathers laws and ideologies. And, like the larger social state of which
it is a pan, literary tradition breeds its own discontents, seeking to
revolutionize it. (7)

Shakespeare can he considered among the most notable "re-visionary" writers
of the love sonnet for placing the young man in the position of desired object in many
of his sonnets and thus altering the power dynamic between subject and object which
generally underlies amatory verse. However, Shakespeare could do this from within
the sonnet tradition.  EBB, as a poet who was alsc a woman and already on the
outside of a male dominated poetic tradition, had "to assert her right to use it at all”
(Mermin, 144). EBE's Sonnets from the Portuguese attempt to integrate the notion
of a woman as the subject of desire into the tradition of amatory verse, not alienate
the expression of female desire from that tradition and entrench it in the margins.

In his study of the sonnet, The Birth of the Modern Mind, Paul Oppenheimer

emphasizes that the sonnet's importance as a genre lies in the fact that it was the

first poetic form not intended for performance, but to be read silently. Therefore he
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note Foucault's ideas on sexuality, elaborated in The History of Sexuality. For
Foucault sexuality is not a biological given, but a concept which must be verbalized

and as such must be viewed as a construct of a society in a historically determined

time and place.

Sexuality must not be thought of as a kind of natural given which power
tries to hold in check, or as an obscure domain which knowledge tries
gradually to uncover. It is the name that can be given to a historical
construct: not a furtive reality that is difficult to grasp, but a great
surface network in which the stimulation of bodies, the intensification of
pleasures, the incitement of discourse, the formation of special
knowledges, the strengthening of controls and resistances, are linked
to one another, in accordance with a few major strategies of knowledge
and power (105-6).

Foucault underlines knowledge and power as the two co-ordinates in discursive

strategies. Discourse unites power and knowledge. In order to understand how the

experience of sexuality is constructed through discourse, the functioning of knowledge

and power in discourse must be understood. According to Bruce R. Smith, who

distinguishes between Foucault's "special knowledges" and knowledge as a

co-ordinate with power by equating the former with the French connaissances and
the latter with savoir which he terms ‘"ideology" to avoid confusion,

"Ideology" is one aspect of sex put into discourse; "power" is the

other. The power implicit in a text is ideology put into action. It is a

speaker exerting control over a listener, a writer exerting control over

areader. It is a listener or a reader internalizing the text and exerting

control over himself. Power, in Foucault's view, is not just a matter of

negative prohibitions, a central authority telling people what they may

or may not do, what they may and may not feel. Power is also a

matter of positive excitations: itis people, situations, and objects that

a particular culture endows with erotic value (13).

Foucault makes it clear that one cannot look at discourse as simply divided
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along the lines of a dominant or accepted discourse and marginal or dominated one,
but that “the multiplicity of discursive elements that can come into play in various
strategies" must be acknowledged. Strategies will vary and achieve different effects
“‘according to who is speaking, his position of power, the institutional context in

which he happens to be situated" (100). One must understand an individual's
position vis-a-vis the dominant culture and the dominant discourse it produces, but
it is equally important to grasp that the dominant discourse influences the structure
of discursive strategies developed in opposition to it. "Discourse," for Foucault,
“transmits and produces power; it reinforces it, but it also undermines and exposes
it, renders it fragile and makes it possible to thwart it"  (101).

When speaking of sexuality Foucault does not explore the implications of the
different positions constructed for men and women in society. By ignoring the impact
of gender Foucault positions the male paradigm as the standard against which female
experience is assessed. “The construction of gender," according to Teresa de
Lauretis, "is the product and process both of representation and self-representation"
(9). Inthe love sonnet tradition roles have been delineated along gender lines. As
Leighton emphasizes, in the sonnet "there is a man, who speaks, and there is a the
woman who is admired, described, cajoled and pleaded with from a distance" (p. 96).
The sonnet then as a “technology of gender" has represented women as the
passive objects of desire and men as active desiring subjects. "The experience of
sexual desire at a given moment in history," according to Smith, "is shaped by the

ideas people happen to entertain at that historical moment” (13). Thus for EBB, to
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underlines her awareness of her beloved's subjectivity, encouraging him to "weed"
through her garden of poems, in his role as poet and critic. By asking him to deal
with her gifts as she has dealt with his, she reminds him that she, t20, acts as a critic
and interpreter of the poetic "flowers" he brings her. While she asks for his reaction,
for him to asszrt his own voice, she preempts it by interpreting/identifying for him
"Here's eglantine/Here's ivy". This sonnet, which acts as a dedication to the beloved,
also functions to explain some of the tensions underlying the composition of Sonnets
from the Portuguese, which stem from the need to protect the subjectivity of the
boloved, whose own poems have aroused the speaker's love. However, to allow the
beloved a voice in the Sonnets would threaten the speaker's own poetic voice.
When EBB compares herself as poet to har beloved, it is she who is "[a] poor,

tired, wandering singer" (3), while he plays the "part of chief musician’ (3). The
disparity in these images underlines the distance traditionally placed between lover
and beloved in amatory verse and conforms to the convention of the lover idealizing
‘he beloved, but it also establishes both the lover and the beloved as poets and
therefore potential speakers and active participants in the amorous plot. "Barrett
Browning," Glennis Stephenson points out,

appropriates a number of sonnet conventions and adapts them in order

to delineate a form of love quite different from that which the

conventions would typically suggest (70).
This is true of the speaker's self-deprecation and her idealization of the beloved. The

images that EBB uses to represent herself as a lover are hardly the kind of images

that one would expect from a figure who is also conscious of herself as the object of
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opposition to one another. It is love itself that overpowers the speaker, not the
beloved. Thus, even in this opening scnnet, where EBB seems to be presenting
herself as an object rather than a subject, she does not do so in the traditional
manner. She is not the object of desire here, but subject to the force of love itself,
which, it becomes clear as the sonnet sequence progresses, is a force she learns to
share responsibility for. Contrary to the movement of the love letters, which were
written at the same time the Sonnets were being composed, the Sonnets open with
an image which recreates the paradigm cf feminine masochism, by presenting the
speaker as submitting tu an erotically charged dominating force. However, the
speaking subject comes to recognize the force of love as part of her own strength
and works towards an equitable revision of the romantic dynamic.

The concept of love is transformed from its personification as an external force
into a dynamic which exists between two lovers. In Sonnet 10 a sense of

empowerment and self- transformation is already evident.

Yet, love, mere love, is beautiful indeed

And worthy of acceptation. Fire is bright,

Let temple burn, or flax; an equal light

Leaps in the flame from cedar-plank or weed:
And love is fire. And when | say at need

| love thee...mark!...| love thee - in thy sight

| stand transfigured, glorified aright,

With conscience of the new rays that proceed
Out of my face toward thine. There's nothing low
In love, when love the lowest: meanest creatures
Who love God, God accepts while loving so.

And what | feel, across the inferior features

Of what | am, doth flash itself, and show

How that great work of Love enhances Nature's.
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(10)

As the sonnet sequence progresses, the speaker becomes more accustomed to her
position as subject of desire, and comes to realize that her desire, her ability to feel
and express love, is part of her strength and her beauty. It may be the beloved who
aroused the speaker's desire and inspired "the new rays" that emanate from her, but
these rays signal the arousal of qualities she already possessed, the qualities which
initially drew her beloved to her. It is the beloved's kisses (38) which, falling on "this
hand wherewith | write" (38), make it grow more "clean and white." The sensuality
of the kisses is a purifying force enabling the speaker to write about her love. Her
awareness of herself as an object of desire becomes a catalyst for her
self-representation as the subject of desire, allowing her to speak of "My love, my
own" (38).

As aware as the speaker is of her position as both subject and object in the
dynamic of the amorous plot, she acknowledges that her beloved also plays these
two roles. The representations of both speaker and beloved move between these
two positions. In Sonnets 12 and 41 the speaker focuses on how her beloved can
act as teacher and mentor. It is by his example that she has been shown how to
love (12) and it is he who must "Instruct me how to thank thee!" (41). Yet, what

is central to the speaker is that it is she who must

...shoot

My soul's full meaning into future years,

That they should give it utterance, and salute
Love that endures, from Life that disappears!
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Renew thy presence as a strong tree should,

Rustle thy boughs and set thy trunk all bare,

And let these bands of green~ry which insphere thee

Drop heavily down, - burst, shattered, everywhere!

(29)
Yetitis she in this case who commands and lets her desire be known, thus retaining
her control and subjecthood while recognizing the subjectivity of her beloved.
Similarly, in Sonnet 37 the speaker becomes aware of her power to make an object
of her beloved and criticizes herself for this impulse. Through her overt self-criticism,
a powerful image of the beloved is nonetheless developed and never completely
undermined. She stresses that any image she creates cannot contain the complexity
she recognizes in her beloved and any image is "a worthless counterfeit" of the
beloved's "worthiest love" (37). The sonnet ends with the speaker comparing
herself to "a shipwrecked Pagan" constructing monuments of false gods within a
temple. However, the reader is left with the impact of the final image which
represents the beloved as "a sculptured porpoise, gills a-snort/And vibrant tail" which
simultaneously repositions him as an object of desire while underlining his own power
and virility through the sexual strength behind the image itself
Distance is used metaphorically throughout the sonnet sequence to illustrate

the difference between lover and beloved. However, love itself functions to eliminate
distance as an obstacle. Distance then works to underline the strength of love itself.
The speaker offers her self as muse to the lover/poet (17). But, in making this offer,

she confounds the traditional distance which exists between poet and muse. She will

not be the passive, elevated muse, but one who will serve his poetry
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By the end of the sonnet sequence the poems are offered to the beloved as

a gift, a gift equal to the poems he has previously given, and a gift which demands
a response from the beloved in his roles as both lover and critic. EBB has

established a relationship in the Sonnets that is characterized by the awareness that
both the female poet and the male beloved function simultaneously in the roles of
lover and beloved, subject and object. The image of love she creates is relational
and intersubjective, dependent upon the interaction of two separate beings who

recognize one another as amorous subjects.
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Pauline: A Fragment of a Confession, written between October 22, 1832 and
January of 1833, is one of Robert Browning's earliest published poems. The poem
is not traditionally read for its amorous content, but for the poetic legacy left for the
poet by Shelley. However, this early poem not only foreshadows generic
transformations to occur in Browning's later work, but deals specifically with the
conjunction of the poetic and the amorous.

RB's use of the lyric confession, a genre traditionally associated with the
Romantic poets, as much as the content of the poem, which pays homage to Shelley
as the "Sun-treader” and evaluates the influence of the older poet on the younger,

clearly position RB as an inheritor of the Romantic tradition, particularly as it came
to be represented by Shelley. However, even at this early period in his poetic
career, Browning begins to differentiate himself from his Romantic predecessors.

For Shelley,

Poetry...may be defined to be ‘the expression of the Imagination".
and poetry is connate with the origins of man. Man is an instrument
over which a series of external and internal impressions are driven, like
the alternations of an ever-changing wind over an AEolian lyre, which
move it by their motion to ever-changing melody. ("A Defense of
Poetry", 480)

Poetry is characterized by a spontaneity which results from the forces which work
upon man. Though these forces may work differently upon different men, the idea
of an Absolute truth is central to Shelley's thoughts on what poetry is meant to

express. "Apoem," he claims, "is the very image of life expressed in its eternal truth”

(485). Itis
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functions to doubly distance RB, writting in the voice of a young poet, from the
thoughts expressed in the poem. According to Donald S. Hair, RB himself
skirts the question of self-revelation ("The present abortion [Pauline]
was the first work of the Poet of the batch, who would have been more
legitimately myself than miost of the others...") and goes on to imply
that he was portraying a poet as he should be (according to his youthful
concept) and not as he himself was (12).

The purpose of the poet's confession is to explain how he came to this point
in his development, a project which necessitates that he take the characteristics of
his prior self, that he be "as | shall be no more" (l. 27). As Douglas Hair points out,
in Pauline RB is beginning to explore "the development of the soul" (3-4), or as Clyde
de L. Ryals puts it, the poem is concerned with “the principle of becoming," which "is
at the very heart of his [RB's] thought and practice asa poet' (3). RB's focus on self-
evolution puts him at odds with the "Romantics' notion of union of self and nature
and the work of art as a revelation of the meeting of the self and the Absolute"
(Ryals, 3). The beginnings of the bifurcated subject are also in evidence in Pauline,
as Browning refuses to associate himself as poat with the speaking subject in the
poem. Although the distinction between poet and speaker is not as strictly delineated
asitis in RB's dramatic monologues, the beginnings of his dramatic impulse, and its
implications in regard to the construction of subjectivity are in evidence in this early
poem. Nonetheless, through a conscious evaluation of the influence of Shelley, the
speaker is able to place himself within the literary tradition as a descendent of the

Romantic poets, while establishing a path for his own literary endeavors which can

distinguish him as a poet from his Romantic forefathers.

71




Pauline, the poet's beloved, is riot only the addressee of the poem, but the
poem's editor as well. In these two roles Pauline provides a framework for the writing
of the poem. She also comes to represent the stability of love, a love the poet both
desires and resists. His resistance is indicative of his drive toward the freedom
needed for poetic endeavor represented by Shelley. His confession becomes a
justification of his shortcomings as a lover to his beloved, as well as an explanation
of his love for her. What becomes most evident is the unresolved struggle between
the amorous and the poetic subject and the poet's inability to reconcile the impulse
toward love with the impuise toward poetry.

In his confession the speaker describes himself as fundamentally active and
searching. From his youth he adventured through books (ll. 317-325) and claims that
heis

...made up of an intensest life,
Of a most clear idea of consciousness
Of self, distinct from all its qualities,
From all affections, passions, feelings, powers;
And thus far it exists, if tracked, in all:
But linked, in me, to self-supremacy,
Existing as a centre to all things,
Most potent to create and rule and call
Upon all things to minister to it;
And a principle of restlessness
Which would be all, have, see, know, taste, feel,
[all -
This is myself, and | should thus have been
Though gifted lower than the meanest soul.
(il. 268-80)
The restlessness of his soul leads him to try to experience as much as possible to

gain knowledge and attain the heights he imagines experienced by the poet he
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modeled himself after. Shelley, the Sun-treader, provides the young poet with the
initial impulse to explore the powers of his own imagination. However, before the
speaker tells of his progress he evokes the image of the Sun-treader ‘as a starto
men!" (.. 171), as an elevated, but fixed and eternal, figure whose accomplishments
are well beyond the young poet's reach.

Sun-treader, life and light be thine for ever!
Thou art gone from us; years go by and spring
Gladdens and the young earth is beautiful,

Yet thy songs come not, other bards arise,

But none like thee; they stand, thy majesties,
Like mighty works which tell some spirit there
Hath sat regardless of neglect and scorn,

Till, its long task completed, it hath risen

And left us never to return, and all

Rush in to peer and praise when all in vain,
The air seems bright with thy past presence yet,
But thou art still for me as thou hast been
When | sat with thee as on a throne:

(II. 151-164)

In positioning his poetic mentor in such an unreachable position, the poet can
continue to respect and love the older poet, while justifying a movement away from
the poetic project and concerns of his mentor. Already in this early portion of the
poem, the poet implies his disillusion with his Romantic predecessor by displacing
himself from his position near the throne of the Sun-treader, without deposing
Shelley himself. Shelley for him embodies a purity he does not possess and thus he
must compare himself negatively to the older poet.

For | have nought in common with him, shapes

Which followed him avoid me, and foul forms

Seek me, which ne'er could fasten on his mind,;

And though | feel how low | am to him,
Yet | aim not even to catch a tone
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Of harmonies he called profusely up;

So, one gleam still remains, aithough the last.'
Remember me who praise thee e'en with tears,
For never more shall | walk calm with thee;

(. 212-220)

The self-denigration the speaker expresses here seems much like the
self-denigration of the traditional poet-lover, who debases himself in order to
emphasize the purity and worth of his beloved muse. A dynamic similar to the one
in evidence through courtly strategies is put into practice here. Self-abasement
allows the poet to side-step the issue of having perhaps chosen to love an improper
object, without having to question the choice, while defusing the power of the object
by positioning it on an unattainable pedestal and fixing it with the silence of the
traditional muse. As much as the path to self-discovery provided by Shelley is proven
to be disappointing to the young poet-speaker, he cannot dismiss the drive toward
experience and discovery of his own powers that the Sun-treader's influence initially
provided.

cach disappointment seems to lead the speaker to a recognition of new
powers in himself he had not been aware of before.

And of my powers, one springs up to save
From utter death a soul with such desire
Confined to clay - of powers the one
Which marks me - an imagination which
Has been a very angel, coming not

In fitful visions by beside me ever

And never failing me; so, though my mind
Forgets not, not a shred of life forgets,

Yet | can take a secret pride in calling

The dark past up to quell it regally.
(1. 281-290)
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concept of love and power: he can love only that to which he attributes
power. This puts him in an anomalous position because he fesls a
strong sense of power within himself. (21)

He manages to contain the power of the Sun-treader by positioning Shelley in a
sphere to which he has no access. The distance between the narrator and Pauline,
however is not physically insurmountable.

Pauline's role as editor gives her the power to frame the confession and
prepare it for publication, and it is with her image that the poet intends to frame his
piece of work.

Look on this lay | dedicate to thee,

Which through thee | began, which thus | end,

Collecting the last gleams to strive to tell

How | am thine, and more than ever now

That | sink fast:

(Il. 870-874)
Her power to act as a frame for the work suggests the power of the romantic impulse
tn contain, and thus threaten the freedom needed for poetic expression. Romantic
love as it is represented in the figure of Pauline is in direct opposition to the freedom
the poet continiuaily refers to as necessary to the development of his own powers.
From her inits! bortrzyal at the outset of the poem, Pauline and the kind of love she
has for the poet are associated with images of protection and enclosure.

Pauline, mine own, bend o’er me - thy soft breast

Shall pant to mine - bend o'er me - thy sweet eyes,

And loosened hair and breatning lips, and arms

Drawing me to thee - these build up a screen

To shut me in with thee, and from all fear;
(1. 1-5)
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The narrator tries to contain Pauline's power through creating a muse figure
out of her, thereby establishing a distance between them, which in certain instances
places him in a position superior to her.

...| have her still,

With her delicious eyes as clear as heaven

When rain in a quick shower has beat down nist,

And clouds float white above like broods of swans.

How the blood lies upon her cheek, outspread

As thinned by kisses! only in her lips

it wells and pulses like a living thing,

And her neck looks like marble misted o'er

With love-breath, - a Pauline from heights avove,

Stooping beneath me, looking up - one look

As | might kill her and be loved the more.

(. 892-902)
Pauline is seen as so static and unchanging in her love for the narrator that she can
be described as more dead than alive, more like art than like a living, desiring being.
Thus even though constantly in the act of loving, Pauline does not seem to desire.
She does not become or develop; she simply is. However, Pauline's role as muse
is often described more traditionally and the narrator elevates her by focusing on her
purity (Il. 903-910) and questioning his worthiness of her (ll. 709-715). In both cases
Pauline remains static and is not empowered with the transcendence which
accompanies Shelley's elevation to the position of unattainable poetic model.

In Benjamin's terms, Pauline is the holding mother (91), to the child the
narrator imagines himself to be. Early in the poem he wishes that Pauline had led
him "[tjhrough youth" (ll. 36-7), much like he believed himself protected by God,
whom he "[s]till trusted in a hand to lead me through/All danger" (ll. 307-308).

Towards the end of the confession he returns to the image of himself as a child,
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saying that he and Pauline "will go hand in hand,/I with thee even as a child - love's
slave,/Looking no farther than his liege commands" (lI. 947-949). If Pauline does
represent the holding mother, the feminine principal of nurture and control, the figure
of Shelley seems to embody the impulse toward freedom, which Benjamin identifies
with the image of the exciting father (91). What the Sun-treader represents, and
what the narrator tries to emulate is "the idealization of a particular form of one-sided
autonomy" which "permeates the Western notion of the individual as thinking subject,
as explorer of the world" (Benjamin, 80).

Towards the end of the poem, the narrator is ready to accept the love Pauline
has for him and desires a life with his beloved. He requires, however, that it be on
his terms.

Pauline, come with me, see how | could build
A home for us, out of the world, in thought!
I am uplifted: fly with me, Pauline!
(I. 729-731)
Pauline is invited to share in his experience of transcendence, though she is not
allowed this experience on her own. According to Ryals, ‘Soul-making," the process
the narrator elaborates in his confession to Pauline,
involves us in a moral problem. For the self is restless and aggressive
in its attempts to increase the soul's wealth. As it encounters the
not-self, it may be overcome and thus iive only as a reflection of the
object encountered; or it .nay attempt to absorb the not-self into its own
orbit of value, thereby robbing the not-self of its freedom and
distinctiveness. In the case of human encounter, the will of the one
violates the will of the other. Considered morally, action of this sort
must be condemned. Yet if the self does not engage in such activity,
the soul can never grow; which is to say, the self can never be a soul

- unless it engages in immoral conduct. It is a paradoxical situation,
the self being damned if it does, damned if it doesn't (11).
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enclosure he identifies with romantic love, instead elevating the mode! of exploration
and self-discovery initially represented by the elder poet.

...S0, | would lean on thee!

Thou must be ever with me, most in gloom

If such must come, but chiefly when | die,

For | seem, dying, as one going in the dark

To fight a giant: but live thou for ever,

And be to all what thou hast been to me!

(. 1023-1028)

The traditional modei of desire which is set up in Pauline is one that does not
recognize the will and agency of the beloved, relegating her to fantasy and giving her
the status of object. For the narrator in RB's poem there is a danger inherent in
attempting to mix the worlds of love and poetry. Pauline who represents holding and
enclosure is a threat to the freedom the narrator needs in order to achieve his goals
as the poetic explorer. Moments of self doubt, when he questions his ability to live
up to the expectations of his poetic father, lead him to reconsider the value of
amorous or romantic desires. Shelley, on the other hand, represents the freedom
needed to succeed as a poet. The threat represented by erotic desire inhibits the
narrator from participating in both spheres simultaneously. He presents himself as
either an aspiring lover or an aspiring poet, but never both at the same moment. As
a result, the subject is split to allow for the movement between the private/feminine

sphere represented by Pauline and the excitement and freedom of the

public/masculine sphere of poetry.

"My Last Duchess", published in RB's Dramatic Lyrics (1842), and "Flight of
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Sir, 'twas all one! My favour at her breast,

The dropping of the daylight in the West,

The bough of cherries some officious fool

Broke in the orchard for her, the white mule

She rode with round the terrace -- all and each

Would draw from her alike the approving speech,

Or blush, at least. She thanked men, -- good! but
[thanked

Somehow -- | know not how -- as if she ranked

My gift of a nine-hundred-years-old name

With anybody's gift.

(II. 25-34)

The Duke can control the Duchess, or least the viewing of her image in the
portrait “(since none puts by/The curtain | have drawn for you, but )", (Il. 9-10), and
he assumes he can interpret her ‘o the viewers he allows to see the painting. The
ominous implication of the Duke's monologue, the possible murder of his “last
Duchess” in order to successfully make an object out of her and create another
indicator of his wealth, has equally ominous implications for the Count's daughter
whose interests the interlocutor has come to represent. The Duke ciaims that the
"fair daughter's self, as | avowed/At starting is my object" (Il. 52-53), implying that her
future, too, is in jeopardy.

The Duke attempts to contain amorous desire in the most horrific fashion.
What is ultimately critiqued in the poem, however, is not the Duke's denial of an
independent subjectivity to his Duchess, but his attempt to create a static moment
through art, thereby denying the power of individual aspiration and striving necessary
to the creative act.

As Loy D. Martin points out in Browning's Dramatic Monologues and the

Post-Romantic Subject, the moment of the poem is connected to both an implied past
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and an implied future (99). The opening lines of the poem (“That's my last Duchess
painted on the wall/Looking as if she were alive" [ll. 1-2]), imply a previous exchange
of information creating the sense that the poem begins at the mid-point of a
conversation. The last lines of the poem which speak of the Duke's prospective
marriage and the negotiations regarding dowry that are about to begin elicit the future
conversation not recorded in the monologue. The progressive aspect of the poem
functions to display "The distinction between a verbal art form that can “display' life
in its “rise and progress' and a plastic art that cannot "catch' that flux" (Martin, 101).
It is poetry, ultimately, that has the power to transcend, a power the Duchess does
not possess.

In "Flight of the Duchess" the story of another Duke, who tries to repress the
life force exhibited by his wife, is told. This man is not a lover of art, like the Duke
of Ferrara, but is preoccupied with the recreation of Medieval ways of life. This
engagement with the past hinders him fror living in the present, making impossible
the recognition of his wife's qualities, which are based on a joy in living. He
represses her nature with the role he envisions for his wife, which contrasts directly
with the Duchess's impuise tovward life and activity.

Never in all the world such an one!

And here was plenty to be done,

And she that could do it, great or small,

She was to do nothing at all.

There was already tis man in his post,
This in his station, and that in his office,

And the Duke's plan admitted a wife, at most,
To meet his eye, with tho other trophies,

Now outside the hall, now in it,
To sit thus, stand thus, see and be seen,
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does manage to escape the constraints of her role as the Duke's wife, must choose
the alternative of an unstructured nomadic life with the gypsies. Her only choice is

between stasis with the Duke or life on the margins.

Fokdok

EBB's attempts to revise the traditional romantic paradigm in the love ballad
was not completely successful. Though the stories of love in EBB's ballads are told
from a woman's point of view, the narrators are hnited to playing out traditionally
passive feminine roles in the love narratives, wherein they understand themselves
and find power in romantic relationships only as objects of desire. The questioning
of amorous subjectivity and a woman's position within the discourse of erotics
enables EBB to move towards a re-writing of the gender-based romantic script in the
Sonnets from the Portuguese. In the sonnet sequence the speaker moves from an
image of herself as overpowered by love toward an understanding of herself as an
amorous subject. The dynamic EBB creates in the Sonnets in not a simple reversal
of feminine and masculine roles. She must account for the fact that her object of
desire is also a poet, and therefore cannot be cast in the role of the silent muse.

RB's early work also reveals anxiety regarding the cepresentation of the
amorous subject. This anxiety, however, is not explicitly addressed. Pauline shows
a subject split between the poles of amorous and poetic identity. RB juxtaposes the
figure of Pauline, as embodiment of the amorous, with the freedom necessary for

poetic production, represented in the figure of Shelley. In the later poems "My Last
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Duchess" and "Flight of the Duchess," the traditional paradigm of male domination
and female submission is operating. Amorous concerns are an extension of the need
to display the source of the Dukes' power -- wealth and social position. The first
Duchess can escape this living >bjectification only through death, after which her
portrait replaces her as object. In "Flight of the Duchess" the Duchess escapes to
a marginalized, though fulfilling life. She must live in obscurity, disconnected from

society and her past, r~membered only through legend.
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POETIC LICENSE:
The Construction of Poetic Identity
in
Aurora Leigh
and

Men and Women



By articulating a woman poet's desire for her beloved in the Sonnets from the
Portuguese EBB successfully develops a strong lyric voice for a female subject.
Using the intimate narrative voice and the focus on the personal, characteristic of the
lyric mode, EBB's Sonnets can explore desire and love, along with the complications
and apparent contradictions which emerge with a perspective particular to a woman
poet. However, the sonnet as a genre inhibits a further questioning issues the issues
raised through the self-exploration elaborated in the Sonnets from the Portuguese.
EBB's project in Aurora Leigh extends beyond the romantic self-questioning of the
Sonnets' speaker to explicitly address and attempt to resolve the difficulties facing a
woman poet in nineteenth century England who chooses to write and love. The dual
focus on the poetic as well as the romantic in Aurora Leigh allows Susan Stanford
Friedman, in her study of EBB and H.D.'s revisionary treatment of epic genre
conventions, to point out the important links between the Sonnets and Aurora Leigh.
Friedman writes:

The Sonnets focus directly on the central dilemma of Aurora's
development. They also anticipate the aesthetics Aurora comes to
advocate: an art that emerges out of contemporary experience, not
the classics; out of a fully lived life, not imitation; out of a union of body
and soul not abstraction. Learning a personal discourse from the
intimate lyric freed Barrett Browning to develop the particular mode of
the epic that Aurora Leigh represents. (208-9)

EBB's Aurora Leigh, published in 1856, is clearly about awoman who is a poet

trying to find a way in which she can fulfill herself in both these roles. Thus, in this
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epic poem the concerns of the poetic and the amorous subject are fused and
problematized through the person of Aurora, woman and poet. In the attempt to
re-evaluate female experience by makingit the subject of Aurora Leigh, EBB grapples
with objectives that run parallel to the three major tasks of feminism outlined by
Jessica Benjamin. Benjamin feels these tasks are:
to redeem what has been devalued in women's domain, to conquer the
territory that has been reserved to men, and to resolve and transcend
the opposition between these spheres by reformulating the relationship
between them. (78)
Furthermore, she feels that:
The structural tension between male and female categories and the
difficulty of reformulating it are as pertinent to the problems of sexuality
as to those of politics. (78).
In EBB's case the problems of poetics would have to be added to the list.

The task EBB sets out for herself in writing Aurora Leigh -- as well as for
Aurora Leigh as hero of the poem -- can be understood as three-fold. First, the poem
is to focus on the lived experiences of women. Second, the poem is to be written in
the epic form, a form traditionally reserved for the telling of the heroic deeds of men
by male poets, in order to redefine the heroic to incorporate the feminine and reclaim
women's lives from the margins of epic tales. Finally, as a consequence of these two
objectives, terms which define the male as subject and the female as object of male
narrative must be re-negotiated in a way that would not simply reverse the roles

played by male and female, but allow for a female subject as well as a male one.

EBB was already acknowledged as a fine lyric poet with the publication of
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masculinity in western culture and how this has functioned to devalue concepts
traditionally associated with femininity. Referring to Carol Gilligan's discussion of the
Aeneid, Benjamin asserts that:
the notion of social responsibility conceived as duty or obligation has
gone hand in hand with the representation of the self as separate,
bounded and autonomous. This notion of sacrifice is inextricably
associated with the idea that one is responsible only for one's self and
that one can consider the web of immediate personal connections as
less important than, for example, the abstract, universal cause of
humanity, the founding of Rome, or the liberation of the oppressed.
(78-79).
Friedman points to important cultural reasons to explain women's absence
from the ranks of epic poets. She explains that:
For male poets, writing within the epic tradition has been an extension
of a culturally granted masculine authority to generate philosophical,
universal, cosmic, and heroic discourse. For women, no such cultural
authority existed. (205).
Both Friedman and Benjamin uncover a direct relationship between poetic genre and
gender. This relationship is articulated through genre conventions which directly
mirror and reinforce established notions concerning gender roles. Thus, itis possible
to understand poetic genre as among one of the many "technologies of gender"
described by Teresa de Lauretis. Building on Foucault's explanation of sexuality as
a "technology of sex," de Lauretis understands gender roles as constructed by
sex/gender systems which place all individuals in one of two mutually exclusive
categories based on biological sex, but not synonymous with it. Gender difference

is constructed and upheld through a variety of cultural discourses, or “technologies

of gender." To use de Lauretis' own words: "The construction of gender is both the
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have died out/With Agamemnon" (5:141-42). Instead, she claims that the concept
of what is heroic must change to accomdate the age and to include the "heroic
heat/Betwixt the mirrors of its drawing-rooms" (5:208-9), just as EBB did in an early
letter to RB outlining the project that came to be Aurora Leigh:

[Mly chief intention just now is the writing of a sort of novel-poem -- a
poem as completely modern as "Geraldine's Courtship," running into the
midst of our conventions, & rushing into drawing-rooms & and the like
"where angels fear to tread"; & so, meeting face to face & without mask
the Humanity of the age, & speaking the truth as | conceive of it, out
plainly. That is my intention. (1.31)

Through an intensely sexual metaphor, which serves to define the
contemporary age as feminine, it is implied that the recognition of the heroic in the

contemporary age is linked to the recognition of the heroic in feminine narratives.

Never flinch,

But still, unscrupulously epic, catch
Upon a burning lava of a song,
The full-veined, heaving, double-breasted Age:
That, when the next shall come, the men of that
May touch the impress with reverent hand, and

say
‘Behold, -- behold the paps we all have sucked!
That bosom seems to beat still, or at least
It sets ours beating. This is living art,
Which thus presents, and thus records true life.'
(5:218-27)

EBB's revisionary treatment of the traditionally masculine and most elevated
form of poetry, the epic, mirrors Aurora's (as well as EBB's) eventually successful
attempts to gain acceptance in predominantly male literary circles, not just as a

writer, but as the most elevated of writers, a poet. What is at stake in a revisionary
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position which attempts to reinterpret the epic in such a way that it can incorporate
a woman's life in its narrative, is the nature of femininity itself. Friedman argues that
such rebellion carries with it an awareness of how this act violates
cultural prescription and a fear that the consequence will be an
irreconcilable separation between sexual and artistic identities. (205)

The narrative of the poem presents two different plot lines: the poetic and the
amorous. Aurora becomes acutely aware that her vocation as poet is at odds with
the private sphere to which women are delegated and she often reflects on both the
sacrifices she must make in order to be a poet, and the difficulties being a woman
imposes on her writing life. Poet and woman appear to be mutually exclusive
categories. Aurora feels she must choose between the two roles despite her
unhappiness at what she comes to view as sacrifice of the common woman's life.
These two narrative threads intertwine throughout the poem, despite Aurora's
attempts to separate them. The reconciliation of the concerns of the amorous and
poetic subject in EBB's Aurora Leigh is an attempt to redefine the ideologically
circumscribed private/female and male/public spheres.

During her early childhood in Italy, until the death of her father when she was
thirteen -- a time, as Dorothy Mermin points out, "when gender distinctions come
inexorably into play" (192) -- Aurora seemed relatively unencumbered by the limits
that gender distinctions imposed on young girls. The posthumous portrait of her
mother functions as one source of anxiety for the young Aurora; however, the portrait

serves to create some ambiguity around gender. Despite the fact that she recognizes

the portrait as that of her mother, there is no indication that she identifies herself with

95




received the kind of education usually reserved for boys. It is among the books of

her past that she finds comfort once she lives with her aunt in England after her

father's death.

Among the giant fossils of my past,

Like some small nimble mouse between the ribs
Of a mastodon, | nibbled here and there

At this and that box, pulling through the gap,

In heats of terror, haste, victorious joy,

The first book first. And how | felt it beat

Under my pillow, in the morning's dark,

An hour before the sun would let me read!

My books! (1:836-44)

It is only in retrospect that she comes to understand the gender-based boundaries
set up around learning and knowledge and consequently the transgressive nature of
her early education. Reflecting on the education provided by her father she states:
Thus, my father gave;

And thus, as did the women formerly

By young Achilles, when they pinned the veil

Across the boy's audacious front, and swept

With tuneful laughs the silver-fretted rocks,

He wrapt his little daughter in his large

Man's doublet, careless did it fit or no.

(1:722-28)
She sees herself as a "mouse" and feels dwarfed by male clothing in relation to the
education that books represent, as though her access to these things has become
a source of anxiety. This is made apparent when the contrast between her English

education overseen by her aunt, and the education provided by her father becomes

evident to her, signaling her growing awareness of gender distinctions. The
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(2:60-64)

As Helen Cooper emphasizes, "Romney's appearance transformed her from a woman
actively crowning herself a poet to an art object for his gaze" (157). This image
becomes symboalic of the position Romney takes in the exchange which precedes his
marriage proposal. Echoing accepted notions of the role of Woman, Romney
questions Aurora's potential capabilities as a poet, claiming that as a woman she is
incapable of generalized, abstract thought and relates only to the personal.

-- Show me a tear
Wet as Cordelia's, in eyes bright as yours,
Because the world is mad. You cannot count,
That you should weep for this account, not you!
You weep for what you know. A red-haired child
Sick in fever, if you touch him once,
Though but so little as with a finger-tip,
Will set you weeping; but a million sick. . .
You could as soon weep for the rule of three
Or compound fractions. Therefore, this same world,
Uncomprehended by you, must remain
Uninfluenced by you. -- Women as you are,
Mere women, personal and passionate,
You give us doting mothers, and perfect wives,
Sublime Madonnas, and enduring saints!
We get no Christ from you, -- and verily
We shall not get a poet, in my mind.
(2:209-25)

He continues by emphasizing to Aurora what a woman poet's fate is at the hands of
the critics who will trivialize her poetry as mere woman's verse:

You never can be satisfied with praise

Which men give women when they judge a book

Not as mere work but as mere women's work,

Expressing the comparative respect
Which means the absolute scorn. "oh, excellent,"

99




"What grace, what facile turns, what fluent sweeps,"
"What delicate discernment . . . aimost thought!"
"The book does honour to the sex, we hold."
"Among our female authors we make room"

"Far this fair writer, and congratulate”

"The country that produces in these times"

"Such women, competent to . . . spell "

(2:232-43)

Aurora recognizes that the inequity between men and women alluded to by
Romney has its roots in the unequal access to experience which begins from the time
children enter the sex/gender system. She counters by proclaiming that:

A woman's always younger than a man

At equal years, because she is disallowed
Maturing by the outdoor sun and air,

And kept in long-clothes past the age to walk.
Ah well, | know you men judge otherwise!
You think a woman ripens, as a peach,

In the cheeks chiefly. Pass it to me now;

I'm young in age, and younger still, | think,
As a woman.

(2:329-37)

When Romney asks Aurora to marry him and become his helpmate in his
social project she will not accept his proposal because his vision of their shared life

does not include her work, but only her participation in his. Romney offers-

"Ah, my sweet, come down,

And hand in hand we'll go where yours shall touch
These victims, one by one! till, one by one,

The formless, nameless trunk of every man

Shall seem to wear a head with hair you know
And every woman catch your mother's face

To melt you into passion.”
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As plain as men do. Speak out, man to man.
(5:1637-41)

After her aunt's death, Aurora can strike out on her own and live the life of a
writing woman. Rejecting Romney's offer of financial independence in a scene that
Mermin describes as "a comically legalistic argument (marked as an heroic battie by
unusually formal epic similes [2:1120-24, 1162-68]," (187), Aurora moves to London
and lives alone, supporting herself by her pen. However, Aurora is still not free of the
constraints of womanhood. Denied the experience of men, not only must a woman
be "always younger than a man/At equal years," (2:329-30), but Aurora also finds that

she

[] cannot see my road along this dark;
Nor can | creep and grope, as fits the dark,
For these foot-catching robes of womanhood.
(7:147-50)

Aurora resists submitting to the expectations imposed on women, as well as
to the yearnings she defines as female. At this point her association of the feminine
with the personal translates into a desire to repress her yearning for fulfillment in the
personal sphere, as she cannot reconcile this desire with her desire for fulfillment as
a poet. This results in her identification with a male subject position and a complicity
in the devaluation of the feminine and the personal.

Yet, so, | will not. -- This vile woman's way
Of trailing garments shall not trip me up:
Il have no traffic with the personal thought
In Art's pure temple. Must | work in vain,

Without the approbation of a man?
It cannot be; it shall not
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| envy you your mother! -- and you, Graham,
Because you have a wife who loves you so,
She half forgets, at moments to be proud

Of being Graham's wife, until a friend observes,
"The boy here, has his father's massive brow,
Done small in wax..if we push back the curls.'
(5:534-40)

Aurora questions, at different points in her career, whether or not she would havr
been happier as “a common woman.../...less known and less left alone,/perhaps a
better woman after all" (2:513-15). After success as a poet she claims that "[{]he end
of woman (or of man | think)/Is not a book" (7:883-84). Thus, when she finds Marian
in Paris with her child and offers to make a home with the two of them in Italy, what
she in fact tries to do is find an ideal love with Marian as her hero.
| am lonely in the world

And thou art ionely, and the child is half

An orphan. Come -- and henceforth thou and |

Being still together will not miss a friend,

Nor he a father, since two mothers shall

Make that up to him."

(7:120-25)

Marian's tale of abandonment, rape and motherhood becomes the subject of
Aurora's poem, with Marian the story's hero. This is the contemporary tale that can
run "into the midst of our conventions" and meet "face to face the Humanity of the
age" (RB and EBB, 1:31) as EBB had intended. According to Helen Cooper:

Barrett Browning effects the transformation of woman as object into
woman as subject via the stories of women who, like...Marian Erle, are
outside the linguistic, social and political sustems typified by middie

class white men. Whereas Aurora, a middle-class woman, could
assume a male identity as a poet, the slave and Marian are bound by
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their biological destiny. Through the stories of such marginal women

Barrett Browning and her creation Aurora Leigh, |dentify with the female

voice essential to their true maturation.
The writing of Marian's story and Aurora's desire to participate in a child's mothering
indicate a readiness on Aurora's part to identify and come to some reconciliation with
her femininity. It is in Marian the mother that Aurora looks for the ideal love and
identification with a hero that she dismissed with her rejection of her cousin Romney
on her twentieth birthday. But, in the same way that a woman's desire for agency,
when transferred to the worship of a man who is seen as possessing the phallus and
therefore authority and power, will be left unsatisfied, Aurora cannot be satisfied with
the vicarious experience of motherhood through her ideal love of Marian. Despite her

desire to mother Marian's child, Aurora cannot participate in the relationship between

mother and child or deny her fer "ing of alienation.

Marian's good,
Gentle and loving, -- lets me hold the child,
Or drags him up the hills to find me flowers
And fill those vases, ere I'm quite awake, --
(7:p268)

Aurora begins to realize her dilemma, the double bind she must contend with
if she cannot reformulate the roles of poet and woman. Aurora feels that she has
failed as a poet, because as she says "l cannot find love: | only find/The rhyme for
love" (5:895-96). This indicates failure as a poet because she does not feel she has

managed to write from a life fully lived, but has only managed imitation. She
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eroticized description of twilight, which foreshadows the possibility of erotic union:

Gradually
The purple and transparent shadows slow
Had filled up the whole valley to the brim,
And flooded all the city, which you saw
As some drowned city in some enchanted sea,
Cut off from nature, -- drawing you who gaze,
With passionate desire, to leap and plunge,
And find a sea-king with a voice of waves,
And treacherous soft eyes, and slippery locks
You cannot kiss but you shall bring away
Their salt upon your lips.
(8:34-44)

In proposing an alternative model for the articulation of desire, Jessica
Benjamin attempts to renegotiate the terms which define the male as subject, and
the female as object. She outlines what she calls
[tlhe intersubjective mode, where two subjects meet, where both
woman and man can be subject, may point to a locus for women's
independent desire, a relationship to desire that is not represented by
the phallus. (92)

Essential to such an understanding of desire is the recognition of the other as a

subject with an independent will and agency, which sets "a limit to the power of

fantasy and self' (92). Benjamin feels that
the heightened awareness of both self and other, the reciprocal
recognition that intensifies the self's freedom of expression is actually
the goal of erotic union. (92)

On her twentieth birthday, Aurora rejected Romney's marriage proposal,

precisely because he could not recognize her as a subject in her own right. Ten

years earlier Romney's proposal could be seen in terms of phallic desire which
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The scene is set for a significant erotic union, in which both Aurora and
Romney play equal roles and the relationship can take on the qualities of the
intersubjective mode, "where subject meets subject" (Benjamin 98). Again, EBB
uses an image which implies the dissolution of self to represent romantic union, but
here losing oneself in the other poses no threat:

Could | see his face,

| wept so? Did | drop against his breast,

Or did his arms constrain me? Were my cheeks

Hot overflooded, with my tears, or his?

And which of our two large explosive hearts

So shook me? That | know not. There were words

That broke in utterance .. meited, in the fire;

Embrace, that was convuision,..then a kiss..

As long and silent as the ecstatic night, --

And deep, deep, shuddering breaths, which meant

beyond

Whatever could be told by word or Kiss.

(p.343)
Recognition as a subject is fundamental to the reconciliation of the poetic and
amorous subject positions which is the goal of the quest EBB creates for Aurora.
Through a union of equals with Romney, Aurora can fulfill her role as a poet, without
sacrificing her life as a woman. What occurs however, is not a simple role reversal.
Romney's position as subject is not put into question. He is not a static figure
through the course of the narrative and it is his ability to change which is indicative,
and in fact essential, to his subjectivity.

Through the narration of Marian's tale, as well as her own, Aurora has tiurred

the distinction between the private/female sphere and the public/male sphere.

Romantic union with Romney results in the fusion of the erotic and poetic subject
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positions, treated initially as mutually exclusive by Aurora. EBB succeeded in
reevaluating the epic and the concept of the heroic to incorporate a story based on

a woman's lived experience.

Aurora Leigh is clearly about a poet who is a woman trying to find a way in
which she can fulfill herself in both roles, and make a life in which the woman and
the poet can co-habit. Thus in this epic poem the concerns of the poetic subject and
the amorous subject are fused, though problematized because the subjectivity is
female. In EBB's poetry the work of gender ideology is explicitly addressed, as she
is directly concerned with reconciling poetic and erotic life for the female subject.
The work of ideology, although equally active in the construction of male identity, is
less visible due to the successful naturalization of the male subject as universal.
Thus for RB the question of poetic subjectivity is not problematized along gender
lines. The manifestations of the investment of ideology in male gender identity must
be deconstructed in order to identify the terms  of male artistic identity.

The poems in RB's Men and Women were written after his marriage to
Elizabeth Barrett. The collection, published in 1855, has been viewed as both RB's
response to his wife's Sonnets from the Portuguese, as well as an assertion of "his
artistic independence from EBB," which had to be achieved "without damaging the
intimacy of their marriage" (Haigwood, 98). RB's poems trom Men and Women can
best be dealt with in two groups. First, those specifically about art and artists ("Fra

Lippo Lippi", "Andrea del Sarto", "A Toccata of Galluppi's" and "How It Strikes a
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order in the nature of human events as they occur in fertile abundance
of the phenomenal world. According to Friedrich Schlegel, the
foremost theoretician of philosophical irony, the essence of reality is
not being, a substance in itself, butbecoming. In his view infinity is an
ever-growing center of fixate expressions and finitude a momentarily
limited infinity... Reality is thus an interplay between the fixate and the
infinite, and in the creative process everything is simultaneously itself
and something other. (4)

Ryals, in keeping with the work of Schlegel, proceeds to equate the infinite and

becoming with power whereas the fixate and being become associated with stability

and love:
this conception of the universe entails a tension in the individual, who
simultaneously desires order and coherence -- being -- and chaos and
freedom -- becoming. The desire toward stability is usually experienced
as love, the desire toward change as power. (4)

To equate finitude and being with the desire for stability and love aligns these

concepts with the private/female sphere. Consequently, infinity and becoming in

their relationship to freedom and power are aligned with the public masculine sphere.

RB is not interested in negotiating a philosophical reconciliation of these concepts

through his poetry, but he maintains, according to Ryals
that it is the function of the imagination not to reconcile opposites but
to transcend them by accepting them as antinomies, thereby
substituting for the Romantic's circle of enclosure an upward tending
spiral. (3-4)

The dramatic monologue, the genre that has come to be most closely

associated with Browning, develops the irony implicit in the double vision necessary

to transcend the discrepancy evident in the simultaneous recognition of the fixate
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and infinite. The genre is well suited to the maintenance of such tension since the
development of a dramatic monologue is based on exposing discrepancies, and as
Donald Hair points out, relies on the irony which
arises...: from the discrepancy between motives and action, from the
discrepancy between what is said and what is meant by the speaker,
between what is meant by the speaker and what is understood by the
reader. (104)

RB's dramatic monologues combine the lyric and dramatic modes to create
poems which focus on a particular moment in a character's life. However, this focus
on a moment ought not to be confused with a desire for enclosure. As Loy D. Martin
points out,

The ideological goal of the Victorian dramatic monologue is a
transformation of the Romantic lyric. Its concept of homogeneity has
shifted from one of wholeness to one of continuity. As the Romantic
lyric perpetuates the illusion of discretely boundaried discourse, the
dramatic monologue instantiates an open-ended discourse that only
invokes traditional poetic devices of symmetry and closure ironically, in
order to deny their traditional effects. (25)

Another important aspect of the dramatic monologue is the bifurcation of poet
and speaking subject, or as Park Honan states, the genre depends on presenting
a point of view by developing "a single discourse by one whose presence is
indicated by the poet but who is not the poet himself' (quoted in Hair, p. 100). Itis
this characteristic RB refers to in a letter to EBB, a letter from which the title of Men
and Women is presumably taken.

you do what | always wanted, hoped to do, and only seem now likely

to do for the first time. You speak out, you, -- | only make men and
women speak. (1:7)
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What is characteristic of RB's strongest work, according to Hair, is his ability to "enter
into, and try to understand, points of view not" his own (Hair, 102), while creating an
intense irony through the play of discrepancies, the most complex of which is the
irreconcilability of the infinite and the finite.

The four dramatic monologues which deal specifically with art and artists: "Fra
Lippo Lippi", "Andrea del Sarto”, "A Toccata of Galuppi's", and "How it Strikes a
Contemporary", reflect on different aspects of creative production, which bring
different obstacles or conflicting desires into play. However, each poem presents
artistic success as dependent on freedom, on the aspiration toward the infinite.

"Fra lippo Lippi" focuses on the incongruence between the artist's
understanding of the value of his own work and the demands placed on him to
conform to public tastes to gain respectability and to earn a living. In Lippo's case
the argument is one of art theory and its relationship to theology, but the difficulty
comes in Lippo's inability to reconcile his own ideas with the conventional views on
art he has internalized. In Constance W. Hassett's view, "Lippo is polarized by the
struggle between a spectral, but truly cogent Prior-within and an authentic, original
Beast" (131).

Superficially, the implication is made that Lippo's view is the less worthy of the
two. His monologue initially sets out to justify his enjoyment of earthly pleasures to
a guard who "catches" him making his escape from the streets “"[w]here sportive
ladies leave their doors ajar" (I. 6). The street, however, is where Lippo finds

freedom and the inspiration for his work in the form of "three slim shapes,/And a face
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that looked up..." (Il. 59-60). The place where he produces his work is described in
confining terms:

And I've been three weeks shut within my mew,

A-painting for the great man, saints and saints

And saints again. | could not paint all night--

Ouf! | leaned out of window for fresh air,

There came a hurry of little feet,

A sweep of lute-strings, laughs, and whifts of

[song,--
(Il. 47-52)
Lippo feels compelled to explain his beastly nature to the disapproving guard

and justify the incongruity of a monk who seeks the pleasures of the flesh through

a socio-economic rationale. "Come, what am | a beast for?" (I. 80), he asks the

guard before beginning his life story:

| was a baby when my mother died

And father died and left me in the street.

| starved there, God knows how, a year or two

On fig-skins, melon-pairings, rinds and shucks,

Refuse and rubbish.

(1. 81-85)
Entering the monastery was not a choice between earthly pleasures and spiritual
fulfillment, but a choice between starvation and life. In return for life Lippo had only
to renounce the "Palace, farm, villa, shop and banking-house," to which he had no
access in the first place. For Lippo, the need to explain his attraction to the street

and the life he finds there is parallel to if not symbolic of his need to confirm the

value of his art, which is based in the belief that through realistic representation of
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the flesh the spiritual side or soul of the subject can be better represented.

Can't | take breath and try to add life's flash,

And then add soul and heighten them threefold?

Or say there's beauty with no soul at all --

(I never saw it -- put the case tne same -)

If you get simple beauty and naught else,

You get about the best thing God invents:

That's somewhat: and you'll find the soul you have
[missed,

Within yourself, when you return him thanks.

(. 213-20)

His own description of his painting, despite his remarks on the awe the
likenesses inspired among the other monks, are linked to Lippo's morally
questionable descent into the streets through the emphasis on downward, earth

directed vision. There is the "boy who stoops to pat the dog!" (. 169, emphasis

added) and

...good old gossips waiting to confess

The cribs of their barrel-droppings, candle
ends,

To the breathless fellow at the altar-foot,

Fresh from his murder, safe and sitting there

(II. 147-50, emphasis added)

This reading of his own work betrays Lippo's own doubts as to the spiritual value of
his work, despite his defense of his own artistic theories. His work, despite its

technical quality, elicits horror from the Prior.
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In pure rage!
(1. 250-54)

Lippo comes to no conclusion by the end of his monologue. He is no closer
to bridging the gap between his desire to incorporate the earthly into his art and the
accepted notion, which is held by his patrons, that reminders of fleshly existence
sway one from spiritual aspirations. To his credit, however, he does come to
recognize the irreconcilable split in his own artistic identity and seems at the end
prepared to baitle with the contradictions it creates.

Lippo is riot directly concerned with questioning amorous subjectivity. His
preoccupation with the earthly has less to do with love than it does with experience
and its relationship to art. In "Andrea del Sarto," however, the conflict between art
and love seems to be more prominent, if not focal. But, Andrea is a failed artist, and
what he presents as a choice between art and love is in effect a choice between the
freedom to aspire and a desire for security and enclosure which masquerades as

love. As Loy D. Martin points out,

Andrea is enclosed within the prison of himself and cannot “reach," as
other painters do, whether toward others or toward God. This much
at least he knows about himself... (141-42)
Andrea's relationship to his wife mirrors the relationship cf his art and the
world. Andrea requires only Lucrezia's cold, perfect beauty, he does not require any

real response from her or communication with her. Similarly, the technical perfection

of Andrea's art does not elicit any response from the world. Never, in the course of
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because "You called me, and | came home to your heart" (.. 172). Though his talent
was promising, that promise was not fulfilled under the patronage of Francis. Andrea
later reveals that he closed the door to any future benefits from this relationship by
stealing money from Francis. "l took his coin, was tempted and complied" (I. 248),
he admits.

The two inter-personal relationships that come to define Andrea, the
relationship with his wife and with Francis, are both characterized by the painter's
inability to make any significant connection. Similarly, his art, despite its perfection,
does not illicit any significant reaction from the world. He paints "from myself and
to myself* (. 90), in isolation from the world around him and cannot capture any life
in paintings characterized by a monotone quality, by "A common grayness" that
"silvers everything, --" (I. 35). He recognizes that one must aspire, that "a man's
reach should exceed his grasp,/Or what's a heaven for?" (ll. 97-98), but, "All is
silver-gray/Placid and perfect with my art" (ll. 98-89). Other painters to whom he
compares himself may not have his technical ability, yet their art communicates
something to the viewer which his art, much like Andrea himself, cannot do.

Andrea's pretended choice between the French court and love for Lucrezia is
not a choice between the freedom to produce art and the limits imposed by love.
His move is from one situation characterized by enclosure to another. Each
became, in its own way, a justification for Andrea's own shortcomings. At court
Andrea was "/n that humane monarch's golden look, --" (I. 153, emphasis added),

and recalls sitting with the King who had "One arm about my shoulder, round my
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neck,/ The jingle of his gold chain in my ear," (ll. 156-57). The situation he moved
to in leaving France for Lucrezia is similarly described in terms of enclosure. He
does not "leave home all day" (I. 145), and claims that "I'm the weak-eyed bat no
sun should tempt/Out of the grange whose four walls make his world." (1.169-70).
He even imagines heaven with his wife at his side as "[flour great walls in the New
Jerusalem,/Meted on each side by the angels' reed," (Il. 261-62), where he expects
one more chance to fulfill the promise he did not strive to fulfill in his earthly life.

Andrea makes no choices between an identity as an artist and an identity as
a lover. He is a failure in both roles. He has a wife, who is unfaithful as he implies
by calling her "My face, my moon, my everybody's moon" (I. 29), and makes clear
toward the close of the pocem by asking "Ah, but what does he,/The Cousin! what
does he to please you more?" (ll. 242-43). He abuses the opportunity he had for
artistic success and can only fantasize about "How | could paint, were | but back in
France," (I. 229), unwilling to acknowledge that he has made any artistic attainment
impossible through his own inability to aspire beyond the cloistered environments he
can feel safe in. His artistic failure is not a result of the stability of love, but of his
own inability to strive toward achievement.

"A Toccata of Galuppi's" and "How it Strikes a Contemporary" differ from "Fra
Lippo Lippi" and "Andrea del Sarto" in that neither of the former poems is spoken in
the voice of the artist represented, but by an individual reflecting upon the life and
work of the artist. In "A Toccata of Galuppi's" the speaker attempts to address the

musician, looking for answers to his questions in the music. He desires to come to
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not die, it cannot be!" (1. 39), yet this does not alter the fact that the speaker wonders
"What of soul was left, | wonder, when the kissing had to stop?" (I. 42).

The musing of the speaker in "How It Strikes a Contemporary" is much less
complex and interesting primarily because this poem provides the only direct
representation of a poet in this collection. The poet is described as outside the lives

of every day people. He is an observer of life, not a participant:

He took such cognizance of men and things,

If any beat a horse, you felt he saw;

If any cursed a woman, he took note;

Yet stared at nobody, -- you stared at him,
And found, less to your pleasure than surprise,
He seemed to know you and expect as much,
(II. 30-35)

The poet figure in the poem fits quite well with Browning's description of
objective poetry, in that observation seems to be at the centre of his poetic activity.
However, this activity is presented as somewhat threatening. The poem's speaker
claims "We had among us, not so much a spy,/As a recording chief-inquisitor" (I\.
38-39), who reported to the King on the activities of his subjects.

The speaker seems to have some degree of fascination in the life of the poet,
yet the whole poem is set off by the last lines, which seem to undercut the poet's
value and the poem itself. "Well, | could never write a verse, -- could you?/ Let's to
the Prado and make the most of time" (I. 114-15), the speaker says to end the

poem, simultaneously distancing himself from the act of writing poetry as well as the

life of seclusion it represents.
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articulated by the women and man who speak in Browning's poems.

"A Woman's Last Word" and "Any Wife to Any Husband," the two poems with
female speakers, are poems which attempt to appease doubts about love and
romantic  relationships. Though "A Woman's Last Word" seems to offer
appeasement to a husband after an argument, it becomes clear that the speaker
does not so much want to soothe her partner, but desires to reconcile herself to her
position within her marriage. She seems conciliatory and loving, however her real
desire seems to be escape through sleep. In the first stanza of the poem the woman

says,

Let's contend no more, Love,
Strive nor weep:
All be as before, Love,
-Only sleep!
(. 1-4)
The following stanzas, however, prove that nothing can "be as before" since the
words have been spoken and the threat that disharmony poses to the relationship
has been uncovered. It is too late to "Hush and hide the talking," (I. 11). The
recognition of the threat to the Eden the two lovers have created enters the poem

in the form of the "serpent's tooth" (. 15) before the speaker's warning in the

following stanza:

Where the apple reddens
Never pry --
Lest we lose our Edens,
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Eve and |.

Eve has lost her Eden, and the serpent has already been acknowledged within
the boundaries of the garden of the speaker's relationship. She still desires the
enclosure and security of love implied in the garden of Eden image. Her demands
requiring her husband be "a god" (I. 21), and "a man and fold me/With thine arm!"
(Il. 22-23) point to the fact that this desired security does not exist in the relationship
and will not unless she learns to sublimate herself to his desire and "speak thy
speech, Love,/Think thy thought --" (Il 27-28).

Superficially the speaker in the poem seems willing to do what is required of
her for this relationship to continue, but the repressed hostility hidden by her
conciliatory tone throughout the poem becomes clear in her deferral of the promised
gift of her "flesh and spirit" (I. 31). Before she can open herself to her husband, she
must "bury sorrow/Out of sight:" (Il. 35-36). In the end, it is the speaker who is
weeping and proves that it is she who needs to be soothed. The relationship can
continue only at the expense of the speaker's desires and autonomy. She is tomn
between the expression of honest emotion, which would be the striving and weeping
of the first stanza and which puts the lovers at odds, and the abdication of will
which would lead to the security of love -- albeit a superficial and false security.

In "Any Wife to Any Husband" the speaker questions the strength of the
foundations of the love she and her husband share. The source of the woman's
anxiety is the transient nature of physical beauty, and the heightened potential for

her husband's infidelity with the fading of her beauty. Her soul will not change with
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wash of air --" (ll. 23-24), exhibiting an ever changing constant which seems to
capture the infinite within the finite. However, after his romantic reflections on the
scene before the two lovers, the speaker finds himself moving out of "the good
minute" (I. 50).

The speaker acknowledges that despite himself, there are limits to his love,

and to his beloved. In stanzas VIIl and IX he muses,

| would that you were all to me,
You that are just so much, no more.
Nor yours nor mine, nor slave nor free!
Where does the fault lie? What the core
O' the wound, since the wound must be?
| would | could adopt your will,
See with your eyes, and set my heart
Beating by yours, and drink my fill
At your soul's springs, -- your part my part
In life, for good and ill.
(I. 36-45)
The speaker makes all the traditional romantic claims in the negative, distancing
himself from the beloved by asserting his separateness from her and claiming that
true union is an impossibility. He cannot, will not, dispense with or repress the
desire for autonomy in the name of love, and the unity of love cannot contain his
individual aspirations. The moment of love is the moment when the speaker can
"pluck the rose/And love it more than tongue can speak --" (I. 47-48), but the

moment cannot be sustained, just as the plucked rose will wilt and die after it has

been picked. The speaker has been chasing the "good minute" and then managed
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His beloved has lost significance by the end of the poem. She is necessary
to his moment, but her being is superfluous. It is not until the end of the poem that
he realizes that she has spent most of this monumental moment in silence.
Ultimately, this does not matter to the speaker. His only motive has become
extension of this ride into "eternity".

"By the Fire-side," in contrast to other poems focused on male/female
relationships, presents two individuals as both striving and loving What Browning
describes is similar to Jessica Benjamin's proposal for an inter-subjective paradigm
for the individual's relationship to desire, which requires a "balance of holding and
excitement" (97), along with the recognition of the other as a subject separate from
the self. To use terms more relevant to RB, an intersubjective relationship is one
that negotiates the tension between enclosure and individual autonomy for both
partners.

According to Leslie Brisman, in an essay entitied "Back to the First of All": "By

the Fire-side' and Browning's Romantic Origins®, this is achieved because,

temporal anxieties and those related to the vertical ladder of love are
transmuted into a myth of horizontal landscape. (42)
The speaker establishes this landscape in the first half of the poem. Looking into the
future toward "life's November" (I. 5), he imagines his life with his beloved as the
perfect moment which continues, thus allowing him to look back into their shared

past, to their “first of all" (. 146) from this imagined future. The moment is defined
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by the landscape they return to which seems infinite, a space for infinite possibilities.
The speaker describes it as "a vista opening far and wide,/And | pass out where it
ends" (ll. 19-20).

Nature is described with a lush sensuousness, implying the constant change

in a landscape that has remained familiar to the speaker:

By the rose-flesh mushrooms, undivulged
Last evening -- nay, in today's first dew
Yon sudden coral nipple bulged,
Where a freaked fawn-coloured flaky crew
Of toadstools peep indulged.
(Il. 61-65)
The place "is silent and aware:/It has had its scenes, its joys and crimes,/But that is
it's own affair." (ll. 98-100).

The speaker does not address his wife Leonor until the mid-point of the poem,
where the reader finds her “[rleading by fire-light" (I. 113). The relationship is defined
by the tension between union and separateness. The speaker firmly establishes his
own identity in the first half of the poem but needs to be recognized by his wife, by
the other who can confirm his separate identity through her relationship to him. "My
own, confirm me!" (. 121) the speaker insists. But the two are also fused into "one
soul" (. 131).

The tension between unity and separateness functions as a means toward

growth. The speaker recognizes both Leonor's separateness from him and his

connection to her:
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The tension of the split subject articulated by many of RB's speakers is more
comfortably negotiated by the speaker in "By the Fire-side". The desires for union
between self and other and individual autonomy prove to be only seemingly
incompatible. The union of souls occurs in a moment, but the passing of the
moment, the fact that the "powers at play" (I. 237) "relapsed to their ancient mood"

(I. 240), does not negate the implications of that moment.

“In a Balcony" deals directly with the conjunction of the amorous and aspiring
subject, and emphasizes the dangers of abdicating one's will to the will of the
beloved. For Norbert, the poem's male protagonist, his work and individual
aspirations are inextricably linked to his romantic desires. He serves his Queen to
gain access to the love of Constance, the Queen's cousin. In an article entitled
"Gender-to-Gender Anxiety and Influence in Robert Browning's Men and Women",
Laura E. Haigwood feels that the poem suggests "the artist's need for a delicate
balance of intimacy and independence, with emphasis on independence." (p. 106).
She goes on to liken the character of Norbert to Browning, asserting that "like

Browning", he

is the self made man, the newcomer on the scene, not of "royal blood,"
with a new style. The result of his capitulation to his mistress certainly
justifies what appears to be the poem's moral: no matter how much
a poet may love a woman, they are both better off if he remains true
to his own critical judgment. (106-107)

135






Hair like this hair, poor arms as lean as these, Till, -- nay, it does not
end so, | thank God!
(11. 360-70)

Norbert's declaration of love for the Queen allows the limits she had constructed as
a consequence of her age and position to fall away and she begins to perceive
reality differently. From the moment she believes herself desired, the Queen's self

perception changes.

This hair was early grey;
But joy ere now has brought hair brown again,
And joy will bring the cheek's red back, | feel.
(. 481-84)
By submitting to Constance's will Norbert presents himself as the Queen's
lover, and though he resists playing out the game which casts him in a role that
eroticizes the power of the Queen, a role which could be considered a masochistic

one in Sandra Lee Bartky's terms, he nonetheless becomes subject to the power he

pretends to love. As Bartky points out, in the attraction to power comes

the recognition that it can overwhelm and subdue as well as protect and
impress. Power can raise me from my lowly status and exalt me; it is
also that before which | tremble. (p.47)

Norbert does not love the Queen as a woman, but loves and respects her in her role

as
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Queen. He tells Constance that I am the Queen's; she knows only my brain" (..
845), implyingthat she cannot know his heart and consequently, that he cannot love
her. However, by playing the role of her lover, he puts himself in the dangerous
position of being overwhelmed by her power.

For EBB love and life were the same. In Aurora Leigh she tried to prove that
amorous and poetic subjectivity could co-habit in the life of a woman. It was
fundamental for the female subject to reconcile the ideologically determined split
between the female/private sphere and the public/male sphere. For RB, the
co-existence ofthe amorous and poetic is not overtly problematic, because the maile
subject is not denied the private/female sphere where love is positioned, at the
expense of access to the public/male sphere of poetry. RB splits the subject and
can thus contain the amorous within the private sphere. This separation of the poetic
and amorous in RB's work, however, signals the anxiety which marks the construction

of the amorous subject.

"One Word More" the poem which serves as an epilogue to Men and Woman
and is dedicated to EBB, both praises EBB and positions RB's poetry in contrast to
his wife's. Through the publication of a poem written in his own voice, openly de-
claring his love and regard for his wife, RB blurs the line between the public poet

and the private man which his other dramatic monologues work to establish.
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identities fused. The subject is spilit in order to allow for both the erotic and the

poetic to continue existing:

God be thanked, the meanest of his creatures
Boasts two soul-sides, one to face the world with,
One to show a woman when he loves her!

(Il. 184-86)

He speaks of EBB in a similarly split fashion. She is his "moon of poets", and he is

proud of her position in the eyes of the world.

Ah, but that's the world's side, there's the won-

[der,
Thus they see you, praise you, think they know you!
There in turn | stand with them and praise you --
Out of my own self, | dare to phrase it.
(I. 189-92)

It is the hidden private side of the relationship, however, that he prizes most:

But the best is when | glide from out them,
Cross a step or two of dubious twilight,
Come out on the other side, the novel
Silent silver lights and darks undreamed of,
Where | hush and bless myself with silence.
(1. 193-97)

EBB's two sonnets written to George Sand, "A Desire" and "A Recognition”
(1844), present a different image of the woman who is a writer. In the sonnets

George Sand is also presented as dual aspects -- masculine and feminine -- but the
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sonnets express a desire for the fusion of these competing aspects and hope for a
transcendence beyond dualism. EBB celebrates this possibility, as the
transcendence of dualism leads to true genius. In "To George Sand: A Desire,"
Sand is both a "large-brained woman and large-hearted man” (l.1). Genius comes
not in a masculine or feminine form but in the androgynous form of an "angel's
grace/Of a pure genius sanctified from blame;" (Il 11-2). Transcendence is an
important element in poetic genius for EBB, but as she makes clear in the second
sonnet addressed to Sand, "To George Sand: A Recognition" is that Sand is a "True
genius, but true woman!" (i. 1). Sand is criticized because she is perceived as

disregarding the woman she is, in favour of the poet.

And while before
The world thou burnest in a poet-fire,
We see thy woman's-heart beat evermore
Through the large flame. Beat purer, heart, and
higher,
(1. 9-12)
EBB's concern is with Sand's masculine masquerade, and presenting Sand's attempt
to hide behind a man's name not only as vain, but as a threat to the power of the
woman's voice.
EBB rebels against the split between masculine and feminine spheres of
influence and her poetry begs for the inclusion of women in the traditionally
masculine sphere of poetry as women who are poets writing from the position of a

woman's life, which by traditional definition encompasses the private sphere. RB,

on the other hand, while proud of his wife's position as poet, works to separate her
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public/poetic side from the private amorous side. Herein lies the fundamental

difference in the strategies used by EBB and RB in their articulation of poetic and

amorous subjectivity.
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