Second  Semester


Poetry 2
Third Year
Elizabeth Browning is a very famous poet in the 19th century. She was a well talented poet. She was born 1806 and died 1861. Elizabeth Barret was the eldest child of twelve children. She was a well talented young child who was interested in reading and writing. As a child, she was well-educated but she received all her education at home. She wrote her first poem when she was only five or six for her father’s birthday as a gift.
 Her first production was when she was thirteen years old when she wrote a very long poem The Battle of Marathon and her father printed this work on his expense.
 Like women writers at that time, she published her writings anonymously. Sometimes women writers were publishing their works under a male name. That is because at that time when they writing in order to receive a fair objective criticism, they did not write their names as at the earlier decade of the 19th century women were treated as ladies and were not getting the correct and objective criticism. Sometimes critics were just praising their works because they are women. In order to avoid this prejudice, they tended to use male names or publish their works anonymously. Mrs. Browning was not like that. Her first works was only the one that was published anonymously. The rest of her works were published with her name: Elizabeth Barret.
During her education, she was a very intelligent child. She read almost philosophy, history, classical works; she mastered Greek language, Italian, French and some Hebrew.  She used to take lessons with the tutor of her brother and she was a better student than her brother. She fell off her horse when she was almost fourteen years old and hurt her spine in her back and became fragile. She was prescribed opium as during the early decades of the 19th century was prescribed as a pain reliever so many people were addicted to it as it was widely used as a medicine. In her case, she used it to ease the pain and this made her to have a different kind of education. At her time girls used to have their education at the household affairs taught how to make dresses but for Elizabeth her education treatment was different. She was mainly concentrating on studying and learning. In other words she was equal with man at that period of time. 
She felt weak and vulnerable. She was sent to Southern part of England with her brother there and he had an accident in a sailing boat and died.
 This was one of the great tragic blows that affected her life as he was very close to her.  She was staying alone. She had very few friends and did not go to parties. So most of her time, she stayed alone reading and writing letters. Through correspondence she had great friends from common people or literary men and women. Her letters were nine volumes. She was a woman of letters. These letters were literary documents. There is a literary discussion. They were considered as source for investigation and studies for many issues in her life.  
Talking about her life, she was the beloved child of her family. Her father was a very dominant person and he did not allow his daughters to marry out of fear for his children. In her collection poems, she recommended the works of Robert Browning and he read her poems of 1844. After he read this collection and he was pleased to be recommended. During this period of time, he was not well known and not accepted by the audience because he was so obscure or obvious. His writings were directed to a special class of readers who are well educated. 

In her collection of 1840, she wrote through her poems a compliment to Browning as a young intellectual poet. Then he wrote her a letter saying that he fall in love with her and her words. In his first letter he addressed her directly in 1845. 

I love your verses with all my heart, dear Miss Barrett,--and this is no off-hand complimentary letter that I shall write,--whatever else, no prompt matter-of-course recognition of your genius and there a graceful and natural end of the thing: since the day last week when I first read your poems, I quite laugh to remember how I have been turning again in my mind what I should be able to tell you of their effect upon me-- for in the first flush of delight I though I would this once get out of my habit of purely passive enjoyment, when I do really enjoy, and thoroughly justify my admiration--perhaps even, as a loyal fellow-craftsman should, try and find fault and do you some little good to be proud of herafter!--but nothing comes of it all--so into me has it gone, and part of me has it become, this great living poetry of yours, not a flower of which but took root and grew... -------

His first impression of her words was that they became part of him and influenced him. Her words became like a seed growing in his heart.

I do, as I say, love these Books with all my heart-- and I love you too:
This is a kind of a direct confession from the first letter that he not only fell in love with her words but also with her. They did not see each other but through correspondence they became attached to each other. Their letters were literary documents not love letters. There was a kind of an argument or discussion and a literary valuable document. Robert Browning insisted on visiting her as she kept him postponed to meet her because of her poor health. She used to receive some friends but she had very limited and close friends to visit her. After his insistence to visit her, he met her and the relationship between them developed and both fell in love. He insisted on proposing to her but she refused as her father would not accept such proposal as he was over protective. However, when they could not live without him they agreed to marry secretly. They went to the church and married then after a few days they fled to Italy. This elopement was the romantic story of the age. Browning was featured as a hero who saved the imprisoned lady in her tower. 

When they went to Italy because of her weak health as she had a problem in her chest and her back, the weather in Italy was warmer than England with the sunlight and different kind of life, she regained health and she was able to have a child called Ben. Her greatest works were written when she was in Italy. They were published and received a great reception. Her master piece was like a verse novel. 

The poem talks about a woman whom her mother is an Italian and her father is English and when her father died she was sent from Italy to England but she wanted to be an artist because she was raised in a different atmosphere. This was not accepted during the Victorian atmosphere of the novel. She refused a proposal from her cousin and wanted to pursue her career as a writer and that was not accepted and she had a lot of suffering. The whole poem talks about women issues, women artist or the fallen woman. The poem discusses many issues that were not discussed at that period. She was talking a modern theme of women issues of fallen women, women looking for their independence and her identification as a woman writer. 

Mrs. Browning also wrote about issues of her age like the issue of the political writing. As a woman writer she should not be involved in politics. Because she was an intelligent woman she wrote about the Italian politics in many poems. During that time Italy was divided into different areas. Some parts wanted their independence. She embraced the political ideals and wrote many poems about politics. She wrote about various issues as political, social and intellectual and different fields. She became very famous not only in England but also in Italy. They lived a happy life in Italy until she died. Then Browning took his son back to England and he started to create his works.  
Through her life she was very famous. Unfortunately, what is left by Mrs. Browning at the end of the 19th century was the sonnets from the Portuguese that was very famous as an expression of love. At the beginning of the 20th century we notice that her fame was stopped until in 1970 as there was a revival of her poems and republished with the feminist criticism and feminist literature, they started to dig deep and study Elizabeth Barret and appreciate her in a better way. During her life time she was very famous. After her death, her reputation faded away but then the revival came by 1970s by the scholars and students trying to evaluate her works as they found that she is really the feminist poet, the woman poet who started to talk and discuss woman issues: motherhood, sisterhood and other things about women. 
The sonnets from the Portuguese is actually a collection of sonnets that she wrote before her marriage to Browning during their courtship when she started to know him. She wrote these sonnets and hid them and Browning discovered them by chance after several years from their marriage. He was so happy to see such beautiful works of art as it is not only a biographical work but a semi biographical and also a literary document that should be printed and he tried to convince her to publish them but she did not as she though of them as something private. He convinced her to publish them. In order to hide the personal element she chose the title Sonnet from Portuguese as if it is a translation because there was a Portuguese story of a love affair and she chose this title as if the sonnet is talking about someone else. With the reputation of the sonnets, they became so famous till the modern time. They are about a woman speaks and she is trying to struggle and her resistance could not last for a long time under this love until she really fell in love and she starts to celebrate that love by announcing her true voice. These are 44 sonnets from the Petrarchan sonnet that is written in 14 lines with in octave 8 lines rhyming abba abba and a sestet of 6 lines rhyming cbe cbe or cb cb cb. This is the Petrarchan sonnet which was translated from the Italian tradition from Petrarch and they initiated the English sonnet until it was developed completely by Shakespeare of three quatrains and a couplet. 
Sonnets of the Portuguese are sonnets were written in sonnet form because sonnets are always discussing the theme of love. They are 44 sonnets. It is the first long poem by Elizabeth Barret and she wrote it about her own experience. The poem is semi- auto biographical one. It is written in a lyrical form as it is a lyrical poem. The speaker is a woman who takes the role of a male speaker. In the sonnets tradition there is a lover who speaks about the suffering in love who is always crying and suffering from the rejection of the beloved, the beloved is always described with the description of eyes and using conceits. We notice here that there is a reversal of the tradition of the sonnet as the speaker here is a woman and she is expressing her love.
Sonnet 1:

I thought once how Theocritus had sung
Of the sweet years, the dear and wished-for years,
Who each one in a gracious hand appears
To bear a gift for mortals, old or young:
And, as I mused it in his antique tongue,
I saw, in gradual vision through my tears,
The sweet, sad years, the melancholy years,
Those of my own life, who by turns had flung
A shadow across me. Straightway I was 'ware,
So weeping, how a mystic Shape did move
Behind me, and drew me backward by the hair;
And a voice said in mastery, while I strove, ---
'Guess now who holds thee?' --- 'Death,' I said. But, there,
The silver answer rang, --- 'Not Death, but Love.'

I thought once how Theocritus had sung
Of the sweet years, the dear and wished-for years

This is the first sonnet begins the series of sonnets. In the first quartet we have the speaker who is speaking about Theocritus who is one of the great classical writers who wrote about issues of life. This is an illusion to the past. The speaker here in a way is musing upon him as if she is meditating upon Theocritus. The reference to him foreshadows the speaker’s movement from the state of present into the past. 

Theocritus is a writer and also a poet who wrote poems about the past life. He as a poet wrote about the happiness and the sadness of life. The speaker here is musing upon him. She is reflecting the impact of Theocritus upon her who wrote about the happiness and sadness of life. 
Who each one in a gracious hand appears
To bear a gift for mortals, old or young:

Theocritus may be wrote about life or death, so death here is a compelling force in her life as it is for him. 

At the beginning we feel that speaker here as if she is sad. May be she is under pressure or dissatisfied with her life.  

And, as I mused it in his antique tongue,
I saw, in gradual vision through my tears,
The sweet, sad years, the melancholy years,
Those of my own life, who by turns had flung

She was reading it in a Greek language. She is sad and sheds tears. She saw a kind of a vision. Her past was sweet and sad at the same time which means she had sad episodes in her life as well as happy and sweet incidents. She was musing and meditating upon Theocritus and this meditation led her to meditate about her own life. Through this meditation she saw a kind of a vision and this vision has transformed into a shadow.  

A shadow across me. Straightway I was 'ware,
So weeping, how a mystic Shape did move
Behind me, and drew me backward by the hair;
And a voice said in mastery, while I strove,

She was sad and weeping. There was a shape behind her but she could not see it. It was a mysterious shape. Something mystical or mysterious held her hair and drew her back. It is a very forceful and strong image. She was shedding tears. Amid this visionary state that she was in, something drew her back from the hair. She was struggling to let herself of that mystic think holding her hair and get away from it. There was a mastering voice controlling her from behind while she was struggling. 
'Guess now who holds thee?' --- 'Death,' I said. But, there,
The silver answer rang, --- 'Not Death, but Love.'

This mastering voice asks her who is holding her. She answered death but it was not death but love. The shape came behind her and held her to get her out of her misery and to revive her soul. She felt that it is death but it was love.

Talking about the technique, death is a very powerful, physical force. The mystic shape is an allusion from Homer by Eliot. It is a historical allusion but Theocritus was a literary allusion. We notice that the woman speaker here who was amusing about her past by Theocritus. There is a series of thoughts as she was talking about him and about the joys and sadness of life. This meditation led her to think about her own life and how her life was miserable, sad. Through this muse and visionary state, there was a vision and then there was a mystic shape came behind her and held her by the hair and pulled her forcefully. Pulling the hair is a very powerful image here as it was pulling her out of her misery. She though that this is death but it turns to be love and this is a contrast. The use imagery here shows tactile imagery. She is drawn from her sad past. She is forced out of her passivity. 
The speaker was terrified and afraid. This is the first sonnet to show the state before feeling love when she was frightened, she was shocked and she struggled to fight death and to stop it but she could not. In this initial stage of love that the speaker here was very frightened, she was around death to come. Love here stands in her face and prevented here from yielding to death. Love here threatens her from crying and starts to revive her soul. Pulling the hair is a violent imagery as it is painful. It is employed here in order to enforce the revival to life. 
When we look at the poem we see that the speaker uses a conversational tone and past tenses that talk about her life at the beginning. In the first sentences she uses the past tense when she recalls her past life and then uses present tense. 
Sonnet 32:

The first time that the sun rose on thine oath
To love me, I looked forward to the moon
To slacken all those bonds which seemed too soon
And quickly tied to make a lasting troth.
Quick-loving hearts, I thought, may quickly loathe;
And, looking on myself, I seemed not one
For such man's love!---more like an out-of-tune
Worn viol, a good singer would be wroth
To spoil his song with, and which, snatched in haste,
Is laid down at the first ill-sounding note.
I did not wrong myself so, but I placed
A wrong on thee. For perfect strains may float
'Neath master-hands, from instruments defaced,---
And great souls, at one stroke, may do and doat
This is a forward stage in the love relationship. Here we feel expression of love from the speaker. 

The first time that the sun rose on thine oath
To love me, I looked forward to the moon
To slacken all those bonds which seemed too soon
And quickly tied to make a lasting troth.


It is noticed here how she describes the lover as the sun. The sun is a body that produces heat and light. She describes herself as the moon which is a body that is receiving and reflecting the light. He is the sun, shining and gives her warm and light and she is the moon receiving and reflecting. 

The oath is his oath that he gave her to love her. In literature the sun is always masculine and the moon is always feminine. He is the giver that shows that love has given her life. She was looking to the cold moon that represents femininity for her. To slacken means to get loose or get out of the control of the moon and be a follower for the sun. The word troth is truth. It means that she is accepting his love. At first she was struggling to let go from the mystic shape. Now she is accepting this love. 
Quick-loving hearts, I thought, may quickly loathe;
And, looking on myself, I seemed not one
For such man's love!---more like an out-of-tune
Worn viol, a good singer would be wroth


The problem is that the speaker here is still struggling whether she is worthy of that love or not. For her, she feels that this great lover she does not deserve him. She is undermining her own desire and worth. She looks down upon herself and sees that she does not deserve him. For her, he is like the sun and she is inferior and he is superior to her. She describes herself like a violin. She is an instrument. She is like a destroyed musical instrument. If she is the instrument, then he is the musician but he can not produce beautiful music if he does not have a good musical instrument. He is a great artist so he deserves a better violin because she is broken. In other words he deserves a better woman. She looks down upon herself. 
To spoil his song with, and which, snatched in haste,
Is laid down at the first ill-sounding note.
I did not wrong myself so, but I placed
A wrong on thee. For perfect strains may float

'Neath master-hands, from instruments defaced,---
And great souls, at one stroke, may do and doat

The broken violin will spoil his song. So he will drop it and use another one. She feels herself unworthy of that love of that man. She does not want to harm her lover by accepting his love. She is the instrument that is not going to produce great music for a great musician. She applies great qualities on the lover as he is the sun, great musician and the singer. She is the moon and a broken violin. She makes a kind of a comparison between herself and him. He represents for her a higher status than what she deserves. She creates a sense of unworthiness for herself. 
Sonnet 43:

How do I love thee? Let me count the ways.
I love thee to the depth and breadth and height
My soul can reach, when feeling out of sight
For the ends of Being and ideal Grace.
I love thee to the level of everyday's
Most quiet need, by sun and candle-light.
I love thee freely, as men strive for Right;
I love thee purely, as they turn from Praise.
I love thee with a passion put to use
In my old griefs, and with my childhood's faith.
I love thee with a love I seemed to lose
With my lost saints, --- I love thee with the breath,
Smiles, tears, of all my life! --- and, if God choose,
I shall but love thee better after death.

This sonnet is the most famous sonnet of the love sonnets.  

How do I love thee? Let me count the ways.
I love thee to the depth and breadth and height
My soul can reach, when feeling out of sight
For the ends of Being and ideal Grace.


Here we have a speaker who is free to speak, who announces herself, not ashamed to announce her love and a speaker who is really rejoicing her love. There is a great listing where does the soul can go and reach heights and depth. There are great dimensions here and unlimited. There are spiritual expressions of love in ‘Being’ and ‘Grace’. It is a spiritual and heavenly kind of love.  There is an unlimited freedom of this soul that can reach heights and dimensions without limits. The first notice is that it is love with limitless dimensions. 
I love thee to the level of everyday's
Most quiet need, by sun and candle-light.
I love thee freely, as men strive for Right;
I love thee purely, as they turn from Praise

Every day we need the light of sun and candle light. The second notice is that love here is an every daily needs like the light of the sun and candle. Day and night show that it is a continuous need of love. Freedom is the most significant thing to man so the third notice is that she loves him like the need of man to his right to be free. The fourth notice is that she loves him purely. It is a pure and genuine love without any interest. It is similar to people when they go to church and praise God and become highly spirited. It is a kind of an ideal love. 
I love thee with a passion put to use
In my old griefs, and with my childhood's faith.
I love thee with a love I seemed to lose
With my lost saints, --- I love thee with the breath,
Smiles, tears, of all my life! --- and, if God choose,
I shall but love thee better after death.

This love goes like the love to the past and the relation to the new present time. The fifth kind of love is the divine love. She tries to describe this kind of love as a limitless love. It is a great love as even after death she will continue loving him. 
Structure:

The speaker here in this poem tries to answer the question that most lovers ask themselves how do they love each other. She tries to answer it by listing of different terms or kinds. Sometimes she gives abstract terms and others she gives concrete terms of her love. She lists abstract terms and with this listing she juxtaposes them to concrete terms. 
In the octave she draws analogies between her love and religion. In the sestet, she draws the intensity of love and how she felt. The poem is very simple, pure and genuine and that is why it is very famous. Although she repeated “I love thee” several times, it is not boring. It gives her a sense of authority. She is in control. She is confident of her passion. In the first time she was frightened, shocked and terrified by those feelings. She is direct in her language here and sometimes indirect of her descriptions. 
The Tone:

The tone of the poem is of ecstasy and hope not like the previous tones. She is confident of her passion and announces her voice. 

This collection of sonnets is divided into three groups. Sonnet 1 and 2 we have the speaker portrays herself as an object of man’s love. From sonnet 3 to 40 record the speaker’s wavering between objectifying herself and claiming her own creative and sexual subjectivity. It means that through these sonnets, the speaker tries to present herself as the subject. She is the speaker, announcing herself and she is showing how she is struggling between accepting this love and postpone or end it. At the same time this love empowers her to show her own voice and her own subjectivity. Now she is in command. Instead of being the object in 1 and 2, now she is the subject. 

From sonnet 41 to 44, the sonnets demonstrate the poet’s arrival at her own subjectivity which displaces her alliance to the conventions of the main tradition and reveals her confidence which that subjectivity elicits. It means that the speaker can announce her voice and love as a woman. She has the voice and she is the subject not object. She has the ability to speak about her love freely without complications. We notice here that Elizabeth Berret has reversed the tradition by being the subject not the object. She creates a new sonnet tradition by using “the argumentative method”, discourse or technique which is a classical retreat. She is the creator of a new sonnet as if she is an innovator. This argumentative method depends on image progression, patterns of symbols and series of psychological states of the speaker’s self. She asserts herself as an objective poet who uses personal experience but it turns to a literary text. They are similar to biographical. She created a new literary text out of her experience. This method is a kind of a defiance of the heritage. Most of the poets earlier and modern were men so what is called patriarchal tradition. The transformation was a hind of defiance.  As if she is objecting to the male tradition and created a new male tradition. 

As a result, we find a transformation in these sonnets. The woman was before that a muse, a help maid or an object. This is the traditional women. With the creation of this sonnets instead or being a muse she is the poet, creator and not the object but subject of her own poetic voice. What made her do all this is love. It is the moving force that allows the speaker to dramatize her lyrical voice of desire, struggle and her political identity. 

Techniques of Elizabeth Barret:
1- Imagery:

· Image of distance or the concept of distance. Distance here is very significant(between sun and moon)

· Imagery of  colors which are gold and purple as they are related to heaven 
2- Tenses:

 -At the beginning she concentrated on the past tense to narrate past events and to cast herself into her own experience then she changed it to present to describe her recent situation she was in. 

- The use of imperative tenses to give power to the speaker who gained power from love. 

3- The sentence structure: her sentences are broken and not complete, italicized words, dashes, capital letters and exclamation marks. These fragmented sentences were used in early sonnets but then when she gained more maturity and confidence, she did not use them. 

4- Rhymes:

She was not very meticulous in using iambic tetrameter for example. She did a lot of experimentation with the rhymes in her own system. Some critics considered her careless about the rhyme but she was experimenting. 

5- Repetition: 

She was fond of repetition “I love thee”

6- Allusion

She used many allusions particularly in the last sonnet. She alludes to several literary historical works like: Sophocles, Homer or modern works like Tennyson works or writers like Tennyson and Arnold and also earlier writers like Milton and Shakespeare.  
7- The title 

It was chosen as a disguise and a very witty choice. It refers to the double meaning as it has allegorical reference. It has public and private meaning. 
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