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Browning as the Apostle of Effort.

I suppose that, in the present day, the works of George

" Eliot have, for the most part, been relegated to the top shelf,

together with other classics which we admire without reading ;

but I should like to recall to your recollection the somewhat

precocious wisdom of ‘‘Mary Garth,” in “‘Middlemarch.” “‘We

never,” she says, ‘‘quite understand why another dislikes what
we ourselves like.”

It seems to me that the truth of this observation could
hardly be better illustrated than by Browning. Apparently,
there was once a period when he was admired or decried with
a fervour of personal feeling generally reserved for political
disputes or discussions as to the correct time. On the one
hand, the whole-hearted and indiscriminating partisan could
hardly spare a passing thought for Shakespeare, Wordsworth,
Tennyson, and such small deer; on the other, the aggressive
exponent of common sense regarded Browning and his cult as
humbug, an affectation about on a par with long hair in a man.
Perhaps, even now, we are hardly sufficiently remote from
the poet to get him in true perspective, to decide how much
represents the passing fashion of the hour, how much is a
legacy to the ages; but at least a point has been reached when
we can generously admire what is great in him without
belittling others; when we have realised that it would be
obvious folly to attempt to establish a reputation for critical
acumen by harping on his eccentricities.

In one of his less known poems, “‘Transcendentalism,
Browning has himself defined the poet's task.

‘“Stop playing, poet! May a brother speak?
"T'is you speak, that's your error. Song’s our art:
Whereas you please to speak the naked thoughts
Instead of draping them in sights and sounds.
—True thoughts, good thoughts, thoughts fit to treasure
up !
But why such long prolusion and display ?”

It is as if Browning were bent on endorsing the criticisms
most commonly passed on his own work.  Every true poet
must have the two-fold capacity for thought and for music.
Now few would deny that Browning has something to say;
indeed, so much to say as to provoke the query whether poetry
is the best vehicle for philosophy, or whether, at least in his
later work, he would not better have served his purpose by
following his own preseription to:—

“Speak prose, and holloa it till Europe hears.”
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But as an artist, as a weaver of melody! Well, after all,
we must be thankful for the lilt of many a lyric, even while
we deplore the carelessness which permitted indulgence in
similes and metaphors so mundane, rhymes that, met with in
the Ingoldsby Legends, would have been grotesque; and com-

hinations discordant enough—as I once heard the late Dean

Farrar admit—‘‘to crack the teeth of a crocodile.”

This, however, I may pass over, for it is with one aspect
only of Browning, and that as thinker and preacher, that I
am concerned. No one who has read his poems attentively
can have been deaf to the bugle call to action, that rings
through all his poems. “‘Up! act! live! do something! be
something !” is his cry.  Even as Luther of old, he would
say, ‘‘Pecca fortiter.” Sin even! Sin boldly if yon must.
There is something to be made of the sinner even; but of the
drifter, swept hither and thither, a straw on the current of
eircumstance—nothing !

It is easy, of course, to read a theory into the writings of
an author, to attribute to their creator the opinions and beliefs
of his characters. In the case of Browning, it is especially
necessary to guard against this error, for save when he i
tryving to write a play, Browning is, above all things, dramatic.
He himself utters a protest against misprision in the poem in
which he dedicates to his wife his “Men and Women.”

‘‘Love, you saw me gather men and women,
Live or dead or fashioned by my fancy,
Enter each and all, and use their service,
Speak from every mouth—the speech, a poem.
Hardly shall I tell my joys and sorrows,
Hopes and fears, belief and disbelieving ;

I am mine and yours—the rest be all men's,
Karshook, Cleon, Norbert, and the fifty.”

But there is one poem in which he speaks in his own
person, and all the more forcibly, because his dictum involves
an apparent paradox. Never, surely, did bazaar receive a
stranger contribution than in the poem of the ““Statue and the
Bust.” The story is simple enough, though unlovely.  There
is the bride who has never known any strong emotion until
the day when, a new-made wife, she sees the Duke ride by,
and then:—

“She looked at him as one who awakes,
The past was a sleep and her life began.”

There is the Duke, “‘empty and fine, like a swordless
sheath,” until, riding past her window, he descries the lady,
““And lo, a blade for a Knight's emprise
Filled the fine, empty sheath of a man.
The Duke grew straightway brave and wise.”
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And lastly the bridegroom, the Riccardi, unamiable
indeed, but the man of prompt action wher all others drift.
His suspicions once aroused, he takes immediate action to
avert the danger he foresees, and pronounces doom on the
bride of a day. Henceforth, like the hapless wife of Lancashire
legend, the lady shall never leave her husband’s palace until
she is carried from it to her last home. The Riccardi’s bride
is acquiescent enough, in terms at least, for she sees her sure
remedy in flight with her lover. And so:—

““She turned on her side and slept.  Just so!
So we resolve on a thing and sleep.
So did the lady long ago.”

The Duke, too, laughs at the precautions of the *‘fool”
husband.  He also has his expedient—he will carry off the
lady. Ounly—and here is the point of the story—both have
reasons for not acting at once, and, with a lifetime before
them, they feel they can well afford the loss of a day. But
as day succeeds day, with the fullest intention of sacrificing
loyalty and duty to passion, they find always a reason for
postponement.  And so they drift on from week to week and
year to year, always intending, never performing, until at
last they realise that youth has fled, and content themselves
with epitomising their life story in cold statuary, no unfit
symbol of their nerveless love.  Unrepentant they go to their
graves, where:—

“Still, I suppose, they sit and ponder

What a gift life was, ages ago,

Six steps out of the Chancel yonder.”

Their story told, Browning pronounces unhesitating
judgment, not on the sinful thought of a lifetime, but on the
infirmity of purpose which prevented them clothing it in
deeds.  “‘Surely,” he says,

“Surely they see not God, T know,

Nor all that chivalry of His,

The soldier saints who, row on row,

Burn upward each to his point of bliss

Since, the end of life being manifest,

He had cut his way through the world to this.”

But, protests the moralist: —
““—But delay was best,
For their end was a crime.”
“True enough,” 1s the poet's reply, “but vou mistake
the point at issue.” :

The sin 1 impute to each frustrate ghost
Was the unlit lamp and the ungirt loin,
Though the end in sight was a sin, I say.”

Because man’s power is finite, therefore intention counts
for more than achievement. As Browning says elsewhere: —
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‘“Tis not what man does which exalts him, but what man would
do.”  Judged by this standard, both are condemned ; for the
. same infirmity of purpose which kept them from deeds of siu,
would equally have rendered them incapable of virtuous
living.
““Stake your counter as boldly every whit,

YVentura as truly, use the same skill,

Do your best, whether winning or losing'it.

If you choose to play—is my principle.

Let a man contend to the uttermost

For his life’s set prize, be it what he will.

In the clash of self against the law of righteousness, the
resolute sinner may becowe the resolute saint, but for the
purposeless drifter there is no hope.

As has been suggested, it is something less than fair to
attribute to the poet, as his own, the opinions expressed by his
characters ; at the same time, if we find all, in a greater or less
degree, insisting on some one principle, it is not, perhaps, too
much to suppose that with the poet himself it is an article of
faith.  Still more conclusive, perhaps, is it if we tind the
whole of a dramatic situation hanging on this same principle,
and I venture to think that the tragedy of the fragment, ““In
a Balcony,” is the tragedy of unnatural repression. There
are but three actors in the drama, and they present an
interesting psychological study. The two women, the Queen
and Constance, with their subtle and sophisticated modes of
thought, their subterranean lines of action, show how character
may be warped when all healthy and spontaneous play of
energy and instinet is denied. They stand in marked and
tragic contrast to Norbert, the sane, the direct, who has found
in honest work the natural expression of himself. He knows
exactly what he wants, has a fixed object in view as the aim of
all his efforts: —

“I knew my life’s good—my soul heard one voice,
The woman yonder—there’s no use of life
But just to obtain her.”

His end determined—to win Constance for his wife—with
him the inevitable next step is to discover the means of attain-
ment ; what the means may be, provided it be honourable, is
immaterial : —

“T found she was the cousin of the Queen.
I must then serve the Queen to get to her—
No other way—Suppose there had bean one,
And I, by saying prayers to some white star
With promise of my body and my soul
Might gain you—should I pray the star, or no?
Instead, there was the Queen to serve—I served.”
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The service rendered, his idea is, as a matter of course,
to claim as his due the reward he has proposed to himself.
How others may regard his demand for the hand of the Queen’s
cousin, as presurnption or as reckless waste of opportunity, is
no concern of his.  His mental vision is concentrated so
absolutely on one object that for everything else he wears
blinkers.

The woman Norbert loves is, in mode of thougnc, his
very antithesis.  She tells us the story of her life as it appears
to her and, from that point of view, it is bitter enough. She
is the poor relative, adopted by her great kinswoman, the
Queen, who, to the last jot and tittle, has done all and more
than could be expected of her; but the gift has been made
hateful because it was justice and not love that prompted the

giving.

“‘We women hate a debt as men a gift,” cries Constance,
and how passionately she has resented what she thinks her
cousin’s cold charity is easily inferrad. That she has mis-
conceived the Queen utterly does not lessen, rather heightens,
the tragedy; the misconception has coloured all her views of
life, and warped her good instinets. A clever woman, she has
found no scope for her powers, a loving woman she has, until
she met Norbert, found no response to her love ; but among the
intrigues of a Court, amidst plot and counter plot, she has
learnt to finesse, and to finesse so skilfully, that it has become
an end in itself rather than a means to an end. To her, it
is amazing that a man of Norbert’s powers should be so
hopelessly simple, so blind to the obvious means of getting
the maximum for the minimum, when there is no greater
obstacle to surmount than a certain absurd squeamishness that
some might call proper pride.  As she reads the situation,
the Queen is in love with Norbert, and in that love she and
her lover have a valnable asset if they only work it prudently.
Norbert hag only to profess his love for his mistress as the
motive of all his services to gain from the Queen’s flattered
vanity all and everything he may ask, place and power, the
ribbon she has worn, or, if he cares to take it, her cousin’s
hand.  Constanee herself risks no real loss, for even if
pride of place should prove but a weak barrier to love, the
Queen is tied and bound by the fetter of a loveless marriage—
a name, but still a bond.  The advantages of such a course
over Norbert's simple suggestion of telling the Queen that love
for her cousin has heen his inspiration are obvious to anyone
regarding self respect as so much Inmber to be tossed overboard
at the dictate of self-interest.

And it is quite conceivable that, with some women, this
plan might have succeeded ; with our own Queen Bess, for
example, who would have Lknown how to appreciate such
alluring opportunities of calling the husband to heel



10

and insulting the wife.  But Constance has been guilty of
one radical blunder.  She has been too engrossed by her own
feelings to be a discriminating judge of those of others; it was
with a Mary Tudor that she had to deal, a woman prepared to
sacrifice everything to love; as she herself says, “‘to baffle
obstacles, spurn fate.” And Constance has to make other
discoveries also.  The Queen, so far from being the cold,
ungracious dispenser of alms pictured by Constance, has loved
her dearly enough to conterplate surrendering to her the one
seeming good of her loveless life: —

1t seemed so true,
So right, so beantiful, so like you both
That all this work should have been done by him,
Not for the vulgar hope of recompense,
But that at last—suppose some night like this—
Borne on to claim his due reward of me,
He might say, ‘Give her hand and pay me so,’
And I (0, Constance, you shall love me now)
I thought, surmounting all the bitterness,
‘— Aund he shall have it. T will make her blest,
My flower of youth, my woman’s self that was,
My happiest woman's self that might have been !
These two shall have their joy and leave me here.””

Once awakened to the fact that she has erred and erred
desperately, Constance reveals her better self.  She is shamed
to find how completely she has misjudged her cousin, how
blind she has been to the self-sacrificing power of her love, and
she is not to be outdone in generosity. It is true that she is
so involved in the meshes of her own net that only by giving
up Norbert is it possible to save him and herself ; but fhis
knowledge does not really detract from the honesty of her
self-surrender, for there was no thought of danger in her
mind when in answer to the ery, “He loves me,” with which
the Queen tries to hring conviction to her own heart, Constance
made answer: “He shall.”  She is not perfect, far from it.
She will give up Norbert to the Queen, but first she will
assure herself that his heart is really hers ; and so she loses the
precious moments in which she might have warned her lover
of the changed position of affairs; and he, good, easy man, to
bent on his wn purposes to realise that others might have wills,
minds, and motives of their own, fails to take his cue, and
makes at once honest avowal and shipwreck of his hopes.

Now it would appear to me that Norbert remains the
simple, sincere, direct being he is, because for him there has
been the natural, healthy scope for activity; before him he
has kept ever a fixed purpose, for the realisation of which he
has been able to work strenuously. On the other hand,
Constance and the Queen have lived under conditions that, at
every turn, have baulked their natural energies. They are
women who have no great hope, no great ambition, no object in
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their lives; nothing to strive after, nothing to work for,
nothing to win.  Constance has learnt to believe that, such as
the world had to offer ner, was generally to be gained by
diplomacy, by low subtlety, by becoming all things to all men.
She, the woman who has had no place of her own in the world,
realises far better than her lover can, what life would be to him
cut off from his career. It is this knowledge of what a life
of enforced inactivity would mean for him, that prompts the
avowal of her readiness to imperil even her own fair name to
secure his advancement, and makes of what otherwise would be
a cynicism repellent in a girl of her years, a kind of fantastic
self-sacrifice.  “The world!” cries the successful statesman,
in wondering scorn.  ‘‘You love it,” retorts the woman who
has known what it is to have no place in it.

So, too, the Queen evidences the blighting effect of a life
of unwholesome repression. Lhe passive victim of her
position and circumstances, the puppet of her parents, the
be-pedestalled idol of her people’s impersonal reverence, so
fast growing marble that even the girl on whom she lavishes
her affection never suspects her capable of feeling, when
the opportunity at last presents itself of giving free play
to her inmost self, as relentlessly as a mountain torrent, she
sweeps all obstacles from her path.  The Churel's restrictions,
the most sacred ties are fetters to be snapped and lightly cast
aside.  Then when the last humiliating disillusion is added
to her bitter experience, the woman who could once have
given up all to another, strikes, and strikes without mercy.

But if, in “In a Baleony,  we have the tragedy of those
who—again to quote George Eliot—failed to be stronger than
their circumstances, where is there to be found a more terrible
example of the moral ruin effected by a supine acquiescence
in things as they are, than in Andrea del Sarto, the Faultless
Painter, who knows that in his own perfection, is his dam-
nation? Here is a man, shackelled and trammelled by a
passion which has been his own undoing ; which has made hini,
consciously and unresistingly, false to his patron, false to his
art, false to himself. We are shown him, seated in the
dreary litle room, itself a reminder of his fall, at the end of
the work of a long day, more humiliating than the many other
grey days of hopeless uninspired toil, because haunted by the
fear of a chance encounter with the French Knights he dare not
look in the face.  The hour of rest that only comes when the
light no longer serves his tired eves, is ushered in, as many
another has been, by the clash of wills with his wife, Lucrezia,
in which, true to his nature, it has heen easier, less painful
to suceumb to the bidding of his bad angel, than to resist.

“‘But do not let us quarrel any more,

No, my Lucrezia, bear with me for once:
Sit down, and all shall happen as you wish.”
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Then, to an unsympathetic hearer, at no pains to disguise
her impatience, he reviews his life's story.  There has been
the one bright spot, the year spent at Fontainebleau in the
genial sunshine of the kindly French King's smile.

“I surely then could sometimes leave the ground,
Put on the glory, Rafael’s daily wear,
In that humane great monarch’s golden look.”

And at the end of the year of triumphant work, there was
to have awaited him his great reward, Lucrezia; his curse,
had he but known it.

“‘Best of all, this, this, this face beyond,
This in the background, waiting on my work,
To erown the issue with a last reward.”

But Luerezia grows vestless and, at her beck, he leaves
the splendour, abandons the opportunity of a lifetime, runs
away from his obligations, and lays an eternal burthen of
sordid sin on his conscience. It is hard to tell whether more
to despise the folly or admire the constancy of the man. He
has made himself a defaulter ashamed to look a Frenchman
in the face; has prostituted his art to paint anything oun any-
body's terms for the sake of a woman, shallow, soulless, and
faithless.  And he knows her, too, through and through ; for
consider the manner of his appeal to her for a little of her
society at the end of a weary day. Let her accord him the
boon, and she shall be glad next day that she was kind; for
it means forwarding the completion—and the sale—of five
pictures. A smile? Ah! That it will enable the poor
wreteh to work better the morrow ; or, reduced to terms she can
comprehend, to earn more money. He has no illusions as
to the motive for these smiles; he knows they are meant to
buy him and hardly resents the knowledge. ''o have them
is his faney, for which he is prepared to pay the price.

Could Andrea ever have heen a man of action? Hardly.
He is too introspective, too apt to put his sensations and
motives under the microscope. He roots himself up to see
how he grows and finds a morbid satisfaction in eataloguing
and accounting for his faults and misfortunes. He regards
himself with a curious dispassionateness which, if not sheer
fatalisin, is the outcome of a soul-paralysing despair. Would
he have been different, he wonders, if Luerezia had been other
than she was ; if she had cried : —
“God and the glory !  Never care for gain.
Live for fame, side by side with Angelo ;
Rafael is waiting, up to God all three!”

Would she have fired him?  ““Probably not,” is the con-
clusion of this Adam, too honest to lay all the blame on his
Fve; for

“Incentives come from the soul’s self.”



















































































































































