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Abstract 

 

 

Elizabeth Barrett Browning (1806-1861) was a remarkably consistent advocate for the liberty 

of enslaved Africans and for the subjugated Italians during the first half of the nineteenth-

century. She figured the oppression of the disenfranchised Europeans as an analogue of 

slavery and viewed antislavery in America and the Italian Risorgimento as part of the same 

problem stemming from imperial oppression. Despite the unresolved tensions between the 

emotional commitment to her slave-owing family and to abolitionism, her antislavery corpus 

– her juvenile abolition poems, her mature works on American slavery and her first volume 

of poems on the Italian independence – is always anti-imperialist. She engages with, borrows 

from, challenges and writes back to the mainstream abolitionist discourses of her 

predecessors and contemporaries to present an alternative image of the enslaved. This thesis 

considers how she combines the political-material conditions of individualised slave 

characters with real figures from the historical moment in her poetry, rendering them as 

actively resisting oppression and achieving their own liberation. Employing the rhetoric of 

incitement to violence, she encourages her readers to endorse the calls to resistance implied 

in the poems. My project demonstrates how Barrett Browning draws together the American 

antislavery movement and the Risorgimento into a single anti-imperialist cause, as part of her 

life-long commitment to political liberty. 
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Chapter 1 

Introduction 

 

Elizabeth Barrett Browning (1806-1861), whose literary career straddled the late 

Romantic and early Victorian periods, was arguably the principal dissenting poetic voice 

against slavery in Britain by the middle of the nineteenth century.1 Writing in the weekly 

antislavery journal the Liberator, dated 15 August 1851, the American abolitionist Wendell 

Phillips calls Barrett Browning ‘the only poet of the first rank in England, except Campbell, 

who has made a direct offering on the altar of American Anti-Slavery’.2 He made this 

observation in his review of her volume Casa Guidi Windows (1851).3 Phillips’s comment 

not only singles out Barrett Browning’s abolitionist activity as exceptional, but also strikingly 

draws together the political movement for Italian independence during the European 

revolutions of 1848 and American abolitionism. Significantly, my project is the first critical 

work to explore the ways in which Barrett Browning combines the Italian Risorgimento and 

                                                 
1 By 1850 many of the major Romantic poets who wrote on slavery or abolition poetry were 

dead, among them Mary Robinson (1758-1800), Anna Laetitia Barbauld (1743-1825), 

William Blake (1757-1827), Helen Maria Williams (1759-1827), Hannah More (1745-1833), 

Robert Southey (1774-1845) and William Wordsworth (1770-1850). 
2 For Wendell Phillips’s review, see Elizabeth Barrett Browning: The Critical Heritage 2 

vols, ed. by Clara Dawson (London: Routledge, 2014), I, 29-30 (p. 30). Future references to 

these volumes will be abbreviated to EBB, followed by the volume and page numbers. The 

‘Campbell’ Phillips probably had in mind was the Scotsman and editor of the New Monthly 
Magazine Thomas Campbell (1772-1844). His juvenile poem The Pleasures of Hope (1799), 

his literary response to the planter Bryan Edwards’s The History of the West Indies (1794), 

contains a stirring criticism of Britain’s enslavement of Africans in its West Indian colonies. 

Although the poem does not explicitly treat the issue of abolition in the United States, its 

reference to the practice of slavery in the ‘Indian isles’ (the West Indies), ‘Lybia’ and ‘India’ 

might be read as a synecdoche of antislavery worldwide. See The Poetical Works of Thomas 
Campbell (London: Frederic Warne, 1874), pp. x-xi; 18-27. 
3 All quotations from Barrett Browning’s poetry are from the scholarly editions of The Works 
of Elizabeth Barrett Browning, 5 Vols (London: Pickering and Chatto, 2010), under the 

general editorship of Sandra Donaldson. Subsequent references to these volumes will be 

abbreviated to WEBB, followed by the volume and page numbers. 



 2 

the antislavery movement in America into a single cause, an issue that I address specifically 

in the penultimate chapter of my project.4 

Throughout this thesis, I will argue that Barrett Browning’s poetics of engagement is 

an uncompromising global attack against oppression and slavery in all its forms, both literally 

and metaphorically. I aim to show that her antislavery oeuvre is a statement of her anti-

imperialist position, opposing imperial oppression wherever it occurs in the world. Moreover, 

her abolitionist rhetoric stands out as markedly different from that of her literary predecessors 

and contemporaries. Driven from the young age of fifteen or sixteen to write poetry in 

defence of the enslaved and oppressed, Barrett Browning challenges the figuration of the 

colonised Other in abolition discourse and defends disenfranchised men, women and children 

in Europe in her social and political poems set in England and Italy.5 Ripe for reassessment, 

her antislavery corpus is a counter-narrative to the abolitionist discourse which represents the 

slaves as powerless and as objects of pity and the Italians as lacking in political 

consciousness. Eschewing these paradigms of her poetic antecedents, Barrett Browning 

renders the enslaved Africans and the imperially-subjugated Italians as resisting their 

oppression and as agents of their own liberation. 

In the first section of the Introduction, I address a question that haunts any re-

evaluation of Barrett Browning’s antislavery poetry, that is, accounting for the tension and 

contradiction between the historical and biographical facts of her life and her representation 

                                                 
4 Dorothy Mermin notes that Casa Guidi Windows adds to the ‘defiant energy of the 

antislavery poems’, but does not identify it as an antislavery work in itself. See Elizabeth 
Barrett Browning: The Origins of a New Poetry (London: University of Chicago, 1989), p. 

164. 
5 I have followed Edward Said’s style in capitalising ‘Other’. See Orientalism (New York: 

Vintage Books, 1979), Preface, pp. xv- xxx (p. xvii) – 25th Anniversary Edition with a new 

Preface by the author, 2003. See, also, Bill Ashcroft, Gareth Griffiths, and Helen Tiffin, 

Postcolonial Studies: The Key Concepts, 3rd edn (London: Routledge, 2013), pp. 188-190 

(p.188). 
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of the enslaved and subjugated. In other words, I examine the extent to which this dissonance 

between her life and antislavery writings can be reconciled. The next section of the 

Introduction sets out my critical approach to re-reading Barrett Browning’s antislavery 

oeuvre, defining the essential terminology and my methodological approach. Here, I consider 

the theoretical underpinning for the broader claim that I make about Barrett Browning’s anti-

imperialist sentiment and dissenting voice within abolitionism. Following this, I examine the 

body of evidence within current Barrett Browning scholarship to show the extent to which 

the criticism is consistent with or diverges from my own position. The penultimate section 

explores Barrett Browning’s Romantic inheritance and abolitionist poetics to demonstrate 

how these fit within the wider body of work by her Romantic predecessors and Victorian 

contemporaries. Finally, the Introduction ends with a summary of the core chapters, each of 

which represents a significant juncture in Barrett Browning’s antislavery oeuvre. 

 

Biographical and Historical Contexts 

 

Barrett Browning’s way of life was built on the financial foundation of slave labour, 

but she was nevertheless a vehement advocate of the abolition of slavery. Few modern critics 

have stressed the contradiction in this, that is, her life as the daughter of slave-owners and her 

writings attacking the cruelty and destructive practices of the institution. Remarking on 

Barrett Browning’s acknowledgment (in a letter to John Ruskin dated 5 November 1855) of 

her West Indian heritage of slave ownership, Angela Leighton notes that Barrett Browning 

indirectly associates her father’s management of his family with the figure of the slave-owner 

(1986: 38-39), but Leighton makes no comment on the relationship between Barrett 

Browning’s family history and her antislavery poetry. Barrett Browning’s father, Edward 
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Moulton Barrett (1785-1857), was born at Cinnamon Hill, Jamaica, and became an absentee 

planter at the age of twenty-one in 1806, the very year in which Barrett Browning was born, 

when he inherited his grandfather’s estates (Marks 1938: 224-225, 294; Barrett 2000: 52-55). 

In identifying the provenance of Barrett Browning’s third antislavery poem, ‘The Runaway 

Slave at Pilgrim’s Point’ (1847), Helen Cooper points to the poet’s West Indian family 

connection, her ‘Uncle Richard Barrett’ who, she claims, provided the primary source 

material for the poem (1988: 111).6 Although Cooper describes the speaker’s voice in ‘The 

Runaway Slave’ as angry, she does not question the contradictory positions of Barrett 

Browning’s appropriation of the slave’s world view and her life which ‘flourished on the 

proceeds of slavery’ (Mermin 1989: 158).7 Making the obverse point to Cooper’s, Marjorie 

Stone, in her essay ‘Elizabeth Barrett Browning and the Garrisonians: “The Runaway Slave 

at Pilgrim’s Point”, the Boston Anti-Slavery Society, and Abolitionist Discourse in the 

Liberty Bell’, rightly notes the reiteration of the mistaken biographical assumption that the 

source of ‘The Runaway Slave’ is Barrett Browning’s cousin Richard Barrett. However, she 

deemphasises the value of any analysis of the poem which focuses on the context of Barrett 

Browning’s biographical or personal history (2003: 37). As a result, she does not address the 

issue of the poet’s engagement with slavery as a subject and her historical and biographical 

                                                 
6 Subsequent references to ‘The Runaway Slave at Pilgrim’s Point’ will be shortened to ‘The 

Runaway Slave’. 
7 Cooper misidentifies Richard Barrett as Barrett Browning’s ‘Uncle’ and his narrative as the 

source for ‘The Runaway Slave’. He was in fact her first cousin once removed, not her uncle. 

For the Barretts’ family tree, see R. A. Barrett’s The Barretts of Jamaica, pp. 175-190; see 

also pp. 62-63. Richard Barrett’s anecdote of a runaway slave was the inspiration for Barrett 

Browning’s juvenile poem ‘The African: A Poem in Two Cantos’ (1822). Marjorie Stone 

discusses the mistaken identification of Richard Barrett’s account as the inspiration for ‘The 

Runaway Slave’. See Stone, ‘Elizabeth Barrett and the Garrisonians: “The Runaway Slave at 

Pilgrim’s Point”, the Boston Female Anti-Slavery Society and Abolitionist Discourse in the 

Liberty Bell’, in Alison Chapman, ed., Victorian Women Poets (Cambridge, D. S. Brewer, 

2003), 33-55 (p. 37-38). 
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background. More recently, Simon Avery has remarked in his book on the poet’s life and 

work, Elizabeth Barrett Browning, that the Barrett family embodied the contradiction 

between owning slaves and their ideals of ‘the legal, civil and religious rights of the 

individual’ (2011: 63). Despite his astute observation, Avery does not further explore the 

apparent contradiction between Barrett Browning’s own life and her abolitionist writings.  

Should the lack of substantial criticism on the relationship between Barrett 

Browning’s biographical and historical background and her antislavery poems be interpreted 

as an indication that this is an irrelevant context? This perspective is pertinent, I suggest, 

because it provides a window onto Barrett Browning’s personal entanglement with the 

workings of the institution of slavery through her close family ties. Further, the consideration 

of such a context or approach allows the critic to establish not just Barrett Browning’s 

material conflict but her emotional one as well. Moreover, the critic can assess her familiarity 

with the discursive knowledge of colonial slavery practices and the degree to which these 

inform what is voiced or silenced in the poems. Catherine Hall seems to think so. In Hall’s 

chapter in Legacies of British Slave Ownership: Colonial Slavery and the Formation of 

Victorian Britain, she focuses on Barrett Browning’s family history of slave connections and 

her voiced opposition to slavery in her letters and in the poem which she wrote about a 

rebellious black female slave character for an American antislavery association. Hall 

concludes that it was because of Barrett Browning’s ambivalence that she was only able to 

imagine a sacrificial death as the only freedom possible for the slave (2014: 194-196).8 Hall’s 

view suggests that Barrett Browning’s antislavery poetics was no different from her 

                                                 
8 As I note on p. 18 of this Introduction, E. Warwick Slinn attributes the slave’s death not so 

much to the ambivalence of the author but to the lack of models or precedents for her in 

representing the slave as making a complete and successful rebellion. See, Slinn, Victorian 
Poetry as Cultural Critique: The Poetics of Performative Language (London: University of 

Virginia Press, 2003), pp. 66-67. 
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predecessors. I have a parallel interest in the narrative choices abolitionists make at the end of 

their poems in rendering the success or failure of the African slave, but I think Hall overlooks 

the freedom the runaway slave gained through the act of abandoning the estate, cursing and 

defying her slave masters. As I will argue in Chapters 2 and 3, Barrett Browning’s 

representation of her slave characters, including this rebellious slave, stood out above that of 

her predecessors by rendering the black fugitives in ‘The African’ and ‘The Runaway Slave’ 

as possessing brief periods of freedom. Nevertheless, Hall’s point implies that Barrett 

Browning’s connection to a family who owned slave plantations played an important factor 

in her ultimate depiction of the runaway slave.  

Barrett Browning suffered the contradiction between being committed to her family 

and to the values of antislavery. Her maternal grandparents (the Grahame-Clarkes) and her 

paternal grandparents (the Barretts) amassed immense wealth from the trade in the West 

Indies and the plantation estates they owned (Marks 1938: 223). Barrett Browning herself 

had a one-eighth share in her father’s ship the David Lyon (Forster 1988: 86; Barrett 2000: 

126), a vessel which formerly carried cargoes of human beings from Africa to the colonies 

and then sugar and rum to England (Marks 1938: 218). When the trans-Atlantic slave trade 

ended, the Barretts used the David Lyon as a packet ship, transporting letters as well as 

produce, grown by the newly apprenticed slaves, from the West Indies to London.9 Although 

slavery was legally ended, post-abolitionism and post-emancipation were still very much a 

slavery system in the latter part of the 1830s and early 1840s. Emancipation was a protracted 

                                                 
9 In a letter to her friend Mary Russell Mitford, dated 2 September 1843, Barrett Browning 

told her only chocolate, tamarind and shaddock had arrived on one of her father’s ships, but 

she anticipated the David Lyon would bring the longed-for cayenne pepper. See, The 
Brownings’ Correspondence, ed. by Philip Kelley and others, 24 vols (Kansas, Wedgestone, 

1984-2016), VII (1989), 305-307 (p. 305). Subsequent references to The Brownings’ 
Correspondence will be abbreviated to BC, followed by the volume number, date of 

publication and page numbers. 
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process, and the slaves were not granted their full freedom until after 1838. Following the Act 

of August 1834, the slaves were still legally bound to work for their former masters for a 

period of twelve years without compensation in a system called apprenticeship. Barrett 

Browning’s uncle, Samuel Moulton Barrett, remarked in a letter to her father Edward in 

November 1834 that the new system ‘is not better than the old’ (Marks 1938: 445-446). Not 

surprisingly, apprenticeship ended after four years because of the campaign of ‘radical’ 

abolitionists who pressured the colonial legislatures in England and the West Indies to 

abolish it (Drescher 2009: 264; Stauffer 2012: 569). Despite this, there was no mass exodus 

of the slaves from the plantations and they continued to work with improved terms on the 

same estates. 

Moreover, after emancipation, the Barretts continued to profit from the labour of the 

so-called freed slaves. Barrett Browning received an annual income of £200 from her share in 

the David Lyon (Forster 1988: 86) and relied on the money from it as late as in 1851. During 

a period of intense financial worries, she laments to her sister Arabella Moulton-Barrett, 

‘Provoking it is that the shipmoney (sic) lingers and lingers so’.10 Barrett Browning was also 

the beneficiary of numerous financial bequests, monies which were derived from slavery. She 

received a legacy from her paternal grandmother Elizabeth Moulton who died on 29 

December 1830 – “4 thousand give to my darling Elizabeth with all my Trinkets” (quoted in 

Barrett 2000: 81); she also received ‘several thousand pounds’ from her Uncle Sam (Forster: 

1988: 86) when he died in December 1837, and another 4,000 pounds was left for her in 

December 1856 in John Kenyon’s will, a distant cousin of hers and the man to whom she 

                                                 
10 For the letter to Arabella Moulton-Barrett, written around 5 or 6 June 1851, see, BC, XVII 

(2010), 41-48. 
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dedicated her most important work, Aurora Leigh (1856).11 Kenyon’s money, too, was 

derived from slave properties he owned in Jamaica after he inherited his father’s business 

there (Marks 1938: 235-236). 

It is possible to see how Barrett Browning’s family’s, as well as her own, financial 

position might have created in her a profound material and emotional contradiction or 

ambivalence, arising from her dependence on slave labour while she vehemently opposed 

slavery. She expressed these tensions in her diary and letters to friends. On learning of the 

slaves’ insurrection, which had taken place in Jamaica on 27 December 1831, Barrett 

Browning was apprehensive, and her first thought was of the security of the family business. 

She wrote in her diary on 3 March 1832 that ‘it would be agreeable to know that Papa’s 

estates are not burnt up’ (Berridge 1974: 248). During the Christmas Rebellion in December 

1831, the slaves had broken into the overseer’s house, taken guns and set the houses on many 

estates on fire (Barrett 2000: 83-84). A year later, when it was almost certain that the slaves 

would be emancipated, it was both a good and disastrous thing for Barrett Browning. She felt 

that the slaves should be set free, but their emancipation meant a decrease in her family’s 

financial prospects. This moral ambivalence is captured in two letters to Julia Martin. 

Anticipating the economic impact of liberating the slaves in the first, she writes to Martin on 

27 May 1833, ‘The West Indians are irreparably damaged if the Bill passes […]. I am almost 

more sorry (sic) for poor Lord Grey who is going to ruin us, than for our poor selves who are 

going to be ruined’.12 In other words, if the Bill passes, my family is ruined and Lord Grey is 

                                                 
11 See the letter from Bryan Waller Procter to Barrett Browning, dated 4 December 1856, in 

BC, XXIII (2016), 142-145 (p. 145), Note 8. 
12 For the letter to Julia Martin dated 27 May 1833, see The Letters of Elizabeth Barrett 
Browning, ed. by Frederic G. Kenyon, 2 vols (London: Smith and Elder, 1897), I, p. 21. 

Subsequent references to letters from these volumes will be abbreviated to LEBB, followed 

by the volume and page numbers.  
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responsible though I feel sorry for him. In a second letter on 7 September 1833, she tells 

Martin, ‘Of course you know that the late bill has ruined the West Indians. That is settled. 

The consternation here is very great. Nevertheless, I am glad, and always shall be, that the 

negroes are – virtually – free!’13 

These statements of Barrett Browning’s apparent self-contradiction suggest the 

complexity of her situation, that is, her material and emotional ties to her family and her 

commitment to abolitionism. After marrying Robert Browning and moving to Italy, she 

identified strongly with the abolitionist movement in America even though she was never 

formally a member of any antislavery society – unlike her contemporary Harriet Martineau, 

for example.14 On 17 December 1846, she told the American abolitionist Robert Lowell, ‘the 

great antislavery cause must always be dear to me’, and almost a decade later, insisted, in a 

letter to Mary Russell Mitford,  dated 12 April 1853,  ‘I am an abolitionist’.15 In her 

antislavery poems, Barrett Browning advocates for the liberty of the slaves and represents 

them as violently resisting their oppression, achieving brief moments of liberty. However, her 

writing offered little resolution to the contradiction between loyalty to her slave-owing family 

and her antislavery activism, creating unresolved tensions in her abolitionist stance.  Perhaps 

her inconsistency and ambivalence are not unusual, but are symptomatic of the unease which 

poetry about slavery repeatedly encounters and generates during the long nineteenth 

                                                 
13 For the letter to Julia Martin dated 7 September 1833, see LEBB, I, p. 23. 
14 Harriet Martineau received an official letter of membership to the Massachusetts Anti-

Slavery Society in 1838. See Harriet Martineau’s Autobiography with Memorials by Maria 
Weston Chapman, 3 vols (London: Smith and Elder, 1877), III, p. 233. 
15 See the letter to James Russell Lowell, dated 23 December 1847, in BC, XIV (1998), 86-87. 

The editors have amended the date of this letter to 17 December 1846 in the online edition of 

BC. See also, the letter to Mary Russell Mitford, dated 12 April 1853, in BC, XIX (2012), 45-

49, (p. 46). 
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century.16  I will return to some of these tensions and ambivalences in the core chapters of my 

thesis, as they arise, and later in the Conclusion.  

 

Terminology and Methodology 

 

In this section of the Introduction, I attend to several concepts such as ‘imperial 

subjection’ and ‘slavery’, as Barrett Browning was using them, borrowed from postcolonial 

theory – ‘anti-imperialist’, ‘counter-discourse’ and ‘representation’ – to account for the anti-

imperialist stance in her poems. The first two concepts, ‘imperial subjection’ and ‘slavery’, 

have historically meant different things, but Barrett Browning treats them as equivalent terms 

in her antislavery corpus. ‘Imperial subjection’ denotes the condition of a European nation 

whose citizenry was disenfranchised and the nation subjected to the rule of an imperial 

power. Under imperial subjection, the people did not have the right to national self-

determination. The treatment of the disenfranchised Italians, Hungarians and Poles during the 

European uprisings of the mid-1840s was illustrative of the oppression they suffered from the 

imperial powers such as Austria and Russia (Salvatorelli 1970: 138, 132). However, the 

subjugation of these peoples was not a physical restraint like that of bond slaves on the 

plantations in the Americas. The term ‘slavery’, also known as ‘bond slavery’ or chattel 

slavery’, refers to the oppression of the forcibly transhipped Africans whose material 

conditions in the New World entailed the complete control of their actions and physical body. 

Barrett Browning was not unaware of the differences in meanings between the two terms, but 

                                                 
16 Living in Italy in the 1840s, Barrett Browning perhaps felt she could be more direct and 

vehement in her condemnation of slavery because it was now the evil of another land 

(America) and the practices of the institution could no longer be tied to her family. 
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she nonetheless figured both imperial suppression and bond slavery as equivalent forms of 

enslavement, as I will illustrate in my discussion of Casa Guidi Windows. 

In making ‘imperial subjection’ equivalent to ‘slavery’, Barrett Browning was 

constructing her own meaning of slavery to include all forms of oppression and unfreedom. 

‘Oppression’ and ‘slavery’ thus become analogous terms in her antislavery corpus. In her 

social-political poem ‘The Cry of the Children’, first published in the August 1843 issue of 

Blackwood’s Edinburgh Magazine, Barrett Browning views the children’s life of oppression 

as analogous to slaves.17 The poem was inspired by a report in 1840 by the Royal 

Commission, which exposed the horrible working conditions of children employed in 

factories and mines.18 The speaker in the poem describes the children’s oppressed life as one 

of bitter weeping, falling tears and sleepless nights that arise from the merciless ‘droning and 

turning’ (Stanza VII) of the mills to which they are perpetually subjected. Lamenting that the 

children are ‘worn’ (Stanza XII) and stifled down with ‘a mailed heel’ (Stanza XIII), the 

speaker concludes that they ‘are slaves’ (Stanza XII). Avery and Rebecca Scott have noted 

that ‘The Cry of the Children’ emblematises Barrett Browning’s opposition to the 

‘ruthlessness of modern capitalist practices’ (2003: 103), oppression that is spurred on by 

imperialism. 

‘Anti-imperialist’ is another key concept which needs elucidating, as it forms an 

important foundation for my argument concerning Barrett Browning’s political stance. In 

reassessing her engagement with antislavery, I have emphasised the anti-imperialist politics 

in her poems. As I have noted, Barrett Browning’s antislavery works consistently oppose 

                                                 
17 For the poem ‘The Cry of the Children’, see WEBB, I, 431-445. 
18 One of the writers of the report for the Royal Commission was Richard Hengist Horne, a 

friend of Barrett Browning’s. See the biographical sketch of Horne in BC, IV (1986), 317-

320. 
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imperial domination whether that of the subject races on colonial plantations or of the 

suppressed peoples under imperial rule in Europe. The term ‘anti-imperialist’ is the obverse 

of ‘imperialist’. These two terms are cognates of ‘imperialism’, which historians and critics 

of postcolonial studies have defined as the exercise of power through direct conquest for 

political domination and economic exploitation (Brantlinger 1990: x; Young 2001: 16, 27). 

‘Imperialist’ is the ideological position that certain territories and people require domination 

(Said 1994: 9), while ‘anti-imperialist’, in the strong sense of the term, denotes opposition to 

the imperialist notion of the right of subjugation whether that is through the acquisition of 

more territories by military might or by submitting a people to absolute rule. Moreover, ‘anti-

imperialist’ challenges imperially-sponsored racial hegemony and condemns the economic 

exploitation of the Other, an exploitation that is the product of imperialism itself (Hardt and 

Negri 2000: 332). In the weaker sense of the term, ‘anti-imperialist’ is not necessarily 

opposed to the idea of empire or imperialism per se, advocating, instead, reforming the 

practices of imperialism and appealing to the administration of empire to do better a job of 

governing rather than acknowledging that empire itself is wrong. In other words, this weak 

meaning of ‘anti-imperialist’ is no less oppressive than the term ‘imperialist’. Barrett 

Browning, in her antislavery poems, is always anti-imperialist in the strong sense of the term, 

being opposed to imperialism in principle and the right to absolute rule. 

Yet the anti-imperialism which Barrett Browning represents in her poems is not 

always explicit. In Casa Guidi Windows and ‘A Curse for a Nation’ (1855), she forthrightly 

denounces Austrian, Russian, British and American imperialisms, but in ‘The African: A 

Poem in Two Cantos’ (1822) and ‘The Runaway Slave’, she only alludes to the disastrous 
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effects of empire.19  In these latter poems, she depicts a plantation slavery system which 

creates an environment of retributive violence and murder, pitting slaves against slaves and 

masters against slaves. Though set in a particular colonial context, they, nevertheless, make a 

wider critique of imperialism and imperial oppression. As Elleke Boehmer points out in 

Colonial and Postcolonial Literature: Migrant Metaphors, colonialism is the manifestation 

of imperial power (2005: 2). Barrett Browning’s antislavery poems from ‘The African’ to 

Casa Guidi Window, then, are anti-imperialist even when she is not writing specifically about 

a colonial context.  

Further, in making the argument for Barrett Browning’s anti-imperialist position in 

her antislavery oeuvre, my approach is to situate the poems within their broader historical, 

political and cultural contexts, examining their intertextual links with other non-literary and 

literary writings in verse and prose. This will allow for a solid textual analysis. Jerome 

McGann notes in The Romantic Ideology: A Critical Investigation that ‘poems are social and 

historical products’ and therefore the ‘critical study of such products must be grounded in 

socio-historical’ analysis (1985: 3). As noted above, I rely on several concepts generally 

associated with postcolonial discourse studies, ‘counter-discourse’, ‘representation’ and the 

‘Other’, to help with the analysis of Barrett Browning’s antislavery poems. Postcolonial 

theory is a twentieth-century literary invention (Ashcroft, Griffiths and Tiffin 2002: 209) 

which is anachronistic when applied to the period of Barrett Browning’s works. However, the 

terminology of postcolonialism is pertinent to negotiating the complex issues of 

representation and resistance that arise in the poems, as there is no register within the 

                                                 
19 Subsequent references to ‘The African: A Poem in Two Cantos’ will be shortened to ‘The 

African’. This poem was not published during Barrett Browning’s lifetime and remained in 

manuscript until it appeared in The Brownings Correspondence in 2010. For this poem and 

‘A Curse for a Nation’, see WEBB, V, pp. 392-408 and IV, pp. 601-604, respectively. 
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historical moment itself with which to examine the terrain. The concepts of postcolonial 

discourse can therefore provide a useful paradigm with which to examine what Barrett 

Browning was doing in her antislavery work.  

One of these concepts, ‘counter-discourse’, as its dyadic form suggests, refers to a 

narrative that is opposite to an implied dominant discourse. Michel Foucault, in The 

Archaeology of Knowledge, defines ‘discourse’ as a statement or ‘a group of statements’ 

which has ‘correlations with other statements that may relate to it, or show what other forms 

of statements it excludes’ (2002: 24, 31). In other words, the discursive statement is 

apprehended as a ‘system of references’ to other discourses or statements with one set having 

dominance over another. The term ‘counter-discourse’ does not appear in Foucault’s writings 

but his definition of contending discourses resembles Richard Terdiman’s notion of ‘counter-

discourse’. Terdiman is the first to coin and develop the term in his book Discourse/ Counter-

Discourse: The Theory and Practice of Symbolic Resistance in the Nineteenth Century. 

Arguing that discourses are combative, he posits that there are: 

 

certain dominant strains of nineteenth-century discourse and a number of the principal 

discursive systems by which writers and artists sought to project an alternative 

liberating newness against the absorptive capacity of those established discourses. I 

call these alternate systems “counter-discourses”. (1985: 13). 

 

Terdiman’s ‘principal discursive systems’ are discourses which challenge or threaten to 

subvert the established or dominant discourses to create new and alternative ones. These 

‘systems’ include every discipline (Ibid. 55) from the artistic to the legal, the political to the 

philosophic, and the scientific to the religious. Terdiman notes that literary discourse was the 

primary mode of subversion in the nineteenth century with its object being ‘to represent the 

world differently’, a difference which ‘goes beyond simply contradicting the dominant’ 
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discourse or ‘negating its assertions’ (Ibid. 149). Following the substance of Terdiman’s 

argument, I have taken counter-discourse to mean the rewriting, subverting and revising of 

the explicit or implicit dominant cultural discourses of nineteenth-century imperialism which 

Barrett Browning’s antislavery work engages.  

However, it must be noted that Terdiman’s analysis of the operation of counter-

discourses suggests that there is always a question mark over the production of alternative 

statements. The original, dominant or established discourses, he argues, have the power to 

‘ignore or absorb would-be subversion’ (1985: 13). That is, there is the slippage of 

‘difference’, as ‘counter-discourses are always interlocked with the domination they contest’ 

(Ibid. 16). What Terdiman seems to be suggesting is that there is a nervous relationship 

between the dominant discourses and the competing counter-discourses, as the latter are 

under constant threat of reinfection and absorption by the former. This problematises the 

question of difference between the contesting discourses. Nevertheless, he points out that 

‘such frustrations’ do not mean ‘unmitigated defeats’ (Ibid. 13). In other words, there is a risk 

of sameness, but the counter-discourse does not necessarily have to succumb to the language 

and assumptions of the dominant discourse.  

One such dominant discourse is abolitionism. Abolitionist discourse of the 1770s to 

1807 was, in and of itself, a counter-discourse directed against the ethnographic discourses of 

Enlightenment and proslavery sentiments about Africans (Carey and Salih 2005: 2). The 

discourse rejected the Enlightenment view that black Africans were physically and 

intellectually different, a people whom David Hume claims are ‘naturally inferior’ and 

uncivilised (Eze 1997: 33) and Abbe Raynal’s Histoire Philosophique (1780) describes as 

‘born for abjection and dependence, for work and punishment’ (quoted in Curran 2011: 13). 

Enlightenment discourse on Africans also cast them as barbarous, savage, and incapable of 
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finer feelings (Eze 1997: 49). To counteract these views, abolitionist discourse sought to 

humanise the slaves and urge compassion for the suffering and subjugated black Africans. 

With the formation of the national antislavery movement in Britain in 1787, it advocated for 

an end to the slave trade and for plantation owners to ameliorate the slaves’ conditions 

(Walvin 1982: 50). 

 Despite its intended purpose of defending the enslaved Africans, abolitionist 

discourse narrativized their lives, creating its own stereotypes by depicting the slaves as 

hopeless, sorrowful, grateful, noble savages, passive and dying. Marcus Wood notes that 

abolitionists’ representation abstracted, sentimentalised and mythologised the slave (2003: 

Introduction, xx). In other words, abolitionists were not necessarily describing the slaves’ 

reality, and the language and imagery they employed in that discourse invariably reinforced 

Enlightenment notions of Africans as abject and dependent. As Stuart Curran notes in The 

Anatomy of Blackness, writings about the African in 1800 – the watershed moment in 

abolitionism – resembled what was written about him in 1710 (2011: 120). The 

representation of the enslaved blacks in abolitionist writing may be seen as betraying the 

sameness of the textualised version of the life of the African that the eighteenth-century 

Enlightenment thinkers produced. This exemplifies what Terdiman means by the power of 

the dominant discourse to absorb or re-infect the counter-discourse.  

By 1800, abolitionism’s role as a counter-discourse became so established that it 

emerged as a dominant narrative in its own right, with its own conventions, tropes and 

themes of passivity and sentimental rhetoric.  Barrett Browning begins to mount a challenge 

to this dominant discourse in her earliest abolition poems ‘The African’ and ‘The Appeal’ 
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(1833), which I discuss fully in Chapter 2.20 Although in her antislavery juvenilia she 

borrows from mainstream abolitionist conventions (Mermin 1989: 55), it is in these works 

that she repurposes the rhetoric of sentimentality, swerving away from its tropes of weeping 

and sighing, and gratitude. With the composition of her first mature – and her first American 

– antislavery poem ‘The Runaway Slave’ (Mermin 1989: 154), Barrett Browning eschews 

sentimentality altogether and outrightly rejects it. She has emancipated herself from the 

conventional abolitionist discourse of sentimental rhetoric to write bolder poetry, what 

Alethea Hayter calls ‘stinging poems’ (1962: 177), whose rhetoric is more oppositional than 

in the juvenile poems. Leighton observes that ‘The Runaway Slave’ is ‘almost entirely free of 

sentimentality’ (1992: 99), the ‘almost’ implying that it might not be altogether free of 

sentimentality. Barrett Browning, however, describes her dramatic monologue as bitter, 

passionate and ‘too ferocious’ to be published in America, leaving little room for 

sentimentality.21 Perhaps the speaker’s emotional tone, which some critics interpret as 

melodramatic, might be mistaken for sentimentalism. The next two major antislavery poems 

‘A Curse for a Nation’ (1855) and Casa Guidi Windows, narrated in the poet’s own voice, are 

unequivocally devoid of sentimentality (Schor 1998: 312-313). By rejecting sentimentality, 

subverting and rewriting the conventions of abolitionist discourse, Barrett Browning avoids 

the sameness or reinfection that Terdiman describes as a threat to counter-discourses. In her 

poems, she produces alternative statements about the Other by exposing what abolition 

discourse excludes or fixes in its representation of the enslaved African.22 

                                                 
20 ‘The Appeal’ (1833) is Barrett Browning’s second abolition poem dealing with 

emancipation in the West Indies. See WEBB, IV, pp. 265-267. 
21 See the letter James Russell Lowell, dated 23 December 1847, in BC, XIV (1998), pp. 86-

87. The editors of this edition corrected the date of this letter in the online edition to 17 

December 1846; see also, the letter dated 21 December 1846 in LEBB, I, 314-316 (p. 315). 
22 Homi Bhabha notes that an important feature of the discourse of colonialism – as a 

dominant discourse – is to fix the knowledge of the Other, creating stereotypes of him as 
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 Making new statements about the enslaved African, the colonised Other, involves the 

question of representation. In alluding to the problems of representing the Other, Edward 

Said writes in Culture and Imperialism:  

 

The capacity to represent, portray, characterize, and depict is not easily available to 

just any member of just any society; moreover, the “what” and “how” in the 

representation of “things”, while allowing for considerable individual freedom, are 

circumscribed and socially regulated. […] [M]odern Western societies […] shape and 

set limits on the representation of what are considered essentially subordinate beings; 

thus representation itself has been characterized as keeping the subordinate 

subordinate, the inferior inferior (sic). (1994: 80). 

 

Here Said argues that not everyone can ‘represent’, and the ‘what’ and ‘how’ of 

representation, in its Western nineteenth-century context, is often culturally biased and 

marginalises the Other. Neil Lazarus, too, has noted that although there is no single theory of 

representation, who represents and what and how one is represented invariably create 

epistemological complexities (2011: 114). 

Barrett Browning’s relationship of power to the slaves certainly raises difficult 

questions about her representation. A critical survey of her political poems reveals that the 

issue of representation has not been given extensive treatment. E. Warwick Slinn and Deirdre 

David broach the important question of authority in ‘The Runaway Slave’, while Coral Leigh 

Harris and Matthew Reynolds engage the representational issue of depiction in Casa Guidi 

Windows. Warwick Slinn offers the most direct treatment of who has ‘the capacity to 

represent’ the Other, to use Said’s phrase. In his chapter on ‘The Runaway Slave’ in 

Victorian Poetry as Cultural Critique: The Politics of Performative Language, he suggests 

that there is a discrepancy in the cultural structures which ‘allow a white European woman to 

                                                 

facts already known. See Bhabha, The Location of Culture, (London: Routledge, 2004; 

1994), 94-120 (p. 94).  
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represent a black slave’ (2003: 67), producing a ‘bourgeois representation, a fiction written 

by a British middle-class poet’ (Ibid. 66). He notes that the poem is ‘always a white person’s 

representation’ and ‘remains politically safe’(Ibid.), suggesting that it does not upset the 

status quo. Indeed, despite the vicious tone and murderous events of ‘The Runaway Slave’, it 

caused none of the outrage that Casa Guidi Windows and ‘A Curse for a Nation’ – in Poems 

Before Congress (1860) – inspired when contemporary critics reviewed the poem. 

Nonetheless, Warwick Slinn argues that the ‘political force’ (Ibid.) of the poem must not be 

discounted, as there was little precedent in the historiography of abolitionism for the 

depiction of a black female slave’s defiant speech in poetry. However, although there was no 

appropriate model for Barrett Browning, leaving a question mark over what was 

imaginatively or rhetorically possible about a slave’s agency or subjectivity in abolitionist 

writings, the balance of power, I suggest, remained in the hands of the author. Hence, the 

narrative choice for justifying a slave’s rebellion and partial or complete liberty lies within 

the power of the poet. 

David, another critic who gestures towards the issue of representation in Barrett 

Browning’s three American antislavery poems, ‘Hiram Power’s Greek Slave’ (1850) among 

them, interrogates her authority to represent the slave.23 In Intellectual Women and Victorian 

Patriarchy: Harriet Martineau, Elizabeth Barrett Browning, George Eliot, David questions 

the authenticity of Barrett Browning’s poetic voice as a woman writing in the Victorian 

period in a ‘male poetic tradition’ and her authority to speak for the oppressed Other (1987: 

141). She asks, ‘[F]rom where does the Victorian women poet derive her authority to speak? 

What are the suitable subjects for poetry written by women? Does the Victorian woman poet 

                                                 
23 For ‘Hiram Power’s Greek Slave’, see WEBB, II, p. 150. Subsequent references to this 

poem will be shortened to the ‘Greek Slave’. 
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possess the intellectual strength to perform strong political criticism?’ (1987: 141). David’s 

argument is about gender, and though it does not specifically deal with the power relations 

between the colonised Other and the colonial writer in racial or imperial terms, it hints at the 

question of who is speaking of and for whom. 

Whereas David interrogates Barrett Browning’s authority to speak for the enslaved, in 

the voice of a woman poet, for the enslaved, Coral Leigh Harris situates Barrett Browning on 

an equal footing with her male Victorian counterparts. Reflecting on Barrett Browning’s 

portrayal of Italy and the Italians, Harris addresses the issue of representation in Casa Guidi 

Windows, contrasting Barrett Browning’s views with those of ‘prominent Victorian men of 

letters’ who, according to Harris, engage in a figurative ‘colonial condescension’ or ‘aesthetic 

colonization’ (2000: 109-110). That is, these writers portray Italy as a ‘beautiful land’, ‘the 

locus of the feminine’, ‘apolitical’ and misgoverned (Ibid.). Harris posits that Barrett 

Browning avoids these clichéd representations of Italy ‘as a feminine figure and idealized 

landscape’, focusing instead on a political Italy, an Italy that will one day be a politically 

unified and independent nation (Ibid. 109). Harris’s argument in this part of her essay 

confronts the questions of ‘what’ and ‘how’ one represents, and her argument seems to acquit 

Barrett Browning of aesthetic colonial prospecting, that is, the colonial Othering of the 

Italians. 

The concept of ‘Othering’, a term coined by the postcolonial critic Gayatri 

Chakravorty Spivak, refers to the European construction of the subject races as different from 

itself. The European establishes itself as Self, while it interpolates the colonised as its shadow 

(1999: 266). Spivak is concerned with representation, that is, how the European depicts or 

characterises the non-European, making him into everything that the European ‘Self’ is not: 

depraved, perfidious, brutal, treacherous, weak, feminine and unreliable. These qualities, 
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from the point of subjectivity, serve to marginalise or exclude the colonised.24 Although pre-

national Italy was not at any point formally colonised by its European neighbours, using 

Harris’s argument it is possible to see how Italy might have been Othered and colonised on a 

metaphorical level. In other words, the images of Italy which the British, Americans and 

Europeans created and perpetuated – images antithetical to themselves – were those akin to 

‘aesthetic prospecting’, like imperial acquisition and expansion (Harris 2000: 115). The 

English, for example, used Italy’s cultural and literary history as sources to produce travel 

books and poetry, and to experience Italy as a land of fantasy. 

Like Harris, Matthew Reynolds, too, considers the ‘what’ of representation. In his 

adroit analysis of Casa Guidi Windows in The Realms of Verse, 1830-1870: English Poetry in 

a Time of Nation-Building, Reynolds argues that the relationship of power between Barrett 

Browning and the Italians was not one of colonial Othering or Orientalism (2001: 82, 84). 

‘Orientalism’ is the term Said coined to describe (among other things) the discourse or 

statements the West makes about the ‘Orient’ (the East) and the so-called subject races 

(1994: xxii, 2-3). Reynolds proffers the notion of ‘Italianism’, his coinage of the word as a 

counterpoint to ‘Orientalism’, as ‘there was considerable cultural circulation between the 

representers and the represented’, in that the outsider’s images of Italy ‘overlaps with Italian 

self-images’ (2001: 82, 84). The stereotypical images of Italy as a hapless and woeful 

woman, as ‘past’, ‘feminine’, ‘gentle’ and ‘fanciful’ (Ibid. 84) were created by Italian literary 

figures such as Dante Alighieri (1265-1321), Francesco Petrarch (1304-1374) and Vincenzo 

da Filicaja (1641-1707), whom the English avidly read. The English themselves, most 

famously in Lord Byron’s Childe Harold’s Pilgrimage (1812) and travel narratives of the 

                                                 
24 For an illustrative definition of Othering in literature, see Bill Ashcroft, Gareth Griffiths, 

and Helen Tiffin, The Empire Writes Back: Theory and Practice in Post-Colonial Literatures 

2nd edition (London: Routledge, 2002), pp. 96-102. 
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eighteenth and nineteenth centuries, portrayed similar images of Italy. Reynolds believes that 

Barrett Browning’s representation of the Italians is not like other outsiders’; that she stands 

outside of the work of her poetic precursor Byron and the English more generally, who 

‘experienced the peninsula as what we would now call “Other”’ (81-82). Put differently, the 

English viewed the Italians as ‘unreliable’, ‘backward’, effeminate and the ‘converse of 

Britain’ (82). Reynolds contends that these images of the Italians are absent in Barrett 

Browning’s work (83).  

The issue of Barrett Browning’s representation of the Italians in Casa Guidi Windows 

is perhaps not as clear cut as Harris and Reynolds imply. Barrett Browning indeed 

disassociates herself from those poets who ‘croon the dead or cry | Se tu men bella fossi, 

Italia! | “Less wretched if less fair”’ (1. 167-169), – an allusion to Filicaja’s sonnet ‘Italia’ 

(Markus 1977: 73) – but her passion for Italian liberation and her anger over the failed 

revolution of 1849 evoked strong undercurrents of images of Italians as pusillanimous, effete 

and lacking in political consciousness. In a passage in Part 2 of Casa Guidi Windows, which 

the poet calls ‘mocking’ and full of ‘bitter things’, she chides the Italians for reacting more 

heartily to ‘the mere thrilling on an opera stage | Of “liberta” to bravos’ (2. 226-227) than to 

getting rid of the Austrian presence in Italy; they have ‘no sense of crime’, because ‘no sense 

of virtue’ (2. 242-243), and their ‘ignorance of aims | Makes it impossible to be great at all’ 

(2. 213-214). In a letter to Arabella, dated 5 June 1851, Barrett Browning wrote that the 

Italians are ‘so innocent and amiable, so everything except heroical (sic), that one can wish 

no harsher thing to them than an unpainful experience’.25  

In these examples, the language of Barrett Browning’s writing evokes the binarisms 

in which colonial discourse participates, setting up a Manichean divide between the advanced 

                                                 
25 For the letter to Arabella Moulton-Barrett of 5 June 1851, see BC, XVII (2010), pp. 41-48. 
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versus the retrograde, the rational versus the irrational and the civilized versus the primitive.26 

How does one reconcile the view of the Italians, re-inscribed here, with the challenges to 

them in Part 1? Isobel Armstrong has observed that shifting perspectives and revisions, where 

one view displaces a previous one, are common throughout Casa Guidi Windows (2003: 58). 

I suggest that Barrett Browning’s depiction of the Italians is much more ambivalent than 

perhaps thought, but also symptomatic of her deep personal involvement and righteous ire 

over Italians’ failure to complete the revolution which they started.  

Re-evaluating Barrett Browning’s antislavery poems in our contemporary time when 

representation is such a contested issue presents challenges for my project. The theoretical 

models for conceptualising the representation of the colonised Other – Said’s Orientalism and 

Spivak’s Othering – are not adequate interpretive models for Barrett Browning’s poems. 

Said’s and Spivak’s approaches tend to be monolithic, favouring the rigid equation of the 

European Self versus the non-European Other, while ignoring other configurations of power 

such as that between Barrett Browning and the disenfranchised Italians she speaks for in 

Casa Guidi Windows. My method of mixing the concepts of postcolonial critique with the 

historical and cultural contexts of the poems and their intertextual links to other works of the 

period aims to be a more varied and flexible approach to meaning-making. 

 

The Antislavery Corpus in Barrett Browning’s Criticism 

 

                                                 
26 The Italian columnist P. Emiliani Giudici, writing in The Tuscan Athenaeum, observes that 

foreigners (including the Anglo-Florentines) believe Italians in general are not yet 

sufficiently prepared to be on a level with the rest of civilised Europe. See The Tuscan 
Athenaeum, 30 October 1847, p. 2.  
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As noted above, Barrett Browning’s involvement with abolitionism was an infrequent 

one. Combined, her juvenilia and mature works form only an intermittent antislavery corpus 

from 1822 to 1856. The early abolition poems ‘The African’ and ‘The Appeal’ were written a 

decade apart, while the publication of the four mature antislavery works spread across a 

decade from 1847 to 1856. Nevertheless, the poems’ political rhetoric suggests that there is 

continuity across them, as I will demonstrate in the core chapters of the thesis. Were it not for 

her own words, Barrett Browning’s sporadic interaction with abolitionism might be 

interpreted as a lack of commitment to the antislavery cause.  

Following Barrett Browning’s death on 30 June 1861, her antislavery poetry received 

little critical consideration in the press and remained neglected for nearly half a century. It 

was only in the twentieth century that her antislavery oeuvre attracted substantial critical 

attention. One of the first modern criticisms of the abolition poems was by Benjamin 

Brawley. In The Journal of Negro History, published in January 1918, Brawley singled out 

‘A Curse for a Nation’ and ‘The Runaway Slave’ for critique in his article. He praises the 

poems for dealing with the affairs of the ‘Negro’, and calls Barrett Browning ‘one of the 

sturdiest defenders of the American Negro’ although he regrets that ‘A Curse for a Nation’ 

‘can hardly help impressing one as a little forced’ (1918: 26). In the decades following the 

Second Word War, attention to the poems did not improve and criticism virtually disappeared 

except for the occasional biographical work. These included Dorothy Hewlett’s Elizabeth 

Barrett Browning (1953), Gardner B. Taplin’s The Life of Elizabeth Barrett Browning (1957) 

and Alethea Hayter’s ground-breaking book Mrs Browning: A Poet’s Work and its Setting 

(1962), which examines a wide range of Barrett Browning’s poems. In the late 1960s, articles 

on ‘A Curse for a Nation’ appeared in the journal Victorian Poetry in 1966 and 1969 by 

David DeLaura and Robert W. Gladish respectively. Leonid M. Arinshtein’s essay ‘“A Curse 
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for a Nation”: A Controversial Episode in Elizabeth Barrett Browning’s Political Poetry’ also 

appeared in 1969 in The Review of English Studies.  

It was not until the 1980s that feminist scholarship revived interest in Barrett 

Browning’s antislavery work, particularly her three American abolition poems ‘The Runaway 

Slave’, the ‘Greek Slave’ and ‘A Curse for a Nation’. Her juvenilia have not received any 

serious or extensive treatment from critics until now. One reason for the apparent lack of 

critical work on ‘The African’ might be owing to its relative newness, appearing in print for 

the first time only in 2010 in The Works of Elizabeth Barrett Browning, under the general 

editorship of Sandra Donaldson. ‘The Appeal’, which was first identified as an abolition 

poem by Hayter in 1962, has received scant attention. In a brief comment Hayter notes that it 

entreats the brotherhood of man to consider the slaves’ condition (1962: 177). Two decades 

later Dorothy Mermin dismisses the poem, calling it ‘grotesque and dreadful’ (1989: 55), 

whilst intimating that it expresses the self-righteous public sentiments of the poetry of the 

period which pleaded for the evangelisation of non-Christian lands. While Mermin 

acknowledges the poem as abolition propaganda, in condemning it, she overlooks its 

subversive subtexts. 

In contrast to her juvenilia, Barrett Browning’s mature antislavery works, which 

includes Casa Guidi Windows, have received substantial critical attention. As I have pointed 

out above, much of the commentary focused on feminism, or the gynocentric concerns in the 

poems. Modern commentators have emphasised their themes of patriarchal and sexual 

oppressions as the loci of the politics of gender. This is partly because these critics are 

demonstrating the self-consciousness of a woman poet writing within a patriarchal culture in 

the first half of the nineteenth century. Thus, they have emphasised resistance to gendered 

and patriarchal oppression in their focus on the poems. My present concern is to look beyond 
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gender or feminism to arrive at an understanding of Barrett Browning’s anti-imperialist 

politics. This is not a rejection of the arguments Barrett Browning’s critics have made for the 

gender concerns in the poems. Clearly, gender is an important category of critical analysis 

(Watkins 2012: 30), and these critics are implicitly making the link between gendered and 

patriarchal oppression and imperial oppression. As Patrick Brantlinger points out in Victorian 

Literature and Postcolonial Studies, many women writers were aware of the marked 

‘similarity between women’s oppression and imperialist oppression’ (2009: 65). I am not 

arguing that Barrett Browning understood slavery better because she understood the 

subjection of women. My argument is that Barrett Browning’s anti-imperialist position is 

deemphasised relative to the theme of gender within the criticism that exists. Thus, my 

project is an intervention that does not reject these other approaches, but rather seeks to 

redress the imbalance within the overall picture of her political engagement in a substantial 

way. 

As with the American antislavery poems, Casa Guidi Windows has been analysed as 

embodying the politics of feminism. In her article ‘Casa Guidi Windows and Aurora Leigh: 

The Genesis of Elizabeth Barrett Browning’s Visionary Aesthetics’, Dolores Rosenblum 

comments that Casa Guidi Windows is about the deadliness of patriarchal oppression. Parts 1 

and 2 deal with the enforcement of a dead literary political (masculine) mythology and weak, 

faithless rulers (men) who betray humanity (1985: 160), respectively. Focusing on ‘The 

Runaway Slave’, several critics have raised the issue of imperial oppression but have not 

given it any explicit treatment. Leighton describes the dualism of white and black in the 

poem as the ‘imperialism of whiteness’, implying that the slave woman’s desire for freedom 

is her resistance to imperialism, represented by both her too white child and the white slave 

masters (1986: 41). Only the master and the half-white child have the right to liberty, 
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Leighton argues, so by killing it, the slave symbolically kills the masters and liberates herself 

from imperial or colonial slavery.  

Cooper sees the slave woman in ‘The Runaway Slave’ as a symbol of nineteenth-

century women’s oppression, but views her as a thoroughly marginalised figure in a man’s 

world (1988: 114, 115). Writing of Casa Guidi Windows, she notes that the female speaker in 

the poem assumes subjectivity and uses it to question the Victorian arrangement and attitude 

towards women writing about politics (1988: 126-127). She notes that the poem also critiques 

men’s performance of the duties and roles traditionally assigned to them. In contrast to these 

critics, Sandra Brophy rejects the view that the American antislavery poems powerfully 

engage in social and political critique of patriarchy and gender oppression. Instead, she 

argues, the voices of the women in the poems are subsumed beneath overwhelmingly 

patriarchal ones (1998: 275, 282). Although Brophy’s essay challenges the conclusions of the 

earlier critics, her own position is framed within a feminist approach. 

Warwick Slinn’s focus on the slave woman’s ‘drama of resistance’ (2003: 56) points 

to a critique of gender and ethnic oppression which the poem exposes as the ‘savagery of a 

slave-justifying ideology’ (Ibid.). This ideology is an instance of imperial discourse which 

forms part of the ‘vaguer sentiments of patriotism and racial superiority’ (Brantlinger 1990: 

x). Richard Cronin posits that Part Two of Casa Guidi Windows is informed by the trope of 

motherhood and narrated from “the faint heart of’ Barrett Browning herself (2003: 48). He 

notes that she looks at the Italians with maternal gaze, through the eyes of a woman (Ibid. 

50). Like Leighton, Avery argues that the slave woman’s action of killing her child is rational 

and he condemns the colour system on which slavery is based (2011: 65). He suggests that 

the structure of imperial slavery reinforces gender hierarchies to maintain racial and 

economic hegemony.  
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I accept the general points that these critics make in the scholarship, but go a step 

further in positing that Barrett Browning’s representation of the Other in her antislavery 

poems is rendered, first and foremost, as resistance to imperialism, that is, colonial slavery 

and imperial subjection. The slave characters and the Italian figures in her antislavery poems 

are always represented as resisting the oppressive practices of empire; even the marble statue 

of a Greek nude female in Barrett Browning’s sonnet the ‘Greek Slave’ is imbued with 

‘revolutionary potentialities’ against imperial power, symbolised by her oppressors in a 

Turkish slave market (Kasson 1992: 187). In going beyond feminist issues, I hope to 

demonstrate that the antislavery poems expose and denounce all forms of imperial oppression 

and call for the liberty of the individual or nation, and the enslaved or subjugated. The 

argument I make is not simply the substitution of one essentialist category or theme for 

another. Rather my aim is to extend the rich critical approach on Barrett Browning’s 

antislavery corpus. In a recent study on the visionary poetics of Anna Laetitia Barbauld, 

Daniel Watkins follows Susan Wolfson’s reasoning about enlarging the critical framework on 

women’s writings. In his analysis, he points out that gender is only one of the many concerns 

of women writers who ‘recognise that the conditions under which they write were defined 

were matters in which gender often figured but not exclusively’ (2012: 7). In other words, 

women writers of the long nineteenth century were not unaware of the position from which 

they wrote but neither were they only writing about gender.  

 

Romantic Inheritance and Abolitionist Poetics 

 

 While gender was a ubiquitous concern of many women writers and their male 

counterparts during the second half of the eighteenth century and the first two decades of the 
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next was abolitionism. These female writers, who wrote abolitionist poetry or engaged with 

antislavery in the various forms it took, were part of Barrett Browning’s Romantic 

inheritance. She read their works, especially those of the ‘hundreds of woman writers’ 

writing in the period (quoted in Stone 1995: 42), such as Anna Maria Williams, Anna Laetitia 

Barbauld, Anna Seaward, Maria Edgeworth, Amelie Opie, Felicia Hemans and Letitia 

Elizabeth Landon. In her precocious autobiographical essay ‘Glimpses into My Own Life and 

Literary Character’, the fifteen-year old Barrett Browning wrote that at age thirteen she had 

read ‘all the modern authors who have any claim to superior merit and poetic excellence’.27 

She also kept a record of what she was reading in her notebook for 1824-1826 (Stone 1995: 

47; Dennis 1996: 30, 67).  

Much has been written about the Romantic influence on Barrett Browning’s work 

from the older and younger generations of poets. In Kathleen Blake’s essay, comparing 

Aurora Leigh to The Prelude, she notes that Barrett Browning had a stronger sense of affinity 

with William Wordsworth (1770-1850) than with any other male poetic precursor (1986: 

387). However, in commenting on the prevalence of critical works which discussed the 

Wordsworthian influence in Barrett Browning, Stone notes that critics often neglect other 

important Romantic influences such as John Keats, Percy Shelley and Lord Byron (1995: 50). 

One might expect William Blake and Samuel Taylor Coleridge to be among this list of 

Romantic poets who might have influenced Barrett Browning. Though Blake engaged with 

matters of race and slavery in ‘The Little Black Boy’ (1789) and The Visions of the 

Daughters of Albion (1793), his works remained relatively obscure, his ‘influence marginal’ 

                                                 
27 For Barrett Browning’s juvenile autobiographical writings, see BC, I (1984), 348-356 (pp. 

348, Note 4, 352).  
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and outside the mainstream of abolitionist thought (Carey 2005: 97-98).28 As Alan 

Richardson notes of Coleridge, while he was a vocal opponent of the slave trade, he never 

produced a major antislavery poem.29 Wordsworth, however, stands out as an important 

influence above these other poets in the context of abolitionism because of his relatively 

more direct literary engagement with Atlantic slavery than Keats, Shelley or Byron (Wood 

2000: 229, 239).  

Anna Laetitia Barbauld (1743-1825) was another major influential Romantic poet, 

whose opposition to slavery and the slave trade was a constant feature of her writings, but 

who has not been linked to Barrett Browning in the same way as other female Romantic 

poets of the period, such as Hemans or Landon.30 Thus, there is the need to look elsewhere, I 

suggest, for influence other than the standard Romantic inheritance, as Barbauld’s work 

might have had a significant impact on Barrett Browning.31 Barbauld’s modern biographer 

William McCarty notes that as an adult, Barrett Browning could still recite memorable lines 

                                                 
28 Andrew M. Stauffer has suggested it was unlikely that Blake influenced Barrett 

Browning’s poetry, as her first acquaintance with his work might have been in April 1842, 

while she was reading Songs of Innocence and of Experience (1839). See Stauffer, ‘Elizabeth 

Barrett Browning Reads William Blake?’, Victorian Poetry 34.1. (Spring 1996), 114-117; 

Marcus Wood notes that Blake did not ‘produce straightforward propaganda on slavery’. See 

Wood, Slavery Empathy and Pornography (Oxford: OUP, 2000. Chapter 4, 181-256 (p. 181). 
29 See the headnote to Coleridge’s poem ‘Greek Prize Ode on the Slave-Trade’ (1796) by 

Alan Richardson, in Slavery, Abolition and Emancipation: Writings in the British Romantic 
Period, ed. by Peter J. Kitson and others, 8 vols (London: Pickering and Chatto, 1999), IV, p. 

232. Subsequent references to these volumes will be shortened to Slavery, Abolition and 
Emancipation, followed by the volume and page numbers. 
30 See the headnote to Anna Laetitia Barbauld’s poem ‘Epistle to William Wilberforce, Esq.’ 

in Slavery, Abolition and Emancipation, IV, p. 61. Unless otherwise indicated, all poems for 

comparative analysis to Barrett Browning’s antislavery oeuvre are from this volume – 

volume editor, Alan Richardson.  
31 Works that have examined Barrett Browning in the context of the customary Romantic 

poets among others are Cooper’s Elizabeth Barrett Browning: Woman and Artist (London: 

University of North Carolina, 1988); Leighton and Margaret Reynolds’s, Victorian Women 
Poets: An Anthology (Oxford: Blackwell,1995); Stone and Taylor’s, ‘Felicia Hemans’ in 

WEBB, I, 535-537; Stone’s, ‘Elizabeth Barrett Browning and the Garrisonians’ (2003). 
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from Barbauld’s volume Lessons for Children (1778-1779), and quotes her as saying, “Oh! 

how I remember it, book and all” (2008:216).32  

For these reasons, I will consider Barbauld and Wordsworth as two representative 

influences on Barrett Browning. I have chosen Wordsworth, despite his popular and 

established link to Barrett Browning, because of his formative influence on her poetry. These 

two figures are not only representative examples of leading Romantic poets whose works are 

emblematic of the period but their attitude towards the antislavery movement differed. 

Wordsworth exemplifies the influence that Barrett Browning rejects and his poetic treatment 

of slavery demonstrates the failure of abolitionism and abolitionist poetics to construct an 

adequate discourse for antislavery. Barbauld, on the other hand, represents the influence 

Barrett Browning champions in her abolition poetry. The tonal violence, exhortation to revolt 

and rhetorical extremism in Barbauld’s work is the precursor to the thematic violence of 

Barrett Browning’s abolition poems. According to her contemporary biographer Grace Ellis, 

Barbauld ‘never hesitated to speak for the oppressed and unfortunate, or make known her 

sympathies and convictions at the risk of uttering unpopular sentiments’ (Memoirs, Letters, 

1874: 181). Ellis’s words might well have been describing Barrett Browning’s own attitude 

in her abolition poems.  

 As I have noted above, the poetry of mainstream abolitionism, with its ostensible 

purpose of condemning and bringing about an end to the slave trade, was invariably 

sentimentalised and often timid and ambiguous. Many Romantic poets depicted the slaves as 

meekly suffering their fate, or as objects of pity on the one hand and the victims of cruel 

                                                 
32 William McCarty points out that a surviving copy of Lessons has all the words relating to 

death or injury blotted. He cites several instances of the sad effects the book produced on 

children at the time. At age thirty-nine Barrett Browning recalls this book fondly. See, 

McCarty, Anna Letitia Barbauld: Voice of the Enlightenment (Baltimore, Maryland: John 

Hopkins University, 2008), pp. 216-217. 
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masters on the other. They highlighted the slaves’ extreme emotional and physical distress, 

hopelessness and passivity and represented them as lamenting, complaining, evangelicalised, 

lachrymose and dying. These are some of the thematic concerns and conventions of 

abolitionist discourse which I will be discussing at length in Chapters 2 and 3. Abolitionist 

poetry from the 1770s to the late 1820s illustrate the extent to which Romantic poets such as 

William Cowper, Robert Burns, Helen Maria Williams, Hannah More, John Thelwall, James 

Montgomery and Amelia Opie drew on the traditional tropes and conventions of the passive 

and dying slave, emphasising the slaves’ emotional and physical suffering to evoke 

sympathy, elicit compassion and persuade their masters to ameliorate the slaves’ condition.  

A typical example of this kind of abolitionist rhetoric is found in the work of Thomas 

Day and John Bicknell’s ‘The Dying Negro’ (1773).33 This long introspective poem depicts 

an unnamed slave working as a domestic in London, lamenting his former life of sorrow and 

toil on the West Indian plantation. Faced with the prospect of being returned to the colony 

and separated from his bride, a white fellow employee, he self-pityingly resolves to kill 

himself, and thus cheats his master of his slave body as property. In William Lisle Bowles’s 

‘The African’ (1791) – subsequently titled ‘The Dying Slave’, a slave lies dying while a 

community of his fellow slaves rhapsodises about his idyllic African past. They view his 

death, and eventually theirs, as the only escape from a life of labour and sorrow to a spiritual 

life in an Edenic Africa.34 In another example, the eponymous heroine in Hannah More’s 

‘The Sorrows of Yamba; or, The Negro Woman’s Lamentation’ (1795) passively laments her 

life as a victim of cruelty and her enslaved condition on the plantation, converts to 

                                                 
33 For Thomas Day and John Bicknell’s ‘The Dying Negro’ (1773), see Slavery, Abolition 
and Emancipation, IV, pp. 410-24. 
34 Alan Richardson points out in his headnote to the poem that after its second publication in 

1794, the work was retitled in subsequent editions. See Slavery, Abolition and Emancipation, 

IV, p. 192.  
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Christianity and resigns herself to her fate. She sees death as the only solution to end 

enslavement and wishes for it, but when a missionary teaches her the Bible, she realises that 

her only escape from her enslaved life is a Christian death. Converted, she preaches to her 

fellow slaves that all are sinners, and that they must forgive their master’s mistreatment of 

them if they want their sins forgiven. Not all the abolitionist poetry of this early phase of the 

campaign depicted the slave in this inexorably pathetic voice. William Cowper’s ‘negro’, in 

‘The Negro’s Complaint’ (1788), bemoans his cruel treatment on the plantation but he also 

challenges the presumed rights of his enslavement: ‘What are England’s rights, I ask, | Me 

from my delights to sever, | Me to torture, me to task?’.35 The poem moves from an abject 

voice to a discourse about the rights of man. Although Cowper gives his negro the capacity to 

question the enlightenment discourses concerning the nature of humanity, the penultimate 

stanza returns to the conventional established discourse of abolitionist propaganda. 

What distinguishes ‘The African’ (1822) from these other poems is the hero’s ability 

to claim freedom and rebel against his physical bondage. In this poem, the male slave-

protagonist, Orenzebe, is depicted as being fiercely angry over his enslavement. Cowper’s 

negro, too, is fiercely angry, but his is the anger of moral indignation and contempt rather 

than violence. Orenzebe does not lament or complain of his bondage or look to Christian 

instruction to pacify him; instead, he escapes to the forests and exacts vengeance on his 

former masters by murdering them and plundering their estates. Barrett Browning represents 

Orenzebe as a rebellious, violent, menacing slave, fighting to the death to maintain the 

freedom he has achieved. Similarly, the female slave in Barrett Browning’s ‘The Runaway 

Slave’ is rendered as defiant and resistive, a representation which contrasts considerably with 

More’s Yamba. Barrett Browning’s fugitive black woman runs away from her oppressors, 

                                                 
35 For William Cowper’s poem, see Slavery, Abolition and Emancipation, IV, pp. 75-77.  
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curses rather than blesses them, and transgresses against what their forebears held sacred. 

Rather than capitulating to her masters, she boldly condemns them and urges insurrection of 

the other slaves.  

Unlike Barrett Browning’s characterisation of the enslaved African, Wordsworth has 

contributed to the tradition of abolitionist discourse which represents the slave as passive, 

pitiful and dying. This is most evident in his sonnet triad, inspired by the revolutions in 

France and the Caribbean island of Haiti. These sonnets, ‘To Toussaint L’Ouverture’ (1798), 

‘September 1st, 1802’ and ‘To Thomas Clarkson’ (1807) were collected under the title 

‘Poems Dedicated to National Independence and Liberty’, suggesting, perhaps, that their 

composition had more to do with contributing to the general libertarian rhetoric engendered 

by the revolutionary movement in France than with the national campaign for abolition in 

Britain.36 

The first two sonnets about the imprisoned black leader and insurrectionist 

L’Ouverture, and an unnamed black female slave ejected from France offer the typical 

sentimental rhetoric of the suffering slave prevalent in abolitionist literature. The octave of 

‘To Toussaint L’Ouverture’ evokes sympathy for the rebel leader’s sad demise and 

incarceration. The ‘most unhappy Man of Men!’ (l. 1) is how the poet addresses Toussaint, 

and goes on to describe him as a ‘miserable Chieftain!’ (l. 5) who is in ‘bonds’ (l. 7). This 

comes after the surprisingly detached, alliterative, ‘some dark dungeon’s noiseless den’ (l. 4). 

L’Ouverture has relinquished power to his captors and is in a pitiable condition awaiting 

certain death. Despite his imprisonment, Wordsworth encourages him to ‘wear a cheerful 

brow’ and, in a glowing tribute in the final sestet, presents a sanguine picture of his prospect:  

 

                                                 
36 For Wordsworth’s sonnets, see Slavery, Abolition and Emancipation, IV, 270-272. 
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Thou hast left behind 

Powers that will work for thee; air, earth, skies; 

There’s not a breathing of the common wind 

That will forget thee. (ll. 9-12). 

 

 

The sight-rhyme which ‘behind’ (l. 9) creates with ‘wind’ (l. 11) is jarring, yet it makes sense 

semantically if one thinks of the wind as giving support by pushing an object along from 

behind. This sense is maintained in the quick-paced enjambed lines (9 and 10) which propel 

the reader forward to contemplate Haiti’s bright future. The basis for this optimism lies in the 

power of the imagination, ‘Man’s unconquerable mind’ (l. 14), for though Toussaint dies, his 

death has the power to reverberate sympathy for generations to come and thus he ‘die[s] not’ 

(l. 6). Wordsworth is speaking here of legacy, an individual’s capacity to resurrect memory, 

and stir others to action. Thus, he elevates L’Ouverture to the status of a Romantic hero, 

immortalising him in the lines of his sonnet. 

This positive construction of Wordsworth’s poem, however, is undercut by the 

sonnet’s timing and the poetic mode he employs to articulate his subject. Wordsworth’s 

fictive tribute to L’Ouverture is set not in the rebel’s moment of success and glory – his 

executing a successful rebellion against the French – but in the aftermath of his defeat by his 

former enslavers. This is the moment the reader is invited to contemplate, a miserable, 

imprisoned and disempowered leader rather than a formidable rebel fighting and leading an 

insurrection. Wordsworth retreats into an abolitionist discourse that represents the enslaved 

black as pitiable and passive. Furthermore, he adopts this politically safe discourse by 

shifting the emphasis from and obscuring the real reason for Toussaint’s imprisonment ‘in 

some dark dungeon’ (l. 4). His oppressive and inhumane end is the retribution of his captors, 

his masters, for his fighting for liberty and equality, the very ideals they themselves had 

fought for. Wordsworth also sets Toussaint’s ordeal in the pastoral mode, appropriating the 
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image of a whistling farmer ploughing the field into the narrative of the ‘Chief’s’ misfortune. 

This rustic setting obscures the more incendiary issues of an insurrection engendered by race 

and bondage. As Helen Thomas has argued, Wordsworth conceals the abolition campaign by 

withdrawing from its original focus (2000: 110). That is, he uses Romanticism to supplant the 

political concerns of abolitionism.  

 In ‘September 1, 1802’, another sonnet constructed like ‘To Toussaint L’Ouverture’ 

around a black subject’s moment of defeat, a female slave is deported from France during the 

Revolution. ‘A Negro Woman’ (l. 3), a fellow traveller in Wordsworth’s carriage from 

Calais, comes to our attention as an object of pity and emblem of passivity, portrayed as 

‘Dejected, meek’ and ‘pitiably tame’ (l. 5). The speaker appeals for sympathy for this ‘poor 

Out-cast’ (l. 13), pointing out the ‘unfeeling Ordinance’ (l. 14) which banished her from 

imperial France because of her race. Wordsworth’s sentimental appeal draws attention to the 

black woman’s oppression, but at the same time his surveillance deflects from this injustice, 

accentuating her incongruous position as a black woman in a white world, camouflaged as a 

white lady – ‘in gaudy array’ (l. 2) ‘like a Lady gay’ (l. 3). Significantly, her appearance 

makes a striking counterpoint to her oppression. The black woman’s agency, too, is dubious, 

for she speaks reluctantly or incoherently – ‘on our proffered kindness still did lay | A weight 

of languid speech’ (ll. 7-8) and ‘Was silent’ (l. 9). Wordsworth appropriates the pain and 

articulates the suffering – what Wood calls ‘the poet’s project of power’ (2000: 237) – of this 

‘Out-cast’ (l. 13) who could not articulate her own feelings and must therefore rely on him.  

In the final poem in the triad, ‘To Thomas Clarkson’, the black rebel leader Toussaint, 

during the moment of his greatest vulnerability, is juxtaposed with the white abolitionist 

leader who had just witnessed the passage of the Bill to end the transatlantic slave trade. 

Thomas Clarkson, along with a group of Quakers, was the founder of the Society for the 
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Abolition of the Slave Trade. Wordsworth addresses him in grandiloquent, effusive language, 

lines which contain none of the uncertainty which eclipses the tribute he makes to Toussaint, 

concerning the abolitionist’s memory to the world. Wordsworth’s apostrophe to Clarkson 

extols him as a ‘firm friend of human kind!’ (l. 14), and he presents Clarkson as a fellow 

slave of the Africans and as a sufferer in the abolitionist cause, hailing him as a ‘true yoke-

fellow’ (l. 8) for his ‘bloody Writing’ (l. 11). Wordsworth depicts Clarkson as the real 

warrior who ‘lead[s] forth this pilgrimage sublime’ (l. 5) and whose ‘constant Voice its 

charge repeat[s]’ (l. 6) from his ‘fervent prime’ (l. 4). There is no moment in Clarkson’s 

abolitionist activities that is not praised; on the other hand, Wordsworth tells us nothing of 

Toussaint’s exploits, eliding his revolutionary activities that would add to our memory of 

him. Wordsworth’s publishing the two sonnets together juxtaposes them, for ‘To Toussaint 

L’Ouverture’ when viewed alongside ‘To Thomas Clarkson’ becomes a less poignant work.  

While Wordsworth succeeds in impersonating abolitionist propaganda, abolitionism is 

not a cause he claims and neither does he make such a claim for his sonnets. In other words, 

though the poems might be mistaken for abolitionist verse because of their subject matter and 

timing, Wordsworth is not specifically supporting the antislavery cause. Citing his personal 

detachment as justification for disengaging from the national movement for the abolition of 

slavery, Wordsworth unflinchingly suggests, on his return to England in 1792 after spending 

a year abroad in France, that abolitionism is a supererogatory cause: 

 

When to my native land, 

 After a whole year’s absence, I returned, 

 I found the air yet busy with the stir 

 Of a contention which had been raised up 

 Against the traffickers in Negro blood, 

 […] 

   For me that strife had ne’er 

 Fastened on my affections, nor did now 
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Its unsuccessful issue much excite 

My sorrow. (The Prelude, Book X, 235-248; 254-257). 

 

 In the first part of the passage, these lines of blank verse are full of details forced into a 

single sentence which runs on for ten lines preparing the reader for the second part. 

Wordsworth expresses his unambiguous lack of enthusiasm and sympathy for the object of 

the cause in these closing lines. He is not disappointed at the movement’s failure, ‘Its 

unsuccessful issue’ – a reference to the defeat of the motion in Parliament to abolish the trade 

in April 1791. 

Wordsworth did not alter his view when he revised the 1805 edition of this 

autobiographical poem, alternatively titled The Growth of a Poet’s Mind, in 1850, the year of 

his death. Thomas argues that he ‘endeavours to sever himself from any overt identification 

with the abolitionist movement (2000:111). Rather than advocating abolition, he points 

instead to the prospect of a successful French Revolution – its struggle for ‘Liberty’ (l. 253) – 

that would inevitably trickle down, bring about gradual abolition which would make the 

movement unnecessary, since slavery ‘Would fall together with its parent tree!’ (l. 262). 

Wordsworth was writing at a time when the ideals of unity, liberty and equality were taking 

hold on both sides of the English Channel. However, his view of liberty for the enslaved 

African is shrouded in a liberationist ideal that is removed from the socio-historical moment 

of the slave trade and slavery itself. Wordsworth’s attitude toward slavery, as Wood suggests, 

was one that did not view Atlantic slavery as a prime subject for his work (2003: 231). In 

Chapter 3, I will return to Wordsworth’s influence on Barrett Browning, focusing on how his 

Lyrical Ballads (1798) serves as a structural and thematic model which she subverts and 

revises in her abolitionist poem ‘The Runaway Slave’.  
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Contrasting with Wordsworth is the dissenting qualities and forthrightness of 

Barbauld’s poetry. Her poems about oppression and liberty are violent in tone, inciting 

rebellion and employing extreme rhetoric, critical of the government and the status quo. Her 

attack against slavery is perhaps nowhere more compellingly expressed than in her ‘Epistle to 

William Wilberforce, Esq. On the Rejection of the Bill for Abolishing the Slave Trade’ 

(1791).37 Wilberforce was the main representative in Parliament for the movement for the 

Society for the Abolition of the Slave and a co-founder with Clarkson. In a letter to her father 

in February 1788, a year after the establishment of the Society, Barbauld expressed the hope 

that ‘the abolition of the slave trade will not prove all in vain’ (Ellis 1874: 178). Her 

comment was prescient, for in 1791 the Bill failed. After exhorting Wilberforce to ‘Cease’ (l. 

1) his life’s work for the abolitionist cause, the speaker reflects:  

 

 Freedom’s eager sons, in vain foretold 

A new Astrean reign, an age of gold: 

She knows and she persists — Still Afric bleeds, 

Unchecked, the human traffic still proceeds; 

She stamps her infamy to future time, 

And on her hardened forehead seals the crime. (ll. 13- 18).38 

 

Along with the anaphora ‘Still Afric bleeds’ and ‘still proceeds’, the rhyming of ‘in vain’ 

with ‘Astrean reign’ reinforces the dark place the campaign has reached in its effort to 

abolish the slave trade. The passage’s disappointed condemnatory tone and gloomy diction 

(‘human traffic’, ‘infamy’, ‘crime’) are intensely critical of the British nation which Barbauld 

likens to Astrea, an allusion to the goddess of divine justice who, according to Ovid’s 

                                                 
37 For Barbauld’s poem, see Slavery, Abolition and Emancipation, IV, pp. 161-169. 

Subsequent references to this poem will be shortened to the ‘Epistle to William Wilberforce’. 
38 Ibid. 
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Metamorphosis lived among men but abandoned the earth when the golden age ended, 

presumably because of her abhorrence at the crimes of humanity.39 The reference is a serious 

indictment of Barbauld’s own country and reflects her disillusionment in wishing for 

Wilberforce to abandon the campaign. Any of Barbauld’s contemporaries reading ‘The 

Epistle to Wilberforce’ would have understood that she blamed the British Parliament for the 

failure of the Bill and for the continuance of the slave trade in ‘infamy to future time’ (l. 17).  

Barbauld’s rhetoric in another poem, ‘On the Expected General Rising of the French 

Nation, in 1792’, published a year after the ‘Epistle to William Wilberforce’, is violent and 

more radical in tone.40 Its subject is the French Revolution and not Atlantic slavery. 

Nonetheless, this thirty-six-line long prophetic poem, expressing pro-revolutionary 

sympathies, illustrates Barbauld’s political radicalism and situates her as a fierce opponent of 

oppression and a lover of liberty. In the following passage, the speaker incites the French 

populace to action: 

 

 Rise, mighty nation, in thy strength, 

 And deal thy dreadful vengeance round; 

 Let thy great spirit, roused at length, 

 Strike hordes of despots to the ground! 

  

[…] 

Briareus-like extend thy hands, 

That every hand may crush a foe; 

In millions pour thy generous bands, 

And end a warfare by a blow! (ll. 1-4, 17-20). 

 

                                                 
39 See The Dictionary of Greek and Roman Biography and Mythology, ed by William Smith, 

3 vols (London: Murray, 1880), I: Abaeus to Dysponteus, p. 408 <www.archive.org>.  
40 For ‘On the Expected General Rising of the French Nation, in 1792’, see The Works of 
Anna Laetitia Barbauld with a Memoir, in Two Volumes, ed by Lucy Aiken (London: 

Longman, Hurst, Rees, Orne, Brown, and Green, 1825), vol. 1, 180-182 (p. 180), Stanzas 1 

and 5. Online book <www.hathitrust.org>. 

http://www.archive.org/
http://www.hathitrust.org/
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In these lines of prevailingly iambic tetrameter, the spondees (‘Rise mighty’ and ‘Strikes 

hordes) are substituted for iambs in the opening of lines 1 and 4.  The relatively weak stresses 

on the sixth syllable (‘in’ and ‘to’) in each of these lines create the illusion of swift movement 

to accomplish the speaker’s call for quick action and the annihilation of the enemies. This 

sense of urgency is kept up throughout the passage. The poem’s language is fiercely 

confrontational and violent, and the speaker (Barbauld) urges rebellion, exhorting the people 

in the alliterative line, ‘Deal thy dreadful vengeance’ to ‘strike hordes of despots to the 

ground’ and ‘crush a foe’. The incitement ends with the paradoxical ‘end a warfare by a 

blow!’  

This unrelenting language of agitation is taken up decades later in Barrett Browning’s 

ekphrastic sonnet the ‘Greek Slave’ in which the speaker incites the beautiful marble statue 

of a female slave to resist its oppressors, to pierce and break up ‘The serfdom of this world!’ 

(l. 9) and to ‘strike and shame the strong’ (l. 11), just as Barbauld’s speaker urges the French 

nation to ‘strike hordes of despots to the ground’. Barrett Browning’s abolition poems share 

with Barbauld’s the same tonal violence, language of incitement, exhortation to violence and 

the extremism of rhetoric. Barbauld could therefore be seen as the precursor to Barrett 

Browning’s violent poetry in defence of the black slaves. Although Barbauld’s lyric poem 

entreats the French revolutionaries, and not the enslaved Africans in British colonies, it 

shares with Barrett Browning’s antislavery poems the same radicalism and desire for liberty. 

Barbauld was a prominent political radical (Armstrong and Bristow 1998: 1). How 

radical an impact her poetry had on its eighteenth-century audience might be judged from the 

words of Horace Walpole (1717-1797), a leading Whig politician, who inveighs against her. 

In her biographical sketch of Barbauld, Ellis describes Walpole’s reaction to the ‘Epistle to 

William Wilberforce’ in a letter he wrote to the poet Hannah More in 1791: 
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In writing to Miss Hannah More in the same year, he alludes again to the “Epistle” to 

Wilberforce and tells Miss More that [her] poem on slavery, then lately published, 

differs widely from that of her friend, to whom he evidently felt the strongest dislike 

of one of the opposition party. “Deborah [Barbauld] may cant rhymes of compassion, 

– she is a hypocrite; and you shall not make me read, nor with all your sympathy and 

candor can you esteem her. Your compassion for the blacks is genuine, sincere from 

your soul, most amiable: hers, a measure of faction”. (1874: 192). 

 

Walpole’s aggressive critique seems to be a personal attack against Barbauld.41 His 

disparaging epithet ‘Deborah’, a biblical allusion to the wife and prophetess who fought 

against Israel’s oppressors and was known to be an agitator (and quite a fearless one), 

suggests that Barbauld is intemperate in her rhetoric of violence and rebellion, and has gone 

beyond the acceptable decorum for a woman.42 By denouncing her as a ‘hypocrite’, Walpole 

appears to be targeting her privileged status in a country she seems to despise. He might also 

be suggesting that it is hypocritical to attack one’s own class and country. However, as Ellis 

notes, Barbauld loved her country but she was not blind to its faults (1874: 273). As the 

daughter of an eminent and learned Dissenting clergyman, she was among the English middle 

classes (Ellis 1974: 4-5, 12). Walpole’s implicit comparison of the ‘Epistle to William 

Wilberforce’ to More’s earlier work is quite possibly a reference to her abolition work 

‘Slavery, A Poem’ (1788). More’s poem is conventional, and typical of all her abolition 

poems, in that it preaches the slaves’ submission to their masters, represents them as ignorant 

(Richardson 1999: 103) and advocates their evangelism rather than attacking the slavery 

                                                 
41 I have not been able to determine at what point Walpole harboured his unflattering views 

of Barbauld, but he was on familiar terms with the poet before this comment. In a letter to the 

Countess of Ossory in 1774, he tells her that ‘“Miss Aikin has been here this morning (she is 

just married); she desired to see the Castle of Otranto (Strawberry Hill); I let her see all the 

antiquities of it”’. See, Ellis, Memoirs, Letters, p. 62. Walpole was the architect of the Castle 

and is the author of the novel The Castle of Otranto (1764). 
42 See Judges Chapters 4 and 5.  
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system which enslaves them. In contrast, the ‘Epistle to William Wilberforce’ is radical, 

condemning Britain for thriving on the trade and on the blood of the enslaved.   

 As I have pointed out above, Barbauld’s influence on Barrett Browning’s antislavery 

work can be seen in the latter’s tonal violence and the rhetorical modes she uses to denounce 

injustice and exhort nations and individuals to act for change. The dissenting qualities, 

forthrightness and unswerving nature of Barbauld’s work are evident in Barrett Browning’s 

poems. Barrett Browning also builds on her precursor’s radicalism with a startling explicit 

violence and extremist rhetoric in ‘The African’, ‘The Runaway Slave’ and Casa Guidi 

Windows that are not seen in Barbauld’s writings. The black slaves in Barrett Browning’s 

poems are empowered and are agents of their own liberation in the same way that the actual 

figures in her poem on contemporary European or Italian politics are exhorted to resist their 

oppressors to achieve an independent and free Italy. At the same time, Barrett Browning’s 

treatment of the enslaved characters and the suppressed Italians in her antislavery poems is 

fundamentally different from the abolitionism of Wordsworth and her Romantic precursors in 

general, including those whom I have identified above, several of whose work I will return to 

in the next chapter. 

 

Summary of the Thesis 

 

To demonstrate that Barrett Browning’s representation of the enslaved is a counter-

narrative to the mainstream abolitionist discourse of her predecessors and contemporaries, I 

begin with a discussion of her antislavery juvenilia in Chapter 2. Entitled ‘Antislavery Poems 

1: The West Indies’, the chapter examines ‘The African’ and ‘The Appeal’, considering how 

they revise abolitionist propaganda and offer alternative statements to mainstream 
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abolitionists about the colonised Other. The first part of the chapter, ‘The African’, shows 

that Barrett Browning’s construction of the central figures redraws the abolitionist paradigm 

of the enslaved African. Orenzebe is characterised as a Byronic hero, a figure of social 

rebellion and defiance, who is politically conscious, aware of his enslaved condition, and 

initiates and successfully achieves his own liberation through rebellion. Orenzebe’s co-

protagonist, his sister Affa, is constructed as an emotionally complex character in an intense 

brother-sister relationship, redolent of the sibling bond in much Romantic and nineteenth-

century literature. The chapter takes as its starting point a comparative analysis of some of 

the earliest abolitionist works in verse and prose from the 1770s to the 1820s – beginning 

with ‘The Dying Negro’ (1773) by Thomas Day and John Bicknell, moving through several 

prototypical poems and culminating with the narrative ‘The Grateful Slave’ (1804) by Maria 

Edgeworth. This analytic survey demonstrates how ‘The African’ (1820) subverts the 

sentimental rhetoric and conventions of abolitionist topoi of the despondent, passive, suicidal 

or grateful slave depicted in abolitionist propaganda. I aim to show that Barrett Browning, 

apart from adopting and reimagining the non-fictional source account for ‘The African’, 

reaches back to an earlier age and to the seventeenth-century work of Aphra Behn to revivify 

the theme of slave rebellion. Although ‘The African’ exemplifies Byronic elements and 

imitates abolitionist conventions, it nonetheless brings newness to them by rewriting 

abolitionist discourse. 

In the second part of the chapter, my analysis of ‘The Appeal’ demonstrates how this 

short but complex poem is an intervention in the act of emancipation. It is also an injunction 

to Parliament to free the slaves in the West Indies, as it critiques British territorial expansion, 

economic exploitation and imperial might. The language of the poem, ambiguous throughout, 

commands the British popular conscience not to break the chain of human sympathy and 
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compassion that binds all men, while at the same time incites them to sever the chain of 

chattel slavery that fetters the African. The ambiguity of the poem’s language, its religious 

rhetoric on the one hand and political argument on the other, makes it two poems in one – 

what Armstrong astutely calls the ‘double poem’ (1993: 13). Overall, the chapter 

demonstrates that these juvenile poems are the beginning of Barrett Browning’s engagement 

with antislavery, and not the first substantial work she produced within the first months of her 

marriage to Robert Browning (Stone 2003: 35; Miller 2014: 538). Rather these earlier works 

presage her mature antislavery poems, notably in ‘The Runaway Slave’ and ‘A Curse for a 

Nation’, all of which share a common rhetoric of violence and denunciation of imperial 

oppression. Further, neither ‘The Runaway Slave’ nor ‘A Curse for a Nation’ is conservative 

in the conventional sense that characterised abolitionist poetry (Miller 2014: 538-539), as 

some critics argue, when these mature poems are placed within the trajectory of her 

antislavery writings.  

Chapter 3 turns to Barrett Browning’s two most familiar abolitionist poems, ‘The 

Runaway Slave’ and ‘A Curse for a Nation’, which were both initially published in The 

Liberty Bell. This is one reason the two poems are examined together though they are 

chronologically separated by Casa Guidi Windows. The first part of the chapter focuses on 

‘The Runaway Slave’ as a re-inscription of the cultural legacy of the Landing of the Pilgrim 

Fathers in New England in both the literary and visual representations of the event. It also 

expands on the critical body of work that discusses Barrett Browning’s engagement with 

these discourses, particularly through Hemans’s poem, but it does so extensively, considering 

a wider range of sources and in more depth. Building on the intertextual engagement of ‘The 

Runaway Slave’ with several of Wordsworth’s ballads and Hemans’s death song of an Indian 

woman, I show that the poem is a political interrogation of various discourses of oppression 
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against which Barrett Browning is writing, namely the tropes of patient female suffering, 

infanticide and madness, all of which are symptomatic of imperial oppression. Through her 

representation of the fugitive slave woman, Barrett Browning questions the American 

national discourse of exceptionalism, which portrays America as a land of freedom and 

liberty for all; assuming the voice of the slave, she condemns the economic and sexual 

exploitation of the black woman by her slave masters. Like Orenzebe in ‘The African’, the 

runaway slave successfully, though briefly achieves, freedom both metaphorically and 

literally, empowering herself through cursing and by symbolically killing the slave masters. 

In the second part of Chapter 3, I consider the ways in which ‘A Curse for a Nation’ is 

a double poem. My analysis shows how the work allows for a double and simultaneous 

reading as a poem either about England or America, acquiring two sets of meanings in the 

context of its publication in the 1856 issue of an abolitionist journal in America, The Liberty 

Bell, and in an Italian collection, Poems Before Congress, printed in England in 1860. That 

the poem is ambiguous and sustains two sets of references simultaneously is not a matter of 

chance. This interchangeability of facts is Barrett Browning’s way of linking the two nations 

together, a convergence which can be traced back to their abuses as well as the political and 

trading agreements which have sustained their practices of imperial exploitation and 

oppression. I argue that, as a white child of a slave owner, Barrett Browning was not unaware 

of the need to find forms of authority for speaking on behalf of the enslaved. In speaking on 

the difficult political subject of slavery in public, Barrett Browning roots the question of 

authority through genre, transforming the prophetic discourse that is essentially a prose 

narrative, into a poetic one. More generally, ‘A Curse for a Nation’, like the other poems in 

Barrett Browning’s antislavery oeuvre, critiques colonial or imperial practices, British 

national self-interests, the Missouri Compromise (1820) and the Fugitive Slave Law (1850) 
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of the United States, as well as the transatlantic pact between Europe and America called the 

Ostend Manifesto (1854).  

 In the last of the core chapters, entitled ‘Risorgimento and Antislavery’, I seek to 

establish Casa Guidi Windows as an antislavery poem in its own right. The chapter argues 

that Barrett Browning views oppression in Europe as directly analogous to slavery, that is, 

she sees imperial subjection in Italy, and elsewhere, as part of the same problem as chattel 

slavery in America. A synthesis of Barrett Browning’s political concerns with liberation in 

her other antislavery work, Casa Guidi Windows engages in a cosmopolitanism that 

challenges a global and diverse range of situations in Italy and across Austrian, Russian, 

French and British empires as well as American spheres of interest. Chapter 4 draws together 

Barrett Browning’s antislavery and anti-imperialist agenda along with the themes and issues 

from her abolition works such as the ‘Greek Slave’ and ‘A Curse for a Nation’. For example, 

‘A Curse for a Nation’ shares with Casa Guidi Windows a similar ambiguity of readership in 

that both poems were written in different political contexts which invite speculation as to 

whether they target an American or English audience. Apart from revealing the common 

links between the Italian Risorgimento and American antislavery, Chapter 4 is also interested 

in Barrett Browning’s mobilisation of art for liberation in the dialogue she initiates with 

Michelangelo’s statues named for night and day and Hiram Powers’s The Greek Slave. 

Further, the chapter shows how Britain’s non-interventionist policy in European affairs 

functions as a collusion in the oppression of the subjugated, disenfranchised and unfortunate 

peoples of Europe.  

This chapter also shows that the bipartite structure of Casa Guidi Windows is 

connected through the ‘crystal walls, too lucid to perceive’ (1: 949) – Barrett Browning’s 

ideal church – and the Roman Catholic Church of Part 1 and the Crystal Palace of Part 2. 
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Barrett Browning associates these two temples, the Church and the Palace, with darkness 

rather than light and condemns them as repositories of evil. The chapter demonstrates that the 

hope of liberation in both parts of the poem goes unfulfilled. It requires the light of Barrett 

Browning’s young son, whom she elevates as the symbol of hope for Italian liberation, to 

eradicate the darkness of oppression and the slave-like conditions of the Italians; she erects 

him as the symbol of hope for Italian liberation. The chapter shows that Casa Guidi Windows 

engages in intertextual dialogues with Byron’s Childe Harold and William Makepeace 

Thackeray’s ‘May Day Ode’ (1851), confronting corruption and the oppression of the weak 

by the strong, subjects on which these two works largely remain silent. Barrett Browning 

repudiates these evils in her poetry, defending the weak and incites them to resist their 

oppression. 

The thesis ends with a final chapter on Barrett Browning’s notion of political 

liberation and returns to some of the difficult and unresolved questions posed in the 

Introduction and throughout the thesis, concerning Barrett Browning’s privileged life as a 

child of the English landed gentry and whether this undermines her sympathetic engagement 

with the oppressed whom she represents in her work. I hope to show that Barrett Browning 

resolves this issue in her final major work, Aurora Leigh. The challenge of projecting oneself 

imaginatively and sympathetically into the plight of the individual is one Barrett Browning 

raises in this work through Romney Leigh’s critique of Aurora’s poetry in Book Two, and 

which Aurora later counters in Book Eight. Romney makes a double critique of Aurora’s 

inability to comprehend the political systems and social arrangements that produce injustice 

in the world, on the grounds that she fails to see the larger social picture because she focuses 

on an individual’s plight and that she has no moral entitlement to sympathise with the 

personal suffering of the slave. Romney seems to be suggesting that poetry fails as a political 
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or social tool. While a portion of his criticism might apply to ‘The Runaway Slave’ or ‘The 

Cry of the Children’, A Curse for a Nation’ and Casa Guidi Windows demonstrate that poetry 

can uncover patterns of injustice and can offer a more systematic understanding of global 

processes which underpin oppression and injustice. Aurora’s counter response to Romney is 

that the poet needs contact with the individual, fictitious or actual, to stimulate concern and to 

force individuals into recognising injustice as a moral as well as a political problem. Above 

all, the Conclusion demonstrates that Aurora Leigh addresses and resolves the issues of 

liberty Barrett Browning addresses in her antislavery corpus. 
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Chapter 2 

Antislavery Poems I: The West Indies 

 

In Barrett Browning’s juvenile poems ‘The African’ and ‘The Appeal’, she implicitly 

advocates for liberty of the enslaved Africans in Britain’s West Indian colonies. These two 

early poems introduce a radically dissenting voice which becomes more forthright and fully 

established in her mature work. Barrett Browning’s rhetoric in the poems surpasses that of 

her immediate literary predecessors and contemporaries who were writing antislavery or 

abolition propaganda in the late eighteenth and early nineteenth centuries. ‘The African’ is an 

early derivative abolition poem, but was not published – unlike The Essay on Mind – during 

Barrett Browning’s lifetime.43 Sandra Donaldson notes that the slave character, Orenzebe, in 

the poem is evocative of the male-protagonists in John Dryden’s Auren-Zebe (1675) and 

Aphra Behn’s Oroonoko; or, History of the Royal Slave (1688). Donaldson observes that the 

homophonic name ‘Orenzebe’ is suggestive of Auren-Zebe.44 Though Dryden’s play engages 

with the theme of captivity and servitude in the early seventeenth century, it is not explicitly 

about colonial slavery as is Behn’s novella. Orenzebe also owes a general rather than a 

specific inheritance to Lord Byron’s figure of the outcast, but Barrett Browning creates a 

compellingly novel Byronic hero in a new and contentious context. ‘The African’ is 

derivative, but it nonetheless subverts, revises and extends the tropes and conventions of the 

abolitionist discourse it imitates. 

                                                 
43 Barrett Browning considered her book-length poem An Essay on Mind (1826), written 

when she was seventeen or eighteen years old, as ‘imitative in its form’ and influenced by 

Pope. See her letter to Richard Hengist Horne, dated 5 October 1843, in BC, VII (1989), pp. 

352-357. 
44 See the headnote to ‘The African’ in WEBB, V, 391-392 (p. 391).  
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As noted in the Introduction, ‘The African’ has links to the abolitionist propaganda of 

writers such as William Roscoe, Mary Robinson and Robert Southey, whose works I discuss 

later in the chapter. Along with ‘The Appeal’, it demonstrates a more complex engagement 

with antislavery than the works of the writers it emulates, revises and builds on, offering 

more radical discursive statements about the colonised Other. Crucially, these youthful 

poems are connected by their specific focus on colonial contexts and implicit challenge to 

and critique of imperial practices. They are framed by two momentous acts in British colonial 

history:  the legal abolition of the transatlantic slave trade in 1807 and the formal 

emancipation of the slaves in 1834. ‘The African’ was composed in 1822 long after the first 

wave of antislavery campaign (1787-1807) but before the second (1825-1838), while ‘The 

Appeal’ was published several months before the successful passage of the Bill for the 

emancipation of the slaves in the British West Indies in July 1833.  

This chapter is divided into two main sections, one for each of the poems. The first 

part of section one discusses the provenance of the ‘The African’ and compares it to Richard 

Barrett’s account of a runaway slave that he gave to Barrett Browning to assess the degree to 

which she modifies or reimagines it. Following this, I explore how Barrett Browning borrows 

from and builds on the antislavery writings of her predecessors, while drawing on the 

seventeenth-century topos of a slave rebellion to revivify the theme and bring newness to it. 

To demonstrate that ‘The African’ stands out as a more radical poem than its precursors, I 

also compare Orenzebe’s rebellion to a slave insurrection in Maria Edgeworth’s ‘The 

Grateful Negro’ (1804). In addition, I seek to reconcile Barrett Browning’s apparent dual 

project in her portrayal of the two central characters, Orenzebe and his sister Affa. Whereas 

he is modelled on the prototype of Oroonoko – the representation of an African prince who is 

abducted from his native land, sold into colonial slavery, and rebels against his enslavers – 
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from Behn’s 1688 novel of that name, there is no clear existing model within abolition 

discourse for her construction.45 Significantly, this project is the first to examine and analyse 

these concerns in ‘The African’ in any detail. 

The second section of the chapter examines ‘The Appeal’. I argue that the poem can 

be read as an injunction to Britain to end its imperial practices of territorial expansion, 

exploitation and the enslavement of the colonised Other. It is not, as Mermin suggests, 

promulgating an evangelical mission (1989: 55). Reading the work as a ‘double poem’, I 

analyse its overtly religious and implicitly political attitudes to slavery and how these 

apparently divergent issues create tensions that compete for meaning within the poem’s 

broader historical context. Additionally, I compare ‘The Appeal’ to a contemporaneous work, 

‘The African’ (1831) by Letitia Elizabeth Landon (L.E.L.), which, like ‘The Appeal’, was 

published in the emancipation period.46 In comparing Barrett Browning’s poem to this work, 

I aim to highlight its bolder and more radical criticism of imperialism and slavery.  

 

Origin of ‘The African’ and Modification of its Source 

  

  Barrett Browning wrote ‘The African’ when she was about sixteen years old while at 

Gloucester, where she spent a year under doctors’ care during a protracted illness which 

started in the summer of 1821 (Dennis 1996: 40-41). However, I have found no references to 

                                                 
45 For a discussion of the Oroonoko prototype, see David Brion Davis, The Problem of 
Slavery in Western Culture (Oxford: OUP, 1966; 1988), p. 475) and Moira Ferguson, Subject 
to Others: British Women Writers and Colonial Slavery, 1670-1834 (London; Routledge, 

1992), Ch. 2 ‘Oroonoko: Birth of a Paradigm’, pp. 27-49. For the characterization of Affa 

Barrett Browning might have drawn on Dryden’s Indamora, a captive queen betrothed to 

Aureng-Zebe though in the poem Affa is Orenzebe’s beloved sister. 
46 Seymour Drescher points out that the emancipation phase or cycle of antislavery lasted 

from 1823-1838. See his Abolition: A History of Slavery and Antislavery (Cambridge: 

Cambridge University Press, 2009), p. 248.  
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it in any of the letters to or from her family members at their Hope End mansion or from any 

of the poet’s correspondents in London. It was not published during Barrett Browning’s 

lifetime until recently when the editors of The Works of Elizabeth Barrett Browning 

identified the complete text among drafts in a folder in the British Library. The folder also 

contained two other unpublished poems ‘Leila’ and ‘The Enchantress’, the last of which was 

dated 13 May 1822.47 The adolescent Elizabeth Barrett had sought publication for ‘Leila’, a 

narrative poem about the murderous revenge of a prisoner against his captor, a Mediterranean 

privateer. Dedicated to the poet and editor of The New Monthly Magazine Thomas Campbell, 

the poem was rejected for publication by him on the grounds that it ‘is open to many 

objections’ and that the public is unlikely to admire it because of its ‘story and main effect’.48 

He also rejected a second poem, possibly ‘The Enchantress’, and refused to read it, claiming, 

‘I have neither the eye-sight nor the leisure for it – I return you therefore the Ms’.49 Campbell 

did not say what the objectionable element in ‘Leila’ was, or disclose why it would have been 

unpopular had it been published; his critique might have cast further light on Barrett 

Browning’s treatment of the themes of captivity and liberty. Campbell’s reaction to ‘Leila’ is 

striking, considering his own juvenile explorations on the subject of slavery in The Pleasures 

of Hope (1799) and Wendell Phillips’s comment about his support for American antislavery 

as standing out above that of others.50 

Whereas we are told of the failed attempts to publish ‘Leila’ and ‘The Enchantress’, 

there is no mention of ‘The African’. It was not until twenty years later that Barrett Browning 

                                                 
47 See the headnote to ‘The African’, WEBB, V, 391-392. See also Note 3 (p. 392). 
48 Campbell’s first letter to Barrett Browning is dated 28 August 1822. See BC, III (1985), 

164-165 (p.165). 
49 Campbell’s second letter to Barrett Browning is dated 1 December 1822. See BC, I (1984), 

169-170 and Note 2 on p. 170. See also, the editors’ note in WEBB, V, p. 392, Note 5. 
50 I discuss Wendell Phillips’s comment about Campbell more fully in Chapter 4.  
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alluded to the poem in a letter, dated 12 January 1842, to her friend Mary Russell Mitford. In 

reply to Mitford’s enquiry (which does not survive), she tells her that the Speaker of the 

House of Assembly in Jamaica ‘was a cousin of ours’ and ‘I remembered seeing him, when I 

was a child — and he gave me a subject for a poem about a runaway negro which I still have 

somewhere in his handwriting’.51 This identification led to Barrett Browning’s first allusion 

to the poem and, indeed, the acknowledgement of her indebtedness to her cousin Richard 

Barrett for it. She does not identify the work by title, but the headnote to the published poem 

in 2010 notes that Richard Barrett’s story was the inspiration for ‘The African’.52 

In Richard Barrett’s narrative, a slave, to whom the other slaves on the plantation give 

the ugly appellation ‘Copperbottom’, stages his own rebellion by running away from the 

estate, committing acts of violence against the plantation watchmen after threatening to raid 

their yam and plantain patches. Richard Barrett describes Copperbottom as physically odious 

with the ‘marks of his native country on the cheeks and forehead’; he was yellow 

complexioned ‘with a nose in all the African deformity of breadth’ which ‘gave him a fierce 

and forbidding countenance’ (NYPL MS Richard Barrett). Copperbottom is juxtaposed to 

another slave, Austin, a black overseer born in Jamaica who, ‘like most creole negroes’, ‘was 

of smooth skin and handsome’ (Ibid.). Austin is of a determined character and ‘faithful’ to 

the interests of his master. When Copperbottom threatens to rob the plantation where Austin 

works as a driver, the watchman Davy informs him of Copperbottom’s plan, and with cutlass 

                                                 
51 See The Letters of Elizabeth Barrett Browning to Mary Russell Mitford, 1836-1853, ed. by 

Meredith B. Raymond and Mary Rose Sullivan, 3 vols (Wedgestone: Winfield, Kansas, 

1983), I, 330-333 (p. 331). Subsequent reference to these volumes will be abbreviated to 

LMRM, followed by volume and page numbers. See also, BC, I (1984), 211-213 (p. 212). The 

manuscript version of Richard Barrett’s story is in the Berg Collection at the New York 

Public Library, New York – Barrett, Richard: ‘Austin was a Creole negro slave’. Holograph, 

unsigned and undated. 2. 1 (Browning, E. B.) 65b2496. 
52 See the headnote to ‘The African’, WEBB, V, p. 391. 
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in hand, Austin attacks the plunderer, delivering several violent blows to various parts of his 

body. Copperbottom defends himself, but Austin’s blows ‘fall thick’ on his opponent as the 

latter falls and dies, muttering curses on his killer (NYPL MS Richard Barrett). 

 In terms of plot only, Barrett Browning’s poem ‘The African’ is relatively consistent 

with Richard Barrett’s story. The events in her narrative, 688 lines long and written in two 

cantos, are also set in Jamaica. Except for the central figure Orenzebe, Copperbottom’s 

analogue, the other two male characters in the poem, Austin and Davie (spelt Davy in the 

story), are the namesakes of those in her cousin’s non-fictional account. Orenzebe escapes to 

the forests and remains there for many years, returning only at night to the plantation estates 

to steal their plantains. Planters, watchmen and overseers are terrified of him. One night when 

he goes to rob the estate on which Austin works, the latter challenges him; the two slaves 

battle until Austin defeats and kills Orenzebe – ‘Earth, received his last, last groan | And 

death’s last anguish checked its tone!’ (ll. 621- 622). 

The subject of runaway slaves was a significant one for Richard Barrett who, as an 

overseer for the plantations he managed in Jamaica, witnessed other planters’ economic loss 

from plunder (Barrett 2000: 76). The plantation owners’ problem of slaves fleeing the estates 

to become rebels or maroons was widespread in the Caribbean. The phenomenon was known 

as maroonage, whereby fugitives set up their communities in the impenetrable forests and 

mountainous regions of the islands, raided the neighbouring plantations, killed colonists and 

soldiers, and sometimes carried off slaves into captivity (Rice 1979: 233). To curtail these 

attacks against settlers and on the plantations, the English colonists signed successive treaties 

with leaders of maroon communities – in 1738 and 1739, for example.53 As part of the 

                                                 
53 For a contemporary history of runaway rebel slaves or maroons in Jamaica, see Robert 

Charles Dallas (1754-1824), The History of the Maroons, 2 vols, (London: A. Strahan for 

T.N. Longman and O. Rees, 1803), I, and Bryan Edwards (1743-1800), ‘Character, Manners, 
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agreement, the maroons were to be rewarded for returning newly runaway slaves, dead or 

alive, to the white masters. Paradoxically, post-treaty maroons who had fought for their own 

freedom collaborated with the settlers in apprehending and returning fugitive slaves who 

wanted to escape from the plantations just as they had, a practice which modern historians 

find very peculiar.54 The fact that it occurred suggests it was not unusual for the maroons, or 

even slaves who still lived on the plantations, to violently attack fugitives, like the 

confrontation between Austin and Copperbottom. These historical details suggest that the 

events in the account Richard Barrett gave Barrett Browning were comparable to the actual 

record of maroonage in Jamaica. Richard Barrett’s account might have been Barrett 

Browning’s first acquaintance with the subject matter of runaway slaves which she treated in 

‘The African’ and ‘The Runaway Slave’. 

 Apart from the congruence between the skeletal plot of Richard Barrett’s historical 

account and Barrett Browning’s rhetorical work, there is not much else that unites the two 

narratives. The first important change Barrett Browning makes to the source narrative is the 

renaming of Copperbottom’s analogue as Orenzebe. As I have noted above, ‘Orenzebe’ is a 

homophone of the title character from Dryden’s heroic drama Aureng-Zebe (1675), a loyal, 

courageous, heroic and dutiful prince.55 To rename Copperbottom’s analogue as a variant of 

Aureng-Zebe is to claim these noble qualities for him, characteristics which are 

                                                 

and Habits of Life of the Maroon Negroes of the Island of Jamaica’ (1796), in Richard Price, 

ed., Maroon Societies (London: The John Hopkins University, 1979), pp. 230-245. 
54 Mavis Campbell (1990) has suggested that to today’s rational mind this was a strange 

occurrence. She argues that the maroons collaborated fully with the slave system, implying 

that this might have been because of cultural and linguistic differences among the slaves 

(250-251). However, the maroons’ collaboration with the plantation society was not without 

deception. Edwards gives an excellent instance of the maroons under Treaty who used 

subterfuge to gain the reward the colonists promised rather than battling with, killing or 

returning a single fugitive (in Price 1979: 243). 
55 See Act 1 of John Dryden’s Auren-Zebe, ed. by Frederick M. Link (London: Edward 

Arnold, 1972). 
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conspicuously absent from the life of Richard Barrett’s fugitive slave. In recreating the life of 

a fictional Orenzebe, Barrett Browning represents him as a prince in his native land. 

According to Donaldson, he bears a striking resemblance to Dryden’s prince and Behn’s 

slave-prince Oroonoko. Dryden based the plot of his drama on an Indian Mughal Emperor 

Aurangzeb (1618-1707).56 Behn herself might have borrowed elements of her storyline from 

Dryden, portraying Oroonoko as gracious and civil, yet fearless, passionate and heroic.57 

In keeping with the depiction of Orenzebe’s former life as a prince, Barrett Browning 

avoids the negative physical features which Richard Barrett’s account emphasises in 

Copperbottom. Orenzebe’s only notable physical characteristic in the poem is his black 

complexion, ‘his skin as brightest jet’ (l. 72), and not the ‘scars’ on his ‘yellow complexion’, 

the marks of ‘disdain’ all over his body, the ‘deformity’ of nose or the repulsive look of the 

apparently historical Copperbottom. The narrator in ‘The African’ tells us that his anger often 

‘played | Upon his maddening features’ and would occasionally ‘cast upon his form a shade | 

Of passions’ (ll. 97-100). Near the end of the second canto the watchman Davie describes his 

encounter with Orenzebe to Austin, characterising him as a ‘huge gigantic form’ and 

remarking, ‘And oh! that frown, itself a storm’ (ll. 49-493). This suggests that Orenzebe’s 

fearsome quality is the result of the anger he feels over his enslavement and not from his 

‘deformed’ African features. 

One significant revision Barrett Browning makes to Richard Barrett’s story is the 

introduction of Affa, a female character. Affa and Orenzebe are siblings and fellow slaves on 

a plantation in Jamaica where they are forced to meet clandestinely. In a Byronic opening, the 

                                                 
56 See WEBB, Donaldson and others, V, p. 391. 
57 See Aphra Behn’s The History of the Royal Slave in Derek Hughes, ed, Versions of 
Blackness: Key Texts on Slavery from the Seventeenth Century (Cambridge: Cambridge 

University Press, 2007), pp. 123 and 129-131. 
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narrator tells us that the pair are sleepless and lonely, ‘What forms beneath yon palm recline? 

| But not enjoying gentle sleep, | […] They seem thus lonely, converse seeking’ (ll. 28-29, 

31). The lines are reminiscent of Byron’s Manfred’s in his opening soliloquy. Affa’s addition 

to the story alters the context of the original narrative. What the adolescent Barrett Browning 

hoped to achieve by introducing a sibling into the poem might have been to demonstrate the 

intense bond between a brother and sister, a trope prevalent in eighteenth- and nineteenth-

century literature, and one to which I will return in detail later in the chapter; or perhaps it 

was to create her own version of her idol Byron’s Manfred and Astarte, the beloved and 

incestuous brother and sister of Manfred, A Dramatic Poem (1816).58 At the same time, by 

constructing a brother-sister bond between the slaves, Barrett Browning was rejecting the 

traditional topos of slave romance.  

 

Abolition Discourse and its Modern Critics 

 

Writers of abolitionist propaganda have always tended to represent the male-female 

presence in their poetry and fiction as a romantic attachment. The separation from a wife, 

husband or lover was a ubiquitous theme throughout the first phase of the abolition 

movement, from 1787 to 1807. For example, in the poems of William Roscoe and James 

Currie’s ‘The African’ (1788) – Marathon and Adila; Mary Robinson’s ‘The Negro Girl’ 

(1800) – Zelma and Draco; and in Maria Edgeworth’s narrative, ‘The Grateful Negro’ (1804) 

                                                 
58 Manfred is a dramatic poem in three acts. See Lord Byron, The Complete Poetical Works, 

ed. by Jerome McGann, 7 vols (Oxford: Clarendon Press), IV (1986), pp. 51-102. Unless 

otherwise indicated, Byron’s work discussed in this thesis are from The Complete Poetical 
Works edited by McGann. Subsequent references to these volumes will be to the author and 

followed by the title The Complete Works, volume number and publication date, and stanza 

or page numbers. 
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– Caesar and Clara. Of these, only Edgeworth’s enslaved African characters appear together 

on the same plantation, whereas the Africans in the others are separated by distance with the 

ocean between them. During this period of the campaign, abolitionists were interested in the 

laudable task of humanising the African against the charges of his inferiority and moral 

deprivation postulated by major thinkers of the Enlightenment and proslavery activists 

(Walvin Questioning Slavery 1996: 161). Curran notes that thinkers of the second half of the 

eighteenth century saw the manifestation of blackness as a moral, intellectual and physical 

degradation (2011: 118). According to these views of the Enlightenment, the African lacked 

the ability to reason and remained trapped in a childlike or original state; he was also 

uncivilised and, because physically different, his enslavement was justified (Ibid. 127, 130). 

He was commonly thought of as devoid of ‘every sentiment of compassion’, living ‘in a state 

of savagery and barbarism’ and possessing no ‘moral esteem which we cherish towards one 

another’ (Eze 1997: 94, 127-128, 136). This latter point was perhaps one reason abolitionists 

depicted the slaves as involved in romantic or marital relationships. 

In his history of the world, the late-eighteenth-century philosopher Friedrich Hegel 

(1770-1831) claims: 

 

The Negroes are enslaved by Europeans and sold to America. Nevertheless, their lot 

in their country, where slavery is equally absolute, is almost worse than this; for the 

basic principle of all slavery is that man is not yet conscious of his freedom, and 

consequently sinks to the level of a mere object or worthless article. (Eze 1997: 134-

135) 

 

 

 

Hegel’s argument is a justification for the enslavement of Africans and is an echo of earlier 

thinkers. Making a similar proslavery argument, the Earl of Sheffield (1735-1821) believes 

that the African’s supposed barbarity makes the West Indian plantation the best place for 
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him, to promote his well-being and comfort and save him ‘from death by exportation’ (in 

Kitson, II, 356 and 365). Supposedly, the African escaped death in his own country from 

being taken as a prisoner of tribal wars. In another example, the plantation owner and 

historian Edward Long (1743-1813) puts forward an unflattering picture of the enslaved 

African. He identifies various physical features which he claims particularise him as a 

separate species to whites: his ‘fleece’ or ‘wool’ instead of hair and his flat nose and thick 

lips (Kitson, VIII, 4-5). He observes that the Creole slave, or the African brought young to the 

West Indies, is less brutish than the native African whose moral character sets him apart 

‘from the rest of mankind’ (Ibid. 6). Like Sheffield, Long’s position is that enslavement 

improves the African. 

To counter this discourse of the Enlightenment, abolitionists produced another 

textualised version of the African, amassing a new set of representations and essentialisms 

about him. Developing a wide range of topoi, conventions and rhetorical devices, their 

discourse aimed to show that the African was deserving of compassion and capable of human 

feeling. David Brion Davis points out in The Problem of Slavery in Western Culture that 

abolitionist discourse fashioned a rhetoric of sentimentality to redress the dehumanising 

perception of the African, but it invariably reduced the slaves’ lives to weeping and 

agonizing, employing stock figures such as the grieving lover and homesick negro (1966: 

475). Part of the reason for this, Davis argues, is that abolitionists, and Europeans in general, 

could conceptualise the meaning of slavery only in ways which were familiar to them and 

which would appeal to and not offend middle-class sensibilities (Ibid). Hence, the language, 

imagery and experiences of the slaves had to appeal to the heart and arouse sympathy and 

tears. If the slave patiently accepted punishment and torture, and if he cut his own throat 

rather than resist his master’s unjust punishment – as for example, in Hannah More’s 
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‘Slavery: A Poem’ (1788) – then he deserved the European’s pity and fascination (Ibid. 

480).59  

Echoing Davis’s argument, Moira Ferguson’s work on the writings of British female 

abolitionists highlights the constructed nature of their discourse. She notes that these women 

represented the slaves, whose lives they were ostensibly defending, as forlorn, helpless and 

passive, and as preferring to commit suicide rather than rebel against a brutal system that 

enslaved them (1992: 3). Ferguson concludes that this fiction which abolitionists created 

came to be accepted by the public as the ‘expression of the slaves’ reality’ (Ibid.). Wood also 

points out that abolition propagandists, especially poets, emphasised the slave’s loyalty, 

obedience, docility, passive suffering, victimhood and acceptance of Christianity (2003: xvii, 

xl). Carey observes that abolitionists developed a rhetoric which framed the slave’s life 

chiefly in sentimental terms, emphasising his extreme physical and emotional suffering 

(2005: 2). What these critics have highlighted is a caricatured life of the slave in abolition 

discourse. Their goal to humanise the African did not go far enough to counter the 

Enlightenment notion of the African as a ‘mere object’ and politically ‘unconscious of his 

freedom’. 

Thomas Day and John Bicknell’s ‘The Dying Negro’ (1773) was, arguably, the first 

poem to establish the convention of the sighing and weeping slave to arouse compassion 

(Carey 2005: 73). Carey observes that it was not the first poem to be written on slavery, but it 

possibly ‘opened the poetic campaign against’ it (Ibid.) The poem created a convention 

which later poets would exploit: a pathetic picture of a tearful slave whose life is full of 

‘sorrow’ and ‘woe’ (p. 11). Having resolved to kill himself, this negro from the Gambia 

                                                 
59 For Hannah More’s ‘Slavery: A Poem’, see Slavery, Abolition and Emancipation, IV, pp. 

104-125.  
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groans and sheds the occasional tear for himself and the enslaved Africans on the West 

Indian plantations, ‘for whom in death this tear of pity flows’ (p. 13). He laments, ‘Oh! My 

heart sinks, my dying eyes o’erflow, | When Memory paints a picture of their woe!’, as there 

is ‘No eye to mark their suffering with a tear’ (p. 12). In 1788, Roscoe and Currie produced 

an even more stirring and sentimental image of the weeping and suffering ‘negro’ in their 

poem ‘The African’.60 The Angolan negro Marathon ‘pour’d forth his sorrowful tale’ because 

of his separation from his beloved Adila for whom ‘flow ye tears – down my cheek ever 

flow’ (Stanza 2, p. 100). The speaker tells us that his tears fall ‘unseen in the flood, | His 

sighs passed unheard in the gale’, observing Marathon’s desperation, who ‘in wild anguish’ 

‘cry’d’ (Stanzas 2 and 3, p. 100).  

A decade later, John Walcot’s poem ‘Azid; or The Song of the Captive Negro’ 

(1795), plunges the reader directly into the sorrowful first-person tale of the languishing 

Azid.61 The protagonist tells us that his fellow slave and lover Mora’s eyes are wet with tears, 

‘Poor Mora eye be wet wid tear | And heart like lead sink down wid woe (Stanza 1, p. 233). 

A slightly less lachrymose example is Robinson’s ‘The Negro Girl’ (1800) in which Zelma 

cries out in agony at the departing ship which carries off her lover Draco to be sold into 

slavery.62 Robinson’s Zelma questions the rationale that allows one race to oppress another, 

but the poem nonetheless echoes the tear-jerking and hopeless rhetoric of other abolitionist 

discourse – ‘Zelma’s eyes now dropp’d their last big tear’ and despairing, she ‘plung’d in the 

wat’ry grave’ (Stanza 21, p. 267). As late as 1817, Robert Wedderburn’s ‘The Negro Boy 

                                                 
60 For ‘The African’ by William Roscoe (1753-1831) and James Currie (1756- 1805), see 

Slavery, Abolition and Emancipation, IV, pp. 99-100. 
61 See ‘Azid; or, The Song of the Captive Negro’ by John Walcot (1738-1819) in Slavery, 
Abolition and Emancipation, , IV, pp. 222-223. 
62 See ‘The Negro Girl’ by Mary Robinson (1758-1800), Slavery, Abolition and 
Emancipation, IV, pp. 259-267.  
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Sold for a Watch’ rehearses the typical abolitionist sentimental rhetoric of sorrowfulness, 

hopelessness and passivity: 

 

To fiends that Afric’s coast annoy, 

I sold the weeping negro boy. 

 

In isles that deck the western waves, 

 The unhappy youth was doom’d to dwell, 

A poor forlorn insulted slave. 

 A beast that Christians buy and sell 

  And yet for this same simple toy, 

  I sold the weeping negro boy.63 

 

Along with the alternate rhymes (‘waves’/ ‘slave’ and ‘dwell’/ ‘sell’) and heroic couplet 

(‘toy’ and ‘boy’), the iambic tetrameter lends to the lines a strident rhythmic quality. Yet the 

diction (‘weeping’, ‘unhappy’, ‘poor’ and forlorn’) presents a pitiable and passive image of 

the ‘negro boy’ which undercuts what seems to be Wedderburn’s larger purpose of 

criticising, in hindsight, the slave trade and the value that was placed on the life of a slave as 

‘mere object’ or material possession. Wood argues that the poem is artfully produced because 

of its metrical features and its silence as to the identity of the speaker (2003: 311-312). 

Nevertheless, Wedderburn, who was a Jamaican-born coloured and considered somewhat of 

a radical in London, does not go beyond recycling the rhetoric of his precursors.64 

Apart from the convention of the sentimental weeping slave, the suicidal slave was 

another common theme in abolition discourse used to arouse compassion. The topos 

generally portrays him as lamenting two great and unbearable losses: separation from a lover 

                                                 
63 For ‘The Negro Boy Sold for a Watch’ (1817) by Robert Wedderburn (1762-1835/6), see 

Wood, The Poetry of Slavery: An Anglo-American Anthology 1764-1865 (Oxford: Oxford 

University Press, 2003), p. 313. 
64 For details of Wedderburn’s chequered life in London, see Malcolm Chase, ‘Wedderburn, 

Robert (1762- 1835/6)’, ODNB, Oxford University Press, 2004. 
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(the slave romance) and separation from his beloved homeland (the slave abduction). These 

prove often prove too overpowering for the slave to go on living. Finding death to be the only 

solution to dispel his bereavement and miserable life on the plantations, he is moved to kill 

himself. Day and Bicknell’s slave, for example, is tricked and kidnapped from his idyllic 

African homeland where he roams the ‘fields’, ‘native forests’ and ‘once-haunted streams 

and groves’ (p. 14). The poem highlights his attachment to the land to make his abduction 

from it more poignant. Brought to London from the West Indies, the nameless slave falls in 

love with a white fellow employee whom he plans to marry. When faced with the prospect of 

separation from his intended, deportation to the colonies and the cruelty of plantation life that 

awaits him, he resolves to kill himself, ‘Ere yet this life of sorrow close, | And end by one 

determin’d stroke my woes’ (p. 11). Similarly, Roscoe and Currie’s Marathon, accustomed to 

roaming the African landscape along the sea in the moonlight and brushed by ‘the gentle 

gale’ ‘in the groves of Angola’, laments that he is torn from country and liberty where he 

walks and talks with his ‘favourite maid’ Adila. He, too, announces his intention to kill 

himself.  

If abolitionists did not depict the slaves as weeping and dying, then they constructed 

them as acquiescent and full of gratitude to their masters. The stock character or figure of the 

grateful slave was a persistent convention in abolitionist writings. In this representation, the 

slave shows overwhelming gratitude for the ameliorative conditions on the plantation 

introduced by his master for his compassion in allowing him Christian instruction (Boulukos 

2008: 3). In George Boulukos’s The Grateful Slave – his work on the grateful negro trope in 

fiction – he points out that works as early as Daniel Defoe’s Colonel Jack (1722) as well as 

antislavery narratives show how abolitionists depicted the slaves as passive and grateful, and 

in need of the master’s compassion and guidance (2008: 239). He notes that abolitionists 
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were also quick to adopt the position that slaves would readily submit to Christian 

instruction, believing that the influence of Christianity could lead to their acceptance of 

personal subordination (Davis 1975: 40). More’s poetry is an important example. On her 

death on 7 September 1833, an obituary in John Bull for 16 September observes that her life 

was a ‘practical illustration of her precepts and principles’ to the poor.65 These precepts and 

principles meant accepting your station or place in life, practising the sentiments and habits 

which best inform the mind and avoiding idleness, an attitude she recommended to both the 

poor at home in England and the slaves in the colonies overseas.66 More extended this mind-

set to the colonised peoples in British Possessions and, as Wood points out, believed that the 

slaves should be passive good Christians and thankful to their white benefactors or liberators 

(Wood 2003: 100). She believed that the amelioration of the slave’s condition was the 

solution to slavery. Amelioration, the improvement of the slaves’ condition implemented by 

their masters, was the conservative approach to slavery that most abolitionists took, 

particularly those who were Evangelicals like More herself (Ferguson 1992: 99-102).  This 

meant granting the slaves some elementary religious education as compensation for their 

enslavement, without challenging or attacking the slaveholders’ rights to own slaves or 

representing the slaves as rebellious. 

More’s poem ‘The Feast of Freedom; or, The Abolition of Domestic Slavery in 

Ceylon’ (1816) is illustrative of these beliefs. In this long poem of forty-seven quatrains, the 

sober voice of the missionary Sabat tells Dumal and his fellow Ceylonese that spiritual 

                                                 
65 See John Bull, Number 666 (16 September 1833), p. 294, 19th Century UK Periodicals. 
66 See ‘The Literary Tribunal’, Lady’s Monthly Museum, (1 September 1805), p. 198, 19th 
Century UK Periodicals and The Children’s Friend, 117 (1 September 1870), p. 35, 19th 
Century UK Periodicals. 
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liberty may not liberate them from physical oppression, but Christian principles will make 

them industrious and more productive. The Ceylonese implore the missionary:  

 

O give us Sabat’s holy Book, 

With transport we will read; 

There we shall see, when’er we look, 

God’s freedman’s free indeed.67 

 

The stanza shows that the Ceylonese have accepted the wisdom that spiritual freedom, 

‘God’s freedom’, is better than physical liberty. The natives obsequiously thank Sabat for his 

Christian instruction, beseeching him for the bible, ‘Sabat’s holy Book’. More links her 

evangelical project to the role of empire, having written the poem to commemorate the 

birthday of King George III. As Wood suggests, More’s evangelical missionary fervour and 

British imperial ambition are straightforwardly set out in her poetry (2003: 100). 

Representing the Ceylonese as choosing spiritual freedom over political liberty, exchanging 

one form of enslavement for another, More demonstrates the dual project of 

evangelicalisation and imperial endeavour.  

Perhaps the quintessential figure of the grateful slave is the central character in 

Edgeworth’s fictional narrative ‘The Grateful Negro’ (1804).68 The slave Caesar promises to 

faithfully serve his master Edwards for buying him and his bride Clara to prevent their 

separation. To illustrate the slave’s capacity to respond gratefully to his master’s kindness, 

Edgeworth includes a slave insurrection in which Caesar’s gratitude compels him to stab 

                                                 
67 See Hannah More’s, ‘The Feast of Freedom; or The Abolition of Domestic Slavery in 

Ceylon: Written to commemorate that even which took place on his Majesty’s birth-day, 

August 12, 1816’, in Wood, The Poetry of Slavery: An Anglo-American Anthology 1764-
1865 (Oxford: Oxford University Press, 2003), pp. 116-119. 
68For ‘The Grateful Negro’ by Maria Edgeworth (1768-1849), see Slavery, Abolition and 
Emancipation, VI, pp. 293-325 – volume editor Srinivas Aravamudan. 
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himself in the heart sooner than betray his master. He foils the planned insurrection by 

alerting Edwards. He is, thus, the abolitionists’ conception of a ‘collaborator’ (Ferguson 

1992: 4) or ‘good’ slave.69 In the headnote to the story, Srinivas Aravamudan sums up 

Edgeworth’s very didactic narrative as one of ‘plantocratic paternalism and reciprocal 

gratitude’.70 That is, if the planter shows the slave benevolence, the latter will respond by 

being grateful and contented to remain a slave, offering no opposition to his bondage. 

The above examples of abolition propaganda illustrate abolitionists’ tendency to 

homogenise the slaves’ experiences whether they were writing in verse or prose. Ferguson 

notes that they ‘wrote and spoke of Africans as a totalized, undifferentiated mass, denying the 

continent and its people any heterogeneity’ (1992: 4). In the campaign to affirm the slaves’ 

humanity and to abolish the slave trade, these writers persisted in sentimentalising the slaves 

as sighing, weeping and despairing, and constructed them as passive, grateful or dying. 

Drawing on the same set of beliefs, tropes and conventions, they denied the slaves any 

individuality and the possibility that their exceptional suffering could provoke feelings other 

than those of sorrow, hopelessness and passivity. Wood argues that in ‘white abolition 

literature’ every effort was made to shy away from the idea that the slave could ‘attain his or 

her freedom through violent rebellion’ and ‘sustain a fulfilled life after a successful revolt’ 

(2003: xli). Barrett Browning worked within this discourse, but she went beyond it, 

subverting and revising the conventions, themes and sentimental rhetoric in her poem ‘The 

African’. She makes an early effort to represent the image of the African slave differently, 

and thus offers an implicit critique of abolition literature. 

 

                                                 
69 Ibid. 314-315. 
70 Ibid. 294. 
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Revision of Abolitionist Discourse 

 

 When the juvenile Barrett Browning composed ‘The African’ in 1822, the slave trade 

had been legally abolished for fifteen years. For more than a decade after 1807, interest in 

renewing the campaign to emancipate the slaves waned. It was not officially revived again 

until 1823 with the formation of the Society for the Mitigation and Gradual Abolition of 

Slavery (Midgley 1992: 44; Drescher 2009: 248). Very little antislavery poetry appeared in 

the interim between the end of the slave trade and the commencement of the new campaign. 

Commenting on the declining interest in abolition activity after 1807, especially antislavery 

verse, Alan Richardson notes that with the abolition of the British slave trade, there was no 

urgency to continue the campaign to emancipate the slaves. Because ‘emancipation seemed 

less pressing,’ it received virtually no poetic treatment (1999, IV, xvii). Thomas Pringle’s 

‘Slavery’ (1823) and Amelia Opie’s ‘The Black Man’s Lament’ (1826) are two of only a 

handful of poems which appeared in the early years of the renewed campaign to abolish 

slavery.71 Had ‘The African’ been published in 1822, it might have been one of the first 

abolition poems to usher in the second phase of the national campaign for emancipation. 

Judged alongside the above examples of the mainstream abolition discourse of her immediate 

literary predecessors, Barrett Browning appears to be the dissenting voice. Her representation 

of Orenzebe and Affa in ‘The African’ does not conform straightforwardly to the conventions 

of abolitionist writings or to the rhetoric of sensibility.  

                                                 
71 Percy Bysshe Shelley’s ‘A Vision of the Sea’ was published in 1820. However, his work 

does not make the same engagement with Atlantic slavery and emancipation found in 

abolition poetry. See the poem in The Complete Poetical Works of Percy Bysshe Shelley, ed. 

by Thomas Hutchinson (London: OUP, 1961), 596-600. 
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In ‘Canto the first’ of ‘The African’, Barrett Browning presents us with an apparent 

conventional rhetoric of sentimentality. The diction and imagery of the following passage 

seems like that found in the typical abolitionist propaganda of the emotionally suffering 

slave, with Orenzebe appearing to sigh, weep and agonise: 

 

And sorrowful he seemed to be – 

For no, he could not ere forget 

That he had once, – had once been free! 

And is there none to share his lot, 

To check the ever swelling tear? 

Is Orenzebe then forgot, 

And left alone to linger here? 

 

Oh, no! he is not quite alone, 

For there is one who, at his side, 

Young, in the glow of beauty’s pride, 

Stills the low convulsive groan, 

The falling tear, the deep drawn sigh, 

And inward throb of agony! (ll. 73-85). 

 

The lines are organised into strict eight syllables of prevailingly iambic tetrameter and 

reinforced by all but one end-stopped line (‘For no, he could not ere forget’). This confining 

form mimics the physically restrictive life of the slave on the plantation. Orenzebe’s bondage 

calls to his memory his past freedom. Enslaved he may be, but his thoughts are unfettered – 

enacted by the enjambment at ‘forget’ where the line, unhindered, hurries on to the next. The 

repetition of ‘he had once, – had once been free’ emphasises his current condition and 

juxtaposes it with his past state of liberty.   

In this passage, Barrett Browning subverts our expectations. Orenzebe’s political 

material condition does not provoke the disabling sadness or sorrow of the enslaved as in 

other abolitionist writings. He seems only ‘sorrowful’, and ‘the ever swelling tear’ that wells 

in his eyes does not in fact fall. The stressed verb ‘check’ thwarts the completion of the 
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falling tear, just as the strong rhetorically meaningful caesura in the penultimate line 

dramatises its stoppage. This enactment dispels the notion that the enslaved must irrevocably 

break down in tears. Barrett Browning subverts the histrionics of abolitionist discourse by 

representing Orenzebe as masking his grief so that he only appears to weep and sigh. This is 

an instance of her revising the tropes and conventions of abolitionist discourse. Orenzebe 

may appear to exhibit grief like any other slave, but it is not the irrepressible sorrow 

displayed by the slave characters in abolitionist propaganda. The rhetoric of the passage – the 

‘low convulsive groan’, the ‘low sigh’, the ‘inward throb’, the ‘deep drawn sigh’ [emphasis 

added] – suggests that his grief or agony is not overtly displayed.  

Additionally, the rhythm of the alliterative ‘sorrowful he seemed’ and the ‘deep 

drawn sigh’ contrasts with the jarring ‘throb of agony’ to create a discordant effect in the 

final lines, reflecting the character’s state of mind and suggesting something more than the 

appearance of sorrow. Orenzebe is consumed with ‘Pride’ and ‘rage’ (l. 104) and ‘Revenge’s 

murkiest gloom, and comfortless despair’ (l. 105) rather than with helpless self-pity. The 

passage calls to mind Byron’s Childe Harold, whose sorrow would induce the occasional tear 

which did not fall – ‘at times the sullen tear would start, | But Pride congeal’d the drop within 

his eye’.72  In ‘Canto Second’, when Orenzebe escapes to the forests, there is none of his 

earlier appearance of sorrow in his new life as a runaway: ‘No longer grief, severe despair | 

Raged in his breast’, ‘No more the liquid tear descended’, ‘No more the deep low sigh he 

drew’ (ll. 341, 343 and 347). In the passage in which these lines appear, Barrett Browning 

renders Orenzebe as resolute – ‘marble’ (ll. 346, 346), ‘stern’ (l. 346), ‘unchanging' (l. 352) – 

and defiant, a counter-image to the sentimental slave. 

                                                 
72 See Byron, The Complete Poetical, II, Canto I, Stanza 6. 
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Barrett Browning also challenges the notion that the slave’s sadness stems from the 

separation from a betrothed, wife or beloved homeland in Africa. Lines 80 to 85 from the 

passage above illustrates that Orenzebe is not completely alienated. He masks his sorrow, and 

Affa’s physical presence appears to diminish the power of grief to overwhelm him. The 

powerful troche which begins line 83 (‘Stills the’) functions as a counterpoint to the heavy 

spondee in the subsequent line (‘drawn sigh’). The three stressed syllables in a row in line 84 

(‘deep drawn sigh’) slow the pace of the line down, imitating Orenzebe’s laborious breathing 

and his reluctance to give in to audible suffering. Affa’s presence has this powerful effect on 

him, dispelling his ‘groan’, ‘sigh’ and ‘agony’. Her emotional supportive role as a loving 

sister to a brother, despite their bondage, embodies a different image of the slaves on the 

plantation. This alternative narrative, I suggest, is precisely what Barrett Browning wishes to 

offer her audience.  

Barrett Browning breaks with and subverts the sentimentalism of mainstream 

abolitionist discourse still further in her depiction of Affa’s grief. Hers is not the result of 

cruel treatment on the plantation, as with More’s eponymous character in ‘The Sorrows of 

Yamba’ (1795). More represents Yamba as the quintessential lachrymose slave whose ‘tears 

are dripping’ ‘Down my cheeks’.73 Lamenting her oppression by her cruel master, Yamba 

bemoans that her heart is broken by grief and her flesh is mangled from whipping. In 

contrast, Affa’s grief is occasioned by Orenzebe’s impending departure – ‘She knew, she felt 

that he must go’ (l. 178). To conceal her grief at the unhappy prospect of their separation, she 

‘turned away | To hide the agonizing tear’; she ‘hid, in desperate grief, her face’; and ‘hiding 

her averted face | She groaned with that excess of woe’ (ll. 110-111, 160 and 178-170; 

                                                 
73 See More’s ‘The Sorrows of Yamba; or, The Negro Woman’s Lamentation’ in Slavery, 
Abolition and Emancipation, IV, pp. 225-231, Stanzas 3, 16 and 17. 
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emphasis added). Yet her happiness is only ‘dimmed’ (l. 110). Like Orenzebe, she represses 

or masks her anguish, reinforced by the repetition of different forms of the verb ‘hide’. The 

present participle ‘hiding’ suggests that she is engaged in an ongoing struggle. Affa’s attempt 

to disguise her tear and grief contradicts the image of the lachrymose slave in abolition poetry 

given to overt weeping. Barrett Browning, thus, turns the convention of the sorrowful and 

forlorn slave on its head. 

 

The Rebellious Hero 

 

 Perhaps Barrett Browning’s most comprehensive revision of abolitionist discourse is 

the construction of her slave characters Orenzebe and Affa. Orenzebe is crafted in the 

tradition of the rebellious and enslaved hero, a familiar figure in the works of Barrett 

Browning’s literary ancestors from Behn to Byron. As I have pointed out at the beginning of 

the chapter, ‘The African’ is a derivative poem. While there is no explicit model for Affa’s 

creation, an issue to which I will return later, Orenzebe is a version of Oroonoko, the royal 

slave, in Behn’s creative work of that name and a Byronic figure fashioned after Byron’s 

Oriental tales. Barrett Browning is indebted to Behn for the portraiture of a prince and the 

theme of rebellion. Oroonoko describes the life of a heroic and noble prince who is tricked 

into slavery and taken from his home in Africa to the British colony of Surinam where he 

rebels against his enslavement and is violently dismembered by the white colonists for 

wanting his liberty. Fearless in battle in his native land of Africa, Oroonoko conquered 

armies, and, as a slave-prince in Surinam, he singlehandedly kills charging tigers to save the 

lives of a group of English ladies and their male companion. Desperate for his liberty, he 

rouses his fellow slaves to rebel, inciting them, ‘And why, said he, my dear Friends and 
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Fellow-sufferers, shou’d we be Slaves? […] Will you, I say, suffer the Lash from such 

Hands?’.74  However, as Behn would have it, his rebellion failed. Barrett Browning quite 

possibly read Oroonoko, for, according to Barbara Dennis, her notebook for the period 1822-

1824 – around the time of the composition of ‘The African’ – shows that she was reading 

Behn (1996: 48).  

Byron’s influence on Barrett Browning’s poetry is much less specific and cannot be 

traced to a particular work. He created the figure of the Byronic hero in his poem Childe 

Harold’s Pilgrimage (1812). Childe Harold, the first of Byron’s fictional selves (McGann 

2002: 141), is a wandering ‘solitary’, ‘restless’ and ‘lonely’ figure.75 He is aristocratic yet he 

remains friendless and unloved.76 A gloomy, brooding figure (Elfenbein 2004: 57) across 

whose dark countenance ‘strange pangs would flash along’ his ‘brow’ as if some deadly 

‘passion lurk’d below’, Childe Harold is a figure of social rebellion who is relentlessly 

vengeful.77 According to McGann, he is the prototype for all the other Byronic heroes or 

masked selves that Byron created: the Giaour, the Corsair, Lara, and Manfred (2002: 142). 

The Byronic hero is also an intense malcontent, a tormented and larger than life figure 

(Richardson 2004: 137) resentful of his situation and often driven to defy and seek political 

and social freedom (like Manfred) against the establishment. This characterization was a 

prominent trope within nineteenth-century writing, the most famous in fiction being 

Heathcliff in Emily Brontë’s Wuthering Heights and Rochester in Charlotte Brontë’s Jane 

Eyre (McCarty 2002: 557). I will discuss the precise nature of Barrett Browning’s inheritance 

from Byron below, but as a poem which exhibits the influence of the Byronic figure, ‘The 

                                                 
74 See Behn’s, Oroonoko, in Hughes, ed., Versions of Blackness, pp. 175-176. 
75 See Byron, The Complete Poetical Works, II (1980), Canto 1, Stanzas 27, 28 and 45. 
76 Ibid. Stanzas 8 and 9. 
77 Ibid. See also, the definition of ‘Byronic’, The Oxford Companion to English Literature. 



 74 

African’ predates the prose works of the Brontes and the poetry of Matthew Arnold, whose 

early work was also influenced by Childe Harold (Mc Carty 2002: 556-557).  

Barrett Browning was a great admirer of Byron’s work and she had a long attachment 

to him. She frequently quoted him, composed tributes to him and wrote about him in her 

correspondence to friends. On his death in April 1824 – Barrett Browning had just turned 

eighteen – she composed two elegies to him: the manuscript poem ‘Lines on the Death of 

Lord Byron’ (1824) and a second but quite different poem ‘Stanzas on the Death of Lord 

Byron’ (1824), first published in The Globe and Traveller.78 Many years later, in a letter to 

her friend Hugh Stuart Boyd, dated 4 December 1842, she exclaims: 

 

[T]ell me if I do not love and admire Byron more warmly than you yourself do. I 

suspect it indeed. Why, I am always reproached for my love to Byron. Why people 

say to me, ‘You, who overpraise Byron!’ Why, when I was a little girl (and, whatever 

you may think, my tendency is not to cast off my old loves!) I used to think seriously 

of dressing up like a boy and running away to be Lord Byron’s page. And I to be 

praised now for being ‘liberal’ in admitting the merit of his poetry!79 

 

 

This confession from the thirty-six-year-old of yearning to be Byron’s page as a child (Byron 

actually had a page) was not the extent of her wanting to emulate him in her early years.  His 

Oriental writings seem to be a model for what she is doing in ‘The African’ in the way that 

she uses form, tone and imagery. ‘The African’ is divided into cantos like many of Byron’s 

tales. In the first canto, Barrett Browning represents Orenzebe as maddened with anger over 

                                                 
78 According to Donaldson, Barrett Browning also wrote a third poem ‘Stanzas’ (1826), 

inspired by an account in the London Literary Gazette, on the subject of Byron’s death. See 

WEBB, IV, pp. 138-140 and 145-147. See also WEBB, V, pp. 442-443. 

 
79 See the letter to Hugh Stuart Boyd, 4 December 1842, in LEBB, I, pp. 115-117. 
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his enslaved condition. In the following passage, he possesses such unspeakable rage and 

resentment against his confinement that they manifest themselves physically:  

 

One was a chief of might divine, 

Of aspect dread, and eye ball speaking – 

Which burns as if ’twere made to flash 

[…] 

  

His hand was clenched, and o’er his brow, 

Gleamed various flames of anger, darting 

Like meteors flashing to and fro – 

Or as the blazing light’nings starting 

From clouds so darkly terrible, 

That, passing o’er the frowning sky, 

They scowling roll, and seem to vie 

In blackness, with the abyss of Hell! – (ll. 42-49) 

 

Replete with a series of gerunds and participles (‘darting’, ‘flashing’, blazing’, ‘light’nings’, 

‘starting’, ‘passing’, ‘frowning’ and ‘scowling’), with its preponderance of ‘ings’ which calls 

attention to itself, the passage conveys a sense of Orenzebe’s demonic and seemingly 

unquenchable anger. His rage is rendered as burning ‘flames’ or ‘meteors’, his eyeball as 

‘speaking’, and the comparison of his countenance to dark clouds from which ‘blazing 

light’nings’ emanate suggests how terrifying he is, like ‘the abyss of Hell!’ This 

characterisation of Orenzebe as having an angry and fiendish disposition is crudely Byronic. 

The glaring and flashing eyeball and the flames of anger over his brow are semantically 

linked to Childe Harold, who has strange pangs flash over his brow and dark passions that 

lurk below. The frightful dark tone and imagery of the passage reveal Barrett Browning’s 

inheritance from Byron. 
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Orenzebe’s resentment and hatred over his enslavement is matched only by his drive 

for political freedom. In the following passage, he makes an impassioned speech to Affa, 

deploring his cruel enslavement and vowing revenge:  

 

‘Thyself art one of Afric’s daughters 

‘Thou know’st her griefs, her wrongs, her slaughters, 

‘Thou’st seen her suffer, heard her groan 

‘Thou knowst her suffering, and  … mine own 

‘Of those no more – revenge is near! 

‘Thou would’st not have me linger here! 

‘Henceforth my name shall shame repel, 

‘And now my Affa – now farewell! (ll. 136-143). 

 

The rhyme pattern is quite different from the one in which Barrett Browning depicts 

Orenzebe’s fierce hatred. These lines are cast in rhyming couplets. Along with the repetition 

of the consonant sounds (‘th’) and syntax (‘Thou know’st’, ‘Thou’st seen’, ‘Thou would’st’), 

they create a steady determined beat, mirroring the speaker’s confidence and passion. The 

anapaestic effect in the word ‘suffering’ in line 139 carries a sense of earnestness and 

immediacy. Yet the caesuras and the end-stopped lines enforce unpredictable pauses and 

hesitations, reflecting Orenzebe’s halting and disjointed speech, which is symptomatic of his 

overpowering emotion.  

Another way of reading these lines is to view the rhetorical antithesis, the clash of its 

formal features with its sematic meaning, as dramatising Orenzebe’s ambivalence. It pains him 

to leave his sister, but it hurts even more to remain on the plantation. The anapaests which 

replace the iambs in lines 140 and 143 and the spondee ‘farewell’ mark the transition in the 

speaker’s mood. Line 140 functions also as the causal relationship between the first part of the 

passage (the ‘suffering) and the second (the ‘revenge’). After the logical argument of the first 

four lines, the two anapaests serve to reinforce the only possible solution: his immediate and 
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quick escape from the plantation slavery system. This tension between powerlessness and 

vengeance is very Byronic. Orenzebe’s speech is charismatic; he is implacable in his resolve 

for revenge and intensely resentful of his condition. Nonetheless, he is powerless to do anything 

about it until he runs away. Orenzebe’s charismatic speech to Affa also resonates with the one 

Oroonoko made to the three hundred fellow slaves he gathered together and persuaded to run 

away from the plantation. Behn’s narrator tells us that Oroonoko reminded them of ‘the 

Miseries, and ignominies of Slavery’, ‘their Toyls and Sufferings’ from ‘the infamous Whip’ 

and ‘the sordid Stripes’, just as Orenzebe reminds his sister of the sufferings of Africa (‘her 

griefs, her wrongs, her slaughters’) and ‘mine own’ (l. 139) before he runs away to the forest.80 

Orenzebe seems very much like a royal slave and a Byronic hero. Given the style of 

‘The African’ and the adolescent Barrett Browning’s obsession with Byron, it is likely that she 

was engaged in an exercise in writing Byronic verse or creating a Byronic hero of her own. In 

adopting a newly fashionable literary motif – a figure who is demoniac, charismatic and whose 

desire for revenge is unrelenting – and casting him as a slave, Barrett Browning was doing 

something more than simply creating a Romantic hero. Her craft might be derivative, but she 

was using the Byronic figure as a trope in the anti-slavery cause, a movement which never won 

Byron’s interest (Wood, 2002: 239-240).  

 

Revivifying the Trope of Slave Rebellion 

 

Barrett Browning reactivates the trope of slave rebellion in ‘The African’ from Behn’s 

Oroonoko. In revitalising Behn, she eschews a scattering of abolitionist writings on slave 

rebellion from her immediate literary predecessors and contemporaries to reach back to an 

                                                 
80 Behn, Oroonoko, in Derek Hughes, ed., Visions of Blackness, pp. 175-176. 
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earlier seventeenth-century model. By revivifying the revolt of a slave-prince, Barrett 

Browning elicits responses to her poem that are not enabled by the abolitionist tradition of 

which she is a direct inheritor. Her depiction of Orenzebe’s violent outrage, resolve and force 

of character validates his resentment and defiance, allowing him to command the sympathy of 

the audience for his rebellious cause without evoking condescension or pity. When he dies in 

the final scenes of the Second Canto, his death is the result of a battle with another slave and 

comes only after his successful rebellion and revenge against his former masters by living in 

freedom for many years. 

While commentators have questioned whether Behn’s novella is an antislavery work, 

that is, in ‘opposition to slavery’ (Ferguson 1992: 35), they concede that it bears directly on 

the antislavery paradigm that emerged in the eighteenth century (Sey 1977: vii; Hughes 2007: 

xxviii) even though few antislavery poems of the period featured active slave vengeance or 

rebellion (Richardson, IV, 1999: xvi). Wood notes that ‘there are no British poems celebrating 

slave rebellion’ in Britain’s colonies or ‘epics dealing with the history of the Jamaican’ 

runaway slaves (2003: xli). An anonymous poem, ‘Ode: Insurrection of the Slaves at St 

Domingo’ (1792), appeared in The Courier, a newspaper which ran from 22 September 1792 

to December 1800. ‘The Insurrection’ was inspired by the Haitian Revolution (Wood 2003: 

208) in the autumn of 1791 in which over 100, 000 slaves revolted against their masters, 

slaughtered the white colonists and burned hundreds of plantations (Geggus 1982: 123). In the 

first third of the poem, the voice of a slave triumphantly announces that ‘the war is done’. The 

speaker tells us that the only sounds heard are the ‘groan’ and ‘sigh’ of the former masters – 

the ‘gasp of parting breath’, the ‘hollow voice of death’ of those who were ‘Once our tyrants, 

once our foes’.81 The poem concludes with the speaker imagining a ‘personified Africa’ (Wood 

                                                 
81 See Slavery, Abolition and Emancipation, IV, pp. 240-241 (p. 240). 
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2003: 209), ‘the Genius’ of line 34, leading a rebellion, bathing ‘his sword in Christian 

blood’.82 The rhetoric of the poem is bold, but it does not explicitly depict a rebellion, only its 

aftermath. The writer hides behind a cloud of anonymity and stops short of using the 

insurrection, which he celebrates, to incite the enslaved Africans on British plantations to future 

resistance to their masters’ oppression. 

In a much less specific instance, Robert Southey’s ‘Poems, Concerning the Slave 

Trade’ (1797) contains a sequence of six sonnets which deals with the notion of a rebellion. 

Each sonnet presents one of the stereotypical, sentimental images of the African: Sonnet 1 

begins with the corruption of Africa and its complicity in the capture and sale of its natives to 

the Europeans; Sonnet 2 presents the figure of the bereaved, weeping slave as he is 

transhipped across the Atlantic, the so-called Middle Passage; Sonnet 3 rehearses the slave’s 

ceaseless labour and cruel treatment on the plantation – ‘when beneath the rod | A sable 

brother writhes in silent woe’; Sonnet 4 describes the pitiful, weeping slave uprooted from his 

home. In the penultimate and final sonnets, the slave vengefully kills his master (Sonnet 5) 

and hopelessly resigns himself to a fate of death by hanging that awaits him (Sonnet 6). 

The voice in these sonnets is Southey’s, and by comparison with most other 

abolitionist poems, his Sonnet 5, envisaging and justifying the rebellious act of a vengeful 

slave, is radical. The sonnet reads: 

 

Did then the Negro rear at last the sword 

Of vengeance? Did he plunge its thirsty blade 

In the hard heart of his inhuman lord? 

Oh! who shall blame him? in the midnight shade 

There came on him the intolerable thought 

Of every past delight; his native grove, 

Friendship’s best joys, and liberty and love, 

                                                 
82 Ibid. 
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For ever lost. Such recollections wrought 

His brain to madness. Wherefore should he live 

Longer with abject patience to endure 

His wrongs and wretchedness, when hope can give 

No consolation, time can bring no cure? 

But justice for himself he yet could take, 

And life is then well given for vengeance’s sake.83 

 

A variation on the Shakespearean sonnet, these lines are considerably enjambed and 

occasionally end-stopped, creating an abrupt movement that is alternately racy and halting, 

producing a recognisably ambivalent effect. Moreover, there is a strong sense that the 

rhetorical questions in the octave, though they virtualise the actions in it, cast doubt on the 

specificity of an actual rebellion. Southey’s ‘Negro’ is not an individualised character; he 

could be any enslaved African, a generic African, as it were, whose identity is as ubiquitous 

as his place of origin is nebulous – somewhere ‘on Niger’s shore’ (Sonnet 4). Southey creates 

a front of specificity by telling a story of a supposed individual’s rebellion. While the slave’s 

act is a rebellion within the fiction of the poem, for which he is executed, it is not historically 

specific or particularised. 

‘The African’ is more than a tepid gesture to slave rebellion. Barrett Browning 

resurrects Behn’s motif, even as she builds on it, to make a firmer point about the slave’s 

capacity for a successful revolt. Revising – writing back to, even – abolitionist discourse of 

the passive, defenceless, suicidal or grateful slave, she presents us with a heroic slave-prince 

who rebels successfully against the system which enslaves him. Orenzebe runs away from the 

plantation to the forest where he lives freely for several years. In ‘Canto Second’ we learn: 

 

And years passed on – and still reclining 

                                                 
83 See Wordsworth’s Sonnet 5 in Slavery, Abolition and Emancipation, IV, p. 245. 
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On turf amidst the forest maze  

Far from Heav’ns bright orbit shining 

He loved to count th’ unchanging days, 

And muse on vengeance which should last! 

And oft across the scowling brow 

As torturing in thought his foe 

A with’ring smile of hatred passed – 

As the quick light’ning dashes 

From the black mist that bound it, 

So that bitter smile flashed 

From the dread darkness round it. (ll. 349-360). 

 

The steady, and somewhat cheerful, rhythm of lines 349-356 and the rustic scene (‘turf 

amidst the forest’, ‘Heav’ns bright orbit shining’) imitate Orenzebe’s contentment in gaining 

his liberty. The rhymes ‘reclining’ and ‘shining’ enact his new-found bliss, but they also echo 

the embittered and dark adjectives ‘scowling’ and ‘with’ring’. The initial abab rhymes of 

lines 349-352 are not repeated and the rhythm of the first several lines shifts abruptly at line 

357, providing no clear structuring pattern in the lines. The irregular diction and the shift in 

the rhythm reflect Orenzebe’s haunting moodiness and restlessness. His thoughts move from 

peaceful meditation to murderous contemplation, as he ‘muse[s] on vengeance’ and tortures 

‘in thought his foe’. Along with the disquieting homographic rhyme ‘black’/ ‘quick’, the 

alliterative ‘torturing in thought’ and ‘dread darkness’ capture Orenzebe’s relentless desire 

for vengeance and liberty.  

As noted, abolitionists did not represent the slaves as successfully making an escape 

from the plantations. Only Opie’s ballad ‘The Negro Boy’s Tale’ (1795) shows a slave 

running away. In that poem, the child-slave heads towards the sea, fleeing from the cruel 

whip of his tormentor, but he fails to escape successfully and dies drowning in the swelling 

waves. Similarly, Southey’s ‘Negro’ is capable only of conceiving vengeance and is 

powerless to rebel successfully and claim freedom. Orenzebe, too, may seem like the 
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stereotypically vengeful slave (Canto 2: 342, 353), but he successfully roams the forest for 

many years and is imagined, for a time, as achieving liberation. Southey’s ‘Negro’ is resigned 

to his fate as he is summarily hung by his master.  

Barrett Browning radically transforms and empowers the slave-protagonist in ‘The 

African’. During Orenzebe’s life as a runaway, he wages a personal war against the 

plantations. In the middle of the second canto, we learn that he perpetrates terror against ‘the 

experienced sage, the youthful brave | The planter and the suppliant slave’ and that ‘All his 

hatred fear’ (ll. 389-391). When Austin, the Creole overseer, decides to challenge Orenzebe 

to combat, the watchman Davie dissuades him, ‘No, Austin, venture not | ‘Or death will be 

thy hapless lot’ (ll. 562-562). Recalling his earlier encounter with Orenzebe, Davie tells him: 

 

‘On that fair benignant scene 

‘So alone, so lovely and serene, 

‘When bursting from the sombre wood 

He rushed – and even before me stood! 

‘Oh there was something in his eye 

‘Which bade me neither fight, or fly 

[…] 

   Austin still I hear 

‘Those accents thundering in my ear, 

‘And still that withering smile I see 

‘Which o’er those savage features passed 

‘As that dread voice, fell serenely. (516-521; 527-531). 

 

The pace of the rhythm in line 516 is abruptly slowed in line 517, creating an ambivalent 

effect. The anapaestic foot (‘So alone’ and ‘so lovely’), substituted for the iambic, creates the 

notion or picture of delightfulness. Orenzebe is at once admirable and frightening. There is 

tension between the visual and auditory images. The excitement of ‘bursting’ and ’rushed’ 

and the specious ‘accents thundering’ contrast with the ‘dread voice’ or the image of ‘that 

withering smile’ and ‘savage features’. Yet that ‘dread voice’, we are told, ‘fell serenely’. 
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Orenzebe seems glamorous. Barrett Browning offers us a new image of the slave who is 

charismatic, compelling and admirable rather than pathetic in his act of rebellion. She is not 

only rewriting abolitionist discourse of the African slave but also changing the way we think 

about the slave by giving him the qualities of the Byronic hero. Orenzebe is a character 

whose hatred for his enslavement is consuming and drives his determination to seek revenge 

against his former enslavers. He does not lead an insurrection like Behn’s Oroonoko. His 

rebellion is an individual feat for his own emancipation and his individual defiance, like the 

Byronic hero, seems to be what Barrett Browning is more interested in representing an 

individual revolt for liberty than a grand political act of rebellion. 

 In the death scene in which Orenzebe fights with Austin, and is defeated, the speaker 

describes his last moments as a sublime battle:  

 

[S]truggling raged, and striving fell! 

He fell, he fell! – his glaring eye 

Flashed powerless vengeance on that sky – 

Then sunk, despairing, turned away 

And seemed in horrid mirth to sneer 

Upon the once proud, abject clay – 

And in that scoff so wild .. so drear.. 

Earth awed, received his last, last groan 

And death’s last anguish checked its tone! (ll. 614-622). 

 

In the rhythm of the opening lines of iambic tetrameter, the end rhymes (lines 615-62) and 

the repetition of the consonant sounds scattered throughout the passage (‘struggling’, 

‘striving’, ‘sky’, ‘sneer’, ‘so’ and so on) dramatise a scene of splendour. The passage’s 

textual features seem at odds with the diction of the passage. The stresses in the anaphoric 

rhymes ‘fell! | He fell, he fell!’, ‘so wild .. so drear’ and ‘his last, last groan’ emphasise the 

manner of his death rather than his defeat. Barrett Browning describes Orenzebe’s hour of 
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death as something strikingly beautiful, encouraging the audience to sympathise with him. 

However, the oxymoronic ‘horrid mirth’ is patently ambiguous, and the final couplet 

provides no further clarity. Orenzebe’s ‘last, last groan’ is ‘checked’ so that his groaning 

becomes inaudible. It is as though the poet wishes the reader to join in the admiration of 

Orenzebe during the final moments of his death. The rhythm of the line ‘that scoff so wild .. 

so drear’ does not convey the disorder that the words ‘scoff’ and ‘wild’ imply; rather, the 

rhythm renders the scene as calm and dignified, so that even the ‘Earth is awed’. Barrett 

Browning represents Orenzebe as remaining defiant to his death. In Behn’s novella, the 

colonists recapture Oroonoko after his escape to the forests and tie him up to a post to be 

executed. Behn’s narrator tells us, ‘[W]hen he was assur’d he should Dye’, he desir’d they 

would give him a Pipe in his Mouth, ready Lighted, which they did’.84 She describes the 

gruesome dismemberment of his body and remarks that at his final moment ‘He Smoak’d on, 

as if nothing touched him’ […] his Head sunk, and his Pipe drop’d; and he gave up the 

Ghost, without a Groan or a Reproach’.85  

 Despite Barrett Browning’s indebtedness to Behn for the theme of a slave rebellion, 

she nonetheless brings newness to the topos of the runaway slave. Like Oroonoko, Orenzebe 

escapes to the forests, but he lives there successfully for several years, while Oroonoko is 

captured shortly after his rebellious act. Moreover, Orenzebe exploits the system that once 

enslaved him by plundering the plantations, menacing and occasionally killing the white 

settlers and slaves who dare to challenge him. This temporary reversal of power, shifting 

from the colonial master to the slave, gives him political agency. Like a Byronic hero, 

Manfred in particular, Orenzebe dies admirably, a rebel and the master of his own life 

                                                 
84 See Behn’s Oroonoko, in Hughes, Versions of Blackness, 123-189 (p.188). 
85 Ibid. 
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(Richardson 2004: 138). This, however, begs the question of Barrett Browning’s narrative 

decision to deny him a completely successful liberation. We are presented with Orenzebe’s 

failure as well as his partial success. This characterises one of the ambivalences which marks 

the juvenile as well as the mature works in Barrett Browning’s oeuvre, a tension to which I 

will return with specific reference to ‘The Runaway Slave’ in the next chapter. 

 

Affa’s Construction 

 

 In constructing Orenzebe, Barrett Browning subverts the image of the African slave 

as an object of pity, passive, defenceless and pathetic in the abolitionist discourse of her 

predecessors. Subverting abolitionist conventions and revivifying the theme of slave rebellion 

were not the only ways in which Barrett Browning wrote back to and rewrote the persistent 

and prevailing antislavery narrative. Barrett Browning’s representation of Affa is another 

instance of her redrawing the template of abolitionist representation of the enslaved. As I 

have pointed out at the beginning of the chapter, there is no model in abolitionist literature for 

Affa’s construction. The intimacy between her and Orenzebe is an important change in the 

discourse of abolitionism, one that alters its context. Affa dotes on her brother, and his 

emotions and actions impact on her own. Her characterisation is not drawn from the female 

characters in the works of Barrett Browning’s forebears, Behn, More, Edgeworth and 

Robinson.  

Barrett Browning presents us with an intimate and emotionally complex relationship 

between brother and sister slaves living on the same plantation. Affa is anxious over 

Orenzebe’s imminent departure from the estate and will do anything to postpone it. With the 
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inevitable looming, they find solace in each other. The following lines illustrate their close 

bond and the effect she has on him: 

 

 As the pure watr’y moon beams, thro’ broken clouds gleaming 

 Gild the lowering sky, with her soft ray of light 

 So Affa’s mild eye, in veiled radiance beaming, 

 Glads the soul of that Chief, with the throb of delight. (ll. 86-89) 

 

The short iambic tetrameter of lines 80-85, which precede this passage and are quoted earlier, 

is substituted by the anapaestic metre in these lines. Replacing the monosyllabic rhymes 

‘side’ (l. 81), ‘pride’ (l. 82) and ‘sigh’ (l. 84) of the previous lines with the longer rhymes 

which ‘gleaming’ forms with ‘lowering’ and ‘beaming’ contribute to this delaying effect. The 

lengthening of the lines by anapaests signals Affa’s desire to detain Orenzebe a while longer. 

This technique of extending the meter and combining it with the longer rhymes works well 

with the hyperbolic language, comparing the effect Affa has on Orenzebe to that which the 

celestial bodies might have on young lovers.  

The prosodic features of the lines imitate the temporary nature of Affa’s charm. 

Despite the excitement of being ‘at his side’, she is all too aware that her presence only 

disguises Orenzebe’s anger, delaying his inevitable escape, and thus she ‘turned away’. When 

the anapaests are reversed in line 90, returning to the regular iambic meter – ‘Loose to the 

wind her flowing vest’ (l. 90), the prosodic form loses its power. At the end of Orenzebe’s 

farewell speech, the narrator tells us that Affa ‘beheld his soul’s despair, | And read some 

deadly purpose there’ (ll. 144-145), but ‘never, never | She dreamt that they could part 

forever’ (ll. 148-149). Barrett Browning double underlines the second ‘never’, and the 

editors’ note to the poem points out that the word ‘they’ is triple underscored. This visual 
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attention she imposes on the words ‘never’, ‘they’ and ‘forever’ serves to highlight the 

intensity of the emotional bond and closeness between Affa and Orenzebe.   

The composition of ‘The African’ coincided with the first few years of Edward 

Barrett Moulton-Barrett’s absence from Hope End when he was sent away for formal 

schooling at Charterhouse in London from 1820 to 1826.86. He was Barrett Browning’s 

beloved brother, whom the family affectionately called Bro. The adolescent Barrett Browning 

was experiencing emotional turmoil resulting from this separation. In Valerie Sanders’s book 

The Brother-Sister Culture in Nineteenth-Century Literature, she points to the prevalence of 

an ‘intense emotional’ bond in the brother-sister relationship from the end of the eighteenth 

to the early twentieth centuries that occupied an important place in the English literary 

imagination and cultural history (2002:2). Sibling sympathy in the nineteenth century was 

strongly influenced by the preceding Romanticism. Sanders claims that there was seldom a 

poet or novelist who failed to acknowledge ‘a close bond with a favourite sibling’, and that in 

their autobiographies, Victorian women tended to describe their brothers as ‘gods, second 

selves, ideal companions and intellectual partners’ (Ibid. 2 and 9). 

In her early autobiographical essay ‘Glimpses into my Life and Character (1820), the 

fourteen-year old Barrett Browning describes her close emotional tie to Bro. She writes: 

 

If I ever loved any human being I love this dear Brother .. the partner of my pleasures 

of my literary toils. My attachment to him is literally devoted! If to save him from 

anxiety from mental vexation any effort of mine could suffice Heaven knows my 

heart that I would unhesitatingly buy his happiness with my own misery!87  

 

 

                                                 
86 See WEBB, V, 391-391 (p. 391). 
87 See ‘Glimpses into My Life and Character’ in BC, I (1984), 289; 348-356 (p. 354).  
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Barrett Browning’s own personal account shows just how strong the bond was between them. 

This attachment, severed by Bro’s departure to school, may explain, in part, the rhetorical 

representation of Affa and Orenzebe. The intimacy between the brother-sister slaves seems 

redolent of Barrett Browning’s own relationship with her brother. Bro’s period away at 

boarding school was the time of the poet’s ‘greatest grief’, notes Elizabeth Berridge (1974: 

17- 18). Donaldson writes that this was the poet’s ‘first significant experience of loss’ (2010: 

Vol. 4, p. 2). She points to the poem Barrett Browning composed for him, ‘Verses to My 

Brother’, singling out the fourth stanza as expressive of the grief she felt at their separation 

(Ibid. 136- 137). The final two lines of the second quintain also conveys a similar import, 

‘How can these lips my heart’s affection prove? | I could not speak the words, if words could 

speak my love’.88 These lines are reminiscent of Affa’s own emotional state of mind at 

Orenzebe’s inexorable departure, for ‘she could not speak’ (l. 156) and endured a ‘speechless 

agony’ (l. 155). Recalling her separation from Bro in another autobiographical essay ‘My 

Character and Bro’s Compared’ (1821), Barrett Browning writes, ‘My beloved Bro and I 

have parted on the plain of life –! The last farewell is agony, for alas! our pursuits will now 

no longer be the same! – […] I am convinced that my brightest hours are faded for ever –’.89  

The biographical is only one possible explanation for Barrett Browning’s construction of 

Affa, but the language in the poem suggests a syntactic equivalence with her non-fictional 

narrative of the period.  

Barrett Browning’s representation of Affa as the supportive and doting sister who 

becomes alienated and mad after her brother’s escape from the plantation is another 

important facet to Affa’s construction. Female slaves in the mainstream abolition discourse, 

                                                 
88 See ‘Verses to My Brother’ (1826), WEBB, IV, 136-137 (p. 136). 
89 See ‘My Character and Bro’s Compared’ in BC, I (1984), 57-358 (p. 358). 
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especially in women’s writings, were generally represented as lamenting, complaining or 

discoursing about their loss and cruel condition, but never as mad. Barrett Browning has 

added the topos of madness to the life of the plantation slave, a trope to which she returns in 

her mature work ‘The Runaway Slave’. At the end of the first canto, we learn that ‘’twas not 

the tear of grief or sadness |Which trembled in that large dark eye – | ’Twas the maniacs 

glance, and the wildness of madness’ (ll. 289-290). Affa’s eyes are ‘phrenzied’, wild and 

‘Gleamed – fired with dread insanity’ and the tone of her laughter is ‘so madly wild’ (l. 322). 

But, as the speaker tells us, ‘when others wept for her’, Affa ‘smiled’ or ‘laughed’ (ll. 320-

321). Affa, once again, masks her grief. In challenging the sentimentalism of abolitionist 

discourse of the slave’s outpouring of grief, Barrett Browning offers different reasons for 

Affa’s agony. Affa’s madness and Orenzebe’s violent death are a consequence of imperial 

slavery practices, a system which forces the slaves to take desperate acts for freedom.  

At the end of the second canto when Affa discovers Orenzebe’s ‘cold, cold clay’ 

following his battle ‘for liberty’ (l. 244), she ‘passed her fairy fingers | O’er his still and 

motionless brow –!’ (ll. 641, 647-648), but could no longer contain her repressed grief. Now, 

she visibly weeps, driven to despair and madness at the ultimate separation: 

 

 And fast, and faster from her throat, 

 The sob convulsive heaves – 

 And loud, and louder it bereaves 

 Almost the swelling heart of breath –! 

 Oh would that that responsive note 

 Would calm those agonies in death –! 

And in that sob, her feelings speak 

 Till anguish – grief – their vengeful strife – 

 Despair’s pang – misery – and life 

Burst in one long wild shriek! –! 

Oh ’twas a tone of agony! 

It paused – and silence seemed more still, 

For in that loud, that desolate cry, 

Her pulse grew chill –! (ll. 663- 677). 
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Barrett Browning’s use of poetic syntax reflects Affa’s emotional falling apart and death. The 

caesuras and end-stopped lines in the passage are erratic. The ‘convulsive heaves’, the 

breaking up and stopping of ‘breath’ associated with the dying, as well as the first and third 

lines (‘And fast, and faster’, ‘And loud, and louder’) imitate the last moments of one’s 

struggle with death. The end-word ‘throat’ which rhymes with ‘note’ is delayed for several 

lines as do the rhyme ‘speak’/ ‘shriek’. These delayed rhymes reflect Affa’s slow death, 

while the end-stopped ‘breath’ and ‘death’, which also rhyme, reinforce its finality.  As 

Affa’s feelings mount, the reader, too, feels the weightiness of the gathering ‘grief’, 

‘revengeful strife’, ‘pang’ and ‘misery’ created by the sluggish caesuras. Suddenly, her 

repressed emotions are forced to a climax, enacted by the explosive trochee ‘Burst in’ at the 

beginning of line 672, before subsiding into the silence and stillness of Affa’s expiring 

breath. The anapaest, too, at the end of the penultimate line, ‘for in that loud, that desolate 

cry’, swiftly enacts her desolation. The final line, containing only four syllables, reflects the 

brevity of her life, as ‘her pulse grew chill’. 

Affa’s death scene lacks the splendour of Orenzebe’s. Although her story occupies 

half the poem, thematically, the focus remains on Orenzebe. We know of Affa’s emotional 

turmoil only because of Orenzebe. Barrett Browning’s rhetorical purpose of rewriting the 

lives of the slaves, within the context of abolition discourse, is apparent throughout the poem. 

What distinguishes these two in ‘The African’ from other slave characters is that they are not 

rendered as pitiful, lamenting, weeping, passive or dying in the conventional way. Thus, 

Barrett Browning’s representation of Orenzebe and Affa in this juvenile poem is both bold 

and radical.  
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Provenance of 'The Appeal’ 

 

  Barrett Browning’s second juvenile poem on slavery, ‘The Appeal’, deals specifically 

with the emancipation of the slaves in the British West Indies. It made its first and only 

appearance in the collection Prometheus Bound, and Miscellaneous Poems (1833). Published 

four months before Parliament passed the Emancipation Bill in July 1833, the poem is an 

intervention in the debate on emancipation. Significantly, it was written after the Great 

Reform Act of June 1832, thus interposed between these two momentous events. Barrett 

Browning adopts the radical position of a critic of imperialism in this antislavery work, the 

first publication the twenty-seven-year-old produced at her new home in Sidmouth, 

Devonshire, and the last to be published anonymously (Kenyon, LEBB, I, 18). Owing to a 

reduction in their financial fortunes arising from legal battles over property with other family 

members in Jamaica, the Barretts were forced to sell their Hope End mansion, and moved 

into the rented property in Sidmouth in August 1832.90 Given that reforms were taking place 

at home and abroad in the colonies, it is important to note that her first major work created at 

her new residence concerned a mythic rebellion, and a hymn exhorting the emancipation of 

the slaves.  

In the Preface to Prometheus Bound, Barrett Browning makes only one implicit 

reference to ‘The Appeal’ as part of what she describes as “a few fugitive poems” (Quoted in 

Kenyon, LEBB, I, 18). In an unserious comment at the conclusion, she asks the Greek 

dramatist Aeschylus to forgive her for ‘attaching’ to the title poem ‘some miscellaneous 

poems’ that are not equal to her translation of it.91 In June 1836, Barrett Browning sends 

                                                 
90 For Barrett Browning’s letter to Hugh Stuart Boyd dated 25 July 1832, see BC, III (1985), 

37-40 (p. 37). 
91 See the Preface in WEBB, IV, 179-183 (p. 183). 
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Mitford a copy of ‘the little book’, admitting that ‘I have been disappointed in not being able 

to have it bound in time: but I wish that its worse fault were on its outside!’92 This was the 

first private indication that she was dissatisfied with the collection as a whole.93 However, in 

1850, when the title work was extensively revised and reprinted, ‘The Appeal’ as well as the 

other eighteen poems were not included because ‘they have not so much goodness as to 

overcome the badness of the blasphemy of Aeschylus’ (Hayter 1962: 14).94 Hayter notes that 

Barrett Browning considered everything she wrote before 1838 as “the sins of my rawest 

juvenility” (1962: 18). Her protestations aside, what is significant is that she chose to 

translate a mythic work in which the protagonist is deprived of his freedom – bound, chained, 

manacled – and made to suffer cruel punishment. Although she acknowledges that it was her 

neighbour and friend, the classical scholar Hugh Stuart Boyd who suggested that she translate 

Aeschylus’ work, it was she who first brought it to his attention to discuss various passages 

from it.95 

Translating Aeschylus’ Prometheus Bound speaks to Barrett Browning’s own interest 

in and her figuration of the injustices of slavery and oppression, a composite subject which 

occupied much of her writing throughout her poetic career. Avery has argued that in 

Prometheus Bound, she foregrounds the ‘ambiguous nature of political authority, the 

psychology of oppression, strategies for liberty, and the construction of a rebel figure’ (2006: 

411). This triple thematics of oppression, rebellion and liberation is not limited to the work in 

question, but can be seen across Barrett Browning’s entire political oeuvre from the juvenile 

poems to the mature ones. In the 1833 edition of Prometheus Bound, she has the opening 

                                                 
92 Ibid. See also, Barrett Browning’s letter to Mary Russell Mitford, 3 June 1836, in BC, III 

(1985), p. 174. 
93 See LMRM I, pp. xxv-xli. 
94 See WEBB, I, pp. 119 and 125 Note 2. 
95 Ibid. 119. 
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character, ‘Strength’, admonish Vulcan and Force, ‘’Tis just he pay to gods exacted 

vengeance; | So may he learn t’ admit Saturnius’ sway | And make cessation from his love of 

man’ (ll. 9-11). In revising these lines in the 1850 and 1856 editions, Barrett Browning makes 

Strength speak these lines as ‘It doth behove he expiate to the gods, | Learning to accept the 

empery of Zeus | And leave off his old trick of loving man’ (ll.10-12).96 She later commented 

that this rendition ‘has more poetry’.97 The diction gives the new lines tremendous political 

import. In substituting ‘empery’ –  a word deriving from ‘imperium’ which is the right to 

absolute rule – for ‘sway’, which means control or influence, Barrett Browning was evoking 

a more political nuance, perhaps challenging unbridled political power. The revised 

Prometheus Bound echoes the concern with contesting imperial power that was broached in 

Barrett Browning’s abolition poem ‘The Appeal’ in the original collection. 

 

The Historical Context 

  

The general reforming climate of the early 1830s meant that the call for full freedom 

for the black slaves in the West Indies became an integral part of the national reform 

(Drescher 1982: 31).98 Barrett Browning’s only intervention in that process was the 

publication of ‘The Appeal’. The poem is her intercession on behalf of the slaves to hasten 

                                                 
96 For the 1833 and the 1857 editions, see WEBB, IV, 189-220 (p. 190) and I, 128-171 (p. 

128), respectively. 
97 Quoted in the headnote to the 1857 edition. See WEBB, 119-127 (p.122). 
98 After the abolition of the slave trade in 1807, it was only in the mid-eighteen twenties that 

leading abolitionists such as William Wilberforce advocated gradual rather than immediate 

emancipation. See Kenneth Morgan, Slavery and the British Empire: From African to 
America (Oxford: OUP, 2007), pp. 172-198 (p. 173). This appeal for immediate 

emancipation of the slaves followed Elizabeth Heyrick’s pamphlet entitled Immediate, Not 
Gradual Abolition. See Seymour Drescher, Abolition: A History of Slavery and Antislavery 

(Cambridge: CUP, 2009), 245-266 (p. 249). 
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Parliament to pass the Emancipation Act. For a poet who had economic interest in West 

Indian slave ownership, writing an abolition poem was not emotionally unproblematic. The 

Reform Act, which would enfranchise a sector of the population, was passed on 4 June 1832. 

It was a Bill which Barrett Browning followed closely. In a letter to Hugh Stuart Boyd, dated 

26 May 1832, she tells him that ‘the petition from Ledbury for reform, which has been sent to 

London, had above 700 signatures’.99 She was never a signatory to the many petitions signed 

by women and which were brought before Parliament. In writing to Boyd again, in a letter 

dated 12 May, she tells him, ‘the bill is considered to be safer than ever it was’ and on 9 June, 

‘The Bill has past. We may be prouder of calling ourselves English, than we were before it 

passed, – and stand higher among nations, not only as freer people, but as a people worthy of 

being free’.100 In this last remark, she appears to be taking a nationalist stance (Avery 2006: 

410) in congratulating the passage of the Bill, but her real interest was in the freedom she 

envisioned for everyone, meaning the upper middle classes and not necessarily the working 

class, the poor and the enslaved Africans. 

The success of the Reform Act in 1832 coincided with the abolitionists call for 

immediate and unconditional liberation rather than gradual emancipation of the slaves started 

a few years earlier (Drescher 2009: 249). James Walvin notes that with the reformation of 

Parliament in 1832, it was inevitable that the emancipation of the slaves would follow 

(Questioning Slavery 1996: 165). The insurrection of the slaves in Jamaica in December 

1831, called the Christmas or Baptist Rebellion, also reinforced the popular call in Britain for 

immediate emancipation.101 The slaves revolted by destroying the plantations on December 

                                                 
99 See Barrett Browning’s letter to Ann Lowry Boyd and Hugh Stuart Boyd, 26 May 1832, 

BC, III (1985), 21-24 (p. 23). 
100 BC, III (1985), 24-27 (p. 25) – Letter, Barrett Browning to Hugh Stuart Boyd, 9 June 1832. 
101 The Baptist Rebellion was carried out by a group of slaves who were converted Baptists. 

It was also called the Christmas Rebellion because the insurrection took place two days after 
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27 when they thought they were being denied their emancipation approved by Parliament. 

Barrett Browning writes of this upheaval in her Diary on 3 March 1832, ‘It would be 

agreeable to know that Papa’s estates are not burnt up’ (Berridge 1977: 248). She wanted her 

father’s plantations to remain unscathed by the slaves’ insurrection. 

A year later, two months before the Emancipation Act was passed, she presciently 

tells Julia Martin on 27 May 1833: 

 

The West Indians are irreparably ruined if the bill passes. Papa says that in the case of 

its passing, nobody in his senses would think of even attempting the culture of sugar, 

and that they had better hang weights on the sides of the island of Jamaica and sink it 

at once […]. I am almost more sorry (sic) for poor Lord Grey who is going to ruin us, 

than for our poor selves who are going to be ruined.102 

 

 

When it became clear that the slaves’ emancipation was imminent, Barrett Browning was 

torn between their freedom and the so-called ruin of her family’s finances.103 Even though 

she claimed not to have been overly concerned with the effect the slaves’ freedom would 

have on her family’s finances, she knew that its fortune was in jeopardy, and entertained the 

thought of their relocating to Jamaica.104 Apprehensively, she tells Boyd on 19 May 1831, 

                                                 

Christmas Day. The damage from the rebellion was widespread and “shook the plantocracy 

to its foundations” (quoted in Walvin 1996: 164). See James Walvin, Questioning Slavery 

(London: Routledge, 1996), p. 164, and A. R. Barrett, The Barretts of Jamaica (London: 

Atlone Press, 2000), p. 83. 

 
102 BC, III (1985), 80-82 (p. 81) – Letter from Barrett Browning to Julia Martin, 27 May 1833. 
103 Although the Barretts’ fortunes diminished, they did not lose their plantations during 

EBB’s lifetime. As late as 1897 EBB’s brother Charles John Moulton-Barrett lived in 

Jamaica where the family still owned considerable estates. See F. G. Kenyon, LEBB, I, p. 2. 

Hall has also argued that the notion of ruin of the West Indians was ‘unduly pessimistic’. See 

Hall, ‘Reconfiguring Race: The Stories the Slave Owners Told', in Catherine Hall and others, 

Legacies of British Slave Ownership: Colonial Slavery and the Formation of Victorian 
Britain (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press), Ch. 5, pp. 163-202 (p. 194). 
104 See BC, II (1984), 307-308 (p. 307) – Letter from Barrett Browning to Hugh Stuart Boyd, 

19 May 1831. 
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‘The possibility, not the probability of it, haunted me’.105 However, when the emancipation 

bill was passed at the end of July, she writes to Martin on 7 September, ‘Of course you know 

the late bill has ruined the West Indians. That is settled. The consternation here is very great. 

Nevertheless I am glad, and always shall be, that the negroes are – virtually – free! –’.106 

Wanting the slaves’ freedom was an exceedingly brave position for Barrett Browning to take, 

considering that it meant the potential loss of the plantation labour force on which her 

family’s income relied. She earnestly expressed the desire for the slaves’ liberty. Donaldson 

explains the statement to Martin as Barrett Browning’s ‘belief in individual rights and 

liberties, learned from the elders in her extended family’ so that she ‘declared that she was 

“glad” (WEBB, IV, 178). Barrett Browning spent many evenings with her brother Edward, 

her father and her uncle Samuel discussing politics (Forster 1989: 46). However, their 

discussion of rights and liberties was limited to proportional representation among the 

English middle class and did not extend to liberating or emancipating the slaves in their 

possession.107 

 

Critique of Imperialism 

 

It was amidst these contradictions and revisions that ‘The Appeal’ was written. In this 

juvenile antislavery poem, Barrett Browning engages with the imperialism of slavery and 

abolitionism. It is striking that in the same letter to Martin, immediately after lamenting the 

                                                 
105 Ibid. 
106 BC, III (1985), 84-87 (p. 86) – Letter from Barrett Browning to Julia Martin, 7 September 

1833. 
107 Barrett Browning’s letter to Hugh Stuart Boyd, dated 1 June 1831, recalls her family’s 

discussion on the rights of a free nation and the extent to which that freedom is applied. See, 

BC, II (1984), 311-312. 
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certainty of economic ruin, Barrett Browning’s train of thought moves to her poetic writings 

on rebellion and liberty. She tells Martin, ‘You will hear that my Prometheus and other 

poems, came into light a few weeks ago – a fortnight ago, I think’.108  Her comment implies a 

tension between her reformist and emancipationist agenda with her concerns for the fallout 

from it. She does not specifically address these personal quirks or ambivalences in her poems 

or non-fictional writings during this period. However, a comment she makes in one of the 

courtship letters to Robert Browning, dated 20 December 1845, illustrates the genuine 

passion or hatred she felt against slavery. She tells him, ‘it is true that I would give ten towns 

in Norfolk (if I had them) to own some purer lineage than that of the blood of the slave! – 

Cursed we are from generation to generation!’.109  

 A seventy-four-line long rhyming-couplet poem, ‘The Appeal’ is critical of imperial 

power and colonial slavery. It is a sombre poem that is overwhelmingly couched in religious 

language but lacks the emotional excitement of ‘The African’. Modern critics have not paid 

much attention to it. Hayter notes that the poem entreats the brotherhood of man to consider 

the slaves’ oppression (1962: 177), which, as Donaldson notes, links it to British slavery and 

to Parliament’s decision to abolish the institution in its West Indian colonies (2010: vol. IV, 

265). Mermin dismisses the poem, intimating that it expresses the lachrymose public 

sentiment of the period, and calls it ‘grotesque and dreadful’ (1989: 55; 2010: vol. IV, 265). 

In the absence of any sustained analysis, it is difficult to see why Mermin should have 

dismissed the poem, and one wonders whether Hayter’s brief treatment of it suggests that this 

early antislavery work is not taken seriously. More recently, Avery has pointed out in his 

                                                 
108 For Barrett Browning’s comment to Julia Martin, see the letter of 27 May 1833 in BC, III 

(1985), 80-82 (p. 81). 
109 For Barrett Browning’s letter to Robert Browning, 20 December 1845, see BC, XI (1993), 

251-253 
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essay ‘Telling it Slant: Promethean, Whig, and Dissenting Politics in Elizabeth Barrett’s 

Poetry of the 1830s’ that the poem encourages ‘the children of England [to] call out the 

Christian message of hope’ […] in foreign lands’ (2006: 418). He makes no reference to the 

work’s abolitionist context.  

The exhortatory opening of ‘The Appeal’ is aimed directly at British men, ‘Children 

of our England!’ (l.1), whom the speaker commands to ‘stand’. The line is repeated with 

variations at the start of the third section of the poem – ‘But children of our Britain, ye’ (l. 

44) – and at the beginning of the final envoi, ‘Children of our country! brothers’ (l. 69). It is 

only in this parting stanza that the speaker makes it clear that the children are the men of 

England. That Barrett Browning should use ‘children’ in a gendered context is not unusual. 

Brantlinger argues that Victorians considered matters relating to empire such as ‘governing 

and geographical exploration’, as the purview of men (2009: 67). Even the signing of 

political petitions during the first wave of the antislavery campaign (1787-1807) was a 

preserve of men from which women were excluded. Clare Midgley notes that male 

abolitionists felt that ‘the petitioning of Parliament was the province of adult males’ (1992: 

23). Hayter identifies the ‘children’ as the ‘brotherhood of man’, which would give the poem 

a wider currency, moving it beyond gender and its immediate political context (1962: 177). 

However, an unsigned reviewer in 6 October 1838 issue of The Sunbeam notes that it is a 

plea to ‘British men’, suggesting that contemporary readers would have understood the 

reference to ‘children’ to mean the men of England.110  

This explanation of the meaning of ‘children’ is important because the poem’s 

address to the men of England, the parliamentarians and reformers, provides an important 

                                                 
110 For the review in The Sunbeam, 1 September 1838-13 October 1838, see BC, IV (1986), 

387-400 (p. 395). 



 99 

political context. These are the men engaged in imperial territorial expansion and domination 

(conquering and exploiting), and who were not predominantly in the business of 

evangelising. These men of empire are exhorted to ‘Look above the wide, wide world’ (l. 5), 

an injunction which is repeated in line 13, and:  

 

Shout aloud the words that show 

Jesus in the sands and snow; – 

Shout aloud the words that free 

Over the perpetual sea. (ll. 18-21). 

 

The lines command the ‘brothers’ to proclaim freedom of the enslaved in Britain’s overseas 

territories (‘Over the perpetual sea’) – its colonies. Donaldson notes that this line, which is 

repeated twice in the poem, anticipates one of Barrett Browning’s most controversial 

antislavery works, ‘A Curse for a Nation’ (WEEB, IV, 265), suggesting continuity between 

her juvenilia and mature works. Is this freedom the poem exhorts to be accomplished through 

a political act or Christian conversion? The expressions ‘words that show | Jesus’ and ‘words 

that free’ give the lines a grave and religious overtone. Kenneth Morgan points out that in the 

early years of the 1830s, abolitionists viewed emancipation of the slaves in both moral and 

religious terms and believed that they had the God-given responsibility to uphold moral order 

in the world (2007: 184). According to Avery, Barrett Browning appears to have withdrawn 

from commenting on direct political issues in her poetry in the 1830s to focus on other kinds 

of writing such as religious verse (2006: 306). However, her intervention in the emancipation 

debate makes ‘The Appeal’ a direct political commentary, and although she might have been 

employing the language that best suited the period, the poem’s rhetoric is more nuanced and 

perhaps not quite as ‘lacking in subtlety and sophistication’ as has been suggested (Lewis 

1998: 187). 
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 The ambivalent language of ‘The Appeal’ allows it to be read as what Armstrong 

calls a ‘double poem’ (1993: 13).  By ‘double poem’ she means several things: the 

doubleness of language – ‘literally two concurrent poems in the same words’; the doubleness 

of the structure, which she argues ‘is a deeply sceptical form’; and above all that the ‘double 

poem’ ‘draws attention to the act of representation, the act of relationship and the mediation 

of language’ (Ibid. 12-14). Armstrong notes that the ‘double poem’ is ‘organised ambiguity’, 

where the contesting parts exist simultaneously (Ibid. 12). ‘The Appeal’, I suggest, is a 

double poem in these senses. It is both political and religious, a condemnation of the men 

who perpetrate economically-motivated oppression of the slaves and a Christian plea to them 

for compassion. Freedom must be achieved through both. Additionally, the repetitious 

simplicity of the language is markedly deceptive. The enunciation of a series of imperatives 

to the ‘brothers’ – ‘stand’ (l. 1) ‘look’ (l. 5), ‘shout aloud’ (l. 18), ‘speak’ (l. 22), ‘grind’ (l. 

43), and ‘rend not’ (l. 45) – signals perhaps what is immediately striking about the poem and 

draws our attention to it.  

A clear instance of organised ambiguity arises in the following lines from the first 

section of the poem:  

 

Look above the wide, wide world, 

Where a gauntlet Sin hath hur’d 

To astonied life; and where 

Death’s gladiatorial smile doth glare, 

On making the arena bare. (ll. 13-17) 

 

Invoking the image of a gladiatorial combat, Barrett Browning elevates the sophistication of 

the poem and links it to slavery. The poem comments on colonial slavery in the West Indies 

via the past cruel practices of Imperial Rome. Gladiators were generally convicted criminals, 

prisoners of war, or slaves who fought to the death on the sands of Roman arenas (Braund 
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2001: 96-98). Taken together with the metonymic ‘gauntlet Sin hath hurl’d’ (l. 14), ‘Sin’ 

being a religious short hand for the slave trade and slavery itself, the poet introduces us to the 

horrors of the institution.111 The personified Sin has thrown down his glove – a gesture for 

anyone to take up the challenge of ending slavery, to fight against it and defeat the horrible 

institution. ‘Death’s gladiatorial smile’ (l. 16) and ‘making the arena bare’ (l. 17) are 

suggestive of the ruthlessness of slavery. The immediate political context of the poem links it 

to the colonies, but it also embraces the condition of the unfree worldwide. ‘Arena’ is the 

Latin word for sand, a concept which is considered to stand for sand everywhere, that is, all 

arenas of conflict where life and death play out against one another (Braund 2001: 98). 

Locating the action of the poem within the site of a Roman arena suggests that the ‘brothers’ 

must attend to slavery wherever it occurs.  

Just as the language of the poem is deceptively simple, so too is its title. The Oxford 

English Dictionary Online defines ‘appeal’ as a call to decide in one’s favour, or the calling 

to account before a legal tribunal. Hence, the poem’s title functions dialogically and is not 

simply a straightforward ‘appeal’ on behalf of West Indian slaves. It is also a command to the 

men of England to give an account before a higher power (God) concerning the enslaved 

Africans. The employment of a series of imperatives, especially at the beginning of the lines 

– ‘speak ye’ (l. 22), ‘dare ye’ (l. 28), ‘Grind’ (l. 43), ‘Rend not’ (l. 45) – reinforces the notion 

that this is what must be done unquestioningly.  The voice of the persona speaks with 

certitude and the tone is authoritative rather than obeisant or supplicatory. Twice commanded 

to ‘Look above the wide, wide world!’ (ll. 5 and 13), to God before whom all men must stand 

in judgment, the ‘brothers’ must answer for their fellow men. They must adopt what Karen 

                                                 
111 Abolitionists thought of the slave trade and slavery as England’s great sin and great shame 

that required redemption. See Kenneth Morgan, Slavery and the British Empire: From Africa 
to America (Oxford: Oxford University Press, 2007), p. 168. 
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Dieleman calls an ‘epistemic humility’, a readiness to rely on a power outside themselves 

(2012: 16) to emancipate the slaves. Here Barrett Browning adopts the poet-as-preacher 

paradigm (Ibid. 59) she employs later in ‘A Curse for a Nation’ to complicate the discourse, 

drawing on her own personal belief in God – her Congregationalist views – and political 

opinions. All this suggests that the poem is her written intervention, a signed petition to 

Parliament as it were, in the debate to emancipate the slaves.  

In the second section of the poem, Barrett Browning makes her strongest political 

critique of Britain’s colonial practices, condemning its economic imperialism while at the 

same time challenging the men of Britain to activate their Christian fellowship and end 

slavery. The following passage is suffused with contesting images and meanings wherein 

Christian precepts, the economic particularities of colonial slavery and Greek myth infect the 

poem’s language and sentiment in the political argument it makes for emancipation:   

 

 Are ye men and love not man? 

Love ye, and permit this ban? 

Can ye, dare ye, rend the chain 

Wrought of common joy and pain, 

Clasping with its links of gold, 

Man to man in one strong hold? 

Lo! if the golden links ye sever, 

Ye shall make your heart’s flesh quiver 

And wheresoe’er the links are reft, 

There, shall be a blood stain left. 

To earth’s remotest rock repair, 

Ye shall find a vulture there: 

Though for others sorrowing not, 

Your own tears shall still be hot:  

 Though ye bear an iron heart; – 

Woe, like Echetus, still must 

Grind your iron into dust. (ll. 26-43) 
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The simple nouns that make up the diction of the passage – ‘chain’, ‘joy’, ‘pain’ ‘grind’ 

‘links’ ‘gold’, ‘rock’, ‘vulture’ and so on – take on multiple meanings, creating an ambiguity 

that makes it possible for the poem to be understood in two separate and distinct ways. The 

notable usage is that ‘chain’, which evokes an image that is often associated with slavery, is 

used to represent common human fellowship. This is the first obvious and explicit meaning 

which involves love for our fellowmen that should help us maintain the chain of human 

brotherhood, sympathy and compassion – ‘the chain | Wrought of common joy and pain’. The 

brothers are forewarned that this chain which binds us all together as human beings, as men 

made in God’s image, must not be broken. Line 26 provides the first reason, ‘Are ye men and 

love not man?’, alluding to the biblical counsel (in Matthew 21:44) that we cannot love God 

if we do not love our fellowmen.  

This scriptural precept impels the ‘brothers’ to preserve the humane ‘links of gold’ 

and the ‘chain’ of Christian brotherhood, for it is only in this way they can liberate the slaves. 

In a letter to Martin on 23 January 1837, in which she discusses the spiritual or Christian 

element in the ‘Poet’s Vow’, Barrett Browning explains her notion of human sympathy. She 

describes it as ‘the oneness of God’ which ‘produces a oneness or sympathy’ in all men, for 

‘the unity of God preserves a unity in men – that is a perpetual sympathy between man and 

man’. 112 This sympathy is not one of sentiment. Man has a spiritual obligation to his fellow 

man. In other words, declaring emancipation must be a spiritually as well as physically 

liberating act. Linda Lewis argues that Barrett Browning believed it was the nation’s 

obligation to relieve human suffering (1998: 187), like the abolitionists who worked on 

behalf of the slaves because of the common bond that converts all men. This is a ‘golden 

                                                 
112 See the letter to Julia Martin, 23 January 1837, in LEBB, I, pp. 49-50.  
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link’ in the chain, motivated by human compassion, which they must not ‘sever’. The work 

of abolition, then, provides another context for the chain which must not be broken.  

Beneath this understanding of the poem is a second and contrary level of meaning. 

The chain in this sense is one that must be broken: it is the ‘chain’ of chattel slavery. This is 

precisely Armstrong’s sense of the double poem. This second contesting poem relies on the 

same language, but evokes different images. This ‘chain’ is one which manacles the Africans 

in the ‘hold’ of the slave ship to each other, ‘man to man’ as they are transhipped across the 

Atlantic. It is the chain that shackles them to prevent their escape as they are auctioned in the 

slave markets; the chain which causes ‘pain’ and leaves its mark in blood – ‘a blood stain 

left’. Whereas this ‘chain’ is one of sorrow and oppression for the unfortunate Africans, it is 

the joy of the merchants and planters. A solid chain-gang which works tirelessly will be 

economically profitable, producing metaphoric ‘links of gold’. After commanding the 

‘brothers’, ‘But children of our Britain, ye | Rend not man’s chain of sympathy’ (ll. 44-45), 

the speaker now challenges, rather incites them, to do just that – ‘Can ye, dare ye, rend the 

chain’. This chain must not only be broken, it must be pulverised, ‘Grind your iron into dust’. 

Both ‘rend’ and ‘grind’ have biblical connotations. The OED defines ‘rend’ as the 

action of tearing or rupturing in both physical and non-physical contexts. Its use here alludes 

to the scriptural admonition to rend your hearts and not your garments.113 Like ‘chain’, ‘rend’ 

takes on a double significance: the ‘brothers’ must allow their symbolic hearts to be broken, 

to have compassion, but rupture the chains that bind the slaves in bondage. ‘Grind’, whose 

denotative meaning is to pulverize, is a synonym, according to the OED, of ‘contrition’ 

which is the condition of being sorrowful or heartbroken over some fault or injury done to 

others.  The command to ‘grind your iron into dust’ can be read as a call to contrition, to end 

                                                 
113 See the King James’s Bible, Joel 2: 13. 
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the cruelty and oppression of the slaves by emancipating them. These different meanings 

which exist in the two words are allied in the poem, both calling for the figurative rupture of 

the heart, contrition and the literal breaking up of the chain of chattel slavery. 

‘The Appeal’ embraces these different images and shades of meanings. Barrett 

Browning intends these ambiguities or contradictory renderings. For example, the imagery in 

the lines ‘your heart’s flesh quiver’ and ‘To earth’s remotest rock repair | Ye shall find a 

vulture there’ are not accidental, but are meant to direct the reader’s attention to the veiled 

criticism of empire with which the title work commenced. These lines are a clear allusion to 

Prometheus whom Zeus cruelly oppressed and denied his liberty. Because Barrett Browning 

is translating Aeschylus’ Prometheus Bound and working with the Promethean figure as a 

model, this direct allusion to the image of the vulture, the lonely rock and the ‘reft’ ‘flesh’ in 

‘The Appeal’ is intentional. The OED lists ‘reft’ as a variant of ‘rend’ which, as I have 

already pointed out, means to tear or to rupture. It is no accident that Barrett Browning is 

writing about the rebel figure Prometheus in this poem at the same time as she is critiquing 

imperial slavery. Additionally, the verbal tensions the poem dramatise serves to unite this 

‘miscellaneous’ abolitionist work with the title poem, Prometheus Bound. Prometheus is 

chained to a rock and his flesh ‘reft’; the men of England whose ‘Rocky hearts’ (l. 56) ‘were 

chain’d in stone before’ (l. 57) must not rend ‘man’s chain of sympathy’ (l. 45) but rend the 

chains that set the slaves free. The syntax of the line 57, ‘were’ ‘before’, suggests that the 

poem anticipates the passage of the Emancipation Bill. 

As I have already noted, ‘The Appeal’ implicitly condemns the cruel practices of 

imperialism: 

 

To those who sit in woe and night, 

Denying tears and hiding light. 
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Ye have stretch’d your hands abroad 

With the Spirit’s sheathless sword: 

Ye have spoken – and the tone 

To earth’s extremest verge hath gone: 

East and west sublime it rolls 

Echoed by a million souls! (ll. 46-53). 

 

 

The imagery is oppressive – ‘woe’, ‘night’, ‘tears’ and ‘sheathless sword’. Although by the 

1830s Britain was no longer actively acquiring territories in the Americas, the poem is 

nonetheless interested in and critical of the far reaches of imperial expansion. Through 

military might – the ‘sheathless sword’ – Britain acquired a vast slave empire in the ‘East and 

west’, India and Mauritius in the East, on the one hand, and the West Indian islands of the 

Americas in the West, on the other. At the same time these lines purport a spiritual mission. 

‘The Spirit’s sheathless sword’, the word of God, is the scriptural injunction to take the 

message of salvation to the ends of the earth, ‘to earth’s extemest verge’.114 In the closing 

lines of the section before the final envoi, the poem returns to the image of the gladiatorial 

combat with which it began, ‘the shout of war in deathly ring’. However, the ‘gladiatorial 

smile’ at the opening is replaced ‘with a most undying smile’ at the end. This ethereal 

‘undying smile’ of the Roman gladiator mocks the physical death of the body. The lines, ‘No 

sound of grief or pain | Shall haunt us when we move again’, an allusion to the afterlife, is at 

odds with the speaker’s command to end slavery and emancipate the slaves. The two 

apparently opposing discourses, the political and religious, co-exist together, while creating a 

tension between a radical political denunciation of slavery and the pacifism inherent in the 

conversion of the slaves.  

                                                 
114 The King James Bible, Ephesians 6:17, states, ‘Take the helmet of salvation and the sword 

of the Spirit, which is the word of God’. 
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 For a poem that has been downplayed as ‘dreadful’ (Mermin 1989: 55) 

unsophisticated or simple (Lewis 1998: 187), ‘The Appeal’ stands alongside comparable 

works of the period by well-known writers. One representative example is Laetitia Landon’s 

‘The African’, written when she was twenty-nine years old, two years older than Barrett 

Browning was when she wrote ‘The Appeal’. Landon’s poem was first published in Fisher’s 

Drawing Room Book in its 1831 issue, and retitled ‘The African Prince’ in a subsequent 

publication.115 The poem is about the Christianisation of an African child-prince in ballad, 

modelled on the Oroonoko prototype – the only son of a king, comparable to Europe’s 

princes, who was of royal blood, abducted, and sold into slavery. The poem’s coda depicts 

the evangelisation of ‘a seraph child | With eyes of gentlest blue’, whose kindness and love 

subdued his African heart, taught him ‘to look in faith above’, and to ‘the Saviour’ who died 

‘for you as well as me.116 The result, the speaker tells us in a simple declarative sentence, is 

that ‘The African believed’.117  

One questions whether this poem, published in the twilight of the Bill to emancipate 

the slaves, was intended to help effect the immediate abolition of slavery. The poem draws on 

the common topoi of antislavery literature of the late eighteenth century, echoing the 

sentimental abolitionist rhetoric of Christian evangelism, notably, in More’s poetry, and 

Edgeworth’s children’s poem ‘The Negro Boy’. It makes no explicit or implicit appeal for the 

emancipation of the slaves; instead, it reaffirms the ameliorationist policy that Christian 

education improves the slaves’ lot and makes their condition bearable. ‘The Appeal’ rejects 

such sentiments, calling for the immediate emancipation of the slaves, ‘Shout aloud the 

words that free’, the persona tells the brothers of Britain. Combining her political views and 

                                                 
115 See the headnote to the poem in Slavery, Abolition, and Emancipation, IV, p. 369. 
116 Ibid. 371, stanzas 14 and 16-17 
117 Ibid. stanza 18 
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Congregationalist background, Barrett Browning insists on the political as well as the 

spiritual freedom of the enslaved Africans. 

 

Conclusion 

 

Barrett Browning’s ‘The African’ and ‘The Appeal’ offer an alternative discourse of 

the enslaved Africans and a new antislavery rhetoric distinct from that of the discourse she 

inherits. She challenges decades of representation of the African slaves as objects of pity, 

passive and hopeless by complicating our understanding of the rhetoric of sensibility through 

her characterisation of Orenzebe and Affa. If Richard Barrett’s narrative is emblematic of the 

standard colonial discourse on slavery – the master discourse of the slave narrative – then 

Barrett Browning’s poem not only challenges that discourse but also rewrites it, offering the 

reader alternative statements about the enslaved African (as rebellious, charismatic and 

admirable) to those which imperial discourse allows. ‘The African’ is a much subtler 

discourse about the slave’s consciousness of himself and his desire for liberty. Although it 

was inspired by the ostensibly historical account, the exploits of a fugitive slave in Jamaica, 

the poem’s formative influence – crossing periods and genres to reinscribe the (his)story of 

the African slave – cannot be ignored. Barrett Browning reaches back across the ages to a 

seventeenth-century model for her political discourse on the rebel slave she borrowed from 

Behn, while she imitated Byron to present us with a Byronic hero of her own who rebels 

against the plantation slavery system which enslaves him. 

‘The Appeal’, too, makes its own political statements, condemning imperial and 

colonial practices. The poem’s publication, which precedes the Emancipation Act, is a daring 

poetical and political intervention in the debate to emancipate the slaves. In the early 1830s, a 
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period defined by its emphasis on the Christian obligation of abolitionists to the slaves, the 

intentionally ambiguous sentiments of the poem foreshadow the prophetic work ‘A Curse for 

a Nation’. As Lewis has rightly suggested, ‘The Appeal’ paves the way for the poet’s later 

work in the politics of slavery (1998: 187). This sophisticated abolitionist work of two poems 

in one deserves more attention. Juvenile it is, but it is nonetheless Barrett Browning’s earliest 

abolition publication, and not ‘The Runaway Slave’, as McNeal Miller writes (2014: 638). 

Additionally, although ‘The African’ is derivative, it is Barrett Browning’s first engagement 

with antislavery. Considering the poem’s tone, rhetoric and imagery, it belongs firmly in the 

domain of her antislavery oeuvre, forming an important early part of that political body of 

work. 
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Chapter 3 

Antislavery Poems II: America 

 

The previous chapter explored Barrett Browning’s juvenile antislavery poems and the 

implicit critique they make of mainstream abolitionist discourse and empire during the second 

wave of the campaign to end slavery in British colonies. By mid-century, Barrett Browning’s 

antislavery politics had become bolder as she developed a more direct confrontational approach 

to her criticism of imperial slavery in three American antislavery poems – ‘The Runaway 

Slave’, ‘Hiram Power’s Greek Slave’ and ‘A Curse for a Nation’ – also in Casa Guidi 

Windows. In this chapter, I examine the two most compelling of these American poems, ‘The 

Runaway Slave’ and ‘A Curse for a Nation’ in which Barrett Browning confronts various forms 

of oppression and injustice in the first half of the nineteenth century. These mature works also 

form a thematic and rhetorical continuity with her juvenilia. ‘The Runaway Slave’, a dramatic 

monologue and Barrett Browning’s third antislavery poem, develops the topos of the violent 

rebel slave that she explored in her first unpublished abolition work, ‘The African’. Her 

oracular lyric, ‘A Curse for a Nation’, strikes a similarly religious tone to that of ‘The Appeal’, 

with their devout personae commanding and cursing publicly, but more significantly, these two 

poems are linked by their deliberate ambiguity of language. 

The first part of this chapter demonstrates Barrett Browning’s departure from the beaten 

path of popular sentiment to represent a black female slave as cursing, rebelling and inciting 

violence against the slaveholding descendants of the pilgrim fathers of America. I argue that 

in ‘The Runaway Slave’, Barrett Browning invokes the familiar narrative of the landing of the 

Mayflower pilgrims as a vehicle for decrying a catalogue of oppressions. In this strategy, 

Barrett Browning combines various forms of oppressions and uses one to invoke another. The 

condemnation of one political oppression then produces or promotes a similar condemnation 
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of a different one. In the context of the poem, exposing the oppression that the pilgrims’ heirs 

meted out to the black population arouses the denunciation of other oppressions such as gender, 

an issue with which Victorians were greatly concerned.  

In combining various forms of nineteenth-century discourses of oppression in ‘The 

Runaway Slave’, Barrett Browning can write back to them using the single poetic form of the 

ballad. The notion of ‘writing back’ refers to a twentieth-century postcolonial practice of 

gaining textual ‘voice’ and ‘control’ through writing back to the centre of empire by literally 

re-inscribing its hegemonic stories and persistent narratives. This is the conceptual formulation 

of the authors Bill Ashcroft, Gareth Griffiths and Helen Tiffin in The Empire Writes Back, 

which describes the practices of African, Caribbean and Indian writers, artists and social 

theorists who engaged the pervasive colonial and imperial discourses by writing back to them 

(2002: 96, 198).118 For a Victorian upper-middle class, highly privileged white woman, who 

was related to slave owners, to take on the role typically associated with that of formerly 

colonised peoples, might seem questionable. However, as I have noted in the Introduction, 

there was no contemporary critical terminology to describe what Barrett Browning was doing 

in her antislavery writings. In applying the phrase ‘writing back’ to her rhetorical strategy in 

‘The Runaway Slave’, I interpret it in the sense of writing against the dominant imperial 

narratives of the day.119 Writing back is also an act of resistance. As David Jefferess notes in 

his introduction to Postcolonial Resistance: Culture, Liberation, and Transformation, the 

                                                 
118 A postcolonial author who writes back to the narrative of empire is the Dominican Jean 

Rhys. Her novel Wide Sargasso Sea reinscribes Charlotte Bronte’s Jane Eyre. Other 

examples are the Francophone Martiniquan writer Aime Cesaire’s rewriting of Shakespeare’s 

The Tempest in his work of that title and Maryse Conde’s rewriting of Emily Bronte’s 

Wuthering Heights in her novel Windward Heights.  
119 For the notion of writing back, see, Ashcroft, Griffiths and Tiffin, eds, The Empire Writes 
Back: Theory and Practice in Postcolonial Literatures (London: Routledge, 2003), p. 245, 

Note 2. 
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concept of ‘resistance’ is ‘a diverse range of modes, practices, and experiences of struggle, 

subversion, or power’ (2008: 3). Although Jefferess is critiquing the ‘amorphous’ use of the 

concept in postcolonial studies, the term’s political manifestation as ‘subversion’ and 

‘experiences of struggle’ lends itself to describing what Barrett Browning is doing in her poems 

on behalf of her slave characters. 

The second of the two American antislavery works, ‘A Curse for a Nation’, I read as a 

double poem in Armstrong’s sense of the term. Its language is deliberately not specific, and its 

imagery and rhetorical devices are reverberations of the other poems in Barrett Browning’s 

antislavery body of work that put them in struggle and contest with each other. This contributes 

to what Armstrong calls calculated ambiguity, that is, the text generates polysemic and 

‘wayward meanings’ enabling the emergence of two concurrent poems in the same words 

(1993: 10, 12-13).  This is crucial to understanding the poem’s curse. I argue that Barrett 

Browning self-consciously created this ambiguous work that can sustain two sets of references 

simultaneously and be understood as a poem either about England or a poem about America. 

It is not a matter of chance that the abuses perpetrated by these two nations are interchangeable. 

They are connected, as it were, by brutal practices of oppression. To construct such an oracular 

work as ‘A Curse for a Nation’, Barrett Browning had to negotiate the authority to speak 

publicly on political subjects. She also needed to appropriate the prophetic discourse that is 

conventionally prose and traditionally a male preserve. In this poem, she moves away from the 

parody and subversion of ‘The Runaway Slave’ to launch more deliberate attacks on slave 

empires, condemning multiple injustices during the factious antislavery campaign in mid-

century America.  

The first section of the chapter focuses on the alternative discourse ‘The Runaway 

Slave’ offers to the nineteenth-century literary and visual representations of the historical 
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landing of the Mayflower pilgrims at Plymouth, New England. I will demonstrate the ways in 

which Barrett Browning implicitly writes back to the odes of Robert Treat Paine (1773-1811), 

which celebrate the arrival of the pilgrims and American Independence at the turn of the 

century, and Felicia Hemans’s poem ‘The Landing of the Pilgrim Fathers in New England’ 

(1825), both of which uncritically rhapsodise the symbolism of the Landing.  Along with these 

poetic works, I will also examine the ways in which ‘The Runaway Slave’ dialogues with the 

visual iconography of the Landing in the Landing of the Fathers (1802) by the American 

painter Henry Sargent (1770-1845) and the Landing of the Pilgrim Fathers (1847) by the 

Englishman Charles Lucy (1814-1873) to subvert, parody and reinscribe the notion of freedom 

enshrined in these cultural legacies.  

In the second section of the chapter, I reassess the tropes of infanticide and madness in 

Wordsworth’s ‘The Thorn’ and ‘The Mad Mother’ from the Lyrical Ballads (1798), and 

another of Hemans’s poems ‘The Indian Woman’s Death-Song’ from Records of Woman 

(1828), examining how Barrett Browning might have been subverting and rewriting them. The 

influence of Wordsworth and Hemans on ‘The Runaway Slave’ has been addressed in several 

critical works, which I discuss below; but my analysis expands on the scholarship, showing the 

new relationships and contexts ‘The Runaway Slave’ has with the precursor poems in a way 

that has not been previously explored. Each of these canonical works represents a persistent 

discourse of female oppression with which ‘The Runaway Slave’ enters into dialogue. I want 

to analyse in detail these intertextual connections and the tapestry of social concerns in her 

‘antislavery ballad’, as Barrett Browning describes it.120 By blending these diverse forms of 

oppression, set within her revisionist perspective on the Landing, Barrett Browning is 

                                                 
120 See Barrett Browning’s letter to Mary Russell Mitford, dated 8 February 1847, in BC, XIV 

(1998), 115-121. 
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employing a counter-strategy which takes the form of narrative reversals, ironies, revisionary 

echoes and the adaptation of plots and motifs in precursor texts. Thus, ‘The Runaway Slave’ 

is an act of resistance and writing back against tyranny and subjugation. 

The final section of the chapter focuses on ‘A Curse for a Nation’ as a double poem. I 

will examine how it generates ‘wayward meanings’ through its generalised language and 

reverberations with other poems within the oeuvre and the interchangeability of the facts. The 

poem is an attack against corruption and multiple injustices such as the failure of the 

Compromise, laws and treaties drawn up during the factious antislavery campaign in mid-

century America. Overall, my chapter will demonstrate that together ‘A Curse for a Nation’ 

and ‘The Runaway Slave’ rewrite, oppose and resist imperial discourses of oppression within 

the context of antislavery. Additionally, the rhetoric, tone and imagery of oppression in the 

poems resonate with as well as anticipate the other poems in Barrett Browning’s antislavery 

oeuvre in which she has consistently condemned oppression. 

 

Provenance of the Poems and Abolition Context 

 

In 1845, Barrett Browning was commissioned to write a poem for the Boston 

antislavery bazaar by the American abolitionist James Russell Lowell and the editor of The 

Liberty Bell, Maria Weston Chapman.121 In the winter of that year, she disclosed to Mitford 

her intention to write a poem for the Boston annual, commenting, ‘I have to write for the 

antislavery people at Boston’.122 She completed and sent the poem a year later in December 

                                                 
121 See the letter to Cornelius Matthews, written around mid-January 1847, in BC, XIV (1998), 

98-101 (p. 99). See also, Barrett Browning’s letter to James Russell Lowell, dated 23 

December 1847, in BC, XIV (1998), 86-87. 
122 See WEBB, IV, p. 409 and LMRM, III, 147-150 (p. 147). See also, Stone’s essay ‘Elizabeth 

Barrett Browning and the Garrisonians’, in Chapman, Victorian Women Poets, 33-55 (p. 35). 



 115 

1846, after what she describes as a number of ‘vexatious circumstances’ and her recent 

marriage that distracted her from writing.123 She told an American correspondent Cornelius 

Matthews, ‘the last thing I did was to send to Mr Lowell, who wrote to me a year ago on behalf 

of the American Anti-Slavery Society, (Mrs. Chapman doing the same thing,) the poem which 

they asked for’.124  

‘The Runaway Slave’ was that poem. It was published in The Liberty Bell, an annual 

gift-book, in 1847 for its 1848 issue.125 The periodical was inaugurated in 1839 by Chapman 

and her sisters to aid the Garrisonian faction of the American Anti-Slavery Society of 

Massachusetts (Taylor 1995: 31, 88) and sold at a fair or bazaar held annually in Boston as a 

fundraising event. Copies were also given as gifts – hence, the name gift-book – to friends of 

the American antislavery cause in Britain, Ireland and Europe. ‘A Curse for a Nation’ was 

published in the same periodical as ‘The Runaway Slave’. It may not have been solicited like 

its predecessor, but Robert Browning told Charles Eliot Norton on 17 December 1855 that his 

wife contributed it the previous year to ‘Mrs Chapman’s annual’.126 Barrett Browning herself 

corroborated this in a letter, dated 20 December 1854, to Arabella, telling her, ‘I have also 

given lately “A Curse for a Nation” to Mrs Chapman of Paris (her sisters passing through 

Florence)’, ‘to be printed in her American periodical against slavery’.127 Because the 

Chapmans were in Paris in 1854, there was no 1855 issue, so the poem was not published until 

1856. It was reprinted four years later in England in Poems Before Congress (1860).   

                                                 
123 See LMRM, III, 147-150 (p. 149).  
124 See Barrett Browning’s letter to Cornelius Matthews, mid-January 1847, in BC, XIV 

(1998), 98-101 (p. 99). 
125 Maria Weston Chapman postdated the issues of The Liberty Bell so that the 1848 issue 

was published and sold in 1847. See Clare Taylor, Women of the Anti-Slavery: The Weston 
Sisters (London: McMillan, 1995), p. 88. 
126 See Robert Browning’s letter to Charles Eliot Norton, dated 17 December 1855, in BC, 

XXII (2015), 44-45 (p. 45). 
127 Letter to Arabella Moulton-Barrett, 20 December 1854, in BC, XXI (2014), 33-40 (p. 39). 
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These two Liberty Bell poems were published during very divisive periods in American 

abolitionism. This is the principal reason it makes sense for me to examine them together even 

though there were intervening poems connected to American slavery such as the ‘Greek Slave’ 

and Casa Guidi Windows. The first antislavery society was established in the United States in 

1833 (Stauffer 2012: 572), which coincided with the abolition of slavery in Britain’s West 

Indian colonies. With the success of the emancipation of the slaves in British colonies, British 

abolitionists were keen to turn their attention to the institution of slavery in America (Drescher 

2009: 295- 296; Stauffer 2012: 569). Supported by them, the American Anti-Slavery Society, 

championed by one of its leaders William Lloyd Garrison, began to call for immediate 

emancipation, but abolition and the antislavery campaign in America proved rather complex. 

In 1840, American abolitionists split along ideological lines. One radical faction, led by 

Garrison, supported and encouraged women’s public and political involvement in antislavery. 

This became the Garrisonian section of the American Anti-Slavery Society (Midgley 1992: 

xiv-xv, 123-124; Stauffer 2012: 572). Another faction, the American and Foreign Anti-Slavery 

Society, led by Lewis Tappan and supported by the British and Foreign Anti-Slavery Society 

(BFASS), felt that women’s proper sphere was not in active political campaigning and their 

activity should be limited to fund-raising and moral support.128 Many local male and female 

antislavery societies in Britain aligned themselves with BFASS which supported Tappan, while 

only a handful of women supported Garrison (Midgley 1992: 124; Stone 2003: 45).  

                                                 
128 For further reading on British antislavery activities after 1838, see Clare Midgley, Women 
Against Slavery: The British Campaigns, 1780-1870 (London: Routledge, 1995); David 

Brion Davis, Inhuman Bondage: The Rise and Fall of Slavery in the New World (Oxford: 

Oxford University Press, 2006), Chapters 13 and 14; and Seymour Drescher, Abolition: A 
History of Slavery and Antislavery (New York: Cambridge University Press, 2009), Chapters 

10 and 11. 



 117 

The writers Harriet Martineau, Elizabeth Pease and Barrett Browning were among 

those women who were affiliated with the radical Garrisonians. Although the three of them 

contributed writings for publication in The Liberty Bell, the sale of which helped to support 

Garrison’s activities, Barrett Browning’s work was by far the most forceful. Martineau 

submitted several anecdotal prose narratives to the periodical. In ‘A Child’s Thought’ (1842), 

she uses Lord Byron’s youthful declaration that he could not be happy because God had taken 

his brother and playmate and carried him off to heaven as an anecdote to illustrate how the 

slave must have felt when he was transported from Africa to ‘that lowest of earthly places, – a 

slave-plantation’ (28-29). In two other writings, ‘Persevere’ (1843) and ‘Pity the Slave’ (1844), 

Martineau makes similar use of analogies, citing the experiences of others to show that the 

slaves’ condition is far worse. Pease contributed only one article to The Liberty Bell, entitled 

‘Responsibility’ (1845). It is a religious piece citing several passages of scripture to illustrate 

man’s responsibility to his fellow men in which Pease states that her country is the world and 

her countrymen mankind in general (25). These writers kept close to the conventional, religious 

and non-combative abolitionist rhetoric of their predecessors. Martineau herself captured the 

tone of her writings in a ‘Letter to Elizabeth Pease’ (1845), pointing out that ‘no one can call 

my words too strong, my accusations exaggerated’ (252). As we shall see, Barrett Browning’s 

poems are much more revolutionary, and even the titles are controversial. The title ‘A Curse 

for a Nation’ led many of the original reviewers to debate to which nation it refers and to 

question Barrett Browning’s right to curse at all. Concerning ‘The Runaway Slave’, Stone and 

Taylor note that in an earlier fair copy version of the manuscript, it bore the title ‘Black and 

Mad at Pilgrim’s Point’, but Barrett Browning crossed it out (WEBB, I, 413). Even this poem’s 

title suggests rebellion. 
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 As noted earlier, the emergence of abolitionism in America in the 1830s and early 

1840s was a complex process. The 1850s added another perplexing dimension to it. Activists 

faced difficult battles as the Union between the so-called free North and the proslavery South 

introduced pacts and revised laws intended to maintain the status quo. Henry Meyer has 

observed that the revised Fugitive Slave Law of 1850 and the renewed pledges of compromise 

were purposefully designed to challenge abolitionist agitation: 

 

It was clear to all parties that the 1850 Fugitive Slave Law was not so much a remedy 

for the South’s chronic runaway problem as it was a deliberate condemnation of the 

abolitionist agitation that had unsettled traditional politics, and its strict enforcement 

became so passionately contested because, at the very moment the antislavery tide had 

turned in Northern public opinion, the South demanded new pledges of fidelity to the 

old habits of compromise. (1998: 407). 

 

As the passage suggests, the South took steps to curb the antislavery activities of the 

abolitionist-leaning North. Northern abolitionists ran the risk of entanglements with the law in 

agitating on behalf of the black slaves or seeking to rescue runaways. ‘A Curse for a Nation’ 

was published amidst these controversies and the poem entered into a debate which the speaker 

of ‘The Runaway Slave’ denounces as taking place between ‘Two kinds of men in adverse 

rows | Each loathing each’ (ll. 234-235). Donaldson calls ‘A Curse for a Nation’ one of Barrett 

Browning’s ‘most controversial works’ and claims that its mode of publication determined how 

critics interpreted its audience and agenda; that is, when it was published in an American 

periodical The Liberty Bell in 1856, it was directed at America, but when it was included in 

Poems Before Congress in 1860, it was targeting the English. I will return to this question of 

audience later in the chapter (WEBB, IV, 599). Publishing these two poems in the Boston 

periodical represents an important symbol for Barrett Browning’s antislavery activism. As she 
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stated herself after sending ‘The Runaway Slave’ to be printed in The Liberty Bell, ‘the great 

antislavery cause must always be dear to me’.129  

 

‘The Runaway Slave’ 

 

In this thirty-five-stanza balladic monologue, the unnamed female slave-protagonist 

runs from the slaveholding South to pilgrim’s point in the North to stand ‘on the mark’ (l. 1) 

and ‘kneel’ (l. 15) where the pilgrim fathers ‘knelt before’ (l. 15). Her dramatic but physically 

impossible act speaks to the constructed nature of the work. Commenting on the fugitive’s run 

by foot ‘from Louisiana to Massachusetts in twelve hours’ time’, John Seelye suggests that it 

was Barrett Browning’s purposeful strategy to locate the slave’s horrors within a day’s journey 

to facilitate her encounter and confrontation with the ghostly pilgrims (1998: 243-244). The 

phantasmagoric appearance of the dead pilgrims is occasioned by the slave-woman’s presence 

at the mark where they first landed. Speaking to her unwilling interlocutors, she recounts, in a 

harrowing series of flashbacks, the oppression she suffered at the hands of their descendants: 

the separation from and murder of her slave-lover, the conception of her child by gang rape by 

the slave masters, and her murdering and burying of her own infant son in the forest. Hunted 

by her oppressors, she resists them and enjoins fellow slaves to rebel. The poem ends with the 

slave’s anticipation of her impending death and the withdrawal of her initial malediction ‘to 

curse this land’ (l. 20), leaving the descendants ‘all curse-free’ (l. 252).  

Scholars have paid considerable attention to several themes and issues in ‘The Runaway 

Slave’, namely infanticide, theodicy, gendered oppression, resistance and racial oppression. 

Critics have also identified Wordsworth’s ‘The Thorn’ and ‘The Mad Mother’ (Stone 

                                                 
129 See letter to James Russell Lowell, 7 December 1846, in BC, XIV (1998), pp. 86-87. 
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1995:105) and Hemans’s ‘The Indian Woman’s Death-Song’ as influential literary precursors 

for Barrett Browning’s treatment of child-murder in ‘The Runaway Slave’.130 However, the 

implicit dialogue of ‘The Runaway Slave’ with the literary and iconographic narratives of the 

nineteenth century that the poem interrogates has not been emphasised or given any 

consideration in the criticism. I argue that ‘The Runaway Slave’ carries on a conversation with 

these narratives, and that it challenges and reinscribes the larger expedition accounts concealed 

within the epigraph which serve as the inspiration for Hemans’s poem, embedded narratives 

that frequently reinforced patriarchal imperialist ideologies. 

The criticism on ‘The Runaway Slave’ is wide-ranging. In Elizabeth Barrett Browning, 

Leighton focuses on the ideological racial division in ‘The Runaway Slave’ and argues that the 

world of the poem is one of black and white, and that the religious and political imperialism, 

signified by fatherhood – the ‘sacred myth of English Victorian society’ – is rejected (1986: 

40, 44). Taking a contrary position to much of the criticism on ‘The Runaway Slave’, which 

stresses the liberationist and revolutionary power of the poem, Sandra Brophy has argued that 

it lacks the political itinerary critics ascribe to it. She believes that the critique of racial and 

patriarchal oppressions as well as the perceived agency and authority that the female slave 

possesses depend on the poem’s dramatic or affective impact (1998: 275). Recently, critics 

have explored newer areas of analyses. Stone’s comprehensive essay, ‘Elizabeth Barrett 

Browning and the Garrisonians’, concentrates on the historical and cultural contexts of the 

poem; that is, the influence of its organ of publication – its Liberty Bell context – and its 

                                                 
130 Critics who have addressed these issues include Helen Cooper, Elizabeth Barrett 
Browning, Woman and Artist (London: University of North Carolina, 1988), Ch. 4, pp. 112-

113; Angela Leighton, Victorian Women Poets: Writing Against the Heart (London: 

University of Virginia Press, 1992), Ch. 3, pp. 99-100; Marjorie Stone, Elizabeth Barrett 
Browning (London: The Macmillan Press, 1995), Ch. 3, p. 105; and E. Warwick Slinn, 

Victorian Poetry, Ch. 3, pp. 62-63. 
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transatlantic network of abolitionism (2003: 34-35, 38). Though the Liberty Bell might have 

provided Barrett Browning with a guide, in terms of the poem’s assertive tone and antislavery 

subject matter, it was not her first or only experience in representing slave insurrection in an 

abolitionist context. The unpublished juvenile poem ‘The African’ deserves the claim to be the 

Barrett Browning’s formative experience in dealing with the subject of slave rebellion. Avery 

argues that the politics in ‘The Runaway Slave’ is one of re-interpretative history used ‘to 

expose the oppressive structures of power and exploitation’ within the slave-holding southern 

states in America (2011: 65). More recently, Caroline Levine contemplates the overlapping of 

politics and poetic rhythm in the poem, reasoning that its form – its substitutive and numerical 

patterns – works against the conventional aesthetic goals of unity and harmony (2014: 310, 

314). I take a position similar to Stone’s by focusing on the historical and cultural contexts and 

influences on ‘The Runaway Slave’, but will do so by examining more closely its implicit links 

to the nineteenth-century literary and visual discourses of the of the pilgrim fathers and Barrett 

Browning’s responses to them. In other words, in my reading of ‘The Runaway Slave’, I build 

on the themes and intertextual links identified in the scholarship but analyse in greater detail 

the literary representations of female oppression. 

 

‘The Runaway Slave’ and the Discourse of the Landing 

 

Although I build on the work of these critics, I depart from them significantly. I will 

argue that Barrett Browning was implicitly challenging the visual icons which developed 

around the Landing and subverting the conventional topoi in the poems of Hemans and 

Wordsworth. I also argue that the poetry of these two writers are not only rhetorical models for 

‘The Runaway Slave’, but works against which Barrett Browning was writing, presenting 
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alternative narratives and possibilities to them. ‘The Runaway Slave’ also engages in a critique 

of Paine’s odes. I have found no evidence that she knew either Paine’s poems or Sargent’s icon 

of the Landing, and it is not clear the extent to which these works might have circulated in 

England. However, Barrett Browning was certainly very well acquainted with Hemans’s 

poetry, and in writing back to Hemans, Barrett Browning was implicitly critiquing Paine’s 

odes. Hemans modelled her poem ‘The Landing of the Pilgrim Fathers in New England’ on 

Paine’s work, celebrating the anniversary of the arrival of the Mayflower pilgrims and 

American Independence from which she quoted. She used the first four lines from the second 

stanza of his ode to ‘American Independence’, written in 1806 but printed in 1812, as an 

epigraph for her poem when it was published in The New Monthly Magazine in 1825.131  

As with Paine and Sargent, how much Barrett Browning knew of Charles Lucy’s work 

is likewise uncertain, but writings like Paine’s and Hemans’s were the tradition that gave rise 

to his version of the Landing. It is highly likely that the image of the Christ-like figure at the 

centre of Lucy’s painting, with the head held high, is a visual depiction of a line from Hemans’s 

poem in which the speaker describes the male pilgrims as ‘manhood’s brow serenely high’ (l. 

31). Hemans’s saintly description of the Pilgrims, too, quite possibly provided the germ for 

Lucy’s portrayal of a benign band of Pilgrims at Plymouth Rock. Susan Wolfson notes that 

‘The Landing of the Pilgrim Fathers in New England’ was Hemans’s most famous poem (2000: 

377) and was included in several editions of her works, edited by John Blackwood in the 1820s 

and 1840s. Barrett Browning’s interrogation of the discourse of the Landing represented in the 

works of Paine, Hemans and Lucy constitutes part of her concern with the politics of oppression 

                                                 
131 See Susan J. Wolfson, ed, Felicia Hemans: Selected Poems, Letters, Reception Materials 

(Oxford: Princeton University, 2000), p. 417. See also, The Works, in Verse and Prose, of the 
Late Robert Treat Paine, Jr, with Notes (Boston: J. Belcher, 1812), pp. 265-266; 272-279. 

Google Books online. 
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and liberation, an area of interest that is coterminous across racial, gender, individual and 

national lines within her antislavery oeuvre. She engages with these issues directly in her 

evocation of the landing of the Mayflower pilgrims in New England. On 22 July 1620, a group 

of exiled English Separatists from the Church of England, called pilgrims only at the turn of 

the nineteenth century, left the Dutch town of Leyden on the Speedwell. They sailed across the 

English Channel to Dover where they boarded the Mayflower bound for America.132 These 

Puritan men, women and children who made the Atlantic crossing in search of religious 

freedom, landed at Plymouth Rock, Massachusetts, on 22 December 1620 (Gill 1970: 26-28, 

39, 41; Hall 2004: 3). More than a century later, the Plymouth Rock landing, which was thought 

of as having moral, religious or spiritual significance, took on ‘universal fame as a great 

national patriotic institution’ that became synonymous with American liberty (Seelye 1998: 1). 

It was not only Americans from the northeastern seaboard who adopted the pilgrims as their 

ancestors but the entire country (Gill 1970: 155). This national discourse was captured in the 

literary and iconographic renderings of the Pilgrims’ landing in America on both sides of the 

Atlantic during the first half of the nineteenth century. 

 One of the earliest of these icons is Sargent’s dramatic portrayal in watercolour (see 

Appendix 1). It depicts a scene of well-clad Pilgrims – men, women and children – standing 

on a rock at the New England shore with their backs to the sea; the Mayflower is in the 

background with the British flag raised on its mast. Standing at the margin of the rock, in a 

supplicating pose before the strangers, is a scantily-dressed, feathered American Indian who is 

                                                 
132 In 1769, the descendants of the Mayflower puritans celebrated the landing of their 

forefathers on 22 December 1620. It was called Forefathers’ Day for which they composed 

and sang hymns. In 1792, one of those hymns referred to the forefathers as pilgrims – ‘Of 

Pilgrims feet’. In 1799, the first line of a song ‘Hail, Pilgrim Fathers of your race’ called 

them pilgrim fathers and thus Forefathers’ Day was permanently replaced by Pilgrims’ Day. 

See Crispin Gill, Mayflower Remembered: A History of the Plymouth Pilgrims (Devon, 

England: David and Charles Publishers, 1979), pp. 151-154. 
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the object of the newcomers’ gaze. Several of the men who are in red military uniforms carry 

swords and halberds or poleaxes, with matchlocks over their shoulders. The expressions on 

their faces range from smiling self-confidence to inquisitiveness. The larger than life pilgrim 

at the centre of the scene strikes a commanding pose. One female pilgrim recoils, perhaps in 

horror rather than fear, at the sight of the Native American. The image Sargent presents of the 

pilgrims is not one of peaceful and god-fearing people, but, as the implements of war suggest, 

they came prepared to oppress. In Seelye’s discussion of this scene, he describes it as militant 

and notes that the male presence which dominates presents a ‘determined front of British 

imperialism’ (1998: 11-12).  

Half a century later, quite a different scene depicting the Landing appears in a painting 

by Lucy. Originally titled The Departure of the ‘Primitive Puritans’, or ‘Pilgrim Fathers’, to 

the Coast of America, AD 1620, the painting was entered into a competition sponsored by the 

Royal Fine Arts Commission in 1847 (see Appendix 2). The Commission wanted illustrations 

of the ‘“virtues and heroism”’ of participants on the sides of the Royalists and that of 

Parliament in the Great Civil War.133 It did not select Lucy’s painting to decorate the Peers’ 

Corridor in the House of Lords, but he received £200 for it.134 In his version of the Landing, a 

group of men, women, children and infants stand on a rock, the famed Plymouth Rock; in the 

background are the Mayflower on the right and a mountain to the left. There is a noticeable 

absence of weapons and the pilgrims appear humble with benign expressions on their faces. 

The most significant feature of the work is its depiction of sentimentality – weary, suffering 

and prayerful figures – presenting a picture full of ‘pious postures’ (Seelye 1998:11). At the 

centre, towering above the others, is a male figure with a haughty look. Lucy’s Landing, like 

                                                 
133 See David Robertson’s biographical essay, ‘Cope, Charles West (1811-1890)’, in the 

Oxford Dictionary of National Biography, Oxford University Press, 2004.  
134 See ‘Lucy, Charles (1814-1873)’, ODNB. 
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Sargent’s painting which predates it, is a picture of familial harmony. The children and the old 

and young are all huddled together. However, the tone and details of Lucy’s painting are 

antithetical to his precursor’s; whereas Sargent hints at the historically disastrous impact of the 

Mayflower pilgrims on the people they encountered, Lucy’s representation, in the typical 

Columbine image of peaceful encounter, ignores the disastrous outcome of the pilgrims’ 

arrival. It is not immediately clear why the visual representations of the Landing changed over 

time, from Sargent’s combative depiction to Lucy’s solemn and righteous one. 

The story Lucy’s Landing tells closely corresponds to the rhetoric of Paine’s and, as I 

have noted, Hemans’s poems.135 Paine was one of the first American poets to enshrine the 

symbolism of the Rock in his verse. His anniversary odes exemplify the literary contribution 

to the nineteenth-century discourse on the Landing. As Seelye notes, they were ‘the most 

extensive and meaningful evocation of the Rock’ (1998:44). In December 1800, Paine was 

persuaded to write an ode for the ‘Festival of the Sons of the Pilgrims’ to be sung at the 

celebration of the forefathers’ landing in New England on 22 December 1800.136 His next ode, 

written a few years later, was one for the ‘Anniversary of American Independence on 4 July 

1806’, to be ‘sung to the tune of “Whilst Happy in my Native Land”’. Although the poems 

commemorate quite distinct historic events, they share similar images and language about 

liberty, inheritance and empire.  

                                                 
135 Robert Treat Paine, Jr (1773-1811) was born in Taunton, in the county of Bristol, 

Massachusetts, USA. He was poet and the author of numerous odes, written for various 

societies in Boston, and for the anniversary of American independence in 1806, 1810, and 

1811; his last was written several months before his death on 13 November 1811. See 

Charles Prentiss, ‘Sketches of the Life, Character and Writings of the Late Robert Treat 

Paine, Jr, in The Works, in Verse and Prose, of the Late Robert Treat Paine, Jr, with Notes 

(Boston: J. Belcher, 1812), pp. xvii- lxxx. Google Books online. 
136 See Prentiss, ‘Sketches of the Life, Character and Writings of the Late Robert Treat Paine, 

Jr’, p. liii. Google Books online. 
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The two odes begin by recounting the pilgrims’ journey from Europe to America, 

celebrating their escape from oppression as they crossed the Atlantic ‘In Freedom’s Ark’. On 

the pilgrims’ first sighting of America, the speaker tells us that ‘Liberty’s celestial form’ smiled 

(Stanza 1). With the pilgrims’ new-found liberty comes their inheritance, as the speaker tells 

them, ‘Welcome to my chosen land! | To your children leave it free’ (Chorus), ending with the 

poet’s assurance that ‘the birth-right of our favoured race’ ‘shall descend from sire to son’ 

(Stanza 3). In the third and fourth stanzas of the ode to ‘American Independence’, Paine 

reinforces the notion of liberty and empire. The pilgrims’ descendants are counselled to ‘Be 

free’ and ‘Rule, brightest heir of Glory!’ because ‘God has given them a nation | To plant an 

empire brave and free’. Here, Paine conflates the narratives of the landing at Plymouth Rock 

and the American Independence into a single discourse, foreshadowing how the ‘Rock’ and 

the Statue of Liberty came to stand for the same ideals in political terms (Seelye: 1998: 2). 

Additionally, he appropriates the sentimental language of abolitionism from across the Atlantic 

to emphasise both the pilgrims’ oppression and their attainment of liberty. In the ‘Festival of 

the Sons’, the pilgrims are described as a people ‘so long oppressed’ and their condition likened 

to that of slaves, with the speaker proclaiming that ‘slavery’ ‘was o’er’ (Stanza 2). In the ode 

to ‘American Independence’ the language is similar: the speaker describes the pilgrims’ life of 

oppression as under ‘tyrant’s yoke’ and ‘savage plunder’ (Stanzas 3 and 5). 

Hemans’s poem ‘The Landing of the Pilgrim Fathers in New England’ does not employ 

the language of abolitionism or the imagery of slavery as Paine does. Nonetheless, her poem 

maintains Paine’s emphasis on the Pilgrims’ attainment of liberty and their descendants’ God-

given inheritance of a free land for all.137 When Hemans penned this hymn-poem, she was 

                                                 
137 Quotations from this poem are from Felicia Hemans, Records of Woman: With Other 
Poems, Second Edition (London: William Blackwood, 1828), pp. 264-266. 
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already familiar with the rhetoric inspired by the Rock enshrined in Paine’s anniversary poems. 

Wolfson notes that she owes several details of it to his 1806 Independence ode (2000: 377). 

Like Paine, her poem opens with the pilgrims’ Atlantic ordeal and the reasons for their exile. 

She also invokes their arrival at Plymouth Rock, ‘On a stern and rock-bound coast […] When 

a band of exiles moor’d their bark | On the wild New-England shore’ (ll. 2, 7-8). Hemans 

presents the pilgrims as humble and ‘true-hearted’ (l. 10) – they came ‘Not as the conqueror 

comes’ (l. 9). Their devotion to hymns and psalms enabled them to sing the ‘anthem of the 

free’ (l. 20). In the final stanza, she emphasises the pilgrims’ safeguarding the land as a free 

place for their descendants, leaving ‘unstain’d what there they found — | Freedom to worship 

God’ (ll. 39-40). 

 Writing during the period 1825-1833 when British abolitionists renewed their 

campaign to emancipate the slaves in its West Indian colonies, an achievement which was only 

realised in America three decades later, Hemans ignored the Pilgrims’ heirs’ degrading colonial 

enterprise which enslaved Africans even as she declared that they left America ‘unstain’d’ and 

free. She confidently asserts in the penultimate stanza that the Pilgrims had no mercantile 

interests and did not seek material wealth.138 This one-sided version of the events was 

Hemans’s message to the readers of one of her most ‘famous poems’, reprinted often as a gift-

book on both sides of the Atlantic (Wolfson 2000: 417). In 1849, the American Andrews 

Norton (1786-1853), who edited Poems by Mrs Hemans (1826-1828) and contributed to the 

North American Review, one of the most widely read periodicals of the nineteenth-century, 

                                                 
138 David Brion Davis claims that in the 1600s, New England and other parts of America did 

not intend to create slave societies. New Englanders were resistant to bringing slaves from 

Africa into the colonies. He cites an incident in 1646 in which the Puritan magistrates of the 

region were appalled to learn that New Englanders had raided an African village and brought 

the Africans back with them as slaves. However, by the 1690s, New England, as the rest of 

America, made laws to restrain the lives of black slaves. See, Davis, Inhuman Bondage: The 
Rise and Fall of Slavery in the New World (Oxford: OUP, 2006), p. 126. 
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praised Hemans’s poem as verse ‘in honour of the Pilgrim Fathers’ (Hemans 1849: 524). 

Norton expounds on the subject in the poem that mattered most to Victorians, ‘Freedom, not 

licentiousness – religious freedom, not the absence of religious rites – was the object for which 

the fathers came […]’ (Hemans 1849: 524-525). In praising Hemans’s poem for its concern 

with freedom, Norton has likewise ignored the political material condition of enslaved Africans 

on American plantations.  

 

‘The Runaway Slave’ as Counter-Discourse of the Landing 

 

 The literary and visual representations of the Landing embody a narrative against which 

Barrett Browning was working. ‘The Runaway Slave’ challenges the ubiquitous and blissful 

discourse of America as a land of freedom. Barrett Browning invokes the Landing, but unlike 

Paine, Hemans and Lucy, she sets it within the antislavery campaign in America. Although 

there was no movement to abolish the institution of slavery in America when Paine and Hemans 

produced their celebratory discourses in the early 1800s, slavery was nonetheless the single 

most important issue of the nineteenth century (Hatt 2014: 251). Paine’s, Hemans’s and Lucy’s 

rendering of the Landing – setting aside Sargent’s interruption of the narrative – avoids drawing 

attention to the relationship between the pilgrims’ heirs and the slaves in a country where 

slavery was rife (Davis 2006: 124, 128-129). 

Barrett Browning redresses this imbalance by shifting the focus from the exiled Puritans 

to a new group that is alienated, oppressed and deprived of its liberty: the enslaved Africans. 

Whereas the Rock, a synecdoche for America, in Paine’s, Hemans’s and Lucy’s work is 

represented as a free and consecrated spot, Barrett Browning interrogates this seasoned 

narrative through parody and subversion, showing America to be a place where the pilgrims’ 
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descendants’ carry out the horrific practices associated with slavery. In the opening stanzas of 

‘The Runaway Slave’, the black woman’s presence at the ‘mark’ mimics the pilgrims’ arrival 

at the Rock to thank God for liberty. Putting herself in their stead, she re-enacts this supposedly 

sacred event: 

 

I stand at the mark beside the shore 

 Of the first white pilgrim’s bended knee, 

Where exile turned to ancestor, 

 And God was thanked for liberty. 

I have run through the night, my skin is as dark, 

I bend my knee down on this mark. 

I look on the sky and the sea. 

 

 O pilgrim-souls, I speak to you! 

  I see you come out proud and slow 

 From the land of the spirits pale as dew, 

  And round me and round me ye go! 

 O pilgrims, I have gasped and run 

 All night long from the whips of one 

  Who in your names work sin and woe. 

    

 And thus I thought I would come 

  And kneel here where ye knelt before, 

 And feel your souls around me hum 

  In undertone to the ocean’s roar; 

 And lift my black face, my black hand, 

 Here, in your names, to curse this land 

  Ye blessed in freedom’s evermore. (ll. 1-21) 

 

This passage is conspicuously one of dramatic repetition (‘I stand’, ‘bend’, ‘look’, ‘see’, 

‘speak’, and ‘kneel’), a performance which is repeated throughout the poem. Barrett 

Browning’s choice of narrative technique – her frequent use of the indicative mood, simple 

language and sometimes wrenched rhymes, such as that which ‘ancestor’ forms with ‘shore’ – 

is appropriate for articulating the psychological impact of the slave’s oppression. The black 

slave’s daring action of standing and kneeling at the ‘mark beside the shore’ where the white 
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pilgrims ‘knelt before’ is transgressive. Warwick Slinn calls it an ‘an act of historical 

repetition’ (2003: 59). 

Yet the fugitive’s dramatic re-enactment is more than a historical repetition or 

performance, for it polemicises and politicises the meaning of the Landing, exposing several 

fissures in the narrative of American liberty along racial and class lines. The speaker is a black 

African, not white; she is enslaved, not free. Like the exiled pilgrims, she, too, seeks freedom; 

but whereas the Puritans sailed as exiles of their own volition from England to America in 

search of liberty, her resettlement there is a forced exile. She was violently transhipped across 

the Atlantic to be economically exploited and racially oppressed by the new pilgrims, in a land 

‘where exile turned to ancestor’ (l. 3). Further, the black slave’s presence at the spot where the 

pilgrims landed demystifies it as a place of arrival and of giving thanks to God. Like the 

pilgrims, her appearance there is to escape persecution, but her oppression is perpetrated by the 

very descendants of those who were themselves once oppressed. A terrified fugitive who, 

breathless and fearful, runs through the dark night, gasping and running from ‘whips’ and ‘woe’ 

in search of liberty, the slave’s life of tyranny is an indictment of the progenitors of her 

oppressors. She confronts the implicated ghosts of the pilgrims, ‘And this land is the free 

America’, she tells them, ‘And this mark on my wrist .. (I prove what I say) | Ropes tied me up 

here to the flogging place’ (ll. 222-224). 

That the Rock represents the freedom that the oppressed forefathers won for themselves 

and their heirs is shown to be false. The slave’s experience stands in stark contrast to theirs. 

Thus, she goes to the ‘mark’ to curse rather than bless. She tells them that she comes ‘in your 

names, to curse this land | Ye blessed in freedom’s evermore’. In this way, Barrett Browning 

writes back to the sacred discourse of the Landing in the work of her predecessors and 

contemporaries. Only Sargent’s Native American, cowering on the margin of the Rock, breaks 
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with the trope of peaceful and ‘true-hearted’ Pilgrims. His American Indian foreshadows 

Barrett Browning’s fugitive’s experience of tyranny. ‘The Runaway Slave’ challenges the 

depiction of the Pilgrims as a benign group of spiritually and morally upright individuals; it 

also subverts the notion of liberty the prevailing discourse espouses. Paine’s and Hemans’s 

pious claim that America is a free land for all turns out to be a perverse notion of freedom. 

Liberty is in fact the hegemony of the white pilgrims and does not extend to the black 

population.  

Throughout her poem, Barrett Browning is interested in showing the commission of a 

great injustice under slavery, such as the rape of a female slave – a trope to which she returns 

several years later in Aurora Leigh in her representation of sexual exploitation of Marian Erle, 

a subject on which other writers of the period kept silent. Hall attributes such silences to ‘a 

remarkable capacity for denial and disavowal’ (2014: 170) among those doing the 

remembering, even if the memory originates in the creative process. Hall is writing about the 

suffering of the slaves on West Indian plantations which the slaveholders and their descendants 

refused to acknowledge in their writings, but the analogy to those writers and artists 

representing the Landing in the nineteenth century feels salient. 

In the following passage, the runaway slave tells her unwilling interlocutors of her 

masters’ murder of her lover and her own rape: 

 

We were black, we were black. 

  We had no claim to love and bliss, 

 What marvel, if each went to wrack? 

 They wrung my cold hands out of his, – 

They dragged him … where? .. I crawled to touch 

His blood’s mark in the dust .. not much, 

 Ye pilgrim-souls, .. though plain as this! 

 

   

Wrong, followed by a deeper wrong! 
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 Mere grief’s too good for such as I. 

So the white men brought the shame ere long  

 To strangle the sob of my agony. 

They would not leave me for my dull 

Wet eyes! – it was too merciful 

 To let me weep pure tears and die. (ll. 92-105) 

 

The unpredictable caesuras and end-stopped lines in Stanza XIV make the rhythm jolting. This, 

along with the harsh consonant sounds (‘black’, ‘blood’, bliss’ ‘brought’) and the brutal diction 

(‘wrung’, ‘wrack’, ‘dragged’, ‘strangle’) convey an atmosphere of oppression and violence. 

The opening anaphora ‘We were black, we were black’ provides the rationale for as well as 

reinforces the slaves’ inexorable racial oppression. By rhyming ‘black’ with ‘wrack’ and 

‘wrung’ with ‘wrong’, Barrett Browning draws our attention to the words’ semantic 

relationships. The Oxford English Dictionary defines ‘wrack’ as active enmity or persecution; 

hence, ‘black’ becomes associated with oppression or tyranny. ‘Wrong’ is a recurrent word in 

Barrett Browning’s antislavery oeuvre, including such works as the ‘Greek Slave’, ‘A Curse 

for a Nation’ and Casa Guidi Windows, which extends the semantic relationships and 

continuity between the poems. The murder and the rape by the white masters are two wrongs, 

the first of which leaves the male slave’s ‘blood’s mark in the dust’ and the second is the black 

woman’s sexual violation – a ‘Wrong, followed by a ‘deeper wrong’, the speaker tells us. 

Barrett Browning is countering Hemans’s unquestioning assumption that America is an 

‘unstain’d’ land, showing that it is indeed stained with the blood of the slaves. 

The cruel separation of the slave lovers in ‘The Runaway Slave’ recalls a similar scene 

in Robinson’s ‘The Negro Girl’ (1800). In her poem, the speaker Zelma tells how her master 

propositioned her – ‘My Tyrant sought my love’ (Stanza 12) – but she would rather die than 

be unfaithful to her lover Draco, a fellow slave. The master gets rid of his rival, as Zelma tells 

us, ‘With jealous rage he mark’d my love; | He sent thee far away’ (Stanza 14). Zelma watches 
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as a hurricane destroys the slave ship which is taking Draco to another island to be enslaved on 

another plantation.139 Unable to bear her loss, she commits suicide by running to the coast, to 

the water’s edge, to drown herself and unite her soul with his. ‘The Negro Girl’ and other 

poems, including one called ‘The Fugitive’, appeared in a collection entitled Lyrical Tales in 

1800, the same year in which Robinson died on Boxing Day.140 I have found no documentary 

evidence to confirm that Barrett Browning was specifically acquainted with  ‘The Negro Girl’, 

but her predecessor was a prolific writer, though a repudiated and controversial figure, whose 

work was widely read.141 As I have noted in the Introduction, Barrett Browning claimed to 

have read all the modern authors and poets who had any claim to excellence when she was 

twelve or thirteen. ‘The Negro Girl’ seems to have had a direct influence on ‘The Runaway 

Slave’ for the idea of slave lovers, though the latter poem is much more complex, explicit and 

violent. Nonetheless, both reflect the widespread sexual exploitation and oppression white 

masters perpetrated against slaves. Robinson’s poem is a piece of antislavery propaganda, 

published in the same year as Paine’s anniversary ode the ‘Sons of the Pilgrims’, whereas ‘The 

Runaway Slave’ was to aid the antislavery movement in America.  Unlike Paine, Hemans and 

Lucy, Barrett Browning chose to focus on a discourse which was representative of the power 

relations between master and slave, and the cruel practices of sexual exploitation by the master 

during slavery. 

 

‘The Runaway Slave’, Infanticide and Madness 

                                                 
139 For the full text of ‘The Negro Girl’, see Slavery, Abolition and Emancipation, IV, pp. 

259-267. 
140 See Mary Robinson’s Lyrical Tales (London: T. N. Longman and O. Rees; Bristol: Biggs 

and Co., 1800). Eighteenth-Century Collection Online, published January 2004. 
141 See Martin J. Levy’s biographical essay on Robinson ‘Robinson, Mary [Perdita] 

(1756/58?-1800)’, ODNB.  
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As I have noted earlier, in ‘The Runaway Slave’, Barrett Browning combines the 

oppression of the black slaves by the descendants of the Mayflower pilgrims with other forms 

of oppression – troped through infanticide and madness – by invoking the Landing in America 

as a mode for decrying other forms of oppression. She engages the works of Wordsworth and 

Hemans, drawing on them as models for the tropes of infanticide and madness but also revising 

them and essentially writing back to the works of these poets too. I wish to extend the 

discussion of these tropes by going into greater detail and making more explicit the implicit 

dialogue between ‘The Runaway Slave’ and the precursor poems that have influenced it. I also 

want to analyse Barrett Browning’s ambiguous treatment of madness in ‘The Runaway Slave’. 

Critics have discussed the influence of Wordsworth’s ‘The Thorn’ and ‘The Mad Mother’ and 

Hemans’s ‘Indian Woman’s Death-Song’ on ‘The Runaway Slave’, but have not explored the 

ways in which Barrett Browning is countering the image of the passive suffering female. The 

scholarship tends to focus on issues of motherhood – the relationship between a mother and 

child – or on the traditional rural and natural settings for the trope of infanticide without 

considering how Barrett Browning is parodying and subverting them as a way of establishing 

resistance to oppression.142 Clearly, her engagement with the cultural representation of women 

as patiently and passively suffering falls within her purview of political oppression, albeit a 

patriarchal one. 

As I have noted, Wordsworth’s and Hemans’s poems influenced Barrett Browning. 

Stone notes that Wordsworth’s ballads strongly influenced her as she, like him, was interested 

in the psychological complexities of the dramatised female speaker (Stone 1995: 106-107). 

Barrett Browning certainly knew Hemans’s poems well enough to suggest that they lacked 

                                                 
142 See Stone’s book Elizabeth Barrett Browning, p. 105 and her essay ‘Elizabeth Barrett 

Browning and the Garrisonians’, in Chapman, Victorian Women Poets, p. 53; see also, 

Warwick Slinn, Victorian Poetry, p. 62. 



 135 

variety, asking her friend Mitford in a letter dated 23 November 1842, ‘Can you read her 

[Hemans’s] poems one after another, and feel a vital difference in them, and no diminution of 

your own delight? Well — they are monotonous music’.143 In a subsequent letter, dated 22 July 

1844, she expressed her ambivalence for Hemans’s work, commenting that though she enjoyed 

Henry Chorley’s memorials of Hemans, she still believed her to be ‘too conventionally a lady, 

to be a great poetess’ and that she ‘had no reverence for Humanity, through the morbid 

narrowness of her sympathies’.144 This very unflattering view of her forerunner is Barrett 

Browning’s expression of disappointment in her predecessor’s work. Yet she took Hemans’s 

poems seriously enough to engage with them (Cooper 1988: 113; Leighton 1992: 98). Barrett 

Browning did not, however, imitate Hemans’s work without redressing her predecessor’s 

narrow ‘sympathies’, possibly a reference to the ‘Indian Woman’s Death-Song’ which extends 

compassion to a North American Indian (‘the tales or traditions the Indians treasure up’) but 

not for the black slave women in British colonies or on plantations in the American South. 

Barrett Browning, on the other hand, chose to place the issue of a slave-woman’s infanticide 

in the contemporary historical moment. 

Infanticide in Britain was codified in the statute of 1624 as a capital offence. It was 

believed to be perpetrated by lewd (mostly unmarried) women from the labouring classes who, 

to avoid shame and punishment, concealed their pregnancy and secretly murdered their 

children.145 In its literary representation, from the seventeenth to the nineteenth centuries, 

                                                 
143 For the letters to Mary Russell Mitford dated 24 May 1843 and 23 November 1842, see 
BC, VII (1989), 144-147 (p. 146) and VI, 165-168 (pp. 165-166), respectively. 
144 For the letter to Mary Russell Mitford dated 22 July 1844, see BC, IX (1991), 59-63 (p. 

62). 
145 See Anne-Maria Kilday, A History of Infanticide in Britain c. 1600 to the Present 
(Hampshire, England: Palgrave-Macmillan, 2013), 17-21; Jennifer Thorn, ‘Introduction: 

Stories of Child-Murder, Stories of Print, in Jennifer Thorn, ed, Writing British Infanticide, 
Child-Murder, Gender, and Print, 1722-1859 (London: Associated University Presses, 

2003), 13-41. 
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child-murder was given a rural or pastoral setting in which vulnerable, unwed mothers engaged 

in illicit sexual activity (sometimes they were subjected to sexual violation), killed their 

children out of desperation and shame and buried them in nature (Krueger 1997: 281; 

McDonagh 2003: 3). The representation of single mothers accused of child-murder by 

seventeenth-century writers was very unsympathetic. Writers like Defoe felt that unmarried 

women suspected of infanticide were ‘unnatural’, monsters of depravity who deceive, abuse, 

abandon and murder their own children (Thorn 2003: 30-31). Defoe’s view is evidenced in his 

attitude towards his character Moll Flanders in his novel of that name. The seventeenth-century 

literary tradition of child-murder notably lacked the element of sympathy and betrayed no 

doubt about guilt of the accused. 

Wordsworth, writing at the end of the eighteenth century, revised this pre-existing, 

time-trusted convention of child-murder in his ballad ‘The Thorn’.146 He narrowed the social 

conditions of the woman so that the mother was no longer a domestic servant faced with the 

prospect of homelessness, but a young woman who had been wronged, abandoned or suffered 

unrequited love and, thus, was driven to madness. Additionally, Wordsworth introduced 

sympathy for the mother who was suspected of murdering her child and he created ambiguity 

about whether or not she had committed the crime. The single mother of ‘The Thorn’, though, 

maintains a few of the prototypical characteristics of the infanticidal mother from the 

seventeenth-century novelistic representations of child-murder: she is unwed, ashamed of 

conceiving an illegitimate child and conceals its body. In ‘The Thorn’, the legendary Martha 

Ray is believed to have killed the illegitimate son she conceives and buries him beneath a thorn 

in the mountain where she cries day and night, we are told, ‘Oh misery! oh misery’ (l. 65). The 

                                                 
146 All quotations from the ballads are from, William Wordsworth and S. T. Coleridge, 

Lyrical Ballads 1798, ed. by Thomas Hutchinson (London: Duckworth, 1920). 
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frame narrator tells us that she was abandoned at the altar by her fiancé Stephen Ray who 

rejected her for another woman whom he married. Wordsworth presents Martha’s rejection as 

the reason for her madness and murdering her child, for ‘She was with child, and she was mad’ 

(l. 139) and ‘sad | From her exceeding pain’ (ll. 140-141), we are told.  

Similarly, the mother in Hemans’s ‘Indian Woman’s Death-Song’ kills her daughter 

after her husband abandons her for another woman.147 She laments the absence of his love and 

experiences the most inconsolable sorrow from his desertion, for the memory of earlier days. 

The speaker tells us, ‘The voice that spoke of other days is hush’d within his breast | But mine 

its lonely music haunts, and will not let me rest’ (ll. 24- 25).  Determined to spare her daughter 

from ‘woman’s weary lot’ (l. 36) and ‘sorrow’ (l. 38), she takes the child into a canoe and rows 

down the Mississippi River towards a waterfall, killing them both. Hemans’s poem is based on 

an imperial expedition narrative which purports to be factual. She acknowledges this, noting 

that her poem was inspired by a story told by the American explorer Major Stephen H. Long. 

Summarising his account of a ‘Dacota’ Indian’s first wife from the Narrative of An Expedition 

to the Source of St. Peter’s River, Lake Winnepeek, and Lake of the Woods (1824), and as 

Wolfson notes (2000: 379), Hemans uses it as an epigraph for her poem. In the Preface to the 

Narrative of An Expedition, the book’s editor William H. Keating describes the account as 

‘observations made during an expedition’ ‘drawn from Major Long’s notes’ (300).148 

According to Long, an Indian took a second companion without his first wife’s consent. After 

vainly trying to persuade him to remain monogamous, reminding him of his former fondness 

for her, she left with her children to live with her father’s tribe. She would go hunting with 

                                                 
147 For the poem, see Poems of Felicia Hemans, A New Edition, (London: William 

Blackwood, 1849), 401-402. 
148 See Narrative of an Expedition to the Source of St. Peter’s River, Lake Winnepeek, Lake 
of the Woods, ed. by William H. Keating (Philadelphia: H. C. Carey and I. Lea, 1824), 299-

301. <www.archive.org>. 
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them; but one spring day when the Indians camped near a fall at the Mississippi, the first wife 

stayed behind, launched a canoe, entered it with her children and paddled downstream, singing 

of the pleasures she enjoyed when she had her husband’s undivided attention, before 

disappearing over a precipice. Hemans’s version of this tale changes Long’s plural children to 

a female child even though Long’s account makes no mention of the children’s sex.  

 Long’s narrative is an example of the broader forces of gender oppression inscribed in 

expedition narratives which inspired Hemans’s poem. His so-called observation was an 

account related to him by a male Indian on one of his expeditions along the Mississippi, and 

was included in the published Narrative with a description of the geography, flora and fauna 

of the region. It is interesting to note that of the many tales Long claims the Indians related to 

him, he focused on instances of female suffering: an Indian woman who threw herself from a 

precipice over a thwarted love affair and this tale of infanticide.149 The Preface tells us that the 

main purpose for including them in the Narrative is to interrupt ‘the monotony of a journey 

through the wilderness’.150 In other words, this story of the Indian woman serves the purpose 

of diversion rather than illustrating some injustice done to her. Perhaps Hemans’s and 

Wordsworth’s engagement with the subject of infanticide was intended to highlight the 

injustices of gender oppression in an age of imperialism. However, their moral positions did 

not allow them to subvert the narrative or tradition they echoed in their poems. 

 While Wordsworth and Hemans emphasise the reasons for child-murder as the 

abandonment and desperation of mothers who suffer from a lover’s or husband’s desertion, 

‘The Runaway Slave’ calls into question these conventions of the literary representation of 

infanticide – passive suffering, hopelessness, madness and martyrdom – by rejecting romantic 

                                                 
149 Ibid. 282-283. This is part of the tale Long tells of Winona Indian. 
150 Ibid. Preface, vii-xii (p. vii). 
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intimacy and insanity as reasons for child-murder in favour of political ones. In locating the 

mother’s infanticide on a slave plantation in America and associating it with the pilgrims’ 

landing, Barrett Browning radically changes the dynamics of female infanticide, making it a 

political as well as an historical act. The plantation is the site of conflict, an ongoing battle 

between master and slave, and a tense dialectic between abolitionists and proslavery activists 

over the justification of slavery. The setting of ‘The Runaway Slave’ is not a serene or idyllic 

scene as in ‘The Thorn’ or ‘Indian Woman’s Death-Song’ but a place where economic, racial 

and sexual oppression and physical bondage define the land. After recounting the horrendous 

experience of her murdered lover and her rape by the slave masters, the slave woman tells the 

‘pilgrim-souls’ (l. 171) the story of how she killed her infant son and buried him in the forest: 

 

My own, own child! I could not bear 

 To look in his face, it was so white. 

I covered it up with a kerchief there; 

 I covered his face in close and tight: 

And he moaned and struggled, as well might be, 

For the white child wanted his liberty – 

 Ha, ha! he wanted the master-right. (ll. 120-126). 

 

The repetition of the words ‘child’, ‘face’ ‘white’ and ‘covered’ in this stanza draws attention 

to perception, literally and figuratively. There is the visual perception of looking and of colour 

(‘white’) but also the impression, in the speaker’s mind, that the child, whose face is ‘so white’, 

is beginning to assert its dominance over her, his ‘master-right’. By rhyming ‘white’ with 

‘right’, Barrett Browning is equating whiteness with power or the right to rule. The child’s 

white skin and white face symbolise ‘the master-right’ which reminds her of the master’s 

physical oppression.  
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In contrast to Wordsworth’s mad and mysterious Martha Ray or Hemans’s unnamed, 

martyred heroine, the slave-woman’s decision to murder her child is not based on sentiment, 

grief, shame or despondency. Her brutal murder of her son appears to be a reasoned, if not 

entirely rational, argument for liberty and the struggle to survive. Cooper believes that killing 

the child is ‘the logical conclusion of the slave’s situation’ (1989: 119), and Leighton argues 

that it is ‘the perfect logic’ of the slave’s historical reality in which racial division is endemic 

(1992: 100). Leighton is pointing to the historical racial oppression of the enslaved African 

woman. Yet, the speaker’s action in ‘The Runaway Slave’ complicates the justification for the 

child’s murder, taking it beyond logic to include madness and blackness, an issue to which I 

will return presently in this section. Murdering her child and telling about it, or rather boasting, 

proves empowering – ‘my fruit … ha, ha! – there, had been | (I laugh to think on’t at this hour!) 

(ll. 155-156). Although Hemans’s Native American woman exercises some degree of 

autonomy when she determines to save her child ‘from sorrow and decay’ (l. 39), she does not 

live to see the agency she so courageously grasps when she rows down the Mississippi River. 

Neither does she seriously engage with the issue of infanticide (Cooper 1989: 113) by actively 

killing the child. Instead, she waits resignedly for the rapid cataract to kill them both. In 

contrast, Barrett Browning graphically depicts the slave woman’s active and brutal murder of 

her infant son. 

‘The Runaway Slave’ also parodies the Wordsworthian ambiguous and sympathetic 

treatment of infanticide. In ‘The Thorn’, Wordsworth surrounds Martha Ray with an 

atmosphere of uncertainty. The itinerant speaker declaims that no one knows why Martha Ray 

sits beside a heap which looks like a grave; no one knows for sure what has happened to the 

child she bore; and no one can tell if it was born alive or dead. Even the manner of the child’s 

death is doubtful, for the speaker tells us that some say she hanged the baby on a tree, while 
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others say she drowned it. Wordsworth here alludes, perhaps, to the established difficulty or 

unfairness of prosecuting and gaining a conviction against an accused female child-murderer 

in court; but he is also inserting compassion and pity for the suffering mother. Towards the end 

of the ballad, he has the sea captain declare sympathetically that to ‘kill a new-born infant thus! 

| I do not think she could’ (ll. 223-224). Wordsworth suggests in his long ‘Note to The Thorn’ 

that readers ‘are unlikely to sympathize with men feeling in that manner or using such 

language’ (in Sampson 1961: 177); yet this is precisely the response the captain’s story elicits. 

The female speaker in ‘The Runaway Slave’, unlike Wordsworth’s ‘credulous and talkative’ 

male narrator, invites no speculation about the manner of the child’s death and its burial place 

(Ibid. 176). The slave-woman is explicit about her violent killing of her child. She tells her 

pilgrims that she strangles the child by pulling her kerchief ‘close and tight’ (l. 123) over his 

face and ‘twisted it round in my shawl’ (l. 147) until it lay ‘suddenly still and mute’ (l. 151). 

She mockingly tells those ghostly figures that she buried the child ‘between the roots of the 

mango tree … where? | .. I know where’ (ll. 137-138).  

By having the slave tell us that she knows exactly where her child’s body is buried, 

Barrett Browning is both parodying and subverting Wordsworth’s ambiguity and sympathy for 

the mother. Wordsworth silences Martha Ray’s resistance to her oppression by creating 

ambiguity concerning the veracity of the crime. While this silencing might be read as his 

defence of infanticide, as Christine Krueger considers it, the sea captain’s appeal to Martha 

Ray’s feminine nature, that is, her maternal instinct (1997: 278) that would not let her shed 

‘that poor infant’s blood’ (l 222) undermines the possibility that her action is decisive and is 

her way of resisting her oppression. Instead, Wordsworth presents us with a figure who, under 

a wave of uncertainty, is deserving of our compassion; nonetheless, what we are left with at 

the end of the ballad is a disempowered, passively suffering and mad Martha Ray.  
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Madness, as well as martyrdom, is a trope which Barrett Browning rejects as the only 

response to female oppression. Her handling of the theme and the influence of ‘The Mad 

Mother’ on ‘The Runaway Slave’ are evident in the poem’s imagery. In Wordsworth’s ballad, 

the outer narrator tells us that the mad mother of the poem’s title is from North America – 

‘from far over the main’ (l. 4) – and carries her baby around in her arms. Wordsworth himself 

made this suggestion of the mad mother’s origin in a letter to John Kenyon, dated September 

1836 (in Sampson 1961: 376). In the poem, after her husband rejects her for another, she goes 

mad but does not know it. Here, Wordsworth inserts another degree of uncertainty. The mother 

is unware of her psychological state and confuses or mistakes her own insanity for her child’s, 

accusing him of wicked and wild looks – ‘if thou art mad, my pretty lad’ (l. 89), she says to 

him. Then she says, ‘They say that I am mad (l. 11), but begs him not to fear her. Furthermore, 

the mad mother’s existence is bound up with the child’s. To look at him makes her joyous, she 

tells us, ‘My little Boy of flesh and blood; | Oh joy for me that sight to see!’ (ll. 28-29), and is 

delighted when, as she imagines it, his little fingers and little hands press against her chest. She 

also sings to him of her undying love and promises to teach him a song as she carries him 

around in the woods. There is a similar maternal attachment to the child in the ‘Indian Woman’s 

Death-Song’. The third-person narrator of the first fifteen lines of the poem tells us that the 

Indian woman is especially thrilled to have her child ‘lay sleeping on her breast’ (l. 8). Pressing 

her daughter to her ‘heart’ (l. 12), she sings of good times past as well as the ‘song of death’ (l. 

15). 

The motif of madness is the most obvious detail ‘The Runaway Slave’ owes to ‘The 

Mad Mother’. The fugitive black woman, like Wordsworth’s mad mother, carries the body of 

her dead child strapped to her ‘bosom’ (l. 115) ‘from white man’s house’ to ‘the black man’s 

hut’ (l. 169), she tells us, and through the forest. She incants, ‘Thus we went moaning, child 
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and mother’ (l. 110) though ‘The forests arms did round us shut’ (l. 171). Unlike the mad 

mother whose love for her child, what Wordsworth describes in his Lyrical Ballads as her 

‘maternal passions’ (Wordsworth 1798: xv), makes her declare, ‘I cannot work thee any woe’ 

(l. 20), the slave-mother has no maternal attachment to her son whose looks move her to kill 

him. She confesses, ‘I saw a look that made me mad’ (l. 143), but she later tells her slave 

masters, who pursue her as she runs to the forest, exactly the opposite: ‘I am not mad: I am 

black’ (l. 218), she warns them. Barrett Browning’s creation of ambiguity concerning the slave-

woman’s madness complicates our understanding of the motif. Are the slave’s actions what 

make her mad or is her insanity the result of her blackness? Line 143 seems to imply that her 

racial oppression, her blackness, is what drives her mad. Barrett Browning provides this 

rationale for her mad actions: the child’s ‘look’, his ‘master look’ – a metaphor for patriarchal 

power, privilege, right of rule and oppression – engenders the mother’s rage and her subsequent 

descent into madness.  

However, Barrett Browning seems to suggest that the slave’s rage against her future 

oppressor is justified; hence, her actions are not entirely those of a madwoman. This reading is 

borne out by the negation in and mathematical structure of the line, ‘I am not mad: I am black’. 

In other words, her blackness is her apparent madness. The slave-woman’s blackness is her 

inexorable oppression by her white masters that has already filled the landscape (Krueger 1997: 

281). Blackness, her oppression, and not an innate madness is the reason for her act of 

infanticide. Because the slave’s actions are not necessarily insane, Barrett Browning’s 

ambiguous construction of madness in her ballad subverts the motif in ‘The Thorn’ and ‘The 

Mad Mother’. More pointedly, the poem could be said to make the argument in defence of 

Wordsworth’s mothers, justifying their insanity because of their oppression. This complicated 

and ambiguous construction of madness makes sense within the world of plantation slavery 
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where revolting against one’s oppressors to gain freedom from bondage is a justifiable act. 

Thus, Barrett Browning evokes the themes of infanticide and madness in her monologue 

through the pilgrims’ landing, artfully employing it to expose and condemn a broad range of 

imperial injustices: discourses of female oppression, sexual and racial oppression and the 

practices of chattel slavery in America. 

 

‘A Curse for a Nation’ as a Double Poem 

 

 Where ‘The Runaway Slave’ is specifically concerned with the history of American 

slavery, Barrett Browning’s challenge to and condemnation of oppression in ‘A Curse for a 

Nation’ is a complex critique of imperialism on both sides of the Atlantic. This is a deliberately 

ambiguous and paradoxical work. The speaker is enjoined by an angel to write a curse, 

suggesting that the voice in which she curses is not hers, but at the same time it is Barrett 

Browning the poet who determines what the angel is going to tell her. She must own the curse, 

the angel tells her, as it proceeds from the depth of her womanhood. Stone writes that it is 

Barrett Browning who speaks out boldly in her own voice (Stone 1999: 185). Thus, the poet-

persona announces a curse against an unspecified nation and conflates past and present 

practices of slaveholding lands. The poem achieves the powerful effect of the curse through 

allusions to contemporary historical events. Significantly, it went virtually unnoticed by 

contemporary reviewers when it was printed in The Liberty Bell, but it provoked derisive 

attacks from the British press and from some American reviewers when it made its appearance 

in Poems Before Congress. One reason for this was that the British reviewers considered 

Barrett Browning an unwelcome intruder into continental politics (between the period 1848 to 

1859), entering a field that, until then, was the domain of male writers. When ‘A Curse for a 
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Nation’ appeared in an abolitionist journal, it was nothing more than a poem about slavery, but 

when it was included among poems on European and Italian politics, Barrett Browning had 

‘thrashed into the world of polemics’ and politics in which she had no business to interfere.151  

As I have pointed out earlier, ‘A Curse for a Nation’ was published in America and in 

England. This fact alone contributed to the dichotomous readings the poem received from its 

original reviewers some of whom interpreted it as a curse against England, and others against 

America. Modern criticism seems to be stuck with this either-or approach to the poem. In the 

twentieth-century, many critics, Dorothy Hewlett, Gardner B. Taplin, Leonid Arinshtein and 

Robert Gladish among them, invariably went along with the polarised reading, which Gladish 

calls a ‘deliberate piece of literary mystification’ (1969: 46; Stone 1999: 185; Donaldson, 

WEBB, IV, 136). Many recent commentators have also emphasised the speaker’s gender and 

her appropriation of a traditional male discourse. Stone’s republished 1986 essay ‘Cursing as 

One of the Fine Arts: Elizabeth Barrett Browning’s Political Poems’ looks at the gender politics 

of ‘A Curse for a Nation’ and how Barrett Browning has made inroads into the field of the Old 

Testament prophets and their Victorian counterparts, infusing a predominantly male tradition 

with her personal womanly experiences and feminist views (1999: 186-195). Lewis, too, 

focuses on Barrett Browning’s appropriation of the traditionally masculine literary discourse 

whereby the woman in the poem assumes the role of ‘the sanctified prophet’ (1998: 192-193). 

Developing Lewis’s point, Karen Dieleman argues that ‘A Curse for a Nation’ ‘destabilizes the 

poet-prophet paradigm’ by engaging in public and political cursing (2012: 98). Dieleman 

points to the similarities between the speaker and other Old and New Testament prophets such 

                                                 
151 See Henry Fothergill Chorley’s review in The Athenaeum, 17 March 1860 and an 

unsigned review in Blackwood’s Edinburgh Magazine, April 1860, both in EBB, II, 123-124 

(p. 123) and 135-138 (p. 135), respectively. 
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as Moses and John, respectively. She notes that Moses and Barrett Browning could not resist 

God’s divine command, but they also had the same real desire to emancipate the enslaved. 

Breaking with most of the critical analyses is Caroline Levine’s examination of ‘A 

Curse for a Nation’, positing the notion of ‘reverberating responsibility’ to explain why readers 

could not decide on the poem’s referents. In her refreshingly illuminating analysis, she argues 

that it is no accident that Britain and America are ‘paradoxically linked’, split, as it were, with 

resonances between them. She concludes that this is because the poem is a ‘political echo 

chamber’ (2013: 320). In Fresh Strange Music: Elizabeth Barrett Browning’s Language, 

Donald S. Hair analyses the poem as a speech act, arguing that it confers on the poet and the 

reader the obligation to think, interpret and self-examine as much as it calls for their political 

action. He counterbalances this reading with an examination of the Swedenborgian notion of 

the word ‘write’ to mean writing as revelation or coming into being (2015: 266-267). 

In general, the criticism demonstrates the commentators’ establishment of Barrett 

Browning’s – whether she is referred to as the female speaker, the woman or the ‘poetess 

figure’ (McNeill Miller 2014: 651) as some critics do – authority to curse publicly on a political 

subject and enter a male aesthetic tradition. I accept that this is an acknowledgement that gender 

was a prominent issue in the lives of Victorian writers of both sexes. However, I wish to depart 

from the current scholarship by showing that the question of authority to speak, rather to write 

a curse, is not achieved through gender but genre. Additionally, the two voices in the poem’s 

Prologue, the poet and the angel, establish Barrett Browning’s divine commission to write the 

curse. Developing Levine’s point that the two referents (England and America) are linked and 

that the poem is a ‘political echo chamber’, I wish to go further by arguing that ‘A Curse for a 

Nation’ can very compellingly be read as a double poem, the form that Armstrong considers 

fundamental to understanding Victorian poetry. The interchangeability of the facts in the poem 
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between the two nations, achieved through its language – allusions and imagery of oppression 

that reverberate in Barrett Browning’s other antislavery works – gives us two concurrent poems 

in the same words (Armstrong 1993: 12). I also wish to emphasise that Barrett Browning was 

writing against two imperial nations linked by their common practices of oppression, an Anglo-

American imperialism, which she has attacked, as part of her anti-imperialist agenda, 

throughout her work before ‘A Curse for a Nation’, from ‘The Appeal’ to Casa Guidi Windows. 

In the first part of ‘A Curse for a Nation’ called the Prologue, Barrett Browning sets up 

her authority to deliver a curse. The second part, entitled ‘The Curse’, which is divided into 

two sections, provides the causal link between the cruel practices of slavery and the resulting 

punishment. The Prologue takes up approximately half of the poem’s length and is made up of 

thirteen quatrains, while the first section of ‘The Curse’ comprises three sestets and the second 

of seven septets. This strophic organisation of the poem with end rhymes in every stanza, 

repetitions and refrain resembles a dense and closely constructed argument. An angel 

commands the poet three times to curse America and three time she resists, presenting her own 

reasons – a total of eight different reasons altogether – for ostensibly not wanting to curse that 

nation. Synthesised, Americans are her brothers, while England’s past sins (Atlantic slavery) 

and present actions (repression of the poor, exploitation of children in mills and mines and its 

policy of economic self-interest in a revolutionary modern Europe) make it impossible for her 

to criticise America. Her final rebuttal to the angel’s instruction is that it is unwomanly to curse, 

since cursing is a man’s job – like the prophets. 

In articulating a curse in her poems, whether it is speaking out as a prophet in her own 

voice against the corruptions of the times (Stone 1999: 185) or taking on the voice of a slave 

to curse and condemn oppression, Barrett Browning is always aware of the need to find forms 

of authority when writing on slavery. In the call-and-response between God’s messenger and 
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the poet-persona in the Prologue, an angel charges her to ‘Write a Nation’s curse’ (l. 3) and 

‘send it over the Western Sea’ (l. 4). She initially resists the command, claiming that her kinship 

with Americans prevents her from doing so: 

  

 I Heard an angel speak last night, 

And he said, ‘Write! 

Write a nation’s curse for me, 

And send it over the Western Sea. 

 

 

I faltered, taking up the word: 

 ‘Not so, my lord! 

If curses must be, choose another 

To send thy curse against my brother. 

 

 

‘For I am bound by gratitude, 

By love and blood, 

To brothers of mine across the sea, 

Who stretch out kindly hands to me’. (ll. 1-12). 

 

The stanzas’ end-rhyme formations call attention to the poem’s sound relationships. ‘Night’ 

rhymes with ‘Write’ (and ‘Write! with ‘Write’) ‘me’ and ‘Sea’ with ‘sea’ and me’ to create 

assonant rhymes that are juxtaposed against the sight rhyme which ‘word’ forms with ‘lord’. 

‘Another’ makes a perfect rhyme with ‘brother’, but ‘gratitude’ and ‘blood’ in the third stanza 

interrupt the rhyming pattern altogether, having neither a semantic nor technical relationship 

with the rhymes which enclose them. Yet ‘gratitude’ and ‘blood’ fit within the context of the 

poem, as ‘brother’ and ‘blood’ create a genealogical affinity and ‘gratitude’ is the natural 

response to ‘kindly hands’. These sound resemblances and word associations typify the 

likeness and relationship between America and England, the two referents that the poet-persona 

alludes to without directly naming either.  
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In a letter written a decade before this poem, dated 3 November 1842, there is a striking 

similarity of language between them: 

  

America is our brother-land, and though a younger brother, sits already on the teacher’s 

seat, and expounds the common rights of our humanity. It would be strange in England 

if we did not love and exult in America – if English poets, of whom I am least if at all, 

did not receive with a particular feeling of gratitude and satisfaction the kind welcoming 

word of American readers […]. We have one Shakespeare between us — your land and 

ours – have we not? and one Milton’.152 

 

This is Barrett Browning writing again to Matthews who edited the short-live periodical 

Arcturus: A Journal of Books and Opinions in which her work The Seraphim, and Other Poems 

(1838) was reviewed. Matthews, to whom she sent several poems, was instrumental in getting 

her poetry published in American journals, and the letter was her note of gratitude to him. Her 

comment that ‘a younger brother sits on the teacher’s seat’ is clearly a reference to the shared 

history between the two countries. This fact underlines Barrett Browning’s reluctance to accede 

to the angel’s directive to send a ‘curse against my brother’, for, she tells the angel, ‘My heart 

is sore | For my own land’s sins’ (ll. 18-19). Wishing to avoid the appearance of hypocrisy 

because of her own country’s past, she declares, ‘What curse to another land assign, | When 

heavy-souled for the sins of mine’ (ll. 31-32)? The implication is that there are two sets of sins 

involved here, and two nations. Despite this, the angel’s command to ‘Write! | Write a nation’s 

curse for me’ (ll. 2-3) is a divine commission for the poet to write a curse. At various times in 

the past, Barrett Browning had been commissioned to write for various causes. In the early 

1840s the abolitionists of The Liberty Bell circle requested a poem from her, resulting in ‘The 

Runaway Slave’; in 1850 when Charles Dickens, editor of Household Words, asked the 

                                                 
152 For the letter to Cornelius Matthews dated 3 November 1842, see BC, VI (1988), 134-136 

(p.135). 
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Brownings to contribute poems to his periodical, Barrett Browning sent him the ‘Greek Slave’; 

and in 1854, her sister Arabella solicited a poem, which became ‘A Song for the Ragged 

Schools of London’ (1854). There is no direct evidence of solicitation for ‘A Curse for a 

Nation’. Nonetheless, Barrett Browning pursued her relationship with the abolitionists of The 

Liberty Bell circle and contributed the poem, produced in response, within the context of the 

poem, to a divinely endorsed, specific commission by God’s angel to write.  

 In speaking out on difficult political subjects, such as slavery, Barrett Browning had to 

devise means of finding authority. She was also very much aware that in writing ‘A Curse for 

a Nation’, that is, prophesying as a woman, she was wandering into a prophetic discourse that 

was historically a male preserve, and needed to negotiate other forms of authority. In the 

prophetic discourse, Victorian sages or secularised prophets used non-fictional prose writing – 

like the essay –  and drew upon specific elements of Old Testament prophecy to define the 

genre. In George P. Landow’s well-argued work on the Victorian sage, Elegant Jeremiahs: 

The Sage from Carlyle to Mailer, he has pointed out that sages like Carlyle, Arnold and Ruskin 

made use of ‘biblical echoes, allusions, and patterns of scripture’ as techniques to convince the 

reader of their credibility and to authenticate themselves as sages (1986: 162-164). The sage 

was not just a voice behind the prophetic writing; he was the author himself. To understand the 

Victorian sage, we must understand the Old Testament prophets. Landow notes that the English 

evangelical Thomas Scott thought the Old Testament prophets were ‘extraordinary instructors’ 

and ‘bold reformers and reprovers of idolatry, iniquity, and hypocrisy’ (quoted in Landow 

1989: 24), who instructed society on its moral and spiritual failings, helping it to survive God’s 

punishment. Landow observes that the Victorian sage adopted not only the general tone and 

stance of the Old Testament prophets but also the quadripartite pattern with which those 

prophets usually presented their message. Lewis explains that in this prophetic pattern the 
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Victorian sage pointed to an evil sign of the times, interpreted it as a falling away from God, 

warned the people or society of the consequential disastrous outcome, and offered them future 

bliss if they returned to the ways of God (1998: 188).  

This discussion of the workings of the sage discourse is an important context to the 

poem because Barrett Browning was aware that cursing – pronouncing a malediction – was 

something only the Old Testament prophets and their Victorian counterparts were 

acknowledged as having the authority to do. Again, Landow’s analysis of the Victorian sage is 

particularly valuable, as his work provides insight into how the secular prophets authenticated 

themselves to win their audiences’ allegiance. He notes that there is always an admission of a 

supposed weakness or the confession of some shortcoming (1989: 164, 168-170).  In other 

words, as he points out, the sage claims to be delivering a painful message because he is forced 

to do so. It is easy to see how Barrett Browning was adapting this strategy to gain authenticity 

and authority to write a curse. She was engaging in that prophetic self-deprecation and 

disavowal, which she has practiced in her non-fictional Prologues or Advertisements that 

preface her poems (Rundle 1996: 247-248), to win her audience over. 

In the closing stanzas of the Prologue she presents her second most important reason 

for resisting the angel’s command to curse. She tells him, ‘To curse, choose men. | For I, a 

woman, have only known’ (ll. 37-38) how to sympathise with suffering. Yet, in the final stanza, 

she readily accedes to the angel’s command: 

 

 So thus I wrote, and mourned indeed, 

 What all may read. 

And thus, as was enjoined on me, 

I send it over the Western Sea. (ll. 49-52). 
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‘Thus’ introduces the stanza’s concluding argument between the poet and the angel. The 

repetition of ‘thus’ emphasises her bold acceptance of the divine commission to write – ‘thus 

I wrote’, ‘thus […] I send it’. Additionally, the tone of the stanza is resolute and conveys none 

of the reluctance or unwillingness of the preceding ones. The delay which the medial caesura 

creates after ‘wrote’, as if pausing for this knowledge of the acceptance to sink in, calls 

attention to the act of writing itself and not the parenthesised word ‘moaned’, which like an 

aside, remains peripheral to the angel’s directive, ‘as was enjoined on me’. ‘Moaned’ also 

implies the discomfort the poet experiences in announcing a curse, an experience not unlike 

that of the Old Testament prophets, as Landow has suggested, who felt pain and suffered 

isolation when directed to announce a curse (1990: 41). 

 In accepting the divinely-commissioned task to write a curse, Barrett Browning was 

appropriating the sage discourse. As I have pointed out above, sage discourse is a prose 

discourse. Can Barrett Browning legitimately take a discourse which is essentially about prose 

and transpose it into poetry? Is there a pattern of sage-writing in verse? Although Carlyle, 

Arnold and Ruskin made use of the prophetic tradition in their development of the sage 

discourse, involving complex echoes of Scripture like the Old Testament prophets, the voice 

which stands behind them is Wordsworth’s – perhaps more so than his forebear Milton. 

Landow notes that Milton, Blake and Wordsworth have drawn on the traditions of the Old 

Testament prophets and represented themselves as such, but they did not write as sages. Their 

writings lacked the sages’ ‘contentious, eccentric and opposing vantage point of the Old 

Testament prophets’ and neither did they employ the kind of rhetorical devices the sages 

adopted from Old Testament prophecy (1986: 29). Landow observes that Milton describes 

himself in Paradise Lost as ‘an isolated prophet courageously preaching unwelcome truths’ 

(Ibid.)  
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In Steven Gill’s essay ‘Wordsworth and “Catholic Truth’’, he suggests that in the early 

Victorian period, Wordsworth, who was steeped in Milton, was thought of as a poet-prophet, 

offering Christian instruction (1994: 204). Gill points out that the novelist Elizabeth Gaskell 

considered him the prophet of Rydal Mount, his only permanent home after leaving Dove 

Cottage; she also thought of The Excursion (1814) as his inspired word (‘The Philosophic 

Poet’, 2003: 142). Even after Wordsworth’s death, ‘there was a growing cult’ of him ‘as sage 

of Rydal Mount’ (‘Wordsworth and “Catholic Truth”’, 1994: 205), particularly following the 

memorial Americans erected to him in Ambleside Church. The idea of Robert Browning, too, 

as a poet-prophet-teacher was entertained in America, when George Herbert Palmer, a patron 

of Wellesley College, created the first Browning collection at that institution and spoke of the 

‘double nature’ of Robert Browning’s character as ‘teacher’ in his inaugural speech on 21 

February 1911. A writer in the College’s newspaper observed that Palmer read from ‘the 

greatest utterances of Browning as a teacher’.153 The point I wish to make by citing these 

examples is that they illustrate that the origins behind the sage discourse in some way lies 

within poetry. It is therefore not inconceivable that Barrett Browning could put poetry in the 

service of prophecy or conceive of her role as poet-teacher or poet-prophet. Still, Milton and 

Wordsworth were male poets and the prophetic tradition was male-centred. 

Nevertheless, Barrett Browning’s authority to curse resides in her appropriation of the 

sage discourse of Carlyle, Arnold and Ruskin. In other words, she resolves the question of 

authority by routing it through genre. Mermin comments that when Barrett Browning spoke 

out publicly and cursed in public, she invited scorn and humiliation (1987: 154). Thais Morgan 

agrees that Victorian women were not supposed to speak out at all in public and if they did it 

                                                 
153 See ‘Mr Palmer’s Gift’, The Wellesley News, March 1, 1919, Wellesley College, 

Massachusetts. Wellesley College Digital Scholarship Archive. 
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was at the risk of being savagely ridiculed by their male contemporaries (1990: 6).154 It is 

perhaps for this reason that Barrett Browning gave such contradictory and seemingly 

disingenuous statements after her vilification in the press when ‘A Curse for a Nation’ was 

published in Poems Before Congress. A reviewer of the poem in Blackwood’s Edinburgh 

Magazine for April 1860 writes that ‘women should not interfere in politics’, adding 

sarcastically, ‘Let’s ask Mrs Browning’ ‘whether she considers it her duty to curse anyone. To 

bless and not to curse is a woman’s function’.155 In a letter dated 18 May 1860, Barrett 

Browning commented on this review to E. F. Haworth. She writes: 

 

Did you see how I was treated in ‘Blackwood’? In fact, you and all women, though you 

hated me, should be vexed on your own accounts. As for me it’s only what I expected, 

and I have had that deep satisfaction of ‘speaking though I died for it,’ which we are all 

apt to spire (sic) to now and then.156 

 

As her remark implies, the obloquy she received in the paper was gender-biased, but Barrett 

Browning also did not fail to notice that criticism of her work came from unlikely sources – 

women themselves. Barrett Browning’s reaction to censure on women’s public participation in 

politics recalls that of the Ladies’ Anti-Corn Law Committee that commissioned her to write a 

poem for its anti-corn law bazaar in 1845. She reported to Mitford that a ‘great storm’ of male 

voices pressured her not to contribute a political poem to the Committee. With indignation, she 

recalled how her brothers ‘laughed at the idea of my verses doing any good at all, -- a woman’s 

verses! – oh, think of the impertinence of it, – and how I was like a very Pythia for rage’, and 

                                                 
154 George Landow notes that many women did in fact speak out in the public sphere, but did 

so anonymously and pseudonymously. See, Landow, ‘The Female Sage’, in Thais Morgan, 

Victorian Sages and Cultural Discourse: Renegotiating Gender and Power (London: Rutgers 

University, 1990), 33-45 (p. 40). 
155 See the April 1860 edition of Blackwood’s Edinburgh Magazine in EBB, II, 135-138. 
156 See Barrett Browning’s letter to E. F. Haworth, dated 18 May 1860, in LEBB, II, 386-389 

(p. 387). The OED has no entry for E. F. Haworth. 
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she added, ‘Mr Chorley declared it would ruin me for ever’.157 The pressure from her male 

relatives and friends did not deter her from speaking up against the political machinery of 

corruption fuelled by imperialism as she has done in Casa Guidi Windows and just as she has 

admitted to doing in ‘A Curse for a Nation’, which gave her ‘deep satisfaction’ (LEBB, II, 387). 

Despite this, when Barrett Browning was faced with the harsh, unremitting criticism in 

the press (as she ‘expected’), she prevaricated and her statements about who she was cursing 

became inconsistent as she sought to distance herself from the authority she had claimed to 

speak in the poem. When the editor of The Athenaeum, 17 March 1860 issue, accused her of 

cursing England, she tells Isa Blagden that ‘I cursed neither England nor America’ and that she 

had written a letter to the paper ‘to correct the mis-statement’.158 The suggestion is that the 

curse derives from a source external to herself, the opposite of the very claim the poem makes 

by appropriating the role of the Victorian sage. The Athenaeum received but did not print the 

letter she sent them. Instead the editor devoted three sentences commenting on its content in 

its number for 7 April 1860, in the section called ‘Our Weekly Gossip’, which I quote here in 

full:  

 

Mrs E B. Browning wishes us to state that the verses in her ‘Poems Before Congress,’ 

entitled ‘A Curse for a Nation,’ are levelled – not against England, as is generally 

thought – but against the United States; not on account, she now tells us, of any 

remission of the Italian Question, but on account of the Negro Question. Every English 

reader will rejoice in this assurance. We may be allowed to ask, in the extenuation of 

our hasty and incorrect inference, – why a rhyme on Negro Slavery should appear 

among ‘Poems Before Congress’?159 

 

                                                 
157 For the letter to Mary Russell Mitford dated 11 February 1845, see LMRM, III, 75-78 (p. 

75). 
158 For Barrett Browning’s letter of April 1860 to Isa Blagden, see LEBB, II, 365-368 (p. 

367). 
159 See, The Athenaeum, No. 1693, 7 April 1860, 477-478 (p. 477). 



 156 

Dismayed, Barrett Browning sent the paper another letter on 13 April 1860 expressing 

disappointment at the insinuation that her correction came ‘perhaps from fright’.160 Each time 

she spoke about the press’s reaction to ‘A Curse for a Nation’, she seemed to offer a different 

statement. She tells Anna Jameson around early March 1860 that the Americans have thanked 

her for reproving ‘their ill deeds’ and have understood ‘the pure love of the motive’, but ‘As 

for England, I shall be forgiven in time’.161 In a letter to her sister-in-law Sarianna Browne, 

dated March 1860, she tells her, ‘What I reproach them [the English] for, none of them deny’, 

and in another letter to Blagden the following month on 2 April 1860, she tells her, ‘certain of 

those quoted stanzas do “fit” England “as if they were made for her,” which they were not’.162 

These apparently artful statements perhaps suggest the stress and discomfort Barrett Browning 

was under, and why in the poem she ‘moaned indeed’. Having adopted the genre and cursed 

liked a sage, she cannot now say unambiguously in a non-prophetic mode that is what she was 

doing. The authority which she claimed in the poem she seems to be disclaiming outside. 

Nonetheless, the poem, in which contesting meanings struggle with each other, remains a 

purposeful ambiguous proclamation of a curse against two deserving nations (Mermin 1989: 

235) for their respective oppression of the enslaved and the powerless. 

Barrett Browning’s appropriation of the Victorian sage discourse combined with the 

divine commission to write a curse confer on her the authority to speak publicly. In cursing, 

she makes no concrete reference to any specific country or event, so the poem derives meaning 

from the reader’s understanding of its allusions. Judging by the attack launched against her in 

the British press in the spring of 1860, it seems that the critics understood the references. Barrett 

                                                 
160 For Barrett Browning’s letter to Henry Fothergill Chorley dated 13 April 1860, see LEBB, 

II, 378-379 (p. 378). 
161 Barrett Browning’s letter to Anna Jameson, [March] 1860, LEBB, II, 364-365 (pp. 364-

365). 
162 See the letter to Blagden, 2 April 1860, LEBB, II, 373-375 (p, 375). 
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Browning’s contemporaries in both Britain and America would have recognised lines 19 to 20 

of the Prologue – ‘little feet | Of children bleeding along the street’ (ll. 19-20) – as alluding to 

the issues she deplored in her poems ‘The Cry of the Children’ and ‘A Song for the Ragged 

Schools of London’ (1854), two social poems about the ruthlessness of modern capitalist 

practices (Avery and Scott 2003: 103) and the ravages of empire.163 In 1840, Richard Hengist 

Horne investigated and reported on the employment of children in mines and factories for the 

Royal Commission. His report inspired ‘The Cry of the Children’, depicting children’s 

weariness, grief, weeping and sobbing. The poem was well-received on both sides of the 

Atlantic.164 In January 1843, Barrett Browning wrote to Hugh Stuart Boyd concerning its 

reception in America, telling him that it ‘is considered there one of the most successful of my 

poems’.165  

These lines from the Prologue (lines 19-20) also echo those from ‘Ragged Schools’ in 

which the children are portrayed as poor, barefooted, and begging along the streets and quays 

of London.166 The poem was written for the Ragged School cause which Barrett Browning 

considered as ‘one of those unquestionable causes’ with which every man and woman must 

sympathise (Quoted in Donaldson and others 2010: 29). The resonance of these socio-political 

poems in ‘A Curse for a Nation’ thrusts them into an ongoing struggle with each other, 

generating meanings individually and together as a body of work. ‘Ragged School’ brings to 

light the failure of a society to protect its vulnerable, weak and poor children, but when read 

alongside ‘A Curse for a Nation’, its references to ‘empire’ (l. 25) and ‘every nation’s empery’ 

                                                 
163 Subsequent references to ‘A Song for the Ragged School of London’ will be shortened to 

‘Ragged Schools’. 
164 See BC, IV (1986), 317-320 (p. 319). 
165 For Barrett Browning’s letter of January 1843 to Hugh Stuart Boyd, see LEBB, I, 119-120 

(p. 120). 
166 See ‘Ragged Schools’, WEBB, V, pp. 30-35 (p. 32), especially stanzas XII and XIII. 
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(l. 95) gain greater import as part of Barrett Browning’s anti-imperialist rhetoric. Similarly, the 

child’s curse in ‘The Cry of the Children’ (l. 159) and the women’s curses in ‘Ragged Schools’ 

(l. 44) gain added significance when linked to the 1856 poem. The words ‘nation’ and ‘curse’ 

become polysemous and their significations are in flux so that there is no single nation or curse 

that they do not include. In ‘A Curse for a Nation’, for example, there is the righteous curse of 

God’s messenger which the poet is asked to deliver; then there is the evil curse that is self-

produced by a nation’s own wickedness (Stone 1999: 1997) and, as in ‘The Cry for the 

Children’, ‘The Runaway Slave’ and ‘Ragged Schools’, the curse of justice that children, slaves 

and women proclaim against wrong-doing. In the first stanza of the first part of ‘The Curse’ – 

the second section of ‘A Curse for a Nation’ – which establishes the reasons for the curse, the 

poet-persona announces the curse for a nation’s wrong-doing because it ‘bear[s] down with 

brand and thong | On souls of others – for this wrong | This is the curse. Write’ (ll. 56-58). 

These various curses repeated in the poem and which reverberate across other poems in the 

oeuvre generate wayward meanings (Armstrong 1993: 10, 12-13). 

After alluding to England’s imperial practices at ‘home and abroad’ (DeLaura 1966: 

212) in the Prologue, Barrett Browning turns her attention to denouncing similar practices in 

America. In three stanzas from the first section of ‘The Curse’, the poet announces a 

malediction for a nation that precipitously celebrates its own triumph over oppression, praising 

itself as the world’s first nation built on principles of freedom, while it oppresses others and 

denies them their liberty. The first two of these stanzas read: 

 

Because ye have broken your own chain 

 With the strain 

Of brave men climbing a Nation’s height, 

Yet thence bear down with brand and thong 

On souls of others, – for this wrong 

 This is the curse, Write. 
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Because yourselves are standing straight 

 In the state 

Of freedom’s foremost acolyte, 

Yet keep calm footing all the time 

On writhing bond-slaves, – for this crime 

 This is the curse. Write. (ll. 53-62). 

 

Rhyming ‘chain’ with ‘strain’ in lines 53 and 54 focuses attention on the physical pain of being 

manacled, linking the imagery to ‘writhing bond-slaves’ in the next stanza. The violent diction 

(‘bear down’, brand’ ‘thong’, ‘writhing bond slaves’) is appropriate for the imagery of 

oppression associated with the atrocities of slavery. Pointing to the workings of the institution 

as it obtains in America, the lines might also be read as describing Britain’s former practices 

of slavery. The lines also set up the irony that runs through the poem. For a nation that has 

broken its symbolic chain of servitude – perhaps a reference to the English Separatists who 

sought freedom from oppression in America – the nation has kept in place the actual chains of 

the slaves, making it guilty of moral hypocrisy.  

In addition to its allusions, ‘A Curse for a Nation’ also gains meaning through the 

reverberation of the rhetoric and imagery of the other poems within the oeuvre. ‘With brand 

and thong’ in line 56 is a recognisable reference to the implements of torture used to brand 

slaves to mark their status as property. This brutal imagery of branding is comparable to the 

‘mark’ (l. 223) left on the slave-woman’s wrist in ‘The Runaway Slave’, after she has been tied 

her up ‘to the flogging place’ (ll. 96, 205, and 224). Lines 60 and 61 which read ‘Keep calm 

footing […]  | On writhing bond-slaves’, echo the violence in ‘The Runaway Slave’ where the 

descendants of the pilgrims ‘dragged’ and murdered the slave’s lover, ‘strangle[d]’ her sobs, 

and ‘hunt[ed]’ her like an animal. Apart from the general subjugation of the enslaved implied 

in these lines, they might also be read as an allusion to the 1850 Fugitive Slave Act which gave 
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the slaveholder or master in the southern states in America the constitutional right to pursue 

and retrieve any slave belonging to him. This Law was signed in Congress by President Millard 

Fillmore (Mayer 1998: 403) with the expressed intention of keeping slaves in their place – 

slaves as slaves – even when they had acquired their freedom through purchase, or escaped to 

the supposedly free North.  

Additionally, the word ‘chain’ (l. 53) of the first section of ‘The Curse’ resonates with 

the chain in ‘The Appeal’, which I have discussed in the preceding chapter, where the speaker 

commands British ‘brothers’ – in one reading of the poem – to sever the chain of bondage and 

emancipate the slaves. The words ‘thong’ and ‘wrong’ in lines 56 and 57 rhyme across several 

poems with the word ‘wrong’ in ‘The Runaway Slave’ – ‘Wrong, followed by a deeper wrong!’ 

(l. 99) and in the ‘Greek Slave’ – ‘against man’s wrong!’ (l. 11). This endless interplay of 

rhymes and repetitions across poems contribute to the polysemous meanings that ‘A Curse for 

a Nation’ sustains. It is not accidental that slavery during British colonialism, which Barrett 

Browning critiques in ‘The Appeal’, is superimposed on American slavery in ‘The Runaway 

Slave’ and ‘A Curse for a Nation’ through imagery, allusions and reverberations. These works 

represent the ongoing struggle of individual poems and with each other to generate meanings.  

In the second part of ‘The Curse’, which presents the consequences for the nation’s evil 

practices, its own self-produced curse, Barrett Browning denounces corruption, employing a 

generalised language without making reference to any specific event. The allusion in this 

section to corrupt state of affairs in the middle of the nineteenth century allows the facts in the 

poem to be interchangeable, referring either to America or England, two nations that are linked 

because of their similar practices of exploitation, oppression and diplomatic policies. One 

context for this apparently general attack against corruption might be gleaned from a letter that 

Barrett Browning’s husband Robert Browning wrote to Paolo Emiliani Giudici, a Florentine 



 161 

university professor on 7 April 1863, two years after Barrett Browning’s death. Browning was 

writing to correct the view that ‘A Curse for a Nation’ was addressed to England – much as his 

wife did, assuring Giudici that the poem 

 

was included in a volume referring to Italian and European politics, because, just before 

the famous Ostend assemblage of American diplomats, resolutions had been passed 

that it would be proper for America to interfere thenceforward in questions of European 

policy. (Quoted in DeLaura 1966: 210-212). 

 

 

 

The ‘Ostend assemblage’ was a meeting of American diplomats to Britain, France and Spain 

in Ostend, Belgium, where the infamous Ostend Manifesto, a document drawn up by 

proslavery American Democrats in October 1854 to ‘detach’ Cuba from Spain and add it to the 

Union as a slave state, was signed. It recommended that America buys Cuba for 100 million 

dollars or else takes it by force. The audacious suggestion was supposedly in retaliation for the 

seizure of the American ship the Black Warrior by Cuban authorities.167 David De Laura 

contends that this document was not only the reason why ‘A Curse for a Nation’ was included 

in Poems Before Congress, but it might have been the inspiration of the poem itself (1966: 

211), notwithstanding the fact that Barrett Browning gave her own reason for including it in 

the collection. Remarking on her unfair treatment in the press, especially by the editor of The 

Athenaeum, Barrett Browning tells Blagden in March 1860, ‘The curious thing is, that it was 

at Robert’s suggestion that that particular poem was reprinted there’.168 The context of this 

defensive comment was in response to the suggestion that her reason for including the poem 

in the collection is questionable. 

                                                 
167 See the entry ‘Ostend Manifesto’ in Encyclopedia Americana <www.go.grolier.com>. 
168 See letter to Isa Blagden, March 1860, in LEBB, II, 365-368 (pp. 366-367).  
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It seems likely that the general transatlantic corruption in the middle of the nineteenth 

century which Barrett Browning is denouncing would have included the Ostend Manifesto as 

well as the egregious policies that United States put into law, such as the repeal of the Missouri 

Compromise and the revised Fugitive Slave Law of 1850, which were designed to keep slavery 

entrenched in the nation. In fact, the Manifesto, when the document became public, was 

denounced by the free-soil press in America as a plot to extend slavery territorially (Mayer 

1998: 470-471). Even though it directly implicated America, European nations were connected 

to this wrongdoing through either tacit participation or inaction. Belgium, for example 

facilitated the signing of the document. In the Preface to the poem’s new Italian context, Barrett 

Browning criticised the British for their non-interventionist policy and Pharisaism. This 

comment was a direct criticism of Britain’s attitude towards supporting Italy. It must be 

remembered, too, that ‘A Curse for a Nation’ was written at a time when Britain had recently 

successfully displayed its imperial economic power, which Barrett Browning excoriated in 

Casa Guidi Windows as corrupt (I will discuss this in the next chapter), at the Crystal Palace 

in Hyde Park, London. These mid-nineteenth-century corruptions are implicitly denounced in 

the generalised language in ‘A Curse for a Nation’. 

In the final part of ‘The Curse’, the poet-persona sends a crippling curse against a 

powerful nation that makes it impossible for it to denounce oppression elsewhere because of 

its own wicked and corrupt practices or inaction. The poet tells the nation, ‘Ye shall watch 

while kings conspire’ (l. 71); ‘Ye shall watch while nations strive | With the bloodhounds’ (ll. 

78-79); ‘Ye shall watch while strong men draw | The nets of feudal law | To strangle the weak’ 

(ll. 85-87), concluding each of the three stanzas with the refrain, ‘This is the curse. Write’. As 

Stone has shown, the word ‘curse’ takes on a multiplicity of meanings in the poem, especially 

in its final envoi (1999: 184-185, 199). In the stanzas from which these lines are taken, the 
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curse which the nation receives from God’s messenger, is a righteous curse proclaimed against 

a corrupt nation. This curse can only be averted when the nation writes a curse of its own. This 

is the curse of verbal impotence. In other words, a nation must first reform itself by desisting 

from its evil practices (the curse), the poet pronounces, ‘recoil from clenching the curse | Of 

God’s witnessing Universe | With a curse of yours’ (ll. 116-118).  

The generalised language and interchangeable facts in the poem can be related to any 

unspecified nation, America or England, enabling ‘A Curse for a Nation’ to emerge as a double 

poem. This way of thinking about this oracular lyric avoids the dichotomous readings found in 

much of the criticism on the poem. Equally, the reverberations in the poem of Barrett 

Browning’s other political poems contribute to the Armstrongesque notion of wayward 

meanings. In the second and third septets, for example, the violent imagery resonates across 

the other political poems: 

 

Ye shall watch while nations strive 

With bloodhounds, die or survive, 

 Drop faint from their jaws, 

Or throttle them backward to death, 

And only under your breath 

 Shall favour the cause. 

  This is the curse. Write. 

 

Ye shall watch while strong men draw 

The nets of feudal law 

 To strangle the weak, 

And, counting the sin for sin, 

Your soul shall be sadder within 

 Than the word ye shall speak. (ll. 76-91). 

 

 

The long ‘a’ sound in ‘jaws’ and ‘cause’ makes the unlikely combination of these two words 

rhyme. However, the semantic relationship between ‘jaws’, ‘death’ and ‘breath’ rescues the 

rhyme, imbuing it with more significance than just the sound resemblances. These words, along 
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with ‘bloodhounds’, create a grim image of death even as they pun on the proverbially 

pedestrian – the jaws of death and draw one’s last breath; the image also runs into the next 

stanza where ‘jaw’ rhymes with ‘draw’ and ‘law’. Additionally, ‘bloodhounds’ in line 79 

conjures a picture of British colonial tyranny. The word recalls a detail from a letter Barrett 

Browning wrote to Mitford on 12 September 1843, describing a Cuban bloodhound belonging 

to her family as ‘savage in the full sense’, while informing her that ‘Cuban bloodhounds were 

used in the old savage times, (when men were wild with the taste of blood, like themselves) to 

track and run down the Blacks from the caves in the mountains’.169 It is not farfetched to assert 

that the reference to ‘bloodhounds’ – ‘while nations strive | With the bloodhounds’ (ll. 78 and 

79) implies a connection between British colonial practices and slavery in the American South. 

Barrett Browning astutely links the two brutal practices of these nations, their hunting of 

runaway slaves, recapturing and sometimes killing or lynching them. ‘Bloodhounds’ also 

evokes the Cuban bloodhound and might be Barrett Browning’s allusion to the cruel plot in the 

Ostend Manifesto to ensnare the island of Cuba as a slave colony of the United States.  

These associations, I suggest, came naturally to Barrett Browning. Stone has observed 

that she was capable of writing a curse that could be recycled in different polemical contexts 

(1999: 184) and, one might add, making the associations of a word signify beyond a simple 

reading, as she does with ‘strong’, ‘wrong’ and ‘weak’ and ‘right’. In lines 85-91, ‘while strong 

men draw | The nets of feudal law | To strangle the weak’, the words ‘strong’ and ‘weak’ are 

reverberations of Barrett Browning’s other political works, from ‘The Cry of the Children’ to 

Aurora Leigh. In ‘The Cry of the Children’, the speaker tells us that a child’s silent cry is a 

curse, more potent ‘Than the strong man in his wrath’ (l. 160), while the speaker in the ‘Greek 

                                                 
169 For Barrett Browning’s letter dated to Mitford dated 12 September 1843, see BC, VII 

(1989), 322-324, (p. 324). 
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Slave’ impels the marble statue of a Greek female figure to ‘strike and shame the strong’ (l. 

13) ‘against man’s wrong!’ (l.11). The word ‘strong’ in ‘A Curse for a Nation’ also rhymes 

with ‘wrong’ in the other antislavery poems, and ‘weak’, Barrett Browning’s byword for the 

oppressed – children, women, slaves, individuals and nations – is juxtaposed with ‘strong’. 

These resonances in ‘A Curse for a Nation’ from the other antislavery poems create a polysemy 

of meanings, making it a double poem that is about America and England. 

   

Conclusion 

 

 In ‘The Runaway Slave’ and ‘A Curse for a Nation’, Barrett Browning employs the 

strategies of subversion and ambiguity to resist and write back to multiple forms of discourses 

of oppression and to denounce transatlantic corruption in the middle of the nineteenth century. 

Her antislavery monologue challenges the notion of freedom that the pilgrim fathers who 

landed in America represented and bequeathed to their descendants, showing it to be one-sided 

and hegemonic. The poem is concerned with interrogating the uncritical representation of 

women who are oppressed as patiently suffering (infanticide, madness and female martyrdom) 

and disempowered in the visual and literary works of its precursors and contemporaries. Barrett 

Browning demonstrates in ‘The Runaway Slave’ that her character who is a woman, black and 

enslaved can curse and resist her oppressors even though the freedom she secures from her 

rebellion is impermanent. Moving away from the representation of a fictive character in ‘The 

Runaway Slave’, Barrett Browning is interested in ‘A Curse for a Nation’ in speaking out 

publicly in her own voice on corruptions on both sides of the Atlantic. To negotiate the 

authority to penetrate a male literary tradition from which she was excluded, Barrett Browning 

devised the strategy of being given a divine commission and appropriating the Victorian sage 
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discourse to write a prophetic poem. The deliberately ambiguous use of language and the 

imagistic and rhetorical reverberations the poem has with the other antislavery works in the 

oeuvre generate wayward meanings, giving us two concurrent poems: a curse against America 

and a curse against England. The attack against slavery in these American antislavery poems 

is an implicit condemnation of the practices of all imperial nations. This generalised attack on 

imperialism is the subject of my next chapter. 
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Chapter 4 

Risorgimento and Antislavery 

 

This chapter explores Barrett Browning’s continued interest in the liberty of the 

enslaved and peoples under imperial subjection in her two-part poem Casa Guidi Windows. 

Like her explicit antislavery works, it represents her political concerns with oppression and 

injustice, but, unlike them, it is set within a different political context and in a more global 

landscape than, say, a transatlantic one as in ‘A Curse for a Nation’. Given that the dominant 

subject matter of the poem is the Italian Risorgimento, defined in The Risorgimento: Thought 

and Action by Luigi Salvatorelli as a material, spiritual and political movement for Italian 

unification carried out by ‘popular currents’ in Italy (1970: xvii-xvii), this major work has not 

previously been read as an antislavery poem. On the surface, Casa Guidi Windows appears to 

share little culturally, politically and geographically with the poems of Chapter 3, which are 

specifically about the existence of chattel slavery, fugitive slave laws and racial hegemony that 

defined the American South in the middle of the nineteenth century. Nonetheless, Barrett 

Browning’s metaphorical use of oppression as an analogue of slavery links it to the rest of the 

poems in her antislavery corpus. Moreover, the absence of the themes of physical bondage and 

racism in Casa Guidi Windows does not imply a disjuncture between antislavery and the 

Risorgimento. In these two movements Barrett Browning advocates political reform and 

liberation, employing the imagery of slavery and inciting resistance against oppression. Indeed, 

the motif of rebellion, enacted by individualised slave characters in ‘The African’ and ‘The 

Runaway Slave’, is transferred to Casa Guidi Windows in the exhortation of the Italians to 

revolt against their oppression by imperial Austria. 
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 In Part 1 of the poem, written in 1847 but not published until 1851, Barrett Browning 

critiques the literary and artistic representation of Italy as a discarded, sorrowful and desolate 

woman. She invokes the peninsula’s cultural and artistic history through many literary and 

artistic figures, while emphasising the region’s revolutionary possibilities. Taking the 

contemporary political concessions such as freedom of the press and the establishment of a 

civil guard across southern Italy as providential, Barrett Browning fervently prophesies Italy’s 

liberation from Austria and its ultimate unification. In contrast, Part 2 of the poem, written 

three years later, and published together with the first part, berates the Italians over the failure 

of the prophesy that Italy would successfully rise up against its oppressors and achieve national 

independence. Retrospectively, Barrett Browning expands on the reasons for the disastrous 

outcome of the revolution, blaming a weak people oppressed by Austria. She critiques Britain’s 

complicity in Italy’s suppression and condemns imperial nations such as Russia and America 

for the violent oppression of the disenfranchised and the slaves. Casa Guidi Windows can be 

regarded as a rhetorical synthesis of Barrett Browning’s American antislavery poems even 

though, chronologically, it predates ‘A Curse for a Nation’. As I have shown in Chapter 3, ‘The 

Runaway Slave’ and ‘A Curse for a Nation’ are best examined together because of their 

contextual rather than chronological links. 

Casa Guidi Windows and the American antislavery poems are connected by their 

readership. These works were written always with an Anglo-American audience in mind 

(Groth 2000: 42; Reynolds 2001: 99). The distinct contexts of the ‘European revolution’ of 

1848 (von Strandmann 2002: 2) on the one hand and the American antislavery campaign, 

which lasted from 1833 until the abolition of slavery in March 1865, on the other do not 

necessarily imply different audiences. As I have shown in Chapter 3, when ‘A Curse for a 

Nation’ was published in the American periodical The Liberty Bell in 1856, its American 
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context gave it an American readership. However, its status as a double poem, a poem about 

America and a poem about England, meant that its audience was also British. Conversely, the 

new context it assumed when it was published in England in a collection of Italian poems in 

Poems Before Congress in 1860 did not eliminate its American audience. Casa Guidi Windows 

had an international appeal; its objective being to galvanise the world – Italy, Europe, America 

and mid-Victorian Britain (Schor 1998: 306) – into political action. Towards the end of Part 1 

of the poem, Barrett Browning makes a global though not an unproblematic appeal, exhorting 

people in ‘all the far ends of the world’ (l. 1101), ‘in England or in other land[s]’ (1. 1185), to 

take up ‘this great cause’ (l. 1201) on Italy’s behalf.  

One contemporary reviewer rightly linked Casa Guidi Windows to Barrett Browning’s 

global antislavery campaign. In a brief review in The Liberator, dated 15 August 1851, by the 

American abolitionist Wendell Phillips, he observed that Barrett Browning’s depiction of Pius 

IX should be quite familiar to his fellow Americans. He comments that it is a ‘portrait of many 

a Pope nearer home most strikingly painted; while they will be startled to find some of the most 

valued results of their anti-slavery experience married to immortal verse of rare energy and 

point’.170 Phillips’s insightful remark cements the relationship between Barrett Browning’s 

engagement with American antislavery and the Risorgimento when he implies that the 

papacy’s treatment of the Italians is analogous to the material conditions of the Africans on 

American plantations. Thomas Trollope, writing about the Risorgimento in his history of Italy, 

Tuscany in 1849 and 1859, notes that when Pius IX rescinded his pledge of reforming Italy, he 

declared that the concessions he thought of undertaking ‘he had only intended to bestow 

                                                 
170 Phillips, like Barrett Browning, was a contributor to the Boston antislavery annual The 
Liberty Bell, published from 1839- 1858, to aid the cause of the American Anti-Slavery 

Society and support William Lloyd Garrison’s weekly journal The Liberator. See Wendell 

Phillips, The Liberator, 15 August 1851, in EBB, II, 29-30 (p. 30). 
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gradually on his states’ (1859: 113). Perhaps Phillips, when he made his comment about Pius 

IX, had in mind those American abolitionists who were content to call for the gradual rather 

than the immediate abolition of the slaves. As I will demonstrate later on in the chapter, Phillips 

was not the only voice from the period to connect the life of the Italian people during the 

Risorgimento with that of the enslaved Africans.  

Perhaps the strongest link between Casa Guidi Windows and the American abolition 

poems is Barrett Browning’s metaphorical treatment of the imperial suppression of the 

disenfranchised Italians as slavery. Forster notes that Barrett Browning saw pre-national Italy 

‘as the victim’ of Austrian oppression (1988: 214). Barrett Browning’s figuration of oppression 

as slavery is key to understanding the relationship between Casa Guidi Windows and her 

American abolition poems as well as its place within the oeuvre.171 Casa Guidi Windows, I 

suggest, forms part of Barrett Browning’s wider anti-slavery agenda where issues of liberty are 

at stake for slaves, women, the disenfranchised and a nation. It can be read as a kind of 

abolitionist text not only for its comment upon transatlantic slavery in the Crystal Palace 

sections in Part 2, but also because Italy is imagined as a nation under slavery, subjugated and 

suppressed by imperial Austria and by Britain’s collusion, as a result of its stifling and 

oppressive policy of peace diplomacy.  

                                                 
171 Barrett Browning’s conception of oppression as slavery is not unlike the libertarian 

argument Algernon Charles Swinburne (1837-1909) makes in his Songs Before Sunrise 

(1871). To register his commitment to the libertarian cause of Joseph Mazzini, he paid tribute 

to the patriot by dedicating Songs Before Sunrise to him. See Swinburne’s Songs Before 
Sunrise, A New Edition (London: Chatto and Windus, 1909), pp. v-vi. John Holmes, in his 

essay on the poet’s anthropological poetic project in the volume, notes that throughout the 

collection, ‘slave’ is a byword for ‘all kinds of oppression and submission’. See Holmes’s 

‘Algernon Swinburne, Anthropologist’, Journal of Literature and Science, 9.1. (2016), 16-39 

(p. 21). Like his predecessor Barrett Browning, Swinburne was, according to Jerome 

McGann, a committed Italian Risorgimentist, ‘famously devoted to the Mazzinian cause of 

democracy and republican ideals’. See McGann’s ‘Swinburne, “Hertha”, and the Voice of 

Language’, Victorian Literature and Culture, 36 (2008), 283-279 (p. 284-285). 
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In the general reception of Casa Guidi Windows, the original reviewers lauded it as 

charming, passionate and grand, but some took the unflattering views which were pursued 

when ‘A Curse for a Nation’ was published. One unsigned reviewer in The English Review 

called Casa Guidi Windows a ‘political talkification’ full of ‘distressing politics’; The 

Prospective Review denounced it as defective, describing it as fragments of letters put into 

verse; and The Christian Examiner faulted Barrett Browning for committing the serious error 

of mixing poetry with politics.172 Modern scholarship on the poem is invariably positive and 

wide-ranging. In ‘Casa Guidi Windows and Aurora Leigh: The Genesis of Elizabeth Barrett’s 

Visionary Aesthetics’, Dolores Rosenblum writes of Italy’s oppression by a dead literary-

political mythology in Part 1 and weak, faithless rulers who betray humanity in Part 2. She 

argues that Barrett Browning supplants a patriarchal poetic tradition and its oppressive past 

with a female aesthetic and a female history (1985: 160). Cooper tackles the question of poetic 

authority and gender concerns in the poem, noting that the female speaker usurps the authority 

and perspective of a traditionally male domain to critique men’s ineffectiveness in managing 

the political economy (1988: 126-127).  

In 1999, David writes that in Part 2 of Casa Guidi Windows Barrett Browning was 

contemptuous of Britain’s celebration of its commercial victories at the Crystal Palace in 1851, 

obtained at the cost of miserable domestic slavery. She suggests that Barrett Browning yearned 

for values such as a non-materialist Britain, which, she asserts, Barrett Browning imagined as 

having previously existed (22-23). Helen Groth’s essay ‘A Different Look: Visual 

Technologies and the Making of History in Elizabeth Barrett Browning’s Casa Guidi 

Windows’ focuses on how the daguerreotype, a nineteenth-century photograph, informs the 

                                                 
172 See The English Review, October 1851; The Prospective Review, July 1851; and The 
Christian Examiner, January 1862 in EBB, II, 22-25 pp. 24- 25, 16-20 (p. 19) and 215-221 (p. 

220), respectively. 
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way in which the two parts of Casa Guidi Windows function as optics. That is, two sets of 

impressions from two different times are brought together and combined into one, signalling 

the political argument that Italy must bring past and present together to become a unified nation 

(2000: 33). Richard Cronin reads the poem as one about motherhood and the duties of 

citizenship, which he suggests are in constant flux. He believes that Barrett Browning’s 

embodiment of her responsibilities as an artist and citizen shows that they are inseparable 

(2003: 41-42). More recently, Alison Chapman has focused on the relationship between inside 

and outside, individual and nation in the bipartite structure of the poem, and the role of poetry 

in reconciling these binaries (2015: 75). 

These critics of the poems and others have not discussed the antislavery subject and 

object of Casa Guidi Windows. This is the gap in the scholarship on Barrett Browning’s 

antislavery oeuvre which my chapter seeks to fill. I aim to show that the poem shares links with 

the antislavery thematics of Barrett Browning’s earlier abolition writings. Like them, its 

political concern is with liberation. Part 1 of Casa Guidi Windows’s engagement with prior art 

such as Michelangelo’s Night and Day, and the dialogue Barrett Browning carries on with his 

work in her sonnet the ‘Greek Slave’, both of them engaged in mobilising art for liberation, 

establish continuity and an antislavery context for this major work. Part 2 critiques Britain’s 

non-interventionist policy, which Barrett Browning views as colluding in the suppression of 

Italy by imperial Austria. Commenting on the Great Exhibition at the Crystal Palace in London 

in 1851, she represents it as an institution of darkness, an anti-temple, like her description of 

the Catholic Church in Part 1, against which her imagined church is a counter image.  

 In the first titled section of the chapter, I will briefly trace the political-historical events 

that gave rise to Parts 1 and 2 of Casa Guidi Windows. Following this, I will address the 

problematics of negotiating the troubling issues of power and representation implicit in Barrett 
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Browning’s gaze from the windows of Casa Guidi. The next section demonstrates how the 

poem’s intertextual engagement with earlier literary and artistic work sets it up in counter 

distinction to these other discourses. The section entitled ‘Peace Diplomacy and Italy’ 

examines Barrett Browning’s treatment of Britain’s non-interventionist policy in Europe 

during the 1840s and 1850s and its implicit collusion in the oppression of Italy. The chapter 

closes with Barrett Browning’s disquisition on the Crystal Palace as a repository of evil and 

the ways in which she views oppression of the disenfranchised people in Europe, including the 

Italians, as an analogue of chattel slavery in America in the same period. Overall, the chapter 

demonstrates Barrett Browning’s political agenda, opposing imperial oppression wherever it 

exists in the world. 

 

Political-Historical Context 

 

To understand the Italian political climate when Barrett Browning composed Casa 

Guidi Windows, it is important to consider briefly the state of Italy before and during the series 

of events from 1847 to 1849 on which the two parts of the poem are based. In 1846 when Pius 

IX became pope and ruler of the papal states, Italy was still divided into independent kingdoms, 

sovereign duchies and temporal possessions (Smith 2002: 55). In addition to these divisions, a 

large part of the peninsula was ruled by a foreign imperial power. Austria controlled the most 

prosperous parts of the country, and much of Italy lay under its influence through matrimonial 

and familial ties as well as military treaties and alliances with various regions of the peninsula. 

Given its different rulers, divisions and loyalties, there was no single conception of Italy as a 

nation, either in theory or practice, even though the Italian states shared a common cultural 

heritage and a common language. As Denis Mack Smith notes, some politicians would speak 
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of themselves as belonging to a Piedmontese, Sicilian or Neopolitan nation; communication 

between these various states was poor to the extent that trade was hindered by different tariff 

systems and local isolation (2002: 56-58).  

These conditions led to economic disadvantages that motivated merchants, landowners 

and peasants alike to desire radical changes in Italian politics and society (Smith 2002: 56-58). 

This might be said to be the beginning of the Italian Risorgimento in 1846, carried out by 

‘popular currents’ in Italy rather than a small elite (Salvatorelli 1970: xvii-xvii). 

Notwithstanding this popular movement from the common people, the first change or political 

reform towards nationhood was started by Pope Pius IX and Leopold II, the Grand Duke of 

Tuscany, in early 1847. They granted their sovereign territories several important political 

concessions. On 14 April 1847, Pius IX relaxed ecclesiastical censorship, approved religious 

freedom, established a rudimentary parliament (the ‘Consulta di Stato’) and created a Customs 

league with other Italian rulers (Trollope 1859: 68; Smith 2002: 58). His action paved the way 

for reforms in other parts of Italy, and Leopold II was the first to follow the Pope’s generous 

example, allowing the creation of a civic guard (the National Guard of Tuscany), like the one 

Pius IX established in Rome, and granting liberty of the press on 4 September.173  The gesture 

spread throughout the peninsula, causing other regions such as the kingdom of Piedmont-

Sardinia, ruled by King Charles Albert, to make similar constitutional changes (von 

Strandmann 2002: 6; Smith 2002: 61). Moreover, in late 1847, Pius IX denounced Austrian 

occupation in the city of Ferrara, for which he was hailed as an Italian patriot for a few months 

(Smith 2002: 57).  

                                                 
173 See The Tuscan Athenaeum, October 30, 1847, pp. 2-3. See also Thomas A. Trollope, 

Tuscany in 1849 and 1859 (London: Chapman and Hall, 1859), pp. 68. <www.archive.org>. 

http://www.archive.org/
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These peaceful reforms of the Risorgimento were major achievements. The combined 

move of Pius IX and Leopold II created celebrations and great rejoicing across Italy, among 

Tuscans especially. On 12 September 1847, on the anniversary of Barrett Browning’s marriage, 

she witnessed a street procession to celebrate the new political freedoms, to which Leopold II 

had consented, from a window at the Palazzo Pitti and not, as the title of the poem implies, at 

Palazzo Guidi which she renamed as Casa Guidi (Chapman 2015: 73). She told her sisters 

Arabella and Henrietta Moulton-Barrett in a letter on 13 September 1847 that the procession 

filed past ‘under our windows’, ‘into the Piazza Pitti where the Duke and his family stood to 

receive the thanks of the people’.174 Today, the street still runs below what was the Brownings’ 

second floor apartment at 8 Palazzo Pitti, whose windows overlook the Duke’s residence. 

Those windows also afforded, as they do today, an unobstructed view of the entrance to the 

palace.  

On 20 September 1847, Barrett Browning told Mitford: 

 

The procession passed under our eyes into the piazza Pitti […] Banners, too, with 

inscriptions to suit the popular feeling .. ‘Liberty’ .. the ‘Union of Italy .. the ‘Memory 

of the martyrs’, ‘viva Pio nono’ .. ‘viva Leopoldo secondo’. I’m glad to have seen that 

sight .. and to be in Italy at this moment, when such sights are to be seen.175 

 

At the time of writing this letter, Barrett Browning had been in Florence for less than a year. 

Yet the sentiments she expressed and her own elation suggest that she had already begun to 

share a common spirit with the Italians, welcoming the new liberties offered to Tuscans. The 

description in this letter is a facsimile of several letters she wrote to her sisters, containing 

                                                 
174 See letter to Arabella and Henrietta Moulton-Barrett, dated 13 September 1847, in BC, 

XIV (1998), pp. 300-308. 
175 See Barrett Browning’s letter to Mary Russell Mitford, dated 20 September 1847, in BC, 

XIV (1998), pp. 309-314. 
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similar phrases such as ‘under our eyes’, ‘under our windows’ and ‘a window in our palazzo’ 

with ‘full view’.176 The idea of looking from the window foreshadows Barrett Browning’s 

political commitment to the Italian Risorgimento, a movement which came under her vigilant 

eyes as a watchman, taking on the role as a bard ‘who hailed | From this Atrides’ roof […] The 

fire-voice of the beacons to declare | Troy taken’ (ll. 19-20, 22-23), as she puts it in Casa Guidi 

Windows Part 2. This powerful image is an allusion to Aeschylus’ Agamemnon in which the 

watchman on the roof of the palace of Argos is tasked with declaring the news when King 

Agamemnon had successfully captured Troy. Barrett Browning stands in for that watchman 

and Casa Guidi is Agamemnon’s palace; but she also sets herself up against the watchman, for 

she does not beg to be released from her vigil, as he does. 

The joyful celebrations of autumn 1847 soon gave way to uprisings across many parts 

of the peninsula. In February 1848, Italians took up arms against ‘the enemy’ Austria.177 The 

clamour of unrest increased when Pius IX declared in May 1848 that all his acts in the first 

years of his papacy were a mistake (Trollope 1859: 74-76). When Leopold II saw that the pope 

was no longer on the side of progress, he broke his oath to his people and abolished all he had 

conceded. These series of events underpinned the unrest among Italians. The populace revolted 

and threatened violence if the law granting them a new constitution was not passed. The Pope 

escaped to Gaeta in November 1848 and on 2 February 1849 the Duke Leopold II fled to Siena 

without signing the new law (Trollope 1859: 157). However, the popular revolution of 1848 

did not last long. Austrian forces crushed the Piedmontese at Novara on 23 March 1849 and 

occupied Tuscany in May. Barrett Browning expressed her disappointment at the ‘sacking of 

Florence and the entrance of the Austrian army’ in a letter to Julia Martin on 14 May 1849, two 

                                                 
176 See Barrett Browning’s letter to Arabella and Henrietta Moulton Barrett, dated 13 

September 1847, in BC, XIV (1998), 300-308 (pp. 300-301). 
177 The Tuscan Athenaeum, 15 January 1848, p. 93. 
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months after the birth of her son, telling her, ‘how ignoble it all has been and is! A revolution 

made by boys and vivas, and unmade by boys and vivas’.178 This statement made in hindsight 

reflects, in the words of one contemporary, Barrett Browning’s expression of natural 

bewilderment at the turn of events from the successes of 1847 to the defeat in 1849.179 

 Part 1 of Casa Guidi Windows documents the peaceful political celebrations in the 

Florentine streets in 1847 that Barrett Browning described in letters to family and friends. The 

poem was initially entitled ‘A Meditation in Tuscany’. On 17 July 1848, Barrett Browning 

wrote to Henrietta to report that a “Meditation” was begun in the fall and completed in the 

winter of 1847.180 Her efforts to have it published failed when Blackwood’s Magazine rejected 

it. According to Barrett Browning, John Blackwood called it a ‘“grand poem” but past all 

human understanding’ and complained of its ‘“Egyptian darkness”’, as she tells her friend and 

distant cousin John Kenyon. He in turn ventured that no one would be interested in the poem 

because of its “theologic politics”’, an allusion, perhaps, to Barrett Browning’s disquisition on 

the papacy and the role of the Roman Catholic Church.181 Part 2 was composed in 1850. On 

23 January 1850, Barrett Browning announced in a letter to Arabella her intention to write a 

second part, and to publish the two parts together independently of her new expanded edition 

of Poems.182 The combined parts were given the modest documentary title ‘Casa Guidi 

Windows’, a reference to the poet’s home and the windows at Palazzo Guidi from which she 

watched Duke Leopold’s return after the disastrous failure of the revolution. The defeat of the 

                                                 
178 ‘Viva’ is the Italian expression for ‘long live’. 
179 See The New Monthly Magazine, June 1856, in EBB, I, 184-187 (p. 187). 
180 See letter to Henrietta Mouton-Barrett, dated 17 July 1848, in BC, XV (2005), pp. 115-117 

(p. 116). 
181 See letter to Arabella Moulton-Barrett, 7-11 October 1848, in BC, XV (2005), 130-140 

(pp.136-137). 
182 See letter to Arabella Moulton-Barrett, dated 23 January 1850, in BC, XVI (2007), 45-54 

(p. 52). 
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Italians at the Battle of Novara and the general failure of the revolution were her motivation 

for writing it. Stone and Beverly Taylor suggest that it emerged out of ‘bitter feelings of 

betrayal’ (WEBB, II, 482-483). Barrett Browning felt that it was ‘bold’, ‘sincere’ and told ‘some 

truths’ so that ‘everybody else in the world (nearly) will be sure to cut it up’, as she told John 

Kenyon a few weeks before the volume’s publication.183  

 

The Gaze from the Windows 

 

Writing of herself in the third person in the ‘Advertisement’ to the May 1851 edition 

of Casa Guidi Windows, Barrett Browning directs the reader’s attention to the volume’s title 

and its documentary, if not creative, process: 

 

This poem contains the impressions of the writer upon events in Tuscany of which she 

was a witness. ‘From a window’, the critic may demur. She bows to the objection in 

the very title of her work. No continuous narrative nor exposition of political 

philosophy is attempted by her. It is a simple story of personal impressions, whose only 

value is in the intensity with which they were received, as proving her own warm 

affection for a beautiful and unfortunate country, and the sincerity with which they are 

related, as indicating her own good faith and freedom from partisanship. (WEBB, II, 

491). 

 

This unassuming claim belies the notion that the poem is ‘simple’, and full of personal 

impressions, as Barrett Browning would have us believe. This paratexte (Rundle 1999: 247), 

which precedes the main text and is separated from it, did not escape the attention of her 

contemporary readers or lessen the criticism the poem received; some described it as a ‘subtle 

and obscure’ work and a difficult foray into politics.184 Avery notes that the Advertisement was 

                                                 
183 See the letter to John Kenyon, dated 1 May 1851, in BC, XVII (2010), 23-26 (p. 25). 
184 See The Scotsman, 2 July 1851, in EBB, II, 15-16 (p. 16). 
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Barrett Browning’s way of deflecting potential criticism, a mask behind which she hid so that 

she could deploy her subversive views (2003: 160). This move is not unlike that in ‘A Curse 

for a Nation’, as I have shown in Chapter 3, in which Barrett Browning makes a similar 

disingenuous concession in the poem to win over the audience, gain its attention and establish 

credibility. 

Barrett Browning anticipates that the critic may be dismissive of her poem, citing that 

it originates ‘From a window’ and suggesting that her participation in the Risorgimento is not 

politically engaged. The word ‘window’ or ‘windows’ occur multiple times throughout the two 

parts of Casa Guidi Windows, usually predicatively with the verbs ‘gaze’ or ‘look’, or their 

derivative forms such as ‘How we gazed | From Casa Guidi windows’ (1. 470-471), ‘From 

Casa Guidi windows I looked forth’ (2. 28), ‘From Casa Guidi windows, gazing then’ (2. 286) 

and so forth. The act of looking or gazing from the windows, I suggest, is integral to 

understanding Barrett Browning’s politics of representation. In the context of the poem, the 

windows take on ideological significance. Armstrong’s essay ‘Casa Guidi Windows: Spectacle 

and Politics in 1851’ exhaustively examines the ambiguity of the generic window. She posits 

that the window signifies enclosure and openness; it both endorses and questions the power it 

enables; it also creates a special boundary between private citizen and public spectacle, that is, 

between rented property and public territory. In other words, the window embodies the duality 

of in here and out there, us and them, private and public. She notes that ‘the visual law of the 

window’, that is, the nineteenth-century construction of the vertical window, allows the 

viewing subject to look up or down (2003: 55), enabling a dialogue between the preserved self, 

protected by the interiority of the window and the risky exteriority of the street or public space 

outside. 
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Paradoxically, although the window enables dialogue, it also supports a one-way 

movement for the one looking out onto the world outside, a subject-object divide. Put another 

way, I, the subject, am looking out or down at you, the object. This ‘viewing subject’ is ‘cut 

off and alienated’ by the physical structure of the window frame even as the window silently 

confirms ‘the privileged human gaze’ (2003: 56).  Thus, Armstrong argues, ‘the window is not 

quite an innocent space’ (2003: 56). It shuts one in protectively but it also gives one power 

over the outside world (Ibid. 55). Gazing or looking from the window suggests that the subject 

doing the looking has it in his power to look at the object of his gaze. Michel Foucault has 

pointed out that looking is power (Kaplan 1997: 4), raising the question of whether or not 

Barrett Browning’s surveillance from Casa Guidi windows is one of privilege and power or 

something else. In Armstrong’s view, the poet was aware of ‘the nervous condition of power 

and privilege associated with the gaze from the window’, but ‘Casa Guidi knowingly changes 

the terms of the window relationship’ because the ‘window environment allowed interaction 

with the street’, that is, for ‘collective relationships’ (Armstrong 2003: 57). Armstrong is 

suggesting that Barrett Browning’s observation from the windows of Casa Guidi is not 

necessarily a disciplinary or disassociated gaze. Thus, the subject-object divide breaks down 

in the face of the collective relationships which the windows of Casa Guidi facilitate.  

If Armstrong is right in stating that Casa Guidi changed the power relationship inherent 

in the gaze from the window, where does that leave the question of political representation? 

How were the Italians represented culturally and politically and, more importantly, how did 

Barrett Browning view them? Matthew Reynolds notes that in the 1830s and 1840s, English 

travellers experienced the peninsula and viewed the Italians as what might be called Other 

(2001: 81). That is, they defined their own identity against the Italians whom they considered 

as backward, simple, children of a larger growth who did not deserve liberty. The following 
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example provides a contemporary view of how Italy was imagined or represented as the Other 

of Europe. In October 1847, Margaret Fuller, an American abolitionist living in Rome, and a 

strong supporter of the Risorgimento, objected to what she saw as the tendency of  

 

a large proportion of my countrymen here [who] take the same slothful and prejudiced 

view as the English, and after many years’ sojourn, betray entire ignorance of Italian 

literature and Italian life […]. [T]hey talk about the corrupt and degenerate state of Italy 

as they do about that of our slaves at home. They come ready trained to that mode of 

reasoning which affirms that, because men are degraded by bad institutions, they are 

not fit for better.  

 

 

[…] I listen to the same argument against emancipation in Italy, that are used against 

emancipation of our blacks.185  

 

Fuller’s comment gains force from its comparison of the Italians with the enslaved Africans on 

American plantations. This representation of the Italians could also be likened to that of 

Africans during British colonial slavery when the slaves were regarded as childlike, unreliable, 

backward and indolent – people who must be cared for and disciplined (Davis 1966: 555-557). 

Like the abolitionist reviewer Phillips, discussed above, Fuller implies that the Italian 

Risorgimento and the antislavery movement in America shared similar concerns about 

emancipation and that the material condition of the Italians, their state of subjugation, was 

analogous to that of enslaved Africans. Additionally, an Italian contributor to the first number 

of The Tuscan Athenaeum, a newspaper that ran for thirteen issues from 30 October 1847 to 

22 January 1848 and edited by Trollope for the Anglo-Florentine community, sums up the 

                                                 
185 See the Memoirs of Margaret Fuller Ossoli, 2 vols (Boston: Phillips and Samson, 1852), 

p. 227 and 29, Online book, <www.hathitrust.org>. See also, Giuliana Artom Treves, The 
Golden Ring: The Anglo-Florentines, 1847-1862, trans. Sylvia Sprigge (London: Longmans 

and Green, 1956), p. 33. 
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general attitude of Americans and other Europeans toward the peninsula.186 ‘Foreigners are of 

the opinion’, he wrote, ‘that the Italians in general are not yet sufficiently prepared to receive 

those free institutions which would place them on a level with the most civilized nations of 

Europe’.187 There is an echo here of Margaret Fuller’s comment, but it also projects an 

eighteenth-century Enlightenment sentiment which held that Africans were not entitled to and 

could not appreciate freedom because they were culturally backward.188 It is striking that the 

political state of Italy, which contributed to the ‘growing liberties’ in England, its laws and its 

arts (Reynolds 2001: 82) is once again linked to the conditions of slaves in America and to 

anti-slavery more broadly.   

As I have noted in the Introduction, the Italians were not an Oriental Other in the 

postcolonial understanding of the term even though they were semi-colonised, living under the 

rule of imperial Austria and aesthetically colonised by the British empire – its artists and 

expatriates living in Italy, including the Brownings themselves (Harris 2000: 110; Reynolds 

2001: 81). They might have been configured as a backward Other or an antitype within Europe, 

but they were not a racial Other. As Reynolds has noted, the difference between the English 

stereotypes of Italians and those of the Africans in the Caribbean was that the representation of 

Africans was cemented in racial power relations, whereas the image of the Italians was 

revisable (2001: 81-82). By the mid-1850s, the English had an improved view of the Italians. 

The Italians were now being represented as ‘fanciful, gentle and smiling creatures’ (Reynolds 

                                                 
186 ‘Anglo-Florentine’ was a community of expatriates living in Tuscany. Artom Treves uses 

it to include foreigners in Italy, whom the Italians referred to as Inglese, even though the 

English and Americans were the main ones ‘because of their common life and language’. 

See, Artom Treves, 1956, p. 6. 
187 The Tuscan Athenaeum, No. 1, Saturday, October 30, 1847, p. 2. 
188 See Friedrich Hegel’s, ‘Lectures on the Philosophy of World History, 1822-1828’, in 

Emanuel Chukwdi Eze, ed., Race and the Enlightenment: A Reader (Oxford: Blackwell, 

1997) 109-153 (p. 135). 
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2001: 80). Reynolds notes that this revised image was the path that Barrett Browning took. 

Quoting from her letter to Julia Martin after the failure of the revolution, he notes that she 

represents the Italians as an ‘amiable, refined, graceful people, with much of the artistic 

temperament as distinguished from that of men of genius — effeminate, no, rather feminine in 

a better sense — of a fancy easily turned into impulse, but with no strenuous and determinate 

strength in them’ (2001: 80). Barrett Browning’s comment seems patronising and raises the 

question of the foreigner’s genuine respect for the Italians. Yet, it reflects Barrett Browning’s 

passionate involvement with the Italians that she described in the Preface to Poems Before 

Congress as her ‘attachment to the Italian people’. In that volume, she no longer implied that 

they were backward or viewed then as a contrast to the English, as her previous description of 

them suggests, but admired them for their ‘heroic constancy and union’ (WEBB, IV, 553). 

Still, Barrett Browning’s gaze from the windows of Casa Guidi is likely to be seen as 

an Othering gaze, but she is not doing the kind of Othering which postcolonial critics have 

identified as taking place between Europe and its colonial Others.189 E. Ann Kaplan, who 

theorises the term ‘gazing’ in Looking for the Other: Feminism, Film and the Imperial Gaze, 

defines it as governed by extreme anxiety, having no desire to know but to repress; it is 

imperialistic, dominating and objectifying (1997: xix).190 Kaplan also points to what she 

considers an opposite term: ‘looking’, defining it as wanting to know more about the Other, 

that is, deliberately looking into a topic or bringing to view an unrepresented portion of society 

                                                 
189 Edward Said discusses the contrasting image of the Orient as the Other of Europe 

(Occident) in his seminal work on the subject of Western representation of the East. See his 

Orientalism, 25th Anniversary Edition (New York: Vintage Books, 1978; repr. 2003), 

Introduction, 1-28. See also, Gayatri Chakravorty Spivak, A Critique of Postcolonial Reason: 
Toward a History of the Vanishing Present (London: Harvard University Press, 1999), 265-

267. 
190 Kaplan is reworking Laura Mulvey’s theorising of the ‘gaze’ in Mulvey’s pioneering 

essay ‘Visual Pleasure and Narrative Cinema’ (1975). 
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(1997: xvii-ix). Barrett Browning makes no distinction between gazing and looking in Casa 

Guidi Windows, but Kaplan’s definition of looking rescues her from the charge of the Othering 

gaze, because Barrett Browning’s gaze from the windows is an active, politically engaging 

look, participating in Italy’s political emergence as an independent nation by speaking of and 

for the Italians. She assumes the role of advocate and prophet, prophesying Italy’s rebirth as 

an empowered new nation. Instead of objectifying Italy or fixing it in the past as her literary 

predecessors have, she chooses to rehabilitate the country’s image and represent the Italians as 

politically ripened and hopeful. I will return to the question of the gaze later in the chapter. 

 

Oppression as an Analogue of Slavery 

 

In Part 1 of Casa Guidi Windows, Barrett Browning engages intertextually with the 

work of her poetic predecessors who were writing about Italy as well as with prior art. She 

directly critiques the traditional aesthetic representation of Italy as a barren woman, stuck in 

the past among dead literary figures, in the poems of the Florentine patriot and composer of 

elegies on Italy Vincenzo da Filicaja (1642-1701) and the English Romantic Lord Byron (1788-

1824). These poets, among others, represent Italy as hopeless and politically moribund. In 

contradistinction to these writers, Barrett Browning engages with the art of Michelangelo 

Buonarroti (1475-1564) to demonstrate Italy’s revolutionary potentialities, while setting his 

work up in dialogue with and as a counterweight to her contemporary Powers’s The Greek 

Slave in her ekphrastic sonnet of that title, a double poem which opposes white slavery in a 

Turkish slave mart and transatlantic slavery in the American South, where ‘not alone | East 

griefs but west’ (l. 11-12). The dialogue between Barrett Browning’s American antislavery 

poem the ‘Greek Slave’ and Casa Guidi Windows suggests a strong case for seeing the Italian 
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poem implicitly as a continuation of her attack on American slavery. In exhorting Italy to 

liberate itself through active insurrection, a position which is structurally in keeping with her 

incitement to rebellion discussed in my earlier chapters, Barrett Browning’s intertextual 

engagement with Percy B. Shelley’s poems about repression in the ‘The Mask of Anarchy’ and 

‘Sidmouth and Castlereagh’ both written in 1819 evokes the imagery of slavery and rebellion. 

In challenging the representation of Italy in the British imagination (Coral Harris 2000: 110), 

Barrett Browning not only contradicts the seasoned rhetoric on Italy of impassive suffering, 

but she also redirects our attention away from the literary and cultural stagnated images of the 

peninsula’s past glories to show us an awakened and regenerated Italy. 

In the opening section of Part 1, Barrett Browning hears a young child sing ‘’Neath 

Casa Guidi windows’ (1. 2), where she literally and metaphorically has a view on the Florentine 

scene below. The child’s song ‘O bella liberta, O bella!’ (1. 3), which speaks of hope and 

freedom, transposes Barrett Browning’s mind from the present to the past, that is, to the ‘older 

singers’ or poets who dwelt tiresomely on Italy’s past greatness, and who portrayed the country 

as an oppressed prisoner of fate and fancy.191  She charges these older poets with complicity in 

Italy’s oppression, noting sarcastically that in their sweet songs of professed sympathy 

 

   the pity scarcely pained. 

I thought how Filicaja led on others, 

 Bewailers of their Italy enchained, 

And how they called her childless among mothers, 

 Widow of empires, ay, and scarce refrained 

Cursing her beauty to her face, as brothers 

 Might a shamed sister’s, – ‘Had she been less fair 

She were less wretched’ – how evoking so 

From congregated wrong and heaped despair 

Of men and women writhing under blow, 

                                                 
191 The line of Italian quoted here is from the 1851 edition and is translated as ‘O beautiful 

liberty!’. See Julia Markus, ed., Elizabeth Barrett Browning: Casa Guidi Windows (New 

York: The Browning Institute, 1977), p. 72. 
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Harrowed and hideous in a filthy lair, 

Some personating image, wherein woe 

Was wrapt in beauty from offending much, 

They called it Cybele, or Niobe, 

Or laid it corpse-like on a bier for such, 

Where all the world might drop for Italy 

Those cadenced tears which burn not where they touch. (1. 19-35). 

 

In this passage, as throughout the poem, Barrett Browning employs a hybrid form (WEBB, II, 

485) of the terza rima, a metrical triple rhyme pattern that the Italian poet Dante Alighieri 

invented in his Divine Comedy. The rhymes do not interlace as in Dante’s into groups of threes 

called terzinas where the second line of each terzina rhymes with the first and third lines of the 

next. Barrett Browning’s are arranged into discreet blocks of six lines. The word ‘pained’ (l. 

19) forms a group with ‘others’, ‘enchained’, ‘mothers’, ‘refrained’ and ‘brothers’. In imitating 

yet modifying this established Italian form, Barrett Browning is holding up to scrutiny the 

relentless image of Italy’s sorrowful and enslaved condition (‘pained’ and ‘enchained’), 

prolonged in the works of Filicaja and ‘others’. According to Natalia Costa-Zalessow, Filicaja 

was only one of the Italian patriotic poets to render this image of a suffering Italy. She points 

out that there was a tradition or tendency among Italian poets to represent Italy as a victim, 

which went as far back as Dante and Petrarch (1968: 216-217). 192 However, Dante was not 

despairing but enraged, and Barrett Browning’s use of the terza rima might be seen as a gesture 

to his attack on political infighting in Florence, papal misrule and foreign domination of Italy 

in his Divine Comedy. 

Barrett Browning explicitly attacks Filicaja’s idealising representation of Italy as a 

beautiful but oppressed woman, elegising the peninsula in his sonnet ‘To Italy’: 

                                                 
192 Natalia Costa-Zalessow surveys Italian writers who have portrayed Italy as an ‘enslaved 

country where sorrow reigns’. See her essay ‘Italy as a Victim: A Historical Appraisal of a 

Literary Theme’, Italica, 45. 2 (June 1968), 216-240. 
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Italia! Italia! O thou on whom was shed 

Beauty’s ill-fated gift, whence springs such store 

Of troubles infinite, that anguish sore 

Hath o’er thy brow a cloud of sorrow spread! 

Oh! that thou wert less lovely, or more dread, 

That those might prize thee less, or fear thee more, 

Who now in lovers’ guise thy charms adore, 

Yet aim the blow would leave their victim dead!193 

 

Italy is personified as a sad and helpless woman whose beauty is her very misfortune, and 

unable to resist those who would exploit her. Although Barrett Browning singled out Filicaja 

for criticism because he ‘led on others’, it was Byron who was her principal target (Reynolds 

2001: 88). Many critics have pointed out that he freely translated and incorporated lines from 

Filicaja’s sonnet into his poem Childe Harold’s Pilgrimage. ‘Italia! oh Italia! thou who hast | 

The fatal gift of beauty, which became | A funeral dower of present woes and past’ (ll. 370-

372), says the speaker in the opening lines in stanza 42 of Byron’s Canto IV.194 

Through allusion to his work, Barrett Browning directly engages Byron, quoting and 

paraphrasing lines from his fourth canto (especially from stanzas 2, 42, 43, 78 and 79) in Casa 

Guidi Windows. She remonstrates with him for representing Italy as a ‘Cybele’ (l. 10), ‘mother 

of dead empires’ (l. 696), ‘The Niobe of nations’ (l. 703), ‘childless’ (l. 704) and for drawing 

attention to her fatal beauty (l. 371). Cybele was the powerful goddess of fertility believed to 

have fallen from heaven and immortalised in stone. Having lost all her children, the Gods 

turned Niobe into a grieving stone, an image of everlasting sorrow with water flowing down 

her face like tears. These images of Italy as a fallen, grieving woman and dead mythic figures 

                                                 
193 See the Italian version of this sonnet with facing English translation in Charles Strong, ed., 

Specimens of Sonnets from the Most Celebrated Italian Poets with Translations (London: Jon 

Murray, 1827), pp. 78-79. 
194 See Byron, The Complete Poetical Works, IV (1986), pp. 125, 138, 150. 
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are ones which Barrett Browning would rather have permanently laid to rest, but she evokes 

them to show how oppressive they are and to dismantle (Reynolds 2001:87) them, substituting 

more hopeful and revolutionary images of Italy.  

Barrett Browning employs images associated with slavery to illustrate the crippling 

effects this clichéd way of writing has on Italy, which might be viewed as a kind of figurative 

aesthetic colonisation (Harris 2000:110) not unlike political subjugation. In lines 27 to 29 of 

the above quoted passage from Part 1, the rhetoric of ‘congregated wrong’, ‘heaped despair’, 

‘men and women writhing under blow’ and ‘harrowed and hideous’ is violently oppressive, a 

reproduction of the language of abolitionist poetry which attacks the harsh conditions of the 

lives of plantation slaves. The image of the Italians as ‘writhing under blow’ prefigures a line 

in ‘A Curse for a Nation’, ‘writhing bond-slaves’ (l. 63), a comparison to the cruel treatment 

of the slaves that Barrett Browning denounces in that abolition poem. The semantic and tonal 

resonance between the two lines connects the oppression in the Italian peninsula with that of 

the black slaves in America. Barrett Browning identifies this common oppression as a wrong. 

As I have demonstrated in the previous chapters, the word ‘wrong’ is repeated, rhymed and 

represented as a great injustice across the poems in Barrett Browning’s antislavery corpus. It 

is a byword for the blatant oppression of the weak that links the poems thematically to each 

other. Moreover, Barrett Browning makes no apparent distinction between the ‘wrong’ done 

against the Italians or the enslaved Africans, neither does she distinguish between actual chattel 

or plantation slavery in America and the figurative aesthetic colonisation of Italy by British 

poets. 

Additionally, Barrett Browning attacks poets such as Filicaja and Byron for masking 

despair and horror in their idealistic representations of Italy as a beautiful woman. She sees 

through the mask to the reality of oppression beneath the ‘beauty’ of the representation, a 
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deception which she describes as ‘Some personating Image, wherein woe | Was wrapt in beauty 

from offending much’ (1. 30-31). According to the logic of these lines, these writers make the 

images of Italy more easily contemplatable but at the same time they falsify them, ‘since ’tis 

easier to gaze along | On mournful masks, and sad effigies, | Than on real, live, weak creatures 

crushed by strong’ (1. 46-48), the poet-persona tells us. The occasional stresses (on ‘masks’, 

‘sad’ and ‘effigies’) in line 47 contrast with the rapid succession of stresses in the subsequent 

line. Line 48 enacts the rhythm’s forward, racy movement, building up to a crescendo until it 

erupts in the final stressed syllable ‘strong’. This volcanic effect, dramatised between the two 

lines, captures the movement from a dark and dormant image of Italy to an enlightened and 

energised one. In Reynolds’s reading of these lines, he notes that their prosodic features set up 

a contrast between a dream-like image of Italy and the image of a nation that is fully awake 

(2001: 88-89). I add that the lines might also be read as heralding an end to the dark past and 

forging a bright new beginning. Barrett Browning positions herself to end the implacable 

morbid and oppressive discourse on Italy, declaring ‘Of such things enough’ (I. 40), and 

assuming the mandate to lead Italy out of slumber and into the light, not by following in the 

footsteps of those poets who ‘sang before’, but by challenging them. As the Italian critic 

Giuliana Artom Treves, writing about the support of the Anglo-Florentines for Italian 

independence, commented, Barrett Browning frankly assumed the role of poet of the Italian 

Risorgimento (1956: 76).  

Having denounced the traditional representation of Italy as a hopeless and ruined 

woman, Barrett Browning moves from that disabling image to promote the work of the 

sculptor, painter, architect and poet Michelangelo as representative of Italians’ potential for 

resistance. She uses his art as a counterweight to the poetic representation of Italy by Filicaja, 

Byron and others. In a long section of Part 1 (lines 65-216), she consistently renders 
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Michelangelo’s art as offering the first embers of resistance in solidarity with his fellow 

Florentines who were oppressed by despotic rulers. She portrays the sculptor’s series of 

antithetical marble statues Night, Day, Dawn, and Twilight, made between 1524 and 1535, as 

engaging in subversion and rebellion: 

 

What word will God say? Michel’s Night and Day 

And Dawn and Twilight wait in marble scorn, 

[…] 

Three hundred years his patient statues wait 

 In that small chapel of the dim St. Lawrence. 

Day’s eyes are breaking bold and passionate 

 Over his shoulder and will flash abhorrence 

On darkness and with level looks meet fate, 

 When once loose from that marble film of theirs; 

The Night has wild dreams in her sleep, the Dawn 

 Is haggard as the sleepless, Twilight wears 

A sort of horror. (1. 73-74; 80-88). 

 

Barrett Browning depicts Michelangelo’s statues as suffused with insurrectionary and 

revolutionary possibilities, protesting against their confinement having been trapped as they 

were for ‘three hundred years’ ‘in that small chapel’. She gives them kinaesthetic agency, 

enabling a subversive capacity for expressing ‘scorn’, ‘breaking bold and passionate’, 

‘flash[ing] abhorrence’ and recoiling in ‘horror’. This protest which the statues perform in 

silence is a paradoxical speechless outcry. ‘Marble scorn’ suggests the loathing of their 

respective providential duties as long as tyranny remains in Florence (Markus 1977: 75). Julia 

Markus notes that the phrase also reflects the sculptor’s ‘feelings at the ruin of his country’ 

(1977: 75), an affliction which Byron describes, ironically, as ‘the disadvantages of repeated 

revolutions, the desolation of battles and the despair of ages’ in a letter to John Hobhouse, 

dated 2 January 1818 (McGann 1980: 123). Providing his statues with political content, 

Michelangelo replies to an epigram Giovanni Battista Strozzi (1504-1571) composed on Night 
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by writing an epigram of his own.195 This epigram might be read as a political counter narrative 

in which Michelangelo makes the speaker, ‘Night’, declares his refusal to awake ‘as long as 

injury and shame endure’ in the land. His short poem ends with Night avowing that ‘not to see 

and hear is a great boon to me; | therefore, do not wake me’.196 Significantly, Michelangelo’s 

statues named for times of day are not his only ones that are politically-leaning. He has four 

unfinished sculptures of slaves or prisoners. These are bound figures that barely emerge from 

the rocks from which they are hewn so that they are doubly captured or doubly repressed.  

Barrett Browning knew Michelangelo’s statues well and felt an affinity with him 

possibly because of his representation of captive bodies and the idea that his art can mobilise 

political liberation. Her antislavery Petrarchan sonnet about a captive Greek slave echoes the 

revolutionary spirit of the passage on Michelangelo’s stone statues. The sonnet is also an 

implicit critique of Powers’s statue. Powers (1805-1873), an American sculptor who moved to 

Florence in November 1837, completed his ideal sculpture in Seravezza marble in late 

November 1844. In 1841, he had described his idea for it in a letter to Colonel John Preston 

(1809-1881), a wealthy American sugar plantation owner in South Carolina: 

 

[It] is of a young girl – nude, with her hands bound and in such a position as to conceal 

a portion of the figure, thereby rendering the exposure of the nakedness less 

exceptionable to our American fastidiousness. The feet also will be bound to a fixture 

and the face turned to one side, and downwards with an expression of modesty and 

Christian resignation. That she is a Christian will be inferred by a cross, suspended by 

a chain around her neck and hanging or resting on her bosom. (qtd. in Reynolds 1977: 

137-138). 

 

                                                 
195 Giovanni Batista Strozzi’s epigram on Michelangelo’s Night reads, ‘The Night that you 

see sleeps in such a | grateful attitude, was sculpted by an Angel | in this stone, and since she 

sleeps, she must have life; | wake her, if you don’t believe it, she’ll speak to you’. See James 

M. Saslow, ed. and trans., The Poetry of Michelangelo: An Annotated Translation (London: 

Yale University Press, 1991), p. 247. 
196 See The Poetry of Michelangelo, in Saslow, ed., p. 247. 
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The finished statue bears all the details of Powers’s conception except for the cross around the 

neck, which is suspended on a chain beneath her right hand. She is a naked figure; her hands 

are chained; she has a look of resignation on her face and her head is turned away, unable or 

unwilling to meet the gaze of the desiring eyes of the spectatorial public (see Appendix 3).  

Powers sold his first Greek Slave to an Englishman, Captain John Grant. Grant 

displayed it in London’s Pall Mall in May 1845, where it ‘created such an interest as to have 

been viewed by almost every patron of art in the metropolis’ (qtd. in Reynolds 1977: 148-149). 

Captain Grant, in a letter to Powers, observed, ‘I have never yet seen a figure which combines 

so much feminine beauty as the Slave. Not even the Medici with all its beauties […]; this statue 

comes nearer the beau ideal of feminine beauty than any one I ever saw’ (Ibid. 146). The 

statue’s reception in England was such a success that Powers made replicas for other patrons 

and put one on tour to major American cities in 1847, where it caught the imagination of 

American viewers, artists, writers and newspaper readers (Kasson 1992: 172). 

 Barrett Browning’s sonnet the ‘Greek Slave’ was inspired by Powers’s sculpture. She 

saw his statue in May 1847 and reported to her sister Arabella later that month that she 

visited Powers’s studio and ‘he was kind and cordial and showed us his Greek Slave’.197 Did 

Barrett Browning decide then to write a response to Powers’s statue? She leaves no record of 

this, but when in early 1850 Charles Dickens solicited poems from the Brownings for his 

periodical Household Words, it was this sonnet she composed and submitted for 

publication.198 It engages with Powers’s work and implicitly critiques his notion of 

mobilising art for liberation. In one narrative Powers created about his statue (he wrote 

                                                 
197 See letter to Arabella Moulton-Barrett, written around 39-30 May 1847, in Scott Lewis, 

ed., The Letters of Elizabeth Barrett Browning to Her Sister Arabella, 2 vols (Waco, Texas: 

Wedgestone Press, 2002), I, 87-97 (p. 89). Subsequent references to these volumes will be 

shortened to Letters to Arabella, followed by the volume and page numbers. 
198 See Barrett Browning’s letter to Arabella, dated 12 March 1850, in BC, XVI (2007), 75-85. 
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many), he hinted that the atrocities the Turks committed against Greek men and women 

during the Greek Revolution moved him to create The Greek Slave. ‘It is not difficult to 

imagine the distress and even despair of the sufferers while exposed to be sold to the highest 

bidder […]’, he writes, ‘I have given to the expression of The Greek Slave what trust there 

could still be in Divine Providence for the future state of existence’ (Quoted in Reynolds 

1977: 140-141). Powers’s intervention to draw attention to the plight of the Greek women 

sold as slaves by the Turks was to give her the look of Christian resignation. He concludes 

that she ‘bears it all as Christians only can’ and her expression is sufficient to divert attention 

from her nakedness to her ideal beauty (Ibid.). 

In her sonnet, Barrett Browning critiques Powers’s sculpture and questions his 

liberationist agenda through his ideal beauty. Like Michelangelo’s personified statues of 

times of day in Casa Guidi Windows, the slave character in Barrett Browning’s the ‘Greek 

Slave’ is rendered as subversive and as actively resisting her oppression: 

 

They say Ideal beauty cannot enter 

The house of anguish. On the threshold stands 

 An alien Image with enshackled hands, 

Called the Greek Slave! as if the artist meant her 

(That passionless perfection which he lent her, 

Shadowed not darkened where the sill expands) 

To, so, confront man’s crimes in different lands 

With man’s ideal sense. Pierce to the centre, 

Art’s fiery finger! – and break up ere long 

The serfdom of this world! appeal, fair stone, 

From God’s pure heights of beauty against man’s wrong! 

Catch up in thy divine face, not alone 

East griefs for west, – and strike and shame the strong, 

By thunders of white silence, overthrown. (WEBB, II, 150). 

 

The Greek slave is made to mount a silent protest (the ‘thunders of white silence’) from its 

position of vulnerability where it stands ‘enshackled’ in a slave market. Barrett Browning urges 
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the statue to ‘confront’ and ‘appeal’ its oppression and imbues it with the potential to ‘strike’ 

and ‘shame’ its oppressors. Endowing a statue, which lacks this highly physical quality, with 

the violent gesture of striking is to give it what Joy Kasson calls ‘revolutionary implications’ 

and the potential to reverse its position of powerlessness (1992: 187). This notion of imparting 

physical and verbal protest or resistance to the statue directly contrasts with the resigned 

Christian expression of Powers’s slave. His sculpture is a sentimental figure that impassively 

puts up with its oppression, silently accepting its suffering ‘as Christians only can’. Barrett 

Browning’s idea of art for liberation is not a passive one. Her poem enables the statue to 

actively resist in a way that Powers’s statue itself cannot.  

Certainly, the ‘Greek Slave’ comments on Powers’s failure to bring about political 

change through his art, that is, the failure of his ideal statue. Powers’s sculpture, represented as 

a traditional idealist statue – European rather than black African – blurs the distinction between 

it being a Greek Christian woman in the geographic context of a Turkish slave market and a 

universal European model of female beauty. Barrett Browning raises the issue by pointing to 

the contradiction at the opening of her sonnet, ‘They say Ideal beauty cannot enter | The house 

of anguish’, the speaker tells us. Yet she observes, ‘on the threshold stands’ just such an 

‘Image’. In raising the issue, Barrett Browning implies that Powers is wrong. She seems to be 

suggesting that to bring about political change, as Powers tacitly claimed to be doing in his 

narratives, art has to stop being ideal and become something more aggressive and assertive. 

Moreover, the idealising representation of the Greek slave’s beauty covers over her suffering, 

distress and despair. As I have shown above, Barrett Browning attacked the traditional poetic 

representation of Italy as a beautiful woman that masked Italy’s oppression – ‘Some 

personating Image, wherein woe is wrapt in beauty’. One could read Powers’s Greek Slave as 

an impersonating image that wraps or masks the horror of slavery in ideal beauty. The link 
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between the poetic idealisation of the beauty and suffering of Italy that Casa Guidi Windows 

critiques and Powers’s ideal sculpture, which the ‘Greek Slave’ debunks, is a thematic one and 

reveals a clear continuity between Italian politics and slavery.  

Turning to Michelangelo’s sculpture of the face of Lorenzo de Medici (1492-1519), 

Duke of Urbino, Barrett Browning again represents the sculptor as opposing and resisting 

oppression. In lines 92 to 94 of Part 1, she tells us, ‘For not without meaning did he place | The 

princely Urbino on the seat above | With everlasting shadow on his face’. Michelangelo 

abhorred the Medici dynasty that ruled over Florence in the fifteenth and sixteenth centuries 

under which many of his Florentine friends were exiled (Markus 1977: 76; Saslow 1991: 247). 

The shadow on the Duke’s face is a subversive as well as symbolic act marking Michelangelo’s 

disapproval of the eclipse of liberty in Florence (WEBB, II, 547, Notes 22 and 23). It represents 

his moral outrage at the wickedness in the city. Barrett Browning used a similar imagery in the 

‘Greek Slave’ in which Powers’s ideal sculpture is rendered as ‘shadowed not darkened’. 

‘Shadowed’ is Barrett Browning’s way of drawing attention to the statue’s colour. Powers did 

not colour his statues as the ancient Greek sculptors and believed that the ideal statue should 

be colourless if it is to possess spiritual beauty. Katerine Gaja argues that at the end of 1853, 

Powers himself adulated ‘the purity of white marble in classical Greek sculpture (2003: 16-

17); hence, his uncoloured statue, ‘not darkened’ by colour, appeared white.199 The radiant 

whiteness of his cleaned-up antique sculpture made it ‘“philosophically pure” and beautiful’ 

(Ibid.). In Barrett Browning’s sonnet, ‘shadowed’ might also be read as a comment not simply 

on the statue’s whiteness but also the wicked slave trade in the Turkish market. Whiteness, 

which always seems to be engaged in a dialectical relationship with tyranny whenever it 

                                                 
199 See Hiram Powers’s letter to Barrett Browning, dated 7 August 1853, in BC, XIX (2012), 

pp. 206-208. 
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appears in Barrett Browning’s oeuvre, is set against imperial subjugation and slavery. Under 

the Medici dynasty, Pietro de’ Medici (1471-1503), the son and successor to Lorenzo the 

Magnificent or Lorenzo di Piero de’ Medici (1449-1492), gave Michelangelo the humiliating 

task of building ‘a statue up in snow’ (1. 100). He then mocked and laughed at him from the 

palace window when the sun came out and melted the statue (WEBB, II, 547, Note 25). The 

whiteness of Michelangelo’s snow statue recalls the whiteness of Powers’s Greek Slave as well 

as God’s white angels (l. 162) and the ‘thunders of white silence’ (l. 14) in Barrett Browning’s 

antislavery poems ‘The Runaway Slave’ and the ‘Greek Slave’, respectively. Whiteness in 

these poems participates in a binary struggle of the oppressed and the oppressor, freedom and 

bondage and black and white.  

In Barrett Browning’s representation of the disintegration of Michelangelo’s snow 

statue, she imagines it doing so – amid scorn and laughter – subversively with ‘the head, erect 

as Jove’s’ and ‘The right hand, raised but now as if it cursed’ (1. 115, 117), she tells us. The 

allusion to the Olympian god suggests a certain assertiveness in the statue’s protest, and the 

gesturing, dissolving hand, ‘as if it cursed’, denounces corruption and condemns oppression in 

Florence. Stone notes that Barrett Browning used cursing in very ingenious ways and could 

even make the silent gesture of a statue curse (1999: 184). Across Barrett Browning’s political 

oeuvre, gesturing, shaming and cursing are generally associated with acts of resistance or 

rebellion. In a striking passage on Austria’s invasion of Tuscany in Part 2, Barrett Browning 

represents the failure of the Italians to curse Austria as the inability to resist or rebel against 

their oppression. She depicts Austria’s invading army as a deluge which flows into Tuscany, 

drowning it, while the ‘tramp’ of boots crushed and silenced the Tuscans. The poet tells us: 

 

none wept, none cursed, or, if ’twas so, 

They wept and cursed in silence. Silently 
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 Our noisy Tuscans watched the invading foe: 

  They had learnt silence. (2. 355-358) 

 

In the passage (2. 354-372) from which these lines are taken, the word ‘silent’ and its 

derivations occur six times in twenty-one lines. The disempowering silence is drawn through 

a series of oxymoronic and antithetical ideas that emphasise the incomprehensible national 

subjugation of the Italians. Barrett Browning represents the oppressed Italians as being utterly 

disempowered to curse. In a letter to her sister Henrietta, in May 1849, Barrett Browning 

comments on the profundity of Tuscans’ suppression and silence when the Austrian forces 

arrived, ‘the people shrank back to let them pass, in the deepest silence .. not a word spoken, 

scarcely a breath drawn. In deep silence and consternation the people see them enter’.200  

This image of silence when faced with oppression creates a stark contrast to some of 

Barrett Browning’s earlier poems in which the speakers articulate their resistance to oppression 

by cursing. As I have demonstrated in Chapter 3, the slave woman in ‘The Runaway Slave’ 

curses her oppressors, briefly gaining liberty and delaying her inevitable death; and in ‘The 

Cry of the Children’, the narrator tells us that ‘the child’s sob in silence curses deeper | Than 

the strong man in his wrath’ (ll. 159-160). According to Stone’s reading of these lines, the 

children’s weeping at the close of the poem is metaphorically transformed into a forceful curse; 

the children do not articulate the curse themselves but have it articulated for them (1999: 189). 

There is a similar correspondence here in the lines from Part 2 in that the failure to vocalise a 

curse does not necessarily mean a lack of agency to curse or the power to silently condemn. 

The narrator tells us that if they cursed, they did so silently. This paradox is Barrett Browning’s 

                                                 
200 See letter to Henrietta Moulton-Barrett, 23-25 May 1849, in BC, XV (2005), 277-286 (pp. 

284-285). 
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critique of the failure of active resistance which she advocates while also noting that there lies 

in the silence the subversive possibility of rebellion.  

In the concluding section on Michelangelo, Barrett Browning represents him as 

prefiguring change in Florence and initiating the Risorgimento. In the passage below, she 

imagines him prophesying: 

 

‘The thought I threw into this snow shall stir 

This gazing people when their gaze is done; 

 And the tradition of your act and mine, 

When all the snow is melted in the sun, 

Shall gather up, for unborn men, a sign 

Of what is the true princedom, – ay, and none 

Shall laugh that day, except the drunk with wine’. (1. 138-145). 

 

The language of the passage supports the notion that resistance to oppression is a strong 

undercurrent in Michelangelo’s art. The passage sets the tone of hope for the unification of 

Italy and the possibility of resistance against its political subjugation that runs throughout the 

poem. The narrative voice predicts that Italians will be agitated (‘shall stir | This gazing 

people’) so that they will rise up in revolt against their imperial subjection; the people will 

unite and govern themselves, ‘the true princedom’. Barrett Browning’s response to 

Michelangelo’s prophecy of ‘a sign’ of an independent Italy is a resounding ‘Amen, great 

Angelo! the day’s at hand’ (1. 145). That day was 13 September 1847 when Tuscans and other 

Italians celebrated their first experience of political reform from oppressive rulers that swept 

across the peninsula. Significantly, Barrett Browning seems to employ ‘gaze’ in this passage 

in quite a distinct sense from its other usages in Casa Guidi Windows. ‘This gazing people 

when their gaze is done’ validates Kaplan’s association of it with oppression. The gaze from 

the ‘palace-window’ (1. 106) is not the same as Barrett Browning’s from the windows of Casa 

Guidi. The prince’s gaze is an imperial and disassociated gaze which, according to Kaplan,  



 199 

seeks to oppress or deny (1997: xvii); Barrett Browning’s gaze, on the other hand, is an active 

politically engaged one, desiring to bring about change.  

 In the following passage from Part 1, Barrett Browning uses the imagery of the fearless 

and roving lion to incite the Italians to rebellion against Austrian subjection. Like her 

individualised slave characters Orenzebe (implicitly), the black woman in ‘The Runaway 

Slave’ and, in some ways, the ‘Greek Slave’, she advocates resistance against enslavement. 

The distinction between these two kinds of incitement is her evolution from advocating for 

liberty of the individual in her abolition poems to inciting resistance for collective liberation in 

Casa Guidi Windows. She exhorts the Italians:  

 

Will, therefore, to be strong, thou Italy! 

 Will to be noble! Austrian Metternich 

Can fix no yoke unless the neck agree; 

 And thine is like the lion’s when the thick 

Dews shudder from it, and no man would be 

The stroker of his mane, much less would prick 

His nostril with a reed. When nations roar 

 Like lions, who shall tame them, and defraud 

Of the due pasture by the river-shore? 

 Roar, therefore! Shake your dew-laps dry abroad. (1. 661-670). 

 

The tone of this passage is passionate and the language stirring. Barrett Browning makes an 

urgent appeal to pride, to country (‘be strong’, ‘be noble’) and to fear like an argument for a 

battle speech. Lacking fighting spirit, Italy must be roused, and in her characteristic role as 

agitator, Barrett Browning urges the Italians to ‘Will, therefore’, ‘Roar, therefore’, ‘Shake your 

dew-laps’. The repetition of ‘therefore’ reinforces the alternatives that are before the Italians: 

they must rebel or be yoked. The image of being yoked is a familiar one in transatlantic slavery 

when African captives were fastened by the neck in pairs to be sold as slaves. Thus, Italians 

must unite so that ‘Austrian Metternich | Can fix no yoke’ to their necks. In this context, 
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Metternich becomes a slave dealer or slave driver. However, the narrator’s appeal to fear, that 

is, the threat of enslavement, is balanced by the assurance that Metternich will not prevail 

against the Italians because their necks are ‘the lion’s’ and, as we know, one does not yoke 

lions.  

The word ‘Metternich’, which unsavourily rhymes with ‘thick’ and ‘prick’ to create a 

triple rhyme, is a reference to Clemens von Metternich (1773-1859), a very influential 

antagonist in European politics before and during the revolution of 1848. He was the chief 

instigator behind the Austrian-led suppression of democratic uprisings in Italy (WEBB, II, 552, 

Note 98.). Prior to the revolution, he was one of the principal architects of the post-Napoleonic 

settlement which gave the most prosperous parts of Italy to the Austrian emperor Francis I 

(Smith 2002: 56). As R. J. W. Evans notes, he was ‘implacably opposed to ideas of change’ 

and felt that all reforms would lead to anarchy (2002: 12-13). Barrett Browning felt that he was 

an evil man and referred to him in ugly reptilian terms (Forster 1988: 214). In a letter to her 

sisters on 13 September 1847, she accused him of orchestrating a disturbance of the peaceful 

celebrations in Tuscany to justify Austrian military interference; she described him as a ‘hateful 

and loathsome’ man who ‘puts out these fangs, .. trembling in his hole, poor reptile, for his 

power in Italy’.201  

There is a Shelleyan influence in the passage. Barrett Browning’s incitement of the 

Italians to resistance (‘Roar, therefore’, ‘When nations roar | Like lions, who shall tame them?’) 

is achieved through invoking Shelley’s lions. Her lines resonate with his exhortation to the men 

of England to rise up in arms in ‘The Mask of Anarchy’ (1819), the longest of several poems 

he composed on the Peterloo riot in Manchester in August 1819.202 Shelley learnt of the 

                                                 
201 See the letter dated 13 September 1847 in Letters to Arabella, II, 130-138 (p. 132). 
202 All quotations from Shelley’s poems are from The Complete Poetical Works of Percy 
Bysshe Shelley, ed. by Thomas Hutchinson (London: Oxford University Press, 1961). 
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massacre while he was in Italy, as he tells us in the opening lines of the poem: ‘As I lay asleep 

in Italy | There came a voice from over the Sea’ (ll. 1-2). The news ‘roused in him violent 

emotions of indignation and compassion’ for his injured countrymen, and in the autumn of that 

year he composed the poem to teach them to resist (Hutchinson 1961: 345): 

 

Rise like Lions after slumber 

In unvanquishable number, 

Shake your chains to the earth like dew 

Which in sleep had fallen on you — 

Ye are many — they are few. 

 

 

‘What is Freedom? – Ye can tell – 

That which slavery is, too well – 

For its own name has grown 

To an echo of your own’. (Stanzas 38 and 39). 

 

In the first of these two stanza, Shelley introduces a rhyming tercet – ‘dew’, ‘you’ and ‘few’ – 

which unbalances the rhyming couplets of the next stanza. Although the tercet does not break 

the monotony of the repeated rhymes, it disrupts the pattern. Perhaps this is Shelley’s way of 

indicating that change is inevitable. In these lines, he uses lions as a metaphor for those resisting 

oppression, but his lions are chained. These are, nonetheless, insubstantial chains which they 

can shake off. Barrett Browning connects the lion to slavery through the image of a yoked neck 

without it being yoked, for no man dares stroke his mane ‘much less would prick | His nostril’. 

For her, the lion becomes a counter-image for slavery. The passage is structurally in keeping 

with Barrett Browning’s incitement to rebellion and imagery of slavery. 

Additionally, the suggestion that Metternich is a slave driver and his characterization 

as a reptile in Barrett Browning’s letter to her sisters (quoted above) owe something to 

Shelley’s other poem ‘Sidmouth and Castlereagh’. Sidmouth and Castlereagh were two British 

politicians considered to be the ‘architects of repression’ during the Peterloo massacre. First 
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published in The Athenaeum in August 1832 under the title ‘Smiles for Two Political 

Characters of 1819’, the poem is a satire of the eponymous characters. In a catalogue of hostile 

animalistic imagery, they are described as ‘two empty ravens’ (l. 2) that smell ‘fresh human 

carrion’ (l. 5), ‘two vultures’ (l. 16), ‘two vipers’ (l. 20) or, when metamorphosed as ‘a shark 

and dog-fish’ (l. 11) are described as waiting ‘under an Atlantic isle’ (l. 12) for a ‘negro-ship’ 

(l. 13) for the bodies of dead slaves thrown overboard (Wood 2003: 301).203 Despite the 

references to ‘Freedom’, ‘slavery’, ‘Atlantic isle’ and ‘negro-ship’ in Shelley’s poems, he is 

not writing about Atlantic slavery. He introduces these references to the slave trade as a 

comparison with the abuse of power that Sidmouth and Castlereagh wielded. Metternich, too, 

represents the forces of power and oppression which Barrett Browning is denouncing, but she 

links him to Atlantic slavery via the yoked lion. Barrett Browning’s intertextual dialogue with 

the poetry of Shelley, as well as Filicaja’s and Byron’s, has shown how Italy virtually exists as 

a nation under slavery, a condition she opposes in her abolition poem the ‘Greek Slave’ and in 

her representation of Michelangelo’s art. She believed that the oppressed must always revolt 

against any curtailment of liberty. 

 

Britain’s Peace Diplomacy and Italy 

 

 In addition to critiquing the aesthetic prospecting of Italy by poets such as Byron and 

condemning the Austrian suppression of the Italian people, Barrett Browning accuses England 

of complicity with Austria in that subjugation. If Austrian military presence silenced the 

Italians, then Britain’s foreign policy facilitated that silencing, she suggests. Part 2 of Casa 

                                                 
203 See J. E. Cookson’s biographical essay ‘Addington, Henry, first Viscount Sidmouth 

(1757-1844)’, ODNB. 
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Guidi Windows, with its biting tone, harsh rhetoric – ‘Bitter things I write, | Because my soul 

is bitter for your sakes’ as Barrett Browning remonstrates (2. 192-193) – and the images of 

slavery focus on the stranglehold imperial Austrian forces and British policy of peace 

diplomacy have on Italy. Britain’s non-interventionist diplomatic policies are purportedly to 

preserve peace, but Barrett Browning argues that they exist only to safeguard England’s own 

economic interest at the expense of the suffering of others. This is the argument she would also 

make in the Preface to her second major volume of poems devoted to the subject of Italy and 

the Risorgimento, Poems Before Congress. As I have already noted in Chapter 3, it is in this 

volume that her final antislavery work ‘A Curse for a Nation’ makes its second appearance, 

after its publication in an American antislavery periodical, The Liberty Bell. Linking together 

Austrian oppression of Italy and British culpability in a Pharisaic act of silence indicts both 

nations for the enslavement of Italy.  

Writing Part 1 in 1848, three years anterior to the second, Barrett Browning implores 

England to come to Italy’s defence from Austrian domination. She beseeches the political 

establishment of her country: 

 

And so with wide embrace, my England, seek 

To stifle the bad heat and flickerings 

Of this world’s false and nearly expended fire! 

[…]  

Announce law 

By freedom; exalt chivalry by peace; 

Instruct how clear calm eyes can overawe, 

And how pure hands, stretched simply to release 

A bond-slave, will not need a sword to draw 

To be held dreadful. O my England, crease 

Thy purple with no alien agonies! 

[…] 

Helping not humbling. (1. 707-724). 
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 Employing the same rhetoric as she does in her American antislavery poems, Barrett Browning 

describes Italy’s subjugation using the imagery of slavery. Here she advocates for the 

‘Freedom’ of the ‘bond-slave’ in Italy as she does for the ‘writhing bond-slaves’ (l. 63) in 

America in her antislavery poem ‘A Curse for a Nation’. It is not coincidental that the language 

Barrett Browning uses to describe the landscape of suppression in the Italian peninsula in Casa 

Guidi Windows is later transposed onto the enslaved Africans on American plantations in ‘A 

Curse for a Nation’. As I have argued throughout the thesis, she viewed oppression as 

analogous to slavery and Casa Guidi Windows is her synthesis of the themes and issues which 

preoccupy her abolition work. Barrett Browning’s appeal to England for support was based on 

the knowledge of her country’s successful achievement of emancipation for the enslaved 

Africans. She felt that England had a moral entitlement to act and bring about the freedom of 

the Italian ‘bond-slave’ from Austrian oppression. Her plea was not for military intervention 

but British diplomatic influence.  

Britain did not come to Italy’s defence then or later. One can see how ‘A Curse for a 

Nation’, written about four years after Casa Guidi Windows, is a natural continuation of Barrett 

Browning’s response to this political intransigence. As I have demonstrated in the previous 

chapter, this double poem denounces England as it does America. At the time when Barrett 

Browning was composing Part 1, Britain had declined to intervene in Italian affairs – citing its 

policy of non-interference – when one of that country’s rulers, Pius IX, solicited help. Lord 

Palmerston (1784-1865), who was the British foreign secretary during the Italian uprisings 

against Austria from 1846 until 1851, replied in a letter of 18 September 1847, less than a week 

after the celebrations which Barrett Browning watched from the windows of Casa Guidi that 

 

the government of Her Majesty considers it an indispensable truth, that when an 

independent sovereign, in the free exercise of his will, is minded to undertake such 
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improvements […] no other government has the right to endeavour to restrain him, or 

to meddle with the exercise of one of the attributes of independent sovereignty. 

(Trollope 1859: 85-86).204 

 

The substance of this letter appears in Trollope’s history of the Italian Risorgimento, Tuscany 

in 1849 and 1859. Palmerston’s missive cleverly avoids mentioning the Austrian presence in 

Italy which threatened Italy’s unification as a single nation. The phrase ‘independent 

sovereignty’ is an artful reference to Austria. 

Palmerston’s famous position on the revolution in Paris in 1848 was ‘What business is 

it of ours whether the French nation thinks it proper to be governed by a king, an emperor, a 

president or a consul’, a rhetorical question which offers a glimpse of his views on Britain’s 

involvement in neighbouring Italy.205 Trollope notes that while the popular voice in Italy urged 

Charles Albert to war, ‘the diplomacy of Europe was active in striving to deter him from war’ 

with the Austrian emperor, and ‘England especially was active in denouncing any attack upon 

the Emperor’ (Trollope 1859: 96). Trollope adds that ‘it was clear to the English that a 

prosperous and a commercially rich nation [Austria] occupying the rich valley and extended 

coasts of Italy […] would be a powerfully contributing element to our own [England’s] 

prosperity’ (1859: 97). Furthermore, David Steele, who has written on Palmerston’s political 

life, points out that as far as Palmerston and the foreign office were concerned, it was in 

Britain’s economic interest to preserve ‘normal relations with states opposed to liberalism’ to 

‘safeguard the peace’ and prosperity necessary to their country.  

It is precisely this economically-motivated diplomatic peace discourse which Barrett 

Browning attacks in Part 2 of Casa Guidi Windows. Rather than appealing to England, as she 

                                                 
204 For a brief discussion of Palmerston’s career, see David Steele’s biographical essay 

‘Temple, Henry John, third Viscount Palmerston (1784-1865)’, ODNB. 
205 Ibid. 
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did in Part 1, she was now denouncing the country, dissenting from its policy of non-

intervention which she regarded as colluding with oppression. In a letter to Henrietta on 1 April 

1848, Barrett Browning explicitly accuses England of failing Italy as ‘All the while, England 

is doing nothing’, suggesting that it is smug because of its success over its previous struggles, 

possibly a reference to abolition.206 She incorporates and expands on this epistolary fragment 

in Part 2, writing:  

 

A cry is up in England, which doth ring 

 The hollow world through, that for ends of trade 

And virtue, and God’s better worshipping, 

 We henceforth should exalt the name of Peace, 

And leave those rusty wars that eat the soul, — 

 Besides their clippings at our golden fleece. (2. 373-378). 

 

 

This attack on English torpor is Barrett Browning’s critique of England’s economic 

advancement and imperial aggrandisement (‘for ends of trade’) that allows it to stand by and 

watch as Italy is oppressed by Austria. That is, England’s real reason for crying peace is to 

secure its own prosperity.  

As Hayter rightly observes, Barrett Browning believed that ‘peace should not simply 

be a safe ignoble calm, preserved for the sake of trade and prosperity’ (1962: 128). In lines 373 

to 377, Barrett Browning parodies Britain’s excuse for non-intervention in Italian affairs. The 

long ‘e’ sound of ‘Peace’ and ‘fleece’ creates a comic rhyme and draws attention to the words’ 

meanings, which have little semantic relationship and are in tension with each other. The 

enjambed line at ‘ring’ quickly moves the thought of that line onto the next to the suggestive 

‘hollow’, creating a pun on the pedestrian expression ‘a hollow ring’ and capturing the 

                                                 
206 See the letter to Henrietta Moulton Barrett, 15 March- 1 April 1848, in BC, XV (2005), pp. 

38-44. 
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insincerity of Britain’s non-interventionist policy. Rhyming ‘peace’ with ‘fleece’ also exposes 

the falsity of the peace position, prompting Barrett Browning to declare that this peace is one 

that ‘I loathe to take upon my tongue’ (2. 413). 

 Barrett Browning directly accuses Britain of culpable inaction. That is, its peace 

diplomacy consciously aids in the Austrian suppression of Italy. In the Preface to her 1860 

collection, Poems Before Congress, she sermonises that ‘non-intervention in the affairs of 

neighbouring states is a high political virtue’ but asserts that ‘non-intervention does not mean, 

(sic) passing on the other side when your neighbour falls among thieves’ (WEBB, IV, 553). This 

sentiment appeared earlier in Casa Guidi Windows in the following passage in which she 

expresses her outrage over England’s peace rhetoric:  

 

What! your peace admits 

 Of outside anguish while it keeps at home? 

I loathe to take its name upon my tongue. 

’Tis nowise peace. ’Tis treason, stiff with doom, – 

’Tis gagged despair, and inarticulate wrong, 

Annihilated Poland, stifled Rome, 

Dazed Naples, Hungary fainting ’neath the thong, 

And Austria wearing a smooth olive-leaf 

On her brute forehead, while her hoofs outpress 

The life from these Italian souls, in brief. (2. 411-420). 

 

The narrator addresses England directly and blames her for the subjugation of not one but 

several disenfranchised peoples in Europe. Along with ‘Annihilated’ and ‘outpress’, the 

adjectives ‘gagged’ and ‘stifled’ connote brutal force and physical restraint such as one might 

expect if the context was a slave plantation in America. The imagery and rhetoric in the passage 

are consistently the ones she uses for describing the fate of the enslaved Africans in her 

antislavery work, from her juvenile to mature poems. As I have discussed in the previous 

chapters, the language of the abolition poems is violent and runs the gamut from ‘with’ring 
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smile of hatred’ and ‘look of scorn’ in ‘The African’ to ‘dragged’, ‘crawled’ ‘shrieked’ and 

‘kill’ in ‘The Runaway Slave’ to the strangling of the weak with ‘brand and thong’ in ‘A Curse 

for a Nation’. For a white English woman who has never known physical oppression and whose 

family was part of the oppressive institution of slavery, Barrett Browning’s diction in her 

political poems is remarkably passionate, bitter and vicious. In the above passage, ‘stiff with 

doom’, ‘gagged despair’, ‘stifled’, ‘fainting ’neath the thong’ and ‘outpress’ are consistent with 

her condemnation of the practices of colonial slavery. The language of these poems suggests 

the consistency of Barrett Browning’s antislavery politics. 

Further, the words ‘wrong’, which is an injustice strong men commit against the weak 

in Barrett Browning’s poetics, and ‘thong’, defined in the OED as the lash of a whip or a piece 

of material used for fastening, rhyme with ‘tongue’. This unlikely combination of words 

nonetheless has a logical relationship. Like Michelangelo’s Night which refuses to wake, the 

‘tongue’ struggles to articulate the British rhetoric of peace, paradoxically an ‘inarticulate 

wrong’ concomitant with physical oppression (the ‘thong’). The tongue refuses to utter peace 

when the weak are cruelly oppressed. ‘Wrong’ and ‘thong’ also rhyme with ‘strong’ in Barrett 

Browning’s other antislavery writings in multiple contexts and situations. They are repeated in 

‘A Curse for a Nation’ where the narrator announces a curse for America for bearing ‘down 

with brand and thong | On the souls of others, – for this wrong | This is the curse’ (ll. 56-58). 

The semantic and rhetorical mirroring of ‘wrong’ and ‘thong’ in Casa Guidi Windows and ‘A 

Curse for a Nation’ means that the physical lash (of the thong) of the slaves on American 

plantations creates an equivalence with the disenfranchised conditions of the Italians, linking 

the latter’s imperial suppression to the oppression of the African slaves. Barrett Browning’s 

notion of ‘wrong’ also extends to the inequality between classes and the powers of privilege 

such as ‘the bitter wrong of primogeniture, and of legislative priviledge (sic) by birth’, she tells 
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Arabella in April 1848.207 There is a concert of meanings here between Barrett Browning’s 

literary and non-literary writings.  

Additionally, the overlaying of the imagery of slavery across Barrett Browning’s  

poems, set in different parts of the world, reflects her cosmopolitanism and concern with ending 

oppression wherever it is found – in Italy, Hungary, Poland or the plantations in America. 

Hayter notes that throughout the poet’s life she ‘grieved over the wrongs of slaves’ and was 

against tyranny and oppression everywhere (1962: 135, 177). Britain’s rhetoric of peace and 

its sense of separateness from the European revolutions allowed it to ignore the cries of Italy, 

but Barrett Browning could not. Leslie Mitchell has pointed out in her article ‘Britain’s 

Reaction to the Revolutions’ that Britain in 1848 was peaceful at home with only the remotest 

threat of a Chartist unrest and saw itself as a spectator rather than a participator in the 

revolutionary events in Europe (2002: 89-90). Barrett Browning’s willingness to become 

politically involved, through her writing, in the uprisings in Europe and in representing the 

plight of the oppressed stands in contrast to her fellow countrymen at home and abroad. 

Philosophically, Barrett Browning combined the art of poesis and politics (Schor 1998: 305- 

324) and passionately became involved in transforming the world through her politics standing 

‘at the roadside of humanity’ (2. 654), as she so modestly puts it in the Crystal Palace section 

of Casa Guidi Windows Part 2 (Forster 1989: 220).  

 

Critique of the Crystal Palace 

 

In Part 2, one of a number of often-discussed passages is the section on the Crystal 

Palace, Barrett Browning depicts the Crystal Palace as a repository of oppression. Linking the 

                                                 
207 See the letter to Arabella Moulton-Barrett, 15-17 April 1848, in BC, XV (2005), pp. 52-61. 
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countless items on display at the 1851 Exhibition at Hyde Park in London from around the 

world, Barrett Browning represents them as symbols of persistent industrial commercialism 

and British imperial conquests (Harris 2000:115) and slavery. Contrary to the views of Prince 

Albert in 1850 that the Exhibition would represent the unity of mankind, ‘a living picture of 

the point of development at which mankind has arrived’ (Hobhouse 1937: 14), Barrett 

Browning suggests that it is not a beacon of light typifying the advancement or progress of 

humanity. Instead, her poem demonstrates that the splendour of the exhibits and the exhibition 

building’s dazzling crystal walls are in tension with a catalogue of oppressive situations and 

nations to which the poem alludes in competitive ventriloquised voices (Armstrong 2003:67). 

In Barrett Browning’s view, the imperial subjection in Europe is the same problem as the 

oppression of slaves in America. She critiques the Crystal Palace with its walls of glass as an 

institution of darkness, which is antithetical to the light that filters through the windows of Casa 

Guidi and her imagined ideal church, described in Part 1. The section on the Crystal Palace 

might also be read as an intertextual dialogue with William M. Thackeray’s ‘May-Day Ode’ 

(1851).208 Barrett Browning shows us that the Crystal Palace is not an image of illumination or 

of God’s covenant, that is, ‘a blazing arch of lucid glass’ (l. 5) or a ‘crystal bow’ (l. 16), as 

Thackeray puts it. Instead, it is an anti-temple against which the glass windows of Casa Guidi 

become a counter image to the glass walls of the Crystal Palace and the Roman Catholic Church 

under Pius IX.  

At Britain’s invitation, the nations of the world displayed their possessions and showed 

off their accomplishments at the Crystal Palace Exhibition at its opening on 1 June 1851. 

Although models of the exhibition building, as it was visualised in the artist’s representation 

                                                 
208 See William M. Thackeray’s poem ‘May-Day Ode’ in The Times (London, England), 

Wednesday, 30 April 1851, p. 5. The Times Digital Archive, 1785-1985. 
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of it, were on display in 1850 at Mansion House, the official residence of the Lord Mayor of 

London, and a catalogue of the Exhibition was printed (Hobhouse 1937: 14), I have no 

documentary evidence that Barrett Browning saw them before or during her writing of Part 2. 

What is certain, however, is that she saw the Exhibition in July or August 1851 after the 

publication of Casa Guidi Windows, which went on sale on 21 May of that year. This is 

especially significant given her foreshadowing the medley of parodic voices enumerating the 

contents of the exhibition – an international assemblage of commercial materialism – which 

Barrett Browning describes so vividly and scathingly in lines 577-627 (Schor 1998: 314). She 

implicitly derides the structure of the Crystal Palace as a transmitter of horrible darkness rather 

than light.  

In the following excerpts from Barrett Browning’s letters to family and friends, there 

is a dramatic dissonance between her apparent approval of the Exhibition and literary treatment 

of it in Casa Guidi Windows. In a letter to Mitford on 7 November 1850, she offers a warm 

view on the forthcoming Exhibition, telling her: 

 

Well – among the odd things we lean to in Italy […] is to an actual belief in the greatness 

and importance of the future exhibition. We have actually imagined it to be a noble 

idea, – and you take me by surprise in speaking of the general distaste to it in England. 

Is it really possible?209 

 

As the passage implies, Barrett Browning seems to have approved of the Exhibition. In fact, 

writing about it again the following year, in early June 1851, she encourages Arabella to take 

in ‘small segments of the great sight – That’s what I shall try to do – but it must be deeply 

                                                 
209 See the letter to Mary Russell Mitford, dated 7 November 1850, in BC, XVI (2007), pp. 

224-228; see also, the letter to Mitford, 13 November 1850, in LMRM, III, 317-321. 
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interesting, and suggestive, and worth much fatigue’.210 Having witnessed the ‘great sight’, 

between 25 July and 1 August, Barrett Browning tells Eliza Anne Ogilvy of her 

disappointment, ‘I have been, for the first visit, today at the Chrystal palace, .. Robert and I, 

with Mrs Jameson – […]. Shall I tell you that I was disappointed in the Chrystal palace, and 

leave you to wonder at me?’, she writes.211 In a subsequent letter to Anna Jameson, written 

after Barrett Browning had returned to France from England, she expresses no disillusionment 

with the exhibition building itself; rather, she voiced her apprehension at its rumoured 

dismantlement: 

  

But if the chrystal palace vanishes from the face of the earth, who shall trust any more 

in castles? Will they really pull it down, do you think? If it’s a bubble, it’s a glass 

bubble, and not meant therefore for bursting in the air, it seems to me. And you do want 

a place in England for sculpture, and also to show people how olives grow – What a 

beautiful winter-garden it would be! – But they will pull it down, perhaps, and then, the 

last we shall have seen of it will be in this description of your letter, – and that’s seeing 

it worthily too.212  

 

 

These passages illustrate the contradiction between Barrett Browning’s derision of the Crystal 

Palace she imagines in Casa Guidi Windows and her initial commendatory views of the 

Exhibition and its structure. Helen Groth explains these kinds of conflicting positions as 

‘symptomatic of Barrett Browning’s deeply ambivalent attitude towards the cultural benefits 

of science and technology’ (2000: 47). In the letter to Ogilvy, we never learn what it was about 

the Exhibition that ‘disappointed’ Barrett Browning, but one questions whether ‘technological 

                                                 
210For Barrett Browning’s letter to Arabella Moulton-Barrett from 5-6 June 1851, see BC, 

XVII (2010), 41-48 (p. 46). 
211 For the letter to Eliza Anne Ogilvy, written around 25 July to 1 August 1851, see BC, XVII 

(2010), 84-88, (pp. 86-87). 
212 See the letter to Anna Brownell Jameson, 21 October 1851, in BC, XVII (2010), 147-149 

(p. 148).  
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and imperial progress’ (Ibid.) alone could have evoked such discordant views. Barrett 

Browning’s identification of the Exhibition with oppression speaks to her passion for justice 

and freedom for all. Like her poems about runaway slaves (‘The African’ and ‘The Runaway 

Slave’), her parody of a catalogue of the splendours of the Exhibition is not written from direct 

experience. Yet Part 2 is not simply a dissenting narrative poem of the vagaries of mercantile 

capitalism (David 1995: 22 and 23), but a compelling advocacy for the liberation of Italy from 

political subjection by imperial Austria. 

At the beginning of the Crystal Palace scene, Barrett Browning portrays the Exhibition 

as ‘A Fair-going world.’ (2. 578). She cynically represents ‘Imperial England’ in the image of 

a queen, drawing nations from around the world, such as ‘the Russias and the vast Americas’ 

(2. 581) ‘all trailing in their splendours through the door | Of the New Crystal Palace’ (2. 578-

587). Like the ‘personating image’ in the poetry on Italy by Filicaja and others, as well as 

Powers’s sculpture of The Greek Slave, the crystal walls of the exhibition building, containing 

‘corals’, ‘diamonds’, ‘delicatest (sic) muslins’, ‘carpets’, ‘goblet-glass’, mask how these 

‘splendours’ are produced or obtained. In a series of oppressive images alluding to 

contemporary injustices, Barrett Browning condemns the imperial nations of the world – 

Britain, America, Austria, France and Russia – for celebrating economic progress while 

ignoring the oppression of women, children, slaves, and the disenfranchised of Europe:  

 

[N]o light 

 Of teaching, liberal nations, for the poor, 

  Who sit in darkness when it is not night? 

 No cure for wicked children? Christ, – no cure! 

  No help for women, sobbing out of sight 

 Because men made the laws? no brothel-lure 

Burnt out by popular lightnings? – Hast thou found 

 No remedy, my England, for such woes? 

  No outlet, Austria, for the scourged and bound, 

 No entrance for the exiled? no repose, 
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  Russia, for knouted Poles worked underground, 

 And gentle ladies bleached among the snows? – 

  No mercy for the slave, America? – 

 No hope for Rome, free France, chivalric France? – 

  Alas, great nations have great shames, I say. 

 No pity, O world, no tender utterance 

  Of benediction, and prayers stretched this way 

 For poor Italia, baffled by mischance? – 

  O gracious nations, give some ear to me! 

 You all go to your Fair, and I am one 

  Who at the roadside of humanity 

 Beseech your arms, – God’s mercy to be done. (2. 634-655). 

   

 

In this satiric passage, Barrett Browning juxtaposes the contents of the Crystal Palace (lines 

578-627) – its material possessions – with a list of moral obligations absent from the catalogue 

of the Exhibition that the great nations of the world owe to the people they oppress. The 

narrator’s earnest rhetorical questioning highlights a record of barbarous oppressions, and 

assigns them to the nations. Heavily end-stopped, the lines are frequently broken by medial 

caesuras, creating a slow, deliberate effect that is reinforced by the finality of the repetition of 

‘no’ thirteen times throughout the passage. The anaphora ‘no cure’, ‘no cure’ at the beginning 

and end of line 637 enacts this sense of nihilism because neither the oppression nor the 

culpability of the oppressive nation is in danger of being reformed. The narrator is certainly 

aware that her plea, echoing the famous words of an Italian orator, Shakespeare’s Mark 

Anthony, ‘O gracious nations, give some ear to me!’, will go unheeded.  

The passage speaks to Barrett Browning’s domestic and international interests in 

ending slavery. As her biographer Forster notes, neither her concerns nor feelings of 

responsibility for the oppressed were ever in doubt (1989: 220) when she composed her 

political poems. In fact, the imagery in lines 635-638 provided the central subjects for her poem 

‘Ragged School’ in which, as I have noted in Chapter 3, Barrett Browning pleads for the poor, 
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wicked children and sobbing women on the streets of London. In addition to this domestic 

concern, the poem also makes a transatlantic appeal to end global slavery, supplicating Europe 

(Austria ‘for the scourged’, ‘bound’, ‘exiled’ and ‘poor Italia’; Russia for the oppressed Poles 

and petitioning France for help for Rome) and America, in the same breath, for mercy for the 

slaves.  

The Crystal Palace provides Barrett Browning with the mode for attacking and 

denouncing the Italians’ political subjection by imperial Austria and the enslaved condition of 

the Africans by America. She binds the two movements as part and parcel of the same problem. 

Apart from the consistency in her rhetoric to incitement, the reverberations of the violent 

language and images of slavery across her political poems, this scene on the Crystal Palace is 

Barrett Browning’s most compelling link between the Italian Risorgimento and chattel slavery 

in America. In their essay ‘The United States and the Revolution of 1848’, Timothy Roberts 

and Daniel Howe argue that few Americans in 1848 acknowledged any connection between 

the revolutions in Europe and their own institution of slavery (2000: 159). The authors also 

point out that the uprisings in Europe, in addition to being struggles for national aspirations 

and revolts against ‘serfdom and manorial restraints’ (Ibid.), resulted in the emancipation of 

the slaves. Barrett Browning linked the revolutions to the freeing of the slaves. In a letter to 

Arabella, she tells her that ‘Lamartine has made us proud of him! he will teach the world how 

poetical men can be practical men when they please. And the first acts – the abolition of death 

for political offences .. (Grand, that was!) and the abolition of slavery .. which will startle 

America into a little shame, I hope’.213 Alphonse Louis Lamartine (1790-1869) was a Romantic 

poet and one of the caretaker leaders of the French government after Louis Philippe Napoleon 

went into exile. 

                                                 
213 See letter to Arabella Moulton-Barrett, 14-15 March 1848, in BC, XV (2005), pp. 29-37. 



 216 

Barrett Browning’s very prescient scenes in the section on the Crystal Palace 

foreshadowed the connection abolitionists would make between the Crystal Palace exhibition 

and American slavery when Powers’s statue The Greek Slave, which was drawn into an 

international debate on trans-Atlantic slavery in the middle of the nineteenth century, was 

exhibited there. Although Powers was an American sculptor, it was in England that his Greek 

Slave was first displayed in 1845, and received its international reputation. It was exhibited 

among other nineteenth-century sculptures such as Daniel Christian Rauch’s Victory (Hatt, 

Droth and Edwards 2014: 15), when Captain John Grant of London, who bought the first 

replica of Powers’s The Greek Slave, loaned it to the Exhibition. Powers’s statue was placed 

in the central position of the American section in the Crystal Palace.214 Martina Droth and Tess 

Korobkin note that at the Exhibition critics recognised the statue’s implicit connection to 

American slavery’ (2014: 264). It ignited the debate over slavery when the cartoonist John 

Tenniel created a caricature of it entitled ‘The Virginian Slave, Intended as a Companion to 

Power’s Greek Slave’ published in the magazine Punch, satirising Powers’s statue (see 

Appendix 4). Tenniel’s cartoon was of a black female slave, semi-nude with both her hands 

and feet bound. That the slave was waiting to be sold in an American slave market was 

recognisable from the Latin phrase e pluribus unum, an eighteenth-century motto affirming the 

unity of the commonwealth of American states.  

American abolitionists capitalised on Tenniel’s cartoon which linked Powers’s Greek 

Slave to American slavery, but it was Barrett Browning who first engaged the statue in the 

politics of slavery in her 1850 sonnet. Her synaesthesia ‘thunders of white silence’ calls 

attention to the statue’s whiteness which evokes its opposite as an implicit critique of an 

                                                 
214 Martina Droth and Tess Korobkin, ‘Hiram Powers Greek Slave, (1847)’, in Martina Droth, 

Jason Edwards and Michael Hatt, eds, Sculpture Victorious: Art in the Age of Invention, 
1837-1901 (London: Yale University Press, 2014) 246-248 (p. 246). 
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American sculptor who is more concerned with representing white females being made 

captives during the Greek war with Turkey, than the many black slaves in America. Janet Fagan 

Yellin has observed that Virginian women were criticised in the 1820s for raising funds to help 

Greek women and children while they ignored the enslaved Africans in their midst. She was 

referring to Ernestine Rose who voiced this sentiment during one of her talks at a woman’s 

convention, remarking ‘Ladies, the Greeks are at your doors’ (in Yellin 1989: 100). Rose was 

not a professed abolitionist but she linked the status of women to that of the black slaves in 

America. As I have shown above, Barrett Browning’s counter image to Powers’s 

unprotestingly silent statue in the face of oppression was to give it grammatical agency, 

confronting and shaming its oppressors. Her representation of the statue was unsentimental, 

rendering it as actively seeking to bring about its own political liberation, suggesting that active 

resistance was the only way to achieve democratic, social and political change. This contrasts 

with Tenniel’s cartoon, which Michael Hatt notes was intended to inspire sentimentality, for 

Tenniel saw this as the appropriate response for social change to alleviate suffering and 

injustice (2014: 253). Barrett Browning understood the limits of social change by sentiment. 

She concludes the Crystal Palace scene rather ponderously, ‘You all go to your Fair, and I am 

one | Who at the roadside of humanity | Beseech your arms, – God’s justice to be done’. The 

justice she sought for the oppressed did not materialise, prompting her to write another poem, 

announcing a curse, as a corrective, for an unspecified nation.  

 As I have noted above, the structure of the Crystal Palace itself comes in for withering 

critique. Barrett Browning ironizes it as an anti-temple, a place of darkness rather than light, 

which she links to the Roman Catholic Church. The Church and the Crystal Palace stand in 

opposition to her imagined temple, which symbolises ‘the universal diffusion of light’ 

(Armstrong 2003: 66). In Part 1 of Casa Guidi Windows (1. 900-967), Barrett Browning attacks 
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the Church for conveniently ignoring and colluding with violent oppression. Pointing to the 

Protestant Calvinists, she alludes to their founder John Calvin (1509-1564) who plotted against 

and burnt his rival at the stake, ‘Calvin for the rest, | Made bold to burn Servetus’, she tells us  

(BC, II, 555, Note 136). At Servetus’ death the ‘Infallible, pure Church’ (1. 922), the Catholic 

Church, filled with hypocrisy, rejoiced at his brutal murder, setting ‘her chimes | Most loudly 

then, just then, – most jubilant, | Precisely then – when mankind stood in crimes’ (1. 922-924). 

The repetition of ‘most’ and ‘then’ expand incrementally, building to a crescendo that 

emphasises the narrator’s astonishment at the Church’s complicity in such an atrocity by its 

silence. Barrett Browning reviles both Catholicism and the reformed churches, ‘Rome’s church 

or another’ (1. 945), for perpetrating wickedness and oppression, observing that ‘men err! – | 

And, so do churches’ (1. 914-915). She believes in a different kind of church, however, not in 

any particular denomination, as she tells William Merry in November 1843, but in the ‘Church 

of Christ generally’ for ‘Christ’s Church is one’.215  

Barrett Browning’s imagined church is inward and transcendental.  In the following 

passage from Part 1, she differentiates between her idea of the true Church of Christ (‘all who 

love truth, if poor or rich’) and the ‘visible churches’ that ‘cheat’, fail and lie (1. 959, 964, 968). 

She declares:   

 

     I believe 

 In one priest, and one temple, with its floors 

Of shining jasper, gloom’d at morn and eve 

 By countless knees of earnest auditors; 

And crystal walls, too lucid to perceive, — 

 That none may take the measure of the place 

And say, ‘So far the porphyry, then, the flint — 

                                                 
215 See the letter dated 2 November 1843 in ‘The Religious Opinions of Elizabeth Barrett 

Browning as Expressed in Three Letters Addressed to William Merry, Esq. J.P.’ ed by W. 

Robertson Nicoll (London: Privately Printed, 1896), 11-17 (p. 17). 
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 To this mark, mercy goes, and there, ends grace,’ 

Though still the permeable crystals hint 

 At some white starry distance, bathed in space. (1. 945-955). 

 

The description of the temple is ethereal. Its ‘crystal walls’ are ‘too lucid to perceive’, a paradox 

in itself, but their metaphysical properties make it impossible for this church to be ‘gloom’d’ 

by ‘countless knees’ in prayer like the physical temple where supplicants attend mass twice 

daily, at dawn and dusk. The boundless walls of this church imply the absence of laws or 

dogmas that oppress and enslave the congregants. This critique of the Church is continuous 

with Barrett Browning’s political critique of the Crystal Palace. The image of the ‘permeable 

crystal’ walls of the exhibition building, like the visible temples, stands in opposition to Barrett 

Browning’s temple of translucent light. Linked to the Church, the Crystal Palace might be seen 

as an anti-temple, a political institution of oppression like the Church itself. Armstrong notes 

that the Catholic Church was the prime enslaver of the common people (2003: 66). 

In a strikingly similar passage in Part 2, Barrett Browning describes the literal Crystal 

Palace with its walls of ‘permeable crystals’ (1. 953). This passage and that from Part 1, 

composed at different moments in time, establish a dialogue between each other.   

 

But now, the world is busy; it has grown 

  A Fair-going world.  

[…]  

   [I]sles, peninsulas, 

  Capes, continents, far inland countries hid 

By jaspar-sands and hills of chrysopras, 

  All trailing in their splendours through the door 

 Of the gorgeous Crystal Palace. Every nation, 

 […] 

  […] [H]olds up in a proud right hand before 

The congress, the best work which she can fashion 

  By her best means. ‘These corals, will you please  

To match against your oaks?’ 

[…] 
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‘This diamond stared upon me as I passed  

  (As a live god’s eye from a marble frieze) 

Along a dark of diamonds. Is it classed?’ – 

  ‘I wove these stuffs so subtly that the gold  

Swims to the surface of the silk like cream,’ 

 […] 

  ‘Here’s a goblet-glass, to take in with your wine 

The very sun its grapes were ripened under! 

  Drink light and juice together, and each fine’. 

 

(2. 577-578; 583-587; 590-593; 595-599; 610-612). 

 

Compared to the excerpt from Part 1, the rhythm in this passage is laboured and the light from 

the ‘jaspar-sands’, ‘chrysopras’ and ‘diamonds’ are refracted rather than translucent. In other 

words, there was an absence of clear light, unlike the lucid light of Barrett Browning’s 

imagined church. The ironised materialistic voices in the passage, which Armstrong notes are 

part of the imperialist economic project of the Crystal Palace (2003: 66), are oppressive, 

reminding us of ‘the poor, | Who sit in darkness when it is not night’. The image of the 

‘permeable crystals’, which first appears in Part 1, prefigures the image of the Crystal Palace 

itself in Part 2, suggesting that Barrett Browning had already conceived of the image when she 

wrote the second part. This fine line between the Catholic Church and the Crystal Palace, linked 

by their implacable oppression of the poor, women and slaves, demarcates them as anti-temple 

rather than an analogue of Barrett Browning’s ideal church.  

Barrett Browning’s view of the Crystal Palace as a place of darkness and oppression 

rather than illumination contrasts sharply with the novelist Thackeray’s, who lauds the 

exhibition building in his ‘May-Day Ode’. His poem first appeared in The Times on 30 April 

1851, a day before the Crystal Palace opened its doors to the public. Thackeray describes the 

Crystal Palace as a ‘blazing arch of lucid glass’ which ‘leaps like a fountain from the grass | 

To meet the sun’: 
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 A peaceful place it was but now, 

  And lo! within its shining streets 

  A multitude of nations meets: 

   A countless throng, 

 I see beneath the crystal bow, 

  And Gaul and German, Russ and Turk, 

  Each with his native handiwork 

   And busy tongue. (ll. 13-20). 

 

 

Thackeray’s ‘blazing arch of lucid light’ is as surreal as Barrett Browning’s description of the 

‘goblet glass’ from which to ‘drink light and juice together’ (2. 612). He gives the Palace 

transcendental qualities. The image of the walls of the Crystal Palace, which arches towards 

the heavens like a ‘crystal bow’, is an allusion to the hopeful image of the rainbow of God’s 

covenant. Thackeray creates this sublime image of the Palace as the pinnacle of achievement 

without considering how this achievement was won. His poem represents the kind of discourse 

Barrett Browning was responding to throughout her poetic career in her political poems, 

rewriting or debunking the uncritical acceptance of the fruits of oppression and injustice that 

Thackeray fails to equate with the Crystal Palace in his ode to it. 

With the failure of the Church and the Crystal Palace to illuminate the world, ending 

oppression and liberating the enslaved, Barrett Browning turns to another source of light. This 

light enters her child’s room through the glass windows of Casa Guidi and emanates from his 

head, ‘And the sun strikes through the windows, up the floor […] It grows along thy amber 

curls, to shine | Brighter than elsewhere. (2: 742-746). The poet’s child becomes the symbol of 

true light, illuminating Italy’s future and presaging its deliverance from oppression. Predicting 

Italy’s deliverance by her son, she concludes, ‘Now shake the glittering nimbus of thy hair, | 

And be God’s witness that the elemental | New springs of life are gushing everywhere’ (2. 758-

762). 
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Conclusion 

 

Casa Guidi Windows fits firmly within Barrett Browning’s antislavery corpus. As a 

synthesis of her abolition poems, thematically and structurally, it reverberates with their images 

of slavery, violent language and rhetoric of incitement to rebellion. Barrett Browning sees 

oppression in Europe as part of the same problem as slavery in America, suggesting that 

Risorgimento and antislavery in America are analogous movements for the liberty of the 

imperially suppressed and the colonised Other. This is not to suggest some repetitive form of 

stasis in Barrett Browning’s poetry. Casa Guidi Windows develops the politics of resistance 

from the figurative rebellion of individualised slave characters to the incitement of real people 

involved in actual events. Part 1 of the poem, which anticipates Italy’s uprising against Austrian 

suppression, holds out a glimmer of hope, that there might be a change that we do not see in 

‘The Runaway Slave’ or the ‘Greek Slave’. Despite the dismal failure of the Italian revolution, 

hope resurfaces at the end of Part 2. In short, Casa Guidi Windows is the only place in Barrett 

Browning’s antislavery oeuvre where a moment of hope exists, amidst the horrified outrage of 

Austrian oppression. What makes Casa Guidi Windows an antislavery poem, and in some sense 

an American one, more than any other point, is the consistency – semantic resonances and 

thematic parallels – it shares with Barrett Browning’s American antislavery poems.  
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Chapter 5 

Conclusion 

 

After 1855, Barrett Browning did not write another abolition poem. However, as I 

have discussed in Chapter 3, she republished ‘A Curse for a Nation’ as the final item in 

Poems Before Congress, a collection that continued her engagement with the politics of the 

Italian Risorgimento which she started in Casa Guidi Windows. From her earliest abolition 

poem in manuscript on British colonial slavery, ‘The African’, to the mature works on the 

institution in America, Barrett Browning championed the antislavery cause, implicitly 

challenging the representation of the African in mainstream abolitionist writings. She 

adapted, borrowed from and built on the works of her Romantic literary predecessors and her 

Victorian contemporaries, subverting, re-inscribing, revising and revivifying traditional 

tropes and conventions in their writings while bringing newness to them. It was vitally 

important to her to develop strategies or modes of authority to speak for the enslaved. She 

assumed the voice of a black female slave, spoke in her own poetic voice or adopted the 

prophetic voice of the Victorian sage with the purpose of condemning imperial oppression. 

She exhorted and incited the characters and actual figures in her poems to rebellion, making 

them the agents of their own liberation. Consistently, she advocated for the liberty of the 

imperially subjected and the imperially enslaved. 

I have pointed out in Chapter 4 that Casa Guidi Windows is a synthesis of the 

American antislavery poems, bridges the gap between imagined and actual resistance to 

oppression and represents the development of Barrett Browning’s oeuvre. Before 1851, her 

antislavery writings focused principally on the portrayal of fictional characters (although 

‘The Appeal’ is a direct intervention in the historical moment), but in her subsequent poems, 

she turned to representing the contemporary historical moment. Casa Guidi Windows also 
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epitomises another trajectory in the growth of Barrett Browning’s oeuvre, moving from the 

depiction of rebellious individualised characters in ‘The African’ and ‘The Runaway Slave’ 

to motivating mass resistance against oppression. In her wider discursive argument for 

political liberty she saw the enslavement of Africans and the subjection of the Italians as part 

of the same problem. 

 In this brief concluding chapter, I wish to examine Barrett Browning’s notion of 

political freedom more closely. My aim is to assess the degree to which her depiction of rebel 

slave-characters and her response to actual political events in Casa Guidi Windows and ‘A 

Curse for a Nation’ correspond to real freedom from the oppressive forces of imperialism. I 

will examine the dialectics between the poet and the political reformer that Barrett Browning 

herself broached in Aurora Leigh, arguing that, to some degree, it resolves the dissonance 

between her personalisation of the sufferings of individual characters and collective 

suffering, which are not specifically addressed in her antislavery works. Understanding 

Barrett Browning’s notion of liberty is crucial to understanding the freedom through rebellion 

she advocates across her oeuvre. Though a strong proponent of personal or individual liberty, 

she has offered no systematic exposition on the subject. Nonetheless, she wrote passionately 

about protecting the rights and freedom of others. Hayter has rightly suggested that Barrett 

Browning prized individual liberty and national freedom above all else and that her political 

and reformist views are integral to her political poems (1962: 121). I will also revisit the 

overarching question that I have raised in the Introduction and throughout the thesis 

concerning the apparent inconsistency between Barrett Browning’s life and writings. I will 

end the chapter by reflecting on the strengths and limitations of the thesis. 

 

Personal Liberty 
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 For Barrett Browning, political liberty meant unrestricted freedom for individuals and 

people en masse from the intervention of governments and state authorities. In her writings, 

she does not expressly distinguish between the terms ‘liberty’ and ‘freedom’, but her notion 

of ‘liberty’ closely resembles John Stuart Mill’s. In Mill’s essay On Liberty (1859). He 

believes that an individual possesses liberty when there is a limit to the power or authority 

which society can legitimately exercise over him; the individual’s independence is absolute 

and he is sovereign ‘over himself, his own body and mind’ (Mill in McCallum 1946: 1 and 

9). This, Mill argues, is the only freedom which deserves the name and any constraint against 

it is an infringement of the individual’s liberty (in McCallum 1946: 11). In discussing this 

essay, Nicholas Capaldi notes that one must understand what Mill means by the two terms. 

‘Freedom’ or ‘free will’ (autonomy), he writes, is the internal power which individuals 

exercise over themselves, while ‘liberty’ is the absence of external constraints on the 

individual (2004: 249). He concludes that liberty allows an individual to exercise his power 

of freedom.  

Barrett Browning’s notion of ‘liberty’ is generally about constraints, especially on the 

individual even when she is speaking collectively. She holds that voluntary associations such 

as living together, purchasing together and cooking together, as espoused by communism, are 

a good thing provided they are with the consent of individuals and there is no encroachment 

on individual liberty.216 Recalling a conversation with her husband Robert Browning, she 

describes to Arabella, in a letter dated March 1848, what might be considered as the 

confluence of individual and collective liberty. She tells Arabella she had remarked to 

                                                 
216 For Barrett Browning’s letters to Mary Russell Mitford dated 15 April 1848 and to 

Arabella Moulton-Barrett, 15-17 April 1848, see BC, XV (2005), 48-52 (p. 49) and 52-61 (p. 

54), respectively. 
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Browning that with the uprisings in Tuscany, women should view it as an opportune moment 

to come together and negotiate their position in society. When Browning asked her what kind 

of liberty she sought personally, Barrett Browning replied that she was thinking ‘of women in 

the mass’, ‘of the daughters and the wives’ who must conform to patriarchal standards of 

obedience. She tells Arabella, ‘Seriously, it is a great evil that personal liberty should be 

restrained by social obstacles—more ruinous to the happiness of individuals, than all the 

political obstacles in the world.217 Here Barrett Browning was concerned with individual 

liberty rather than political liberty as a mass right. In other words, her argument is not about 

representational or democratic rights. She argued wholly for protecting the rights of others, 

meaning equality under the law and freedom from intervention by the state. 

 

Dialectic of the Poet and the Social Reformer 

 

In her abolition poems, Barrett Browning always represents her individualised slave 

characters as achieving some measure of liberty. Her sympathetic, but not sentimental, 

treatment of the characters in ‘The African’, ‘The Runaway Slave’ and the ‘Greek Slave’ 

exemplify this. Only Casa Guidi Windows departs from this paradigm, focusing on mass 

action to achieve liberation. Does Barrett Browning’s emotional and sympathetic focus on 

individual liberty in these works translate effectively into an argument for liberation? Can the 

liberation of real people, as in Casa Guidi Windows, be achieved through the intervention of 

the poet or is it the work of the social reformer? These are questions that Barrett Browning’s 

work implicitly raises, which, I suggest, are settled in Aurora Leigh. This verse-novel, which 

                                                 
217 See the letter to Arabella-Moulton Barrett, 14-15 March 1848, in BC, XV (2005), 29-37 (p. 

34). 
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she regarded as the most ‘mature of my works’, is the coming together of the dialectic 

between the poet and political reformer.218  

Barrett Browning presents us with an argument about personalising the experience 

and political liberty of the individual in Book Two of Aurora Leigh. She has Romney Leigh 

criticise the eponymous character, the poet Aurora, for being ‘so sympathetic to the personal 

pang’ (II. 185); that is, her singularly sympathetic focus on the individual who is suffering 

rather than thinking about the sufferings of groups or the masses: 

 

The human race 

To you means, such a child, or such a man, 

You saw one morning waiting in the cold, 

Beside that gate, perhaps. You gather up 

A few such cases, and, when strong, sometimes 

Will write of factories and of slaves, as if 

Your father were a negro, and your son 

A spinner in the mills […].  

Why, I call you hard 

To general suffering. (II. 189-196; 198-199). 

 

The phrase ‘as if’ in line 194 divides Romney’s criticism into two. The first is that Aurora 

personalises the sufferings of individuals (‘such a child’, ‘such a man’, ‘beside that gate’) and 

does not perceive the ‘general suffering’ of humans. Romney takes her to task for relentlessly 

personalising every political situation – writing ‘of factories and of slaves’. His critique is 

that she imagines only what it is to be cold, to witness a child exposed to the elements, which 

makes her very sorry for it. Romney reproves her for not being able to think in generalities, 

but only in terms of the individual’s plight. His second line of attack is an implicit criticism 

of Aurora for assuming the role of the sympathetic poet, as she has never known the 

                                                 
218 See Margaret Reynolds, ed, Elizabeth Barrett Browning Aurora Leigh: Authoritative Text, 
Backgrounds, Contexts, Criticisms (London: W. W. Norton, 1996), p. 329. See also, WEBB, 

III, vii-xxvii (p. ix, 1). 
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experiences of the suffering of which she writes. In other words, Romney questions her moral 

entitlement, implying that she is usurping a personal relationship with factory workers and 

slaves that she does not have. His criticism leads to his harsh conclusion, ‘Therefore, this 

same world, | Uncomprehended by you, must remain | Uninfluenced by you’ (II. 218-220). 

Romney’s larger criticism is that if Aurora can comprehend only an individual’s plight then 

she fails to comprehend the structures and systems that produce individual suffering and, 

hence, she cannot take effective political action to achieve reform and liberation for the 

oppressed globally.  

Why does Barrett Browning make this critique of her own poetry by giving Romney 

these words to utter? This is so that she can write back to his criticism and defend the 

evolution of her work. Romney’s critique is directed at ‘The Runaway Slave’ and ‘The Cry 

of the Children’ for personalising the experiences of suffering of the individual.219 However, 

his critique does not hold for Casa Guidi Windows and ‘A Curse for a Nation’, where Barrett 

Browning precisely shows that poetry can be used to make those systematic connections and 

uncover patterns that underpin injustice and oppression around the world. As I have 

demonstrated in Chapters 3 and 4, Barrett Browning understood the structures that created 

economic oppression. She tackled the imperialisms of Britain, Austria, Russia and America 

that perpetuate injustices (including military power, the Fugitive Slave Law and diplomatic 

policies) in Casa Guidi Windows and ‘A Curse for a Nation’. 

In writing back to Romney’s criticism, Barrett Browning has him speak Aurora’s 

counterargument. In Book Two, within the narrative of the poem, Romney had prefaced his 

critique by remarking, ‘That book of yours, | I have not read a page of’ (II. 141-142) before 

                                                 
219 Many critics have already identified the line ‘of factories and of slaves’ as a reference to 

Barrett Browning’s poems ‘The Cry of the Children’, ‘The Runaway Slave’ and the ‘Greek 

Slave’. See Leighton, Victorian Women Poets, pp. 93-101; WEBB, III, p. 276, Note 15. 
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condemning it. A decade later, in Book Eight, he admits, ‘I have read your book’ (VIII. 261), 

confesses that what he had earlier said to her was wrong, and admits that she ‘talked the 

right: | While, I, .. I built up follies like a wall’ (VIII. 380-381). Romney reproaches himself 

for thinking that his philanthropism, his social reform, could save the whole world – ‘I, who 

felt | The whole world tugging at my skirts for help’ (VIII. 370-371). In reply Aurora warns 

him, ‘You must not overlook the poet’s work | When scheming for the world’s necessities’ 

(VIII. 542-543). Romney’s renunciation of his criticism of Aurora implies that it is he who 

does not understand how injustice and oppression work and being a social reformer, he 

cannot save the masses: 

 

‘You will not compass your poor ends 

Of barley-feeding and material ease, 

Without the poet’s individualism 

To work your universal. It takes a soul, 

To move a body, – it takes a high-souled man, 

To move the masses, even to a cleaner stye: 

It takes the ideal, to blow an inch inside 

The dust of the actual: and your Fouriers failed, 

Because not poets enough to understand 

That life develops from within’. (VIII. 427-436). 

 

The imagery of the poet animating a body by blowing life into it (‘blow an inch inside 

| ‘The dust of the actual’) mimics God’s creation of man, while the action verbs ‘work’, 

‘move’ and ‘blow’ reinforce the idea of His fashioning of the human form, suggesting that 

the poet is like the creator, charged with motivating the world through sympathy (‘a soul’) for 

the individual. The infinitive ‘To understand’ describes a cerebral process but it also connotes 

the symbolic heart of understanding, an emotional state. This kind of comprehension needed 

to call out injustice is not available to a philanthropist and pragmatist like Romney. Barrett 

Browning is suggesting that to change or liberate the world, it takes genius (‘the poet’s 
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individualism’), passion (‘a soul’) and creativity (‘the ideal’) which only ‘poets’ 

‘understand’. Her reply to Romney’s criticism is that the world needs the poet’s personalising 

involvement with the individual. To reform the world requires the imagination and sentiment 

of the poet to project herself imaginatively into the plight of the individual’s suffering, 

whether this individual is fictitious like the runaway slave and the figure of the Greek slave 

or real people, motivated to recognise their situation as a moral problem to act, like the 

Italians in Casa Guidi Windows.  

In rejecting Fourier (‘Your Fouriers failed’), Barrett Browning is critiquing reasoning 

like Romney’s. ‘Fouriers’ is a reference to the utopian socialist ideas of the French 

philosopher Francois Charles Marie Fourier (1772-1837), who advocated a modern 

communal movement to achieve economic success and social harmony in the nineteenth 

century.220 Several years before writing Aurora Leigh, Barrett Browning told Isa Blagden in 

1850 ‘that Fourierism cannot be realised’ otherwise the individual would be ‘grounded down 

into the multitude’ which would be a loss of individualism.221 Despite Romney’s retraction of 

his criticism, as Aurora (and Barrett Browning) would have it, she complicates the argument 

by undermining it. Aurora cautions Romney that accepting her position as the only right one 

is to ‘lean | Too dangerously on the other side’ (VIII. 703-704). Romney’s Foureism is a 

failure, but to focus only on the personalisation of individual suffering would be a failure too. 

She argues that all honest work done on behalf of the oppressed, God’s weak creatures, is to 

‘carrying out’ His ‘end’. This curious ending is the way Barrett Browning draws together the 

dialectic between the poet and the social reformer. Perhaps she wishes to deny the reader the 

                                                 
220 See Peter Aman’s biographical essay ‘Fourier, Charles (1772-1837)’ in Encyclopedia 
Americana online. 
221 See the letter to Isa Blagden, dated 10 November 1850, in BC, XVI (2007), 228-229 

(p.229). 
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easy binarism which Aurora’s earlier refutation implies. The place of the poet and the 

political reformer is concerned then with doing, motivating and inciting others individually or 

collectively to work and act. 

 

Resolution 

 

The double position Barrett Browning occupies concerning the way to liberate the 

oppressed – the poet’s work on individualism and the social reformer’s philanthropism – 

raises tension similar to the contradiction between her life and writings, which I have 

discussed at the beginning of this thesis. In the Introduction, I pointed out that her response to 

Emancipation was ambivalent because of personal and familial interests competing with her 

antislavery commitment. Aurora’s revision of her counterargument to Romney’s critique of 

the poet is contradictory, but it nonetheless provides a window onto Barrett Browning’s 

thinking on matters of slavery. She argues for a balance between the poet’s work and the 

social or political reformer’s. Barrett Browning refuses to represent what they do as 

contesting or one as less important than the other. Thus, she opens the debate to uncertainties, 

revising her position from what might seem like a rigid view on individualism.  

I liken Aurora’s argument to Barrett Browning’s contradictory position for 

slaveholders’ compensation in America. ‘Compensation should be given by north to the 

south, as in England. The states should unite in buying off the national disgrace’, she wrote to 
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Mitford on 12 April 1853.222  Mitford’s letter, which is not extant, elicited this statement 

from Barrett Browning. To advocate for the emancipation of the enslaved Africans, while 

arguing that their masters deserve compensation for setting them free seems contradictory, if 

not duplicitous. Commenting on this ambivalence, Hall observes that ‘Property was property, 

after all’ (2014: 196). In other words, Barrett Browning’s family’s financial interest takes 

precedence over other commitments. Perhaps this was not necessarily an inconsistent 

position if Barrett Browning was advocating compensation as a necessary compromise for 

satisfying the need for national atonement, because the system of slavery was put into motion 

not by individual owners, but the nation. It was a resolution typical of the time: the slaves get 

their freedom and the masters get their compensation. 

Aurora Leigh captures some of these contradictions and ambiguities, resolving them 

in ways that the antislavery poems fail to do or to acknowledge. In creating Romney Leigh’s 

voice, Barrett Browning potentially opens her own procedures to criticism but resolves the 

tension between the personalising of individual suffering and mobilising and motivating a 

group to action. Yet there are gaps and silences in Barrett Browning’s engagement with 

antislavery, that is, what the records do not reveal and what she herself has left unstated. Did 

she, for instance, perceive emancipation as really resolving the issue of freedom? Why did 

she fail to see the contradiction within the buying off of the ‘national disgrace’ whereby the 

masters received compensation for their property but the slaves who suffered the injustice 

won no retribution? These are questions which my project on Barrett Browning’s antislavery 

corpus does answer. 

                                                 
222 See letter to Mary Russell Mitford, 12 April 1853, in BC, XIX (2012), 45-49 (pp. 45-46).  
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Overall, my project adds to the scholarship on Barrett Browning, providing a much-

needed focus on her representation of the colonised Other and the imperially subjected Other 

of Europe in her antislavery work. For the first time, this project offers a critical perspective 

on her manuscript poem ‘The African’ and an analysis of her first major Italian volume, Casa 

Guidi Windows, as antislavery works, reassessing their place within her oeuvre. My thesis 

demonstrates that, despite the nagging ambivalence in her position as the daughter of slave 

owners and promoter of abolitionism, Barrett Browning consistently represents the 

oppressed. As I have argued throughout, she figures oppression as an analogue of slavery and 

her engagement with the subject illustrates her consistent antislavery, anti-imperialist stance, 

as she opposes all forms of imperial oppression and slavery. In so doing, Elizabeth Barrett 

Browning consistently gives voice to her libertarian ideals, her democratic republicanism and 

to the oppressed themselves. 
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Appendix 1 

 

 

Chapter 2, p. 122. 

Painting – Landing of the Fathers (1815) by Henry Sargent (1770-1845). Oil on Canvas. 

After the original painting was damaged, Sargent painted this new version between 1818-

1822. Pilgrim Hall Museum, America’s Museum of Pilgrim Possessions, Plymouth, 

Massachusetts. 

<http://www.pilgrimhallmuseum.org/images/collections/hp_departure_pilgrim_1.jpg> 

 

 

  

http://www.pilgrimhallmuseum.org/images/collections/hp_departure_pilgrim_1.jpg
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Appendix 2 

 

 

Chapter 2, p. 123. 

 

(Lithographic Print) – The Landing of the Pilgrim Fathers (1847), originally titled The 
Departure of the ‘Primitive Puritans’, or ‘Pilgrim Fathers’, to the Coast of America, AD 
1620, by Charles Lucy (1814-1873). The original painting is lost. The Web Gallery of Art 

<https://www.google.com/url?sa=i&rct=j&q=&esrc=s&source=images&cd=&cad=rja&uact

=8&ved=0ahUKEwij6bDi_aPWAhXJ4yYKHbnxCngQjRwIBw&url=http%3A%2F%2Fww

w.orsonprattbrown.com%2FMayflowerConnection%2Fmayflower-

connection.html&psig=AFQjCNGyGIXddkXb6zVNYJwwfBqPQVjiVg&ust=15054546092

23773> 

 

  

https://www.google.com/url?sa=i&rct=j&q=&esrc=s&source=images&cd=&cad=rja&uact=8&ved=0ahUKEwij6bDi_aPWAhXJ4yYKHbnxCngQjRwIBw&url=http%3A%2F%2Fwww.orsonprattbrown.com%2FMayflowerConnection%2Fmayflower-connection.html&psig=AFQjCNGyGIXddkXb6zVNYJwwfBqPQVjiVg&ust=1505454609223773
https://www.google.com/url?sa=i&rct=j&q=&esrc=s&source=images&cd=&cad=rja&uact=8&ved=0ahUKEwij6bDi_aPWAhXJ4yYKHbnxCngQjRwIBw&url=http%3A%2F%2Fwww.orsonprattbrown.com%2FMayflowerConnection%2Fmayflower-connection.html&psig=AFQjCNGyGIXddkXb6zVNYJwwfBqPQVjiVg&ust=1505454609223773
https://www.google.com/url?sa=i&rct=j&q=&esrc=s&source=images&cd=&cad=rja&uact=8&ved=0ahUKEwij6bDi_aPWAhXJ4yYKHbnxCngQjRwIBw&url=http%3A%2F%2Fwww.orsonprattbrown.com%2FMayflowerConnection%2Fmayflower-connection.html&psig=AFQjCNGyGIXddkXb6zVNYJwwfBqPQVjiVg&ust=1505454609223773
https://www.google.com/url?sa=i&rct=j&q=&esrc=s&source=images&cd=&cad=rja&uact=8&ved=0ahUKEwij6bDi_aPWAhXJ4yYKHbnxCngQjRwIBw&url=http%3A%2F%2Fwww.orsonprattbrown.com%2FMayflowerConnection%2Fmayflower-connection.html&psig=AFQjCNGyGIXddkXb6zVNYJwwfBqPQVjiVg&ust=1505454609223773
https://www.google.com/url?sa=i&rct=j&q=&esrc=s&source=images&cd=&cad=rja&uact=8&ved=0ahUKEwij6bDi_aPWAhXJ4yYKHbnxCngQjRwIBw&url=http%3A%2F%2Fwww.orsonprattbrown.com%2FMayflowerConnection%2Fmayflower-connection.html&psig=AFQjCNGyGIXddkXb6zVNYJwwfBqPQVjiVg&ust=1505454609223773


 236 

Appendix 3 

 

Chapter 4, p. 191. 

 

Hiram Powers’s The Greek Slave (1845). Yale University Art Gallery, New Haven 

Connecticut. 

<https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Hiram_Powers#/media/File:The_Greek_Slave_by_Hiram_Po

wers_at_Yale.jpg> 
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Appendix 4 

 

Chapter 4, p. 216. 

John Tenniel, The Virginian Slave, Intended as a Companion to Power’s ‘Greek Slave’, in 

Punch, or the London Charivari, Saturday, 7 June 1851, p. 236. 19th Century UK Periodicals. 

<http://find.galegroup.com.ezproxye.bham.ac.uk/ukpc/retrieve.do?> 

  

http://find.galegroup.com.ezproxye.bham.ac.uk/ukpc/retrieve.do


 238 

Bibliography 

 

Manuscript 

 

New York, The Berg Collection, New York Public Library, MS Barrett, Richard, "Austin 

was a Creole negro slave." Holograph, unsigned and undated. 2 1. (Browning, E. B.) 

65B2496. 

 

Primary Sources 

 

 

Armstrong, Isobel, and Joseph Bristow with Cath Sharrock. (eds). 1996; repr. 1998. 

Nineteenth-Century Women Poets: An Oxford Anthology (Oxford: Oxford University 

Press) 

 

 

Barbauld, Anna Laetitia. 1825. The Works of Anna Laetitia Barbauld: With a Memoir, Lucy 

Aiken (ed.), 2 vols (London: Taylor) I < https://babel.hathitrust.org> 

 

 

———. 1874. Memoir, Letters, and A Selection from the Poems and Prose Writings of Anna 
Laetitia Barbauld, Grace A. Ellis (ed.), 2 vols (Boston, Massachusetts: Osgood) I < 

https://babel.hathitrust.org> 

 

 

Brooks, Chris, and Peter Faulkner. (eds). 1996. The White Man's Burdens: An Anthology of 
British Poetry of the Empire (Devon, England: University of Exeter Press) 

 

 

Browning, Elizabeth Barrett. 1896. The Religious Opinions of Elizabeth Barrett Browning as 
expressed in Three Letters Addressed to William Merry, W. Robertson Nicoll (ed.), 
(London: Privately Printed) 

 

 

———. 1897. The Letters of Elizabeth Barrett Browning, Frederic G. Kenyon (ed.), 2 vols 

(London: Smith and Elder) 

 

 

———. 1974. The Barretts at Hope End: The Early Diary of Elizabeth Barrett Browning, 

Elizabeth Berridge (ed.), (London: Murray-Butler and Tanner) 

 

 

———. 1977. Casa Guidi Windows, Julia Markus (ed.), (New York: The Browning Institute) 

 

 

———. 1978. Aurora Leigh and Other Poems, Cora Kaplan (ed.), (London: Women’s 

Press)  

 

https://babel.hathitrust.org/
https://babel.hathitrust.org/


 239 

———. 1983. The Letters of Elizabeth Barrett Browning to Mary Russell Mitford, 1836-
1854, Meredith B. Raymond, and Mary Rose Sullivan (eds), 3 vols (Texas: Wedgestone 

Press) 

 

 

———. 1996. Aurora Leigh, in Margaret Reynolds (ed.), A Norton Critical Edition 
Authoritative Text, Backgrounds, Contexts, and Criticism (London: Norton)  

 

 

———. 2002. The Letters of Elizabeth Barrett Browning to her Sister Arabella, Scott Lewis 

(ed.), 2 vols (Waco, Texas: Wedgestone Press) 

 

 

———. 2010. The Works of Elizabeth Barrett Browning, Sandra Donaldson and others (eds), 
5 vols (London: Pickering and Chatto)  

 

 

Browning, Robert. 2010. Robert Browning: Selected Poems, Daniel Karlin and Joseph Phelan 

John Woolford (eds), (London: Routledge)  

 

 

Bryan, Edwards. 1979. The History of the West Indies, in Richard Price (ed.), Maroon 
Societies: Rebel Slave Communities in the Americas, Second Edition (London: The 

Johns Hopkins University Press) 

 

 

Buonarroti, Michelangelo. 1991. The Poetry of Michelangelo: An Annotated Translation, 
James M. Saslow (ed.) and trans. (London Yale University Press)  

 

 

Byron, Lord. 1980-1993. Childe Harold's Pilgrimage, in Jerome J. McGann (ed.), The 
Complete Poetical Works, 7 vols (Oxford: Clarendon Press), II (1980) 

 

 

———. 1980-1993. Manfred, Jerome J. McGann (ed.), The Complete Poetical Works, 7 vols 

(Oxford: Clarendon Press) IV (1986) 

 

 

Campbell, Thomas. 1907. The Pleasures of Hope, in Logie Robertson (ed.), The Complete 
Poetical Works, 2 vols (London: Oxford University Press) II 

 

 

Carlyle, Thomas. 1841. Heroes and Hero-Worship (London: Chapman and Hall) 

 

 

Dallas, Robert Charles. 1803. The History of the Maroons (London: Strahan) 

 



 240 

Dawson, Clara. (ed.). 2014. Elizabeth Barrett Browning: The Critical Heritage, 2 vols 

(London: Routledge) 

 

 

Dryden, John. 1972. Aureng-Zebe, Frederick M. Link (ed.) (London: Arnold)  

 

 

Ellis, Grace. (ed.). 1874. Mrs. Anna Laetitia Barbauld with Many of her Letters, 2 vols 

(Boston, Massachusetts: Osgood) II 

 

 

Fuller, Margaret. 1852. Memoirs of Margaret Fuller Ossoli (Boston: Phillips and Samson) 

 

 

Hegel, Friedrich. 1997. 'Lectures on the Philosophy of World History,1822-1828', in 

Chukwdi Eze (ed.), Race and the Enlightenment: A Reader (Oxford: Blackwell), pp. 

109-53 

 

 

Hemans, Felicia. Records of Woman: With Other Poems, Second Edition, (London: 

Blackwood, 1828) 

 

 

 ———. 1849. Poems of Felicia Hemans (London: Blackwood) 

 

 

———. 2000. Felicia Hemans: Selected Poems, Letters, Reception, Materials, Susan J 

Wolfson (ed.) (Oxford: Princeton University Press)  

 

 

Hughes, Derek. (ed). 2007. Versions of Blackness: Key Texts on Slavery from the Seventeenth 
Century (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press) 

 

 

Kelley, Philip, and Sandra Donaldson. (eds.) 2009. Florentine Friends: The Letters of 
Elizabeth Barrett Browning and Robert Browning to Isa Blagden (Winfied, Kansas; 

Waco, Texas: Wedgestone Press; Armstrong Browning Library of Baylor University)  

 

 

Kitson, Peter J., and others. (eds). 1999. Slavery, Abolition and Emancipation: Writing in the 
British Romantic Period, 8 vols (London: Pickering and Chatto) 

 

 

Knight, Joseph. 1887. Life of Dante Gabriel Rossetti (London: Scott) 

 

 

 



 241 

Landon, Laetitia Elizabeth. 1839. The Poetical Works of Miss Landon (Philadelphia: Carey 

and Hart). Google Books Online. 

  

 

Leighton, Angela, and Margaret Reynolds. (eds). 1995. Victorian Women Poets: An 
Anthology (Oxford: Blackwell) 

 

 

‘The Literary Tribunal’. 1 September 1805. Lady’s Monthly Museum, p. 198, 19th Century 
 UK Periodicals. 

 

 

Martineau, Harriet. 1877. Harriet Martineau's Autobiography with Memorials, Maria Weston 

Chapman (ed.), 3 vols (London: Smith, Elder and Co.) III 

 

 

Mill, John Stuart. 1946. On Liberty and Considerations on Representative Government, R. B. 

McCallum (ed.) (Oxford: Blackwell) 

 

  

More, Hannah. 1 September 1870. The Children’s Friend, 117, p. 35, 19th Century UK 
Periodical 
 

 

‘Mrs Hannah More has departed this life’. 16 September 1833. John Bull (London, England), 

No. 666 p. 294, 19th Century UK Periodicals 

 

 

Paine, Robert Treat. 1812. The Works in Verse and Prose, of the Late Robert Treat Paine, 
Jun, Esq. with Notes to which are Prefixed "Sketches of the Life, Character and 
Writings, Charles Prentiss (ed.), (Boston: Belcher). Google Books Online. 

 

 

Robinson, Mary. 1800. Lyrical Tales (London: T. N. Longman and O. Rees; Bristol: Biggs 

and Co.). Eighteenth-Century Collection Online. 

 

 

Rossetti, Dante Gabriel. 1870. Poems (London: Ellis) 

 

 

Shelley, Percy Bysshe. 1961. The Complete Works, ed by Thomas Hutchinson (London: 

Oxford University Press)  

 

 

Swinburne, Algernon Charles. 1871. Songs Before Sunrise New Edition (London: Chatto and 

Windus) 

 

 



 242 

The Tuscan Athenaeum, Florence, Italy, 30 October 1847 – 22 January 1848 

 

 

Trollope, Thomas Adolphus. 1859. Tuscany in 1849 and 1859 (London: Chapman and Hall) 

< https://archive.org/stream/tuscanyinandin00trolgoog#page/n4/mode/2up> 

 

 

———. 1887. What I Remember in Two Volumes (London: Bentley and Son) II  

< https://archive.org/stream/cu31924064980869#page/n5/mode/2up>  

 

 

Wood, Marcus. (ed.). 2003. The Poetry of Slavery: Anglo-American Anthology, 1764-1865 

(Oxford: Oxford University Press)  

 

 

Wordsworth, William. 1979. The Prelude 1799, 1805, 1850, in Jonathan Wordsworth, M. H. 

Abrams, and Stephen Gill (eds), Norton Authoritative Texts, Context and Reception, 
Recent Critical Essays, (London: Norton) 

 

 

——. 1992. ‘To Charles James Fox (January 1801)’, in Michael Mason, (ed.), Lyrical 
Ballads (London: Longman) 

 

 

Wordsworth, William, and S. T. Coleridge. 1920. Lyrical Ballads 1798, Thomas Hutchinson 

(ed.) (London: Duckworth) 

 

 

 

 

Secondary Sources 

 

 

Arinshtein, Leonid M. 1969. ‘"A Curse for a Nation": A Controversial Episode in Elizabeth 

Barrett Browning's Political Life', Review of English Studies, 20: 33-42   

 

 

Armstrong, Isobel. 1993. Victorian Poetry: Poetry, Poetics and Politics (London: Routledge) 

 

 

———. 1999. 'Msrepresentation: Codes of Affect and Politics in Nineteenth-Century 

Women's Poetry', in Isobel Armstrong and Virginia Blain (eds), Women's Poetry: Late 
Romantic to Late Victorian (London: Macmillan), pp. 3-33 

 

 

———. 2003. ‘Casa Guidi Windows: Spectacle and Politics in 1851’, in Alison Chapman 

and Jane Stabler (eds), Unfolding the South: Nineteenth-Century British Women Writers 
and Artists in Italy (Manchester: Manchester University Press), pp. 51-69 



 243 

Artom Treves, Giuliana. 1956. The Anglo-Florentines, 1847-1862, trans. by Sylvia Sprigge 

(London: Longmans, Green and Co.) 

 

 

Ashcroft, Bill, Gareth Griffiths, and Helen Tiffin. 2003. The Empire Writes Back: Theory and 
Practice in Postcolonial Literatures (London: Routledge) 

 

 

——. 2013. Postcolonial Studies: The Key Concepts (London: Routledge) 

 

 

Avery, Simon. Winter 2006. 'Telling It Slant: promethean, Whig, and Dissenting Politics in 

Elizabeth Barrett's Poetry of the 1830s', Victorian Poetry, 44: 405-25 

  

 

———. 2011. Elizabeth Barrett Browning (Devon, UK: Northcote) 

  

 

Avery, Simon, and Rebecca Scott. 2003. Elizabeth Barrett Browning (London: Longman) 

 

 

Barrett, R. A. 2000. The Barretts of Jamaica: The Family of Elizabeth Barrett Browning 
(London: Athlone Press) 

 

 

Bennett, Michael. 2005. Democratic Discourses: The Radical Abolition Movement and 
Antebellum American Literature (New Brunswick, US: Rutgers University Press) 

 

 

Blake, Kathleen. 1986. 'Elizabeth Barrett Browning and Wordsworth: The Romantic Poet as 

a Woman', Victorian Poetry, 24: 387-98 

 

 

Boehmer, Elleke. 2005; repr. 2009. Colonial and Postcolonial Literature: Migrant 
Metaphors, Second Edition (Oxford: Oxford University Press) 

 

 

Botkin, Frances R. 2007. 'Questioning the "Necessary Order of Things": Maria Edgeworth's 

"The Grateful Negro", Plantation Slavery, and the Abolition of the Slave Trade', in B. 

Carey and P. J. Kitson, Slavery and the Cultures of Abolition: Essays Marking the 
Bicentennial of the British Abolition Act of 1807 (Cambridge: Brewer), pp. 194-208 

 

 

Boulukos, George. 2008. The Grateful Slave: The Emergence of Race in Eighteenth-Century 
British and American Culture (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press) 

Brantlinger, Patrick. 1988 (repr. 1990). Rule of Darkness: British Literature and Imperialism, 
1830-1914 (London: Cornell University Press) 

 



 244 

———. 2009 (2010). Victorian Literature and Postcolonial Studies (Edinburgh: Edinburgh 

University Press) 

 

 

Brawley, Benjamin. Jan. 1918. 'Elizabeth Barrett Browning and the Negro', The Journal of 
Negro History, 3: 22-28 

 

 

Brophy, Sarah. Fall 1998. 'Elizabeth Barrett Browning's "The Runaway Slave at Pilgrim's 

Point" and the Politics of Interpretation', Victorian Poetry, 36: 273-88 

 

 

Campbell, Mavis C. 1990. The Maroons of Jamaica 1655-1796: A History of Resistance, 
Collaboration and Betrayal (Trenton, New Jersey: Africa World Press) 

 

 

Capaldi, Nicholas. 2004. John Stuart Mill: A Biography (Cambridge: Cambridge University 

Press) 

 

 

Carey, Brycchan. 2005. British Abolitionism and the Rhetoric of Sensibility: Writing, 
Sentiment, and Slavery, 1760-1807 (Hampshire, England: Palgrave-Macmillan) 

 

 

Carey, Brycchan, and Peter J. Kitson (eds). 2007. Slavery and the Cultures of Abolition: 
Essays Marking the Bicentennial of the British Abolition Act of 1807 (Cambridge: 

Brewer) 

 

 

Carey, Brycchan, and Sara Salih. 2004. 'Introduction', in Mark Ellis, Brycchan Carey, and 

Sara Salih (eds), Discourses of Slavery and Abolition: Britain and its Colonies 

(Hampshire, England: Palgrave-Macmillan), pp. 1-8 

 

 

Chapman, Alison. 2015. Networking the Nation: British and American Women's Poetry and 
Italy, 1840-1870 (Oxford: Oxford University Press) 

 

 

Cooper, Helen. 1988. Elizabeth Barrett Browning: Woman and Artist (London: University of 

North Carolina Press) 

 

 

Costa-Zalessow, Natalia. June 1968. 'Italy as a Victim: A Historical Appraisal of a Literary 

Theme', Italica, 45: 216-40 

Craton, Michael. 1982. 'Slave Culture, Resistance and the Achievement of Emancipation in 

the British West Indies, 1783-1838', in James Walvin (ed.), Slavery and British Society, 
1776-1846 (London: Macmillan, 1982), pp. 100-22 

 



 245 

Cronin, Richard. 2003. 'Casa Guidi Windows: Elizabeth Barrett Browning, Italy and the 

Poetry of Citizenship', in Jane Stabler and Alison Chapman (eds), Unfolding the South: 
Nineteenth-Century British Woman Writers and Artists in Italy (Manchester: 

Manchester University Press), pp. 35-50 

 

 

Curran, Andrew S. 2011. The Anatomy of Blackness: Science and Slavery in an Age of 
Enlightenment (Baltimore, Maryland: John Hopkins University Press) 

 

 

Curran, Stuart. 1993; reptr. 2012. 'Romantic Poetry: Why and Wherefore', in Stuart Curran 

(ed.), The Cambridge Companion to British Romanticism (Cambridge: Cambridge 

University Press), pp. 209-28 

 

 

David, Deirdre. 1987. Intellectual Women and Victorian Patriarchy: Harriet Martineau, 
Elizabeth Barrett Browning, George Eliot (New York: Cornell University Press) 

 

 

Davis, David Brion. 1966; repr. 1988. The Problem of Slavery in Western Culture (Oxford: 

Oxford University Press) 

 

 

——. 1975. The Problem of Slavery in the Age of Revolution, 1170-1823 (New York: Cornell 

University Press) 

 

 

———. 2006. Inhuman Bondage: The Rise and Fall of Slavery in the New World (Oxford: 

Oxford University Press) 

 

 

Dawson, P. M. S. 1993; repr. 2012. 'Poetry in an Age of Revolution', in Stuart Curran, The 
Cambridge Companion to British Romanticism (Cambridge: Cambridge University 

Press), pp. 56-81 

 

 

DeLaura, David J. Summer 1966. 'A Robert Browning Letter: The Occasion of Mrs. 

Browning's "A Curse for a Nation"', Victorian Poetry, 4: 210-12 

 

 

Dennis, Barbara. 1996. Elizabeth Barrett Browning: The Hope End Years (Wales, UK: 

Seren) 

 

Dieleman, Karen. 2012. Religious Imaginaries: The Liturgical and Poetic Practice of 
Elizabeth Barrett Browning, Christina Rossetti, and Adelaide Procter (Athens, Ohio: 

Ohio University Press) 

 

 



 246 

Drescher, Seymour. 1982. 'Public Opinion and the Destruction of British Colonial Slavery', in 

James Walvin, Slavery in British Society 1776-1846 (London: Macmillan), pp. 22-48 

 

 

———. May 1994. 'Whose Abolition? Popular Pressure and the Ending of the British Slave 

Trade', The Past and Present, 143: 136-66 

 

 

———. 2009. Abolition: A History of Slavery and Antislavery (Cambridge: Cambridge 

University Press) 

 

 

Droth, Martina, Tess Korobkin. 2014. 'Hiram Powers', in Martina Droth, Jason Edwards, and 

Michael Hatt (eds), Sculpture Victorious: Art in the Age of Invention, 1837-1901 

(London: Yale University Press), pp. 246-248 

 

 

Evans, R. J. W. 2002. 'Liberalism, Nationalism, and the Coming of the Revolution', in R. J. 

W. Evans and Hartmut Pogge von Strandmann (eds), The Revolutions in Europe, 1848-
1849: From Reform to Reaction (Oxford: Oxford University Press), pp. 10-25 

 

 

Eze, Emmanuel Chukwudi, (ed.). 1997. Race and the Enlightenment: A Reader (Oxford: 

Blackwell) 

 

 

Ferguson, Moira. 1992. Subject to Others: British Women Writers and Colonial Slavery, 
1670-1834 (London: Routledge) 

 

 

Forster, Margaret. 1988. Elizabeth Barrett Browning: A Biography (London: Doubleday) 

 

 

Foucault, Michel. 2002; 1972. The Archaeology of Knowledge, trans. by A. M. Sheridan 

Smith (London: Routledge Classics: Tavistock) 

 

 

Gaja, Katerine. 20 June 2003. 'White Silence: Body and Soul in the Letters of Elizabeth 

Barrett Browning and Hiram Powers', The Times Literary Supplement, pp. 16-17  

 

 

Gill, Crispin. 1970. Mayflower Remembered: A History of the Plymouth Pilgrims (Devon, 

UK: David and Charles) 

Gill, Stephen. May 1994. 'Wordsworth and 'Catholic Truth": The Role of Frederick William 

Faber', The Review of English Studies, 45: 204-20 

 

 



 247 

———. 2003. 'The Philosophic Poet', in Stephen Gill, The Cambridge Companion to 
Wordsworth (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press), pp. 142-62 

 

 

Gladish, Robert W. 1969. 'Mrs. Browning's "A Curse for a Nation": Some Further 

Comments', Victorian Poetry, 7: 275-80   

 

 

Groth, Helen. 2000. 'A Different Look: Visual Technologies and the Making of History in 

Elizabeth Barrett Browning's Casa Guidi Windows', Textual Practice, 14: 31-52 

 

 

Hair, Donald. 2015. Fresh Strange Music: Elizabeth Barrett Browning's Language (London: 

McGill-Queen's University Press) 

 

 

Hall, Catherine. 2014. 'Reconfiguring Race: The Stories the Slave Owners Told', in Catherine 

Hall and others (eds), Legacies of British Slave Ownership: Colonial Slavery and the 
Formation of Victorian Britain (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press), pp. 163-202 

 

 

Hall, David, (ed.). 2004. Puritans in the New World: A Critical Anthology (Oxford: Oxford 

University Press) 

 

 

Hancock, Catherine R. 2004. '"It Was Bone of Her Bone, and Flesh of Her Flesh, and She 

Had Killed It": Three Version of Destructive Maternity in Victorian Fiction', LIT: 
Literature Interpretation Theory, 15: 299-320 

 

 

Hardt, Michael, and Antonio Negri. 2000. Empire (London: Harvard University Press) 

 

 

Harris, Leigh Coral. 2000. 'From "Mythos" to "Logos": Political Aesthetics and Liminal 

Poetics in Elizabeth Barrett Browning's Casa Guidi Windows', Victorian Literature and 
Culture, 28: 109-131 

 

 

Hatt, Michael. 2014. 'John Bell', in Martina Droth, Jason Edwards, and Michael Hatt (eds), 

Sculpture Victorious: Art in the Age of Invention, 1837-1901 (London: Yale University 

Press), pp. 246-48 

 

 

Hayter, Alethea. 1962. Mrs Browning: A Poet's Work and its Setting (London: Faber and 

Faber) 

 

 



 248 

Hickock, Kathleen. 1984. Representations of Women: Nineteenth-Century British Women's 
Poetry (London: Greenwood) 

 

 

Hobhouse, Christopher. 1937. 1851 and the Crystal Place, being an account of the Great 
Exhibition and its contents; of Sir Joseph Paxton; and of the erection, the subsequent 
history and the destruction of his master piece (London: Murray). 

 

 

Holmes, John. 2016. 'Algernon Swinburne, Anthopologist', Journal of Literature and 
Science, 9: 16-39 

 

 

Hurley, Michael D. 2005. 'Interpreting Dante's Terza Rima', Forum for Modern Language 
Studies, 41: 320-31 

 

 

Kaplan, E Ann. 1997. Looking for the Other: Feminism, Film, and the Imperial Gaze 
(London: Routledge) 

 

 

Kasson, Joy S. 1992. 'Narratives of the Female Body: The Greek Slave', in Shirley Samuels 

(ed.), The Culture of Sentiment: Gender, and Sentimentality in Nineteenth-Century 
America (Oxford: Oxford University Press), pp. 172-90 

 

 

Krueger, Christine L. 1997. 'Literary Defenses and Medical Prosecutions: Representing 

Infanticide in Nineteenth-Century Britain', Victorian Studies, 40: 271-94 

 

 

Landow, George P. 1986. Elegant Jeremiahs: The Sage from Carlyle to Mailer (London: 

Cornell University Press) 

 

 

———. 1990. 'The Female Sage', in Thais Morgan (ed.), Victorian Sages and Cultural 
Discourse: Renegotiating Gender and Power (London: Rutgers University Press), pp. 

33-45 

 

 

Lazarus, Neil. 2011. The Postcolonial Unconscious (Cambridge: Cambridge University 

Press) 

 

 

Lee, Debbie. 2002. Slavery and the Romantic Imagination (Philadelphia, Pennsylvania: 

University of Pennsylvania Press) 

 

 

Leighton, Angela. 1986. Elizabeth Barrett Browning (Sussex, UK: Harvester Press) 



 249 

———. 1992. Victorian Women Poets: Writing Against the Heart (London: Harvester- 

Wheatsheaf Press) 

 

 

Levine, Caroline. 2013; repr. 2015. 'Rhyme, Rhythm, Violence: Elizabeth Barrett Browning 

on Slavery', in Matthew Bevis (ed.), The Oxford Handbook of Victorian Poetry 

(Oxford: Oxford University Press), pp. 309-322 

 

 

Lewis, Linda M. 1998. Elizabeth Barrett Browning's Spiritual Progress: Face to Face with 
God (London: University of Missouri Press) 

 

 

Lukowski, Jerzy, and Hubert Zawadzki (eds). 2001; repr. 2006. A Concise History of Poland, 
Second Edition (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press) 

 

 

Marks, Jeannette. 1938. The Family of the Barrett: A Colonial Romance (New York: 

Macmillan) 

 

 

Mayer, Henry. 1998. All on Fire: William Lloyd Garrison and the Abolition of Slavery (New 

York: St. Martin's Press) 

 

 

McCarty, William. 2008. Anna Letitia Barbauld: Voice of the Enlightenment (Baltimore, 

Maryland: John Hopkins University Press) 

 

 

McDonagh, Josephine. 2003. Child Murder and British Culture, 1720-1900 (Cambridge: 

Cambridge University Press) 

 

 

McGann, Jerome J. 1985. The Romantic Ideology: A Critical Investigation (London: 

University of Chicago Press) 

 

 

———. 2008. 'Swinburne, "Hertha", and the Violence of Language', Victorian Literature 
and Culture, 36: 283-97 

 

 

Mermin, Dorothy. 1989. Elizabeth Barrett Browning: The Origins of a New Poetry (London: 

University of Chicago Press) 

 

 

Midgley, Clare. 1992; repr. 1995. Women Against Slavery: The British Campaigns, 1780-
1870 (London: Routledge) 

 



 250 

Miller, John MacNeil. Winter 2014. 'Slavish Poses: Elizabeth Barrett Browning and the 

Aesthetics of Abolition', Victorian Poetry, 52: 637-59  

 

 

Mitchell, Leslie. 2002. 'Britain's Reaction to the Revolution', in R. J. W. Evans and Hartmut 

Pogge von Strandmann (eds), The Revolutions in Europe, 1848-1849: From Reform to 
Reaction (Oxford: Oxford University Press), pp. 84-97 

 

 

Morgan, Kenneth. 2007. Slavery and the British Empire: From Africa to America (Oxford: 

Oxford University Press) 

 

 

Morgan, Thais. 1990. 'Victorian Sage Discourse and the Feminine: An Introduction', in Thais 

Morgan (ed.), Victorian Sages and Cultural Discourse: Renegotiating Gender and 
Power (London: Rutgers University Press), pp. 1-18 

 

 

Reynolds, Matthew. 2001. The Realms of Verse, 1830-1870: English Poetry in a Time of 
Nation Building (Oxford: Oxford University Press) 

 

 

Roberts, Timothy M., and Daniel W. Howe. 2002. 'The United States and the Revolutions of 

1848', in R. J. W. Evans and Hartmut Pogge von Strandmann (eds), The Revolutions in 
Europe, 1848-1849: From Reform to Reaction (Oxford: Oxford University Press), pp. 

157-179 

 

 

Rosenblum, Dolores. 1999. 'Casa Guidi Windows and Aurora Leigh: The Genesis of 

Elizabeth Barrett Browning's Visionary Aesthetic', in Sandra Donaldson (ed.), Critical 
Essays on Elizabeth Barrett Browning (New York: Hall), pp. 141-156 

 

 

Said, Edward W. 1979; 1994. Orientalism, 25th Anniversary Edition (New York: Vintage 

Books) 

 

——. 1994. Culture and Imperialism (New York: Vintage Books) 

 

 

Salvatorelli, Luigi. 1970. The Risorgimento: Thought and Action, trans. by Mario Domandi 

(London: Harper Torchbooks) 

 

 

Schor, Esther. Autumn 1998. 'The Poetics of Politics: Barrett Browning's Casa Guidi 
Windows', Tulsa Studies in Women Literature, 17: 305-24. 

 

 



 251 

Seelye, John. 1998. Memory's Nation: The Place of Plymouth Rock (London: University of 

North Carolina Press) 

 

 

Slinn, E. Warwick. 2003. Victorian Poetry as Cultural Critique: The Poetics of Performative 
Language (London: University of Virginia Press) 

 

 

Smith, Denis Mack. 2002. 'The Revolutions of 1848-1849 in Italy', in Robert Evans and 

Hartmut Pogge von Strandmann (eds), The Revolutions in Europe, 1848-1849: From 
Reform to Reaction (Oxford: Oxford University Press), pp. 56-82 

 

 

Spivak, Gayatri Chakravorty. 1999. A Critique of Postcolonial Reason: Toward a History of 
the Vanishing Present (London: Harvard University Press) 

 

 

Stauffer, Andrew. Spring 1996. 'Elizabeth Barrett Browning Reads William Blake?', 

Victorian Poetry, 34: 114-117   

 

 

Stauffer, John. 2010; repr. 2012. 'Abolition and Antislavery', in and Mark M. Smith and 

Robert L. Paquette (eds), The Oxford Handbook of Slavery in the Americas (Oxford: 

Oxford University Press), pp. 556-577 

 

 

Stone, Marjorie. 1995. Elizabeth Barrett Browning (London: Routledge) 

 

 

———. 1999. 'Cursing as One of the Fine Arts: Elizabeth Barrett Browning's Political 

Poems', in Sandra Donaldson (ed.), Critical Essays on Elizabeth Barrett Browning 

(New York: Hall), pp. 184-201 

 

 

———. 2003. 'Elizabeth Barrett Browning and the Garrisonians: "The Runaway Slave at 

Pilgrim's Point", the Boston Female Anti-Slavery Society, and Abolitionist Discourse in 

the Liberty Bell', in Alison Chapman (ed.), Victorian Women Poets (Cambridge: 

Brewer), pp. 33-55 

 

 

Taylor, Clare. 1995. Women of the Anti-Slavery Movement (London: Macmillan) 

 

 

Terdiman, Richard. 1985. Discourse/ Counter-Discourse: The Theory and Practice of 
Symbolic Resistance in Nineteenth-Century France (London: Cornell University Press) 

 

 



 252 

Thomas, Helen. 2000. Romanticism and Slave Narratives: Transatlantic Testimonies 
(Cambridge: Cambridge University Press) 

 

 

Thomson, Patricia. 1977. George Sand and the Victorians: Her Influence and Reputation in 
Nineteenth-Century England (London: Macmillan) 

 

 

Thorn, Jennnifer. 2003. Introduction, in Jennifer Thorn (ed.), Writing British Infanticide, 
Child-Murder, Gender, and Print, 1722-1859 (London: Associated University Presses), 

pp. 13-41 

 

 

von Strandmann, Harmut Pogge. 2002. '1848-1849: A European Revolution?', in Robert 

Evans and Hartmut Pogge von Strandmann (eds), The Revolutions in Europe, 1848-
1849: From Reform to Reaction (Oxford: Oxford University Press), pp. 2-9 

 

 

Walvin, James. 1982. 'The Propaganda of Anti-Slavery, in James Walvin (ed.), Slavery and 
British Society 1776-1846, (London: Macmillan)  

 

 

———. 1992. Slaves and Slavery: The British Colonial Experience (Manchester: Manchester 

University Press) 

 

 

———. 1996. Questioning Slavery (London: Routledge) 

 

 

Watkins, Daniel P. 2012. Anna Letitia Barbauld and Eighteenth-Century Visionary Poetics 
(Baltimore, Maryland: The John Hopkins University Press) 

 

 

Wood, Marcus. 2002. Slavery, Empathy, and Pornography (Oxford: Oxford University 

Press) 

 

 

Woolford, John and Daniel Karlin. 1996. Robert Browning (London: Longman) 

 

 

Young, Robert. 2001. Postcolonialism: An Historical Introduction (Oxford: Blackwell) 

 




