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Introduction
Many of Robert Browning’s poems are concerned 
with different aspects of human identity. In the great 
dramatic monologues, such as Fra Lippo Lippi, 
Andrea del Sarto and My Last Duchess, the question 
of exactly who is speaking obviously concerns us, 
but to what extent do the speaker’s language and 
attitudes mirror those of the poet himself ? In the 
various poems on the theme of love and sexual 
relationships which Browning included in his 
published collections Dramatic Lyrics and Men and 
Women, we inevitably want to know which of these 
spring directly from his personal experience. Even in 
an early work like the drama Pippa Passes, in which 
the poet’s highly idiosyncratic verse style is heard for 
the first time, the issue of identity plays a key role in 
heightening dramatic tension.
 Pippa, a poor girl apparently without parents or 
relatives, works as a silk-weaver in the north-Italian 
town of Asolo and has one day’s holiday a year. 
Lacking money to enjoy herself properly, she decides 
to roam the streets, pausing occasionally outside the 
houses of various citizens to indulge her fantasy as 
to the lives they may be living there. These borrowed 
identities within her imagination set Pippa singing 
and the words of each song have a crucial, sometimes 
devastating impact on those who hear them. 
Ironically, her gift for intense empathy influences 
her own fate, when the final song touches the guilty 
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conscience of the priest who, years earlier, fathered 
her with a local peasant woman.
 Browning never felt a duty to reveal himself to the 
reader within his poetry. Though he admired several 
of the Romantic writers among the poetic generation 
immediately preceding his own, especially Shelley 
and Wordsworth, he was unwilling to follow their 
example by relating his discourse to the concept of a 
dominant ego, an “I” whose personal drama of feeling 
and experience formed the substance of a sustained 
narrative. Several of his works deliberately criticise 
the tendency, made fashionable by the Romantics, 
to see a poem as offering clues to its writer’s identity 
and, by association, his private life. In 1874 Browning 
wrote two poems, House and Shop, which discuss this 
very question, challenging Wordsworth’s claim, made 
on behalf of the sonnet form, that “With this same 
key/Shakespeare unlocked his heart”.

As Browning sees it, the reader has no right to 
share an author’s privacy:

“For a ticket, apply to the Publisher.”
No: thanking the public, I must decline.
A peep through my window, if folk prefer;
But, please you, no foot over threshold of mine!

In Shop the tone is even more savagely one of “Keep 
your distance”. The poet portrays himself as a 
shopkeeper with plenty of interesting merchandise 
on sale, but warns us against any temptation to 

identify what is shown in the window with the 
personal interests of the man or woman selling it:

Because a man has shop to mind
In time and place, since flesh must live,
Needs spirit lack all life behind,
All stray thoughts, fancies fugitive,
All loves except what trade can give?

The two poems seem at first to contradict each other, 
House denying the reader’s right to investigate the 
author’s private life, Shop rejecting the assumption 
that the artist lives purely within the confines of his 
art, with no alternative existence. Both emphasise 
the importance Browning clearly attached to 
separating his identity as an individual from his 
creative achievement as a poet.
 So what was the man himself actually like? 
Perhaps appropriately, those who encountered 
Browning face to face had very different impressions. 
Thomas Carlyle, one of the Victorian era’s great 
sages, critics and commentators, initially dismissed 
the young man as a dandy, fit for nothing better than 
“the turf and scamphood”, but was soon won over by 
his “ingenuity, vivacity and Cockney gracefulness”. 
Later the poet and essayist Walter Savage Landor, 
living in poverty as an expatriate in Florence, praised 
Browning’s nobility of spirit in paying his rent for 
him. “Never was such generosity and such solicitude 
as this incomparable man has shown on my behalf.” 
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Benjamin Jowett, Master of Balliol College, Oxford, 
told Florence Nightingale that “I had no idea that 
there was a perfectly sensible poet in the world, 
entirely free from vanity, jealousy or any other 
littleness & thinking no more of himself than if he 
were an ordinary man.”
 Others were not so enchanted. Tory prime 
minister Benjamin Disraeli dismissed Browning as 
“a noisy, conceited poet” after getting the worst of a 

B R OW N I N G’ S  M O ST 
P O P U L A R  P O E M S ?

Nowadays Robert 
Browning’s most famous 
poem is My Last Duchess, 
admired for its sinister 
portrait of the menacing 
Duke of Ferrara. Certain 
other lyrics, such as Meeting 
At Night, Evelyn Hope and 
A Toccata Of Galuppi’s 
find their way into verse 
collections, but Browning 
is altogether less of an 
anthology favourite than he 
used to be. Old-fashioned 
schoolroom poetry books, 
however, tell a different 

story. Fifty years ago the 
two poems most frequently 
included in the “everyone 
knows” category were The 
Pied Piper Of Hamelin and 
How They Brought The 
Good News From Ghent To 
Aix.
    Both works, written within 
three years of each other, 
rely heavily on the poet’s 
mastery of rhythm for their 
appeal. Each, what is more, 
turns aside from making 
any particularly profound 
statement on the vagaries of 
human behaviour, focusing 
instead on narrative 
and situation. One is a 
straightforward children’s 
story in verse, the other 
interestingly consolidates 
on an earlier experiment in 
trying to simulate the sound 

discussion with him on the merits of various painters 
in the Royal Academy exhibition. Edmund Gosse, 
making a name for himself as a critic during the 1870s, 
was similarly put off at first by hearing “the loud 
trumpet-note” of Browning’s conversation at a party, 
“already in full flood at a distance of twenty feet”. Yet 
when the two eventually met privately, Gosse learned 
to cherish the poet’s “image of intellectual vigour, 
armed at every point, but overflowing, none the less, 

of galloping horse hooves.
    The Pied Piper Of 
Hamelin, subtitled A 
Child’s Story, was originally 
written to entertain young 
Willie Macready, son of 
Browning’s friend the great 
tragic actor W. P. Macready. 
Willie was recovering 
from illness and Browning 
gave him the poem with 
the idea that when he’d 
finished reading it he might 
enjoy illustrating the story. 
Typically, the source of 
The Pied Piper lay in one of 
those obscure works only 
Robert Browning would 
ever trouble to read, a book 
by the Jacobean scholar 
Richard Verstegan called 
“Restitution Of Decayed 
Intelligence In Antiquities”. 
Much concerned with the 

origin of ancient beliefs and 
customs, it features the story 
of a marvellous piper who 
freed the north-German city 
of Hameln, “Hamelin”, from 
a plague of rats. Afterwards, 
having been refused his 
promised payment by the 
citizens, he carries off all 
their children, never to 
return.
    Did this event actually 
happen, in “thirteen 
hundred and seventy 
six”, as Browning tells 
us? Hameln itself dates 
it to 1284 and boasts a 
“Ratcatcher’s House” to 
prove it. One of the theories 
behind the legend is that 
it derives from the ill-
fated Children’s Crusade 
of 1211, when thousands 
of German and Austrian 
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with the geniality of strength”.
 The Victorian age saw the dawning of what would 
eventually become the modern cult of celebrity. 
Fans stalked their idols, begged for their autographs 
or photos and managed to obtain samples of their 
clothing and hair, even arming themselves with small 
pairs of scissors for the purpose. Whereas nowadays 
the quarry is a rock star or footballer, then it was 
politicians such as the Italian liberator Giuseppe 

children set out for the Holy 
Land. Another relates it 
to choreomania, a mental 
disorder in which sufferers 
lose control of their limbs 
and seem to be perpetually 
dancing. Browning 
himself, towards the end 
of the poem, mentions a 
tradition among German-
speaking communities 
in Transylvania (part of 
modern Romania) that they 
arrived there “out of some 
subterraneous prison/Into 
which they were trepanned/
Long ago in a mighty band/
Out of Hamelin town in 
Brunswick land.”
    Whatever the truth, 
the poet used his source 
material to create an 
enchanting fable, complete 
with the kind of moral 
conclusion Victorian 

parents and their 
children (sometimes less 
enthusiastically) expected 
to round off a nursery story. 
The fun element in The Pied 
Piper is offered by constantly 
shifting line-lengths 
and some of Browning’s 
cheekiest rhyming, “havoc/
Vin-de-Grave, Hock”, 
“pickle-tub-boards/
cupboards”, “nuncheon/
luncheon/puncheon” and so 
on. Even the final couplet, 
underlining the importance 
of returning a favour done, 
has a neat twist in the rhyme:

      “So Willie, let me and you 
be wipers
       Out of scores with all men 
- especially pipers !
       And whether they pipe us
from rats or from mice,

       If we’ve promised them 

aught, let us keep our promise”.
     
As for How They Brought 
The Good News From Ghent 
To Aix - Aix-la-Chapelle 
being the French name 
for the German town of 
Aachen – Browning owned 
up to being as mystified 
as anybody else by what 
exactly the good news in 
question might have been. 
The poem was written 
during his 1844 trip to Italy. 
“I was in a sailing vessel,” 
he later recalled, “slowly 
making my way from Sicily 
to Naples in calm weather. I 
had a good horse at home in 
my stables and I thought to 
myself how much I should 
like a breezy gallop. As I 
could not ride on board 
ship, I determined to enjoy 
a ride in imagination.” 

Garibaldi or a leading personality in the world of 
the arts like the pianist-composer Franz Liszt or 
painter Lord Leighton. Writers were major objects 
of this new craze and several of them, Dickens and 
Thackeray included, took advantage of it to promote 
sales of their books.
    Browning, too, was an inevitable target for 
celebrity hunters. By 1884 no less than 22 Browning 
Societies existed in Great Britain and the United 

The triple beat of speeding 
horse-hooves, first tried out 
in his poem Through The 
Metidja To Abd-El-Kadr 
(1842), made this an instant 
Browning favourite, though 
on a phonograph recording 
of the aged poet starting to 
recite it, we hear him give up 
after a few lines, exclaiming: 
“Oh, good God, I’ve gone and 
forgotten me own poetry!”
    Perhaps both these  
poems will one day regain 
their popularity. Critics 
have little to say about them 
except as infallible proofs 
of Browning’s dexterity as 
a maker of verses, but for 
pure enjoyment they have 
few rivals and as examples of 
poetry written first  
and foremost to be read 
aloud they are utterly 
perfect n
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States for the purpose of discussing his work and 
ideas. Though their activities were often ridiculed, 
these were a proof of the enormous respect in which 
he was held and of the way in which his poetry 
continued to fascinate contemporary readers 
through its extraordinary richness of ideas and the 
amazing comprehensiveness with which it distilled 
the variety of human experience.
 But while the writer himself took care to keep his 
distance from what would now be called his fanbase, 
the question of what he was really like continued 
to intrigue his admirers. Among them was the 
American author Henry James, who had decided to 
settle in London for good following a series of visits 
to Europe during the 1870s. James was astonishingly 
perceptive and completely unruffled by the 
celebrities he encountered. They needed to meet his 
expectations and sometimes they failed: Tennyson, 
for instance, was “not Tennysonian enough” to 
satisfy Jamesian ideas of what the poet of Maud and 
In Memoriam ought to be, while the young Winston 
Churchill seemed so bumptious and self-absorbed 
that James felt positively admirable beside him. 
George Eliot, on the other hand, proved captivating 
enough, despite her lack of good looks, for the young 
American novelist to declare himself ready to fall in 
love with her.

Browning turned out to be more of a problem 
than any of these. James initially disliked the poet’s 
vulgarity and “shrill interruptingness” when in 

company, “besides which, strange to say, his talk 
doesn’t strike me as very good”. Added to which, he 
was not particularly good at reading his own poems. 
“If you don’t understand them, he understands them 
even less,” noted James tartly. “He read them as if he 

The Pied Piper of Hamelin, Cecil Charles Windsor Aldin (1870-1935)


