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THE PHILOSOPH:[ AND POETRY OF ROBERT BROV!NI~TG 

with spectal reference to his 
phi losophy of irrunortal i. ty; 
its sources and some conCltls-tons. 

I Sh01..11d 11.ke to make It clear, at the very outset of 

this thesis, that my assay is, in no way, an attempt to 

prove any finsl formula for the interpretation of Browning's 

philosophy. An essay of this type cannot hope to uphold 

any definite theory. It can only try to offer a few 

suggestions reached by a crttical study of the poet, himself, 

and his contribution to the Ii. terature of hi s time. At once 

a great thinker, a man of great originality and of great 

erudition. Browning is a poet of whom it would be impossible 

to say dogmatically how much of his philosophy is to be attri-

buted to his own erudition and how much to his powers of 

original thinking. Thomas Carlyle, in his conversat~ons 

with Ga.van Duffy remarked that "Browning is an or~glnal man, 

and by no means a person who would consclously lmltate any 

one. n (1) Browning's great Ilterary and philosophi_cal con-

temporary realised only too well that a great phllosophical 

mind, and especi ally the philosophi. cal ml nd that expresses 

itself in poetry, often derives an tdea in a very casual way, 

from ver~y minor suggestions, 'o~ly to thlnk it over pai.nfully 

in his own mind and utter it again in his own particular form 

(1) Gavan Duffy's "Conversations wi th Carlyle" 1892, p. 56-57. 
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of expression. This unconsc-tous ass~·.m·llation of 

sources and their reexpression ~n more ltterary or 

poetic form naturally obscures the o11i.gtnal sources from 

whi ch momentous tl1.oughts are often deri ved. "A Poet is a 

most indebted man, tt S.ByS Emerson, and indeed we need only 

gl ance at Browning I.s 'works to see from what varied materi a1 

he was often able to dert ve the most s~_gni"ficant philo-

sophical'suggestions. His peculiarly alert and sensitive 

mind ea.sily caught the most subtle philosophica.l idea tl1st 

underlay the life or thoughts of any character he met in 

real life or in his wide read~_ngs from litera.ry and ph~tlo-

sophical sources. It is, for example, a matter of b}_o-

graphical knowledge that BrownJ.ng had at h's dtsposal his 

father's large and very carefully collected Itbrary of 

mediaeval and modern European h-lstory and blography, and 
~G <1 ...... <. e ~ tit" 

that he made constant use of these,i\ investlgat'l on\. How 

far, therefore, Browning consciously derived his own ldeas 

from these sources, or from ~he extsting Itterature, or 

how fa.r he was influenced by the assoclations of hts own 

day, are questions that can never be answered in any final 

way • Honest l~terary criticism can never rise to an 

exact science, and sweeping generalisations, tOOft often 

lack any sufficient data to support them. To say wi th 

Mrs. Sutherland Orr that Browning knew nothing about Kant 

and the subsequent German~movement, on the one hand; or 

to maintain, on the other hand, that he dellberately 



plagiarised from these sources, illustrate, for example, 

the very kind of sweeping general~satton that I w1sh to 

avoid in this thesie. My object is to f1nd out fairly 

3. 

how far Browning was influenced, consciously or unconscl_ously 

by this movement, by comparing the main principles of his 

philosophy with th0se of his predecessors or contemporaries 

who arunittedly belong to this tradition. 

That Browning was one of the most erudite, and, at 

the same time, one of the most original thinkers of modern 

times, is, I think, an indisputable fact. 

however, be faced, at once, wi.th the statement that erudi.t~on 

does not necessari.ly imply poetle genlus, and tl1at a poet 

must be judged by his poetryand not by h~_s erud~ t~.on. 

Indeed 1 t might evel'} be contested that a mi.nd wh~_ ch devoted 

so much time to study and thought could hardly have an 

opportunity to clothe its tdeas in adequate poettcal garments • 
. Lor;e'le r 

On the other han~'it is clear that Brown~ng himself was 

constantly and accutely aware of this difficult problem. 

In his well known letter to Mr. ~.G.Kingsland, in 1868, 

Browning showed something of his own attitude towards 

poetry, If I never pretended", he wrote, "to offer such 

literature as should be a substitute for a Cigar, or a 

game of dominoes, to an ldle mann. (1) He is by no means 

an "idle singer of an empty day". He has no intent~on to 

lull his reader into an indifferent calm by soulless 

melodies. He is always strenuous, restless and v~rtle, 

(1) Wise - Letters of Robert Browning, VOl.I, p.25. 



putting before men the hardest "problems of human ex~stence. 

His poetry is full of "these del-tneati_ons of human strength 

and weakness; full, too, of powerful yet tender warn~ngs or 

encouragements. His whole work is permeated wi.th the in­

tense desire for truth and right, whose value lies in 

cheering despondencies or pacifying undue exaltation in 

triumph. To quote Mr. Nettleship in his ".Essays and 

4. 

Thoughts", - "Life and the passion, the sin and the 

exaltation, of men and women - all the beauty which thrills 

us in everything human because of its humanity - form to­

gether a study beyond the mental grasp sa.ve of a few gr"eat 

and loving souls .•.•. His highest glory is the unflinching 

zeal with which he has mastered and glven to the world the 

results of his human strife, toil and ach~evement.n (1) In 

Browning's poems we have the ulti_mate crlticlsm of all hunlan 

interests approached by avenues as vari.ous as is humanity 

itself; his work is his great attempt at the interpretat~on 

of life, and of human consciousness. "No man," says 

Coleridge, "was ever yet a great poet wi thout being at the 

same time a great philosopher. n Bro\vnlng' s poems depend 

chiefly for their vigour of inspiration upon the flash of 

his poetic genius which illuminates the details of his 

philosophy and raises his poetry to a commanding posttion. 

(1) Nettleshlp, "Essays and Thoughts", p. XII. 



It would be fa r wtde of the truth to ·hold the op~_n~ on 

that Browning's poetry lapses into the baldest prose, 

5. 

when it is attempting to follow the trend of a ph~~lC?sophical 

argument. V;e cannot deny that there are places where 

Browning's poetic genius deserts him, but the lapses do 

not necessarily correspond to his moments of philosophic 

fervour. Indeed, many of his finest passages are those 

in which he is pronouncing his most weighty and profound 

thoughts; some of his most sublime chapters are those where 

he gives a delineation of his philosophic attitude or 

advances his philosophical proofs. 

This "vivida vis antmifl, the fla.sh of poetic genius, 

that dl stingui she s the poet from the speculati. ve phi losopher 

may, indeed, be found in all truly great ph.4f_losophic poets 

whom the world honours. Mr. George Santau-sna, i_n h·ts 

admirable series of essays "Thl~ee Ph~_losoph:tc poets" has 

mentioned three such poet-philosophers, Lucrettus, Dante 

and Goethe. On what foundation may we suppose then that 

Browning should be included among thes~:. grteat philosophic 

poets? \Vhat reI a.ti on may we suggest to lie between the 

British Poet and his great forerunners? We can, I think, 

for the purpose of this essay, neglect any reference to 

Dante. Dante has little to do with the general trend of 

this thesis, and, in any case, is a subject too well ex­

pounded by other ,cri. tics to just~_fy a comparlson in this 

short treati se • ~hat, then, of Lucretius? Tha.t Brown-tng 



6. 

was an ardent classical scholar needs no comment. That he 

knew Euripides and Aristophenas is evident from even a 

superficial glance at .Browni_ng's contr;.but1.on to poetrY. 

Can we therefore conjecture that Brownlng must have been 

tnfluenced somewhat by Lucreti us, the Gre at Roman phllosophlc al 

poet who a.dmired and '~mi tated so often hi_ s Greek model e 

Euripides and Ar~stophanes? Th;.s is a po"int wh~ch I shall 

endea.vour to justify in the su·bsequent chapters of my thesis 

in an attempt to show that Browntng, ~n common wtth these 

other poets of all times, can claim to ;ncorporate into his 

works' not only melllfluous vers-e but a well lad_en ph~_losophy 

of life and human destiny. For the moment, however, it may 

be of some interest to inquire into the limits of Lucretius' 

poetry and philosophy to discover where they restrict one 

another, and where, on the other hand, they are complementary. 

If it has been suggested that Brown"lng was'· more ph~_los­

opher than poet, t t might well be equally ma~_ntai ned that 

Lucrettus was more poet than phllosopher. Lucreti.us brlngs 

the \A/hole weight of Greek ph~ losophlc author~_ ty to bear up 

his contentions, and i.n a long poem attern.pts a ph~ losoph-tcal 

proof for this theories. V:.nat V'le have sa~d of Brown-1ng's 

philosophical poems may be sa~ d too of the nDe Rerum Natura" • 

There are times where Lucretius 1 d; .. sserta.t~. on loses all sense 

of poetic inspiration, and becomes noth1.ng but a dull a.nd mon­

otonous catalogue i,n prose, which is none the less pr·ose though 
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it conforms to the rules of metrical verse. These passages, 

however, do not necessarlly cor.r1espond to moments of ph~ 10-

sophic speculation. Indeed, l.t ~s far othervri se. It is 

when Lucretius rises to the heights· of some new phi.losoph~c 

truth that hi s verse, too, takes a step towards the suOl~. me • 

It is when, by ~Japt lllustratton and metaphor, he dr~ ves home 

the force of his argument that his gen-tus and lnsp~ratlon 

break through the all too· often monotonous style of Latin 

hexameter verse. At moments llke these Lucretlus forgets 

the dismal task he must perform and is ftlled with that 

optimistic confidence in human nature which is so characteris-

tic of Browning's poetry. Lucretius was too interested in 

human nature to believe, strive though he might, in the ulti­

mate destruction of man. And. it ls In those portions of 

his poem in which he speculates on the philosophy of the 

human being, his life, hts hopes and hts nature that Lucrettus 

is found most akin to Browntng. The Roman poet ts generally 

known as a matertalist, but we can never forget, also, that he 

is the humani st. Hi s whole mater i _ ali stl c phi losophy 1_ s 

subordinate to his interest in humantty, and in the main h~s 

object is to find an adequate phllosophy of life for the 

race of mankind. All invest~gat~on and reason~ng con-

cerning ultimate truth are, tn themselves, ardUOUS, but the 

vision of philosophy is always sublime and beautiful. The 

order which philosophy reveals in the world is something 

beautiful, tragic and sympathetic to the human mind, just 

what every poet is always trying to catch. (1) And it is 

( 1) George Santagana "Three Philosophic Poets". 



a1 ways in these moments when Lucretl us ~_ s the gre at 

symbol i_ st of nature, perhaps too, the symbol ~ st of human·'· 

nature, that his poetry r~ses to tts most perfect form. 

8. 

HIs alliterations and assonances, the rhythmical movements 

of his verse, the style and color wh~ch he generally imparts 

are his most direct and obvious means of p~oduclng the 

necessary effect to impress his philosoph~cal truth upon 

the re ader. Even in many of the less poet~cal parts of 

his poem he shows a sincerity of thought and a force of 

reasoning that render a sublime inspiration. And although 

his method of reasoning and the ultimate truth which he 

wishes to establish are a.lmost the di.rect ant-tthesis of ., 
c ~ 4 yo .. '-t e l-' , t t C. ~ 

Browning, those"vve are accustomed to recogn-tze in the Latin 

poet-phtlosopher "in h~_s moments of subl~me human~ ty form~ 

a. model with wh1.ch the more erudite Br~.t-1_sh phllosopher-

poet could well be compared. For though Brown~ng may be 

considered the greatest del~ berate exponent, and symbol~.st, 

perhaps, of human nature In Engl ~ sh I,! terature, he was never 

the less, in his earlter poems at least, a great symbolist 

of na.ture (1) 

The poet, however, who felt more keenly perhaps, 

than either Lucret~us or Browning, the great march of events 

both in nature and mankind was the German.Goethe. An 

enthusiastic botanist and naturalist in his spare moments, 

Goethe nevertheless was urged more by the restless stirring 

of humanity that prophesied the German Romantic movement. 

( 1) vide Stopford Brooke "Poetry of Robert Bro\~Jningn, 
ch.II & IIi on "Treatment of Nature" p. 574. 
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H e, too, owed a great deal to ph~losophy, though hi s i_deas 

were more romantic than sclent~fic. He was ~n general a 

follol/er of Sptnoza, and perhaps too of Le.1~n~ tz, though he 

did not admit their mechanical interpretat~on of nature. He 

welcomed suggestions from ·these two modern dt sC"_ples, ; f I may 

so call them, of Lucretius. He accep~ed the~r doctr'ne in so 

far as itcwas~ kindred to hl.s own way of thtnking; he even at 

times openly appropriated many of ita results and processes, 

and tried to avoid a bi ased atti tude to, any doctrtne that was 

not compatible with his conception of hurnanity and .::'.man's 

place in nature. Indeed, we can see in Goethe a synthesis 

not only of hum~Ili 8m and naturali 8m, a correl atl on between a 

philosophy of human na ture and a speculation about nature, 

but we find, too, a notable example of the synthes~s of ph~loe-

ophy and poetry. Goethe ts, however, Itke Brown~ng, prtmar11y 

a poet wi th a great philosophy of 1 i.fe, he ~ s the poet of life 

with all its restlessness, its d~s_sa.t~.sfact1.on a.nd ~-ts revolt. 

The Vveltsohine:rz-~-T that 1-s to be found so po; gnantly expressed_ 

in his "V!erther n is also reflected ·tn h~-s more ma.ture "Tasso" 

and even in his last monumental work "Faust". 

attitude towards humanity, it ts true, is essentially despondent, 
,~ 

regarding man as a degraded mass of animated dust." It voices 

the restless cry of a growing revolt against the existing order 

in nature "V.:hy the poverty and pain of human existence?" .This 

philosophic and somewhat mystic theory of the tragedy and pain 

in human Itfe that permeates all Goethe's poetry, also Ites at 
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the roo~ and beginning of the great optimism that insp!red 

Browntng. A careful perusal of Paullne, ·Par.8celsus and 

Sardello will disclose a marked despondency l.n the poet IS 

early outlook on l~fe. Thls early :per~od of Strum and 

Drang, thi_s sp~r;.t of restlessness and revolt reflect i.n 

Bro\vning's earller works the ~nfluence, to some extent a.t 

least, of Byron and Shelly, but certa~nly they also reflect 

the ins1_stent cry of the German -Ce·ltscllmerz.~" There can be 

little doubt that "Pauline" is Brown1.ng1s ftV;erther"; 

"Pa.uline" was published i_n 1883, and 1833 was a 

momentous year in the hi story of Ii. terature and philosophy. 

This "allnus rnirabilis", curiously enough, was the year that 

saw the death of Hegel, the greatest exponent of the German 

Romantic Move~ent in pure philosophy, and the death of Goethe, 

its greatest exponent in prose and verse; thts year also saw 

the publ~catlon or btrth, tf I may call it such, tn England, 

of Carlyle 's ffSs.·rtor Resartus tT
J a vvork that rema~ns to this 

day the most complete expression of the German movement in 

English prose. Can we not safe~y say, therefore, that 

Browning Inust have had some conse; ous knovvledge of th~ s great 

movement and its ris~ng expression in England? May we not 

even say, perhaps, that Browning helped this movement to 

express itself tn English Itterature? 

There are many eminent crt tics of Browning who hold 

that he is not influenced or even conscious of his Itterary 

envtrorunellt, and arnong them are Mrs. SU.therland Orr and 
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Stopford Bl!'ooke. Mrs. Orr -tn her a.ttempt to establ~"sh 

the originality of Brown~ng has been led to express very 

broad generallsat-tons. "It!.s essent; al to bear ~n mind", 

she says, "that ]J1r. Brown-tng l.S a metaphys~cal poet and not 

a metaphysl_cal th~"nker, to do just-t ce to the depth and crtg-tn­

sIlty of "his creat~ve power; for his tmagtnat~on tncludes 

everything whi.ch, at a glven moment, a. human being can think 

or feel, and often finds itself, therefore, at some poi.nt to 

which other minds have reasoned thetr way_ The coinc~dence 

occurs most often with German lines of thought and it has 

therefore been concluded that he has studied the works in 

which they are la.id do\vn, or has otherwtse moved in the same 

tra~k; the fact being that he has no bond of union w~th German 

philosophers, but the natural tendenctes of his own mtnd. It 

may be easily ascerta~.ned that he d~"d not read thei.r language 

untll late in Ilfe; and ~"f what I have said of h~_s mental 

habits is true, -t t l_S equally certa.~n tha.t tl1.e~ r methods have 

been more fore·tgn to h~_m still. He nes~embles Hegel, Flchte 

or Schelling, as the case may be, by the purely creative 

impulse which has met their thought, and wh;ch tf he had 

lived earlier, mtght have forestalled it." (1) That l\!~s. Orr 

has exceeded the bounds of probab~ltty in her enthusiasm 

needs hardly be pointed~6ut. For when we cons~der the affin­

ities of Br~ownings philosophy, i.t seems increaslngly evident 

that he owed a great deal to the great German philosophers 

and poets of the Romantic Movement _ He certainly cou.ld never 

have been so ignorant of them as Mrs. Orr represents h~rn to 

(1) Sutherland Orr, "Handbook to Browntng's Poems" p.4. 
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have been. He would have been a. very ignorant man indeed 

if he had not a certain knowledge of the1.r influence. We 

could hardly concede that he was an erudtte genius, if we 

acknowledged that he was not conscious of the profoundest 

rational and literary influence in the England of his d?y. 

Vthether his agreement wi th tl1.em in so many respects was due 

chiefly to direct influence or to independent reflectton 

on similar problems ctn phi-losophy i.s largely the problem 

of this thesis. r~e cannot afford, a.t any rate, to over-

look the likeness of hts philosophy to the -1deas of the 

gre at German phl_losophers before h~ m. Indeed in a letter 

to Alfred Domml)t on September 31st, 1842, he asks, "Do you 

still prosecute German study? I read pretty well now." (1) 

He was apparently, also, readtng Tteck's and Schlegee's 

translations of Shakespeare to help htm w1th hts German; 

many quarterlies of the day were issued contatning articles 

on Leibnitz, Kant and his follower Fichte; translations, too, 

of Kant appeared well before 1819, (2) All these facts it 

{l)"Robert Browning and Alfred Domnet n by F.G.Kenyon, p.89. 

(2) The following is an extract from the-Universtty of 
Wisconsin studies in Language-and Ltterature, VOl.16, 
p/281, in which Bayard ~,,,: Qti.tncy I\1:organ has comp-tled 
the bibliography of translations from Germa.n Authors 
in England. 

Translations of Kant. 
fi Prolegomena. & Met a.physi. c al found.at~ ons of Natura.l 

Sc-tence n : Tr. E.B.Bax, 1791. 
Perpetual Peace:·- -Tr. l\i.C. Smi.tl1., 1795. 
Princ:tples of Critical Ph-tlosophy: Tr. 1797 
I\~etaphysics of Ethies:-Tr. 1799. 
Elements-of crltlcal Ph~_losophy: Tr. A.F .1~.'1{.r~ ll"lch, 1798-9 
Metaphysical Works: Tr. J.R~cijardson, 1818. 

T;rans:lations of Hegel In V{iscons~.n Un~_vers"ty St. p.228 

Translations by F.R.Hedge in "Prose wr1 ters af Germa.ny" 1849 

BOhn's Translations i..n Hlstory of Phllosophy, 1852. 
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would seem lend colour to contradict the assertion that 

tfhe had no bond of unlon with the German phllosophers but 

the natural tendencies of his own mind", and tha.t, "he, 

resembles Hegel, ... Fichte_ or Schelling - by the purely 

ere ati ve impulse whi ch has met their thought n. In a.ny ease 

there can be no doubt that after 1849 (3) he was very conscious 

of the German movement. His later works abound in allusions 

to Goethe, Schell~ng·and other German thinkers. But how far 

may we suppose that he YJas ~.nfluenced before 1833, before he 
/' \'t II ~! 

publi shed Pauline and Paracelsus, The l.nfluence is obvi ous 

on Coleridge before him'on Carlyle, li~_s great fr~.end and 
J 

contemporary, and on Mathew Arnold after h~.m; how fa.r was he 

himself influenced? That is a problem wtth wh~ch I will deal 

in some subsequent chapters of thi s thes;. s. 

In 1819, as I pointed out before,John Richardson 

publi shed hi s transl at! ons of "The IVletaphysi c al works of the 

(2) cont'd from page 12. 
\ 

Translations of Fichte, p. 106. 
flCharacteristics of Present Age", Tr. VT .Smt th, 1844. 
"The Destination of 1ian", Tr. Jane Smart, 1846. 

(3) For bibliography of Brc)'wn~_ng up to 1849, see 
n Archi v Fur Das studt wn der Neucren Sprachen. tf 

1t:here Kant, Goethe, Edlchte, Letbni.tz, and Shell;.ng 
are ment 1 oned VJt th defl n-t te assurance. 
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celebrated Emmanuel Kant". In this lntroducti_on I ca.n 

touch only briefly and su.perfi.c:l. ally on one or two of the 

salient features of the great.'German Philosopher's doctrines. 

The relati ons betvveen the pllilosophy of Kant and that of 

Browning, however, has had very little recognition. The 

points of si.rnilarity have slvJays been an intrlguing field of 

inquiry, tll0Ugh few have taken th~ tl'lou.ble to tnvestlgate the 

qu.estion 1Jvi th any degree of patlence or~ insi_ght. 

The twa great and fundamental principles of Kant's 

whole philosophy are the doctrines of the "ego", and of 

ft immort 81 i ty" • Ly~ng as they do at the basts of the German 

Philosopher's whole specul ati. on, i. t need hardly be poi nted 

out that these two doctrines are fundamentally related. 

The doctrine of the "ego" as enunc i . ated by Kant is br·i.efly 

this. (1) The"ego ff
, that conscious self, here and nov'l, VJh-1.cl1. 

I call "Me", is tl1.e f-trst and slmplest assumptlon of all true 

philosophy. "The ident'lty of self .. consciousness is obviously 

the necessary condition of all consciousness and knowledge inite 

nlanifold determinat1.ons." Everything I know or ca.n kno'w must 

be related to this conscious self. ~ithout this "ego" or 

un!ty of apperceptton, as Kant would call it, no knowledge or 

exper~~tence is pas si. ble • "The transc'endental u.ni ty of self­

consc1ou.sness is the supreme cond~t~on of all knowleo_ge." 

This self is always, therefore, the centre of the only world 

I know or c an know~ I me asure . 1"l.1 ght and left, and up and down, 

(1) For a clear interpretat·on of Kant's Or~g~nal synthetic 
uni ty of appercepti on see "Kant Explai ned" by J .~Satson, 

p. 145 ff. 
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and far and near, and. before and after, aI'ways v.Ji_th reference 

to this particular~ here and novv, VJh~_ch I call myself. The 

pure C011sciousness _ of self exclude~_al_~de~errrl1.na.tions. I 

alone am I, tqe centre of this universe of experience and 

l{nowled.ge. Compare this v~lth the follo'wing Ilnes from Pauline:-

I am made up of an intensest life 

Of a. most clear ldea of consc;.ousness 

Of self • distinct from all ~ts qual~ttes 

From all affect~ons, passions, feel~ngs, powers; 

fl.nd thus f ar ~ t exl s ts, l.r tracked in all 

But linked in me, to self supremacy, 

Ex-isting as. a cent:r)e t~ all thai ngs 

Most potent to create, and rule, and call 

Upon all thi.ngs to mtn1.ster to -Tt; ••••••• 

r.t would, I suggest, be lmposs~ ble to f-; nd in all Ii terature 

a more cOlnplete and compact surrunary of Kant' s doctr~_ne of the 

"ego" than."in these nine lines from "Pauline". In the t\\TO 

verses above that i have underlined Browning has included the 

funda.mental ideas of a whole chapter in Kant's long "Critique 

o.r Pure Reason". "Pauline" vias v~rltten in 1833; translations 

of Kant had appeared as early as 1819; may we not, then, 

assume with some confidence that the omnivorous reader, 

Browning, was famil-i ar vrt th the maln tenets of Kant's 

7 celebrated treat~se. 



A conscious self, then, is the essential factor to 

all kno\~ledge a.nd expe.rience. The "ego", too, it is scarcely 

necessary to point out, is a prerequ,isi te to any adequate 

beltef in immortality whatsoever. If there be no soul or 

self, there cen be no sound beltef or hope of personal 

iITlL~ortality. It was only natural, then, that the next great 

problem which Kant discussed should have been the question of 

this very immortal i_ ty of the soul. .And the stI'-lk" ng stmtlar-

j. ty between Br.o\~ning I s bel t ef ~ n i.mmort al:t ty and that set ou.t 

by Kant 1s, also, h~ghly suggesttve. These two theories are 

clearly too closely allied for thi.s str~_k'lng s".mllar~ ty to be 

attributed to coinci.dence arts~ng "from the purely creat"'ve 

impulse ft of each rising to meet the thought of the other. 

And I am inclined to doubt, therefore, that if Brown-i.ng "had 

Ii ved earlier, he might ha.ve foresta.lled t'Kant's" celebrated 

proof of irrunortal1. ty • 

Let us look more carefully, therefore, into thts 

doctrine of Kant concerning the immortality of the soul. 

Briefly, the theory is as follows. We are co~~anded to 

attain ~el:~fect·l.on; perfecti. on cannot be attai ned -tn this Ilfe 

therefore there must be a 1 i.fe to come in wh~ ch the pursu.1- t 

of perfect~- on is conti nueo. eternally. Let me qu.ote a passage 

from Kant's"Critique of Practical Reason" Book II, Chapter II, 

section 4, to illustrate my po~nt more fully. tfThe perfect 

harmony of the will with the moral law ~s hol~ness, a per­

fection of which no rational be-tng exi.st~.ng in a world of 

sense is capable at any moment of his l~fe. Yet holiness 



is demanded as practlcally necessary, and_ it c·an be found 

only in an infinite progress tov\Tards perfect harmony w-tth 

17. 

the moral law.... Now tills infinite progress is Pos;3~ble 

only if we presuppose that the existence of a rational being 

is prolonged to infinity, and that he retains his personaltty 

for all time. This is v~hat we mean by the ~_mmortal~.ty of 

the soul." In other 'words we are comJnanded to attain the 

unattai.nable. That perfect"lon is essentially unattai.nable 

in this li.fe or the hereafter is the basts of any true theory 

of immertali ty, Self -consc~_ eus It fe i s eternal 1 ~ fe • If the 

eternal struggle after self-perfect1on ts not the bas1s of 

~·onsctous llfe, then the whole u.ntverse -; s lrrat i onal. ~Yhy 

the futile struggle after an unattalnable -tdeal, i_f as~piration 

is to be cut off at death? The re·a.l sd.gnificance· of Kant's 

proof of immortali ty cannot be ower emphasi zed. Its 1nfluenc'e 

on the whole world of modern thought has been profound. All 

poets-, it is true, have sung the "credo" of imrnortali ty; but 

their songs have been cries of longing and of consequent 

expectation; and it is only in modern times that poets have 

attempted to found this hope on a definite ph~_losophi_cal 

basis; and of all these poets in modern Engltsh verse, 

Browning is the most obvlous. Conscience, always a major 

force in philosophy, demands perfect rectltude, even our 

lower demands require sat~ sfact~ on. I would "be all, have, 

see, know, taste, feel all - and I should thus have been 
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though gifted lower than the meanest soul". Even the 

boot black has a "so\ll f~.r other than hls stomach" and 

would seek higher satisfaction, hi-gher aspira.tions than his 

bodily comforts. (1) In art, in science, and, ln fact, in 

all phases of conscious existence we find that poignant 
. 

yearning or demand for perfect proof with the mathematical 

precision of 2 + 2 :;. 4 or the perfectton of Giotto fS "0". 

~Je need very Ilttle quotat'ion to show that thi.s is essentlally 

the foundation of Brown1_ng's buoyant belief ~ n inunortal ~ t'Y'~ 

And whether we take the s1.mple or the abstruse poems, 

Brown-t.ng's theIne of immortal'tt}T ts essent~ally the same; ~_n 

his first poem and in h~.s last we fi.nd that same note of 

aspiration and ambt tion restlessly struggl i.ng ~there and 

here" Brownlng even takes the despa.~ rtng cry of a "VJerther" 

in the age of 't,~el tschmerz~ a.nd ttlrns hi_ s despond,' wail into an 

expression of belief in a higher perfection. I~WD:l"Tlg -t,:ak;es 

,'bli-e ~1aao:_~ (}e:t=lMen ~~ .. ela.~r, 9u:t Qaw a:tf'f-e-re11t, ,~i~, 

~ ~.llWib_l4ifa.j The German w}.ll ask, "what is the explanation 

of the tragic course of so many lives on which nature seems so 

bountifully to have bestowed her gifts? They were amply equtpt 

for the battle of life, yet failed utterly, their hearts be-

coming filled wi th 8. pess-tmisttc scorn of all huma.n extstence. 

Goethe's terse but somevvhat lnadequate answer' 1.8 "They are 

problematical characters, who are never equal to the si.tuation 

in which they are placed, and whom no si.tu.a.tlon satisftes. 

(1) vide "Everlasting Yea" 
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Therefore arises the terr~ble confl~ct that consumes the1 1 

lives without happiness". The anSlf1er -tn Brown~ng's 

language would probably ha.ve been, "Yes! the s-ttuatton ts 

indeed beyond thelr capabillties. Therefore ari~ses the 

ter'rible conflict which they carryon wi th an eternal h~ope 

for happiness, satisfied that they are doing their utmost 

to cope with their circu~mstances on this earth!" And so, 

may we not say, we find Browning correcting the dispondent 

tendency which the German Trtlll$..uendent'al-:}·11ove:me:n.t ~·ta,ok -i'rom a.n 

impetus given to it by Kant, by apply-i.ng r~.ghtly Kant's 

central doctrine of the eternal struggle in everlast~ng 

time towards perfect~on tn an ~mperfect world. 

Browning was not, however, the only literary gentus 

to introduce these doctri nes of German ph"' losophy i.nto 

England. As I ment1oned_ before, Carlyle l.n 1833 also 

published "Slartor Resartus". In this great work, too, we 

find that eternal command to attain perfectlon, that restless 

dissatisfaction with the i.mperfecti_ons of thts v~orld. One 

short passage from the "Everlasting Yea" will, I think amply 

illustrate my point. 

"Man's unhappiness. a.s I construe it, comes of his 

greatness; it ts becau.se there ts an Infinite in hlm. whtch 

with all his cunning he cannot quite bury under the finite. 

'Tr~i 11 the whole, Fi nance Mi_ni sters a.nd upholsterers a.nd 

confectl_ oners of m,odern Europe undertake, tn joi. nt-stock 

company, to mak.e··: one shoeblack HAPPY? They cannot accompl~.sh 



it, above an hour or two: for the shoeblack also has a soul 

quite other than his stomach: and Vliould require, if you 

consider it, for his permanent sati_sfaction and saturat~.on 

simply this allotment, no more, and no less: GOd's infln~_te 

Universe altogether to himself, therein to enjoy infintt~ly, 

and fill every wish as fast as it rose ••••• Try him with half 

of a universe, of an Omnipotence, he sets to qua rrelling with 

the proprietor of the other half, and declares h~mself the 

most maltreated of men. - Always tl1ere i.s a black spot In our 

sunshine; it i.8, even as I said., the Shadows of Ourselves." 

Could we ever ftnd a finer expression of the "dlv-l.ne 

dlscontent" on which a.n optlmism for the ult"'mate perfection 

of human~ty could be founded? I hardly think so. 

here that Carlyle, too, had h~.s n~~!erthern per-lod, his s~tB.ge 

o£"doubt and denial" wtth the despondent outlook on a. world 

where the "loathsomeness of rotten lnst~tut"onS and the 

"reellng frenzy of the ungulded multi. tude" were left i.n utter 

darkness. This spirit, sha.ll we call It, mental agony~ soon 

passed, we find him looking on the ugly terrible times with 
t 

a hope for reformation towards the good. Here, too, we find 

the gre at doctrine of the "ego" reflected. "Each 'I f s.~ands . 

in the middle of his own world, each measures up and down, 

fore and aft, from where he stands, each has his own blue 

dome and his own horizon." Could 11e find a. better, i.f I 

ma.y call it, translation of the ideas of Kant's ph-T_losophy 

into Eng11sh than th4 s] And ~rith h~.s great bel~.ef ~n force 

and the will of the indivldual and the race he comes to the 



conclusion that "This world is built, not on jargon and 

falsehood t bv .. t OIl Truth a.nd r~ec:.son. TT In fine, there is no 

need to re:-.:w,rl: on Carlyle's indebtedness to the German move­

ment. ~~~~ha t t then t may be said a bout Ca.rlyle' s influerlce on 

BrowTling? It is a \vell krlO\Vn f8.ct of ·biogr[~phy that Car·lyle 

and Ero\ming 1lere intoim~lte fi.°'iends after 1840., and the proba­

bility of Browning having many conversations on the subject of 

the German Transcendental I\Iovement in ;l;ngla.nd \lfJi th Carlyle may 

be tE.ken for grante d. The ir friend ship ~y not, however, 

have be5~ so late in the lives of each as this. There is 

a. picture BClue tre,Q i tion tllU t rema ins the t Thoma.s Carlyle, 

riding out upon one of his solitary 38.1101's necessit2.ted 

by his pllysical sufferings \l1u8 steppe d bJ''P one whom 11e 

described as a strangely beautiful youth, who poured out to 

him without preface or epology 11is admiration for tlle Great 

philosopher's works. (1) Vihatever m!l~l be the i'oundation for 

this let;end, thel'e re;~1£lins the latent probability that Erownirlg 

may have been faIrliliaI t :\'=Ji th the Ylorks ·of Carlyle in his earlier 

days t b.nd may eve11 ha.ve derived ~ny of the ide8.s for his 

es..rlier poems frOrJl llis knowledge of this gre~:ot English exponent 

of the 'jerman p}lilosophical co.nd li tera.ry movement. 

All truly great philosophical inspiretions have 

had their expression &t one time or enother in the genius 

of poetry. Indeed all philosophy itself, in those illoments 

of divine inspiration when it rises ~o the sublime heishts 

( 1) VJilliam ~~harp' s nLife of Bro\1vning". 



of truth, takes on the fervor and enthusl ssm o f·- poetic 

expression. How easy it ts, then, for the poet to grasp 

these great flashes of imaginative insight and translate 
Q., 

them into passages of poetlc beuty, unsurpassed tn all 
f\ 

2 0 
""'" . 

literature 0 This 1_8 exactly what did happen. "\~!erthern 

represents Goethe struggl{ng, with the romant~c restlessness, 

the tempermental Goethe struggl ~_ng wi_ th that movement ~-n its 

philosophic phrases. The nS~artor Resartus" ~_s the express i on 

of Thomas Carlyle, the man of moods and storm, struggl~ng w~th 

the same problem. The Elements of 1~reltsehmerz are obvious 

enough in both. A superf~ c i a1 read~_ng of Brown~ ng, on the 

other hand, might lead us to arr~ve at the conclus~on that 

he was naturally of far too buoyant a temper to be touched 

But let anyone 
,'y. l' ,- \\ 

read' Pauline or Pn.racelsus and this easy tileory of BrO\\T11-tng's 

optimism will be somewhat mOdified. Indeed the main characters 

in each of these two poems are essen~ially of the same type as 
,"-

'VTerther a.nd Teufelsdroeckh. The dornl),ant undertone of each 

" character is a dissatlsfact-ton wtth the lNorld, a painful complalnt 

at the misery and woe of human Itfe in the imperfect and va~nly 
JJ ./1 'JI /I f( if 

struggling uni verse. In Pauline, Pt~race'lsus and 'Sardello we 

see exhibited the fai.lure of human~.ty i.n an attempt to mani-

fest the infln"tte scope of their amb;_ t~- on or to real ~ se the 

infinite energy of thetr wtll. 

At th~- s pol.nt, then, we m~. ght well ask the quest~ on 

what are the fundamental concepts and elements of Brown~ngts 

poetry? In broad outline we may say that there are three baste 
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doctrines to be found in all his works; ftrst, tllere is 

the doctrine of personality, the eterna.l ego, the Ifr am I"; 

next we will fi..nd a profound plea for lmmortallty; and lastly, 

an optlmism tl1.at reached tl1.e h~-ghest Itm~_ts of Romantlci.sm. 

Perhaps tlle most striking example tha.-t VJe f~ nd in all 

I-t_ terature of trle theory of personal ~ ty ; ~ the pers~ stent 

determ~-ned cry, tllrough all the stunm and Drang per~ od of 

Pa.uline and Ponacelsus. of the 'tndoffil_nable unquenchable 

"I am made up of intensest life". In"Rabb1 Ben Ezranwe have 

as a later example the emphas-ls on personality and personal 

achievement, the power of personality to overcome the spir~t 

of pain and death. Hovv much of th~- s essentt al doctrtne dld 

he OVJe to the restless German Trans-cende;nt~11ism. 

To gi ve examples of Browning 1 s bel~ef in Irnmortal.i ty 

would be to trace already hackneyed examples. His whole works 

a.bound in alluslons to the lnfin~_te progress, the cry to 

"strive on, there as here". Browning lived in a Transcend-

ental era, tIll s much ~- S obvi DUS. How much, then c an we f a~_ rly 
t 

est1.mate that Brownlllg was ~-nfluenced by th~ s movement? In 

"Old Pictures in Florence"and many other:-~ poems he gives ex-

pression to this eternal transcendtal thoery of Immortal~ty 

as laid down by Kant. Here we f~nd echoed and reechoed the 

great cry that there is a vast gulf f~.xed i_n human 1 ~ fe 

between our clear powers to conceive perfectton and our 
complete 

pathetic powers to achleve it. ~!hy di d Giotto fa'tl to/his 

Campanile? vVhy do we see in Greek art that eVlclence of 

perfection \IIJhich we would be but cannot be? Browning's theory 



of personality, his unbounded faitl"2. in immol"tt~lity c:nd 

his buoyant Romantio optimism are ~11 held in COlTImon with 

the German movement. That 23ro\\ning and KPnt built their 

philosophy upon the same foundations is obvious. How far t 

therefore 9 ure we entitled, in a ·critia~l way, to attribute 

24. 

tIle se basic priIlciples in the English Poet' 8' philosophy to 

the~.~erman 7ranscendental :'~ovementt which betSon with ==ant and 

\vhich reE:ched its zenith during the 5""ener[~tion tha.t im.mediately 

preceded. =~rowning? Tha.t is the I',rinciple proble~n of this 

essay. 
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CHAPrER I 

PHILOSOPHY AND POETRY 

"The admirers of Browntng al; ke make hi_m out to be 

a pedant rather than a poet. The only difference between 

the Bro1Nningi te and the antt -Brown~-ng~- te, 'l s that the second 

says he was not a poet but a mere philosopher, and the f~rst 

says he was a philosopher and not a mere poet. The adm~rer 

disparages poetry in order' to exalt Browning; the opponent 

exalts poetry tn order to disparage Browning; and all the 

while Browning himself exalted poetry above all earthly 

th~ngs, served it with a single-hearted intensity, and stands 

among the rew poets who hardly wrote a. line of anyth-T_ng else ."( 1) 

This rrdsu.nderstanding, hO'wever, that has supposed Browni.ng 

to be other than poetical, because h~s form was often prose-

ful and abrupt, has usually art sen from an inadequate study 

of the bastc prl_nciples of both ph~losophy a.nd poet!~y. 

Before VJe c an proceed, therefore, to any adequ.ste study of 

Bro\vni_ng IS thought and h~. s express~ on of that thought, we 

must, it seems, l"i_.rst lnqu-lre ~nto the 'derin~te l.1mlts of 

both philosophy and poetry. '~!e must see whether they are to 

be held as mutually exclus-tve, each hold.lng -T.ts o'vn sphere of 

interest; or, whether they are not ,after all, complementary. 

Since the earli.est days when literature became a. 

critical art, all good wr~.t~.ng has been based on a true 

criticism of life in·all its ethical relations. 

(1) G.K.Chesterton: "Robert Browning", p. 17. 



Thus we find even i_n the earl ~ est Greek and 

Roman literary cr~tics th~s great rule of 1~ter8ry 
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execut lon, so aptly sugge sted by Horace 1_ n h ~_ s ff Ars Poeti can. 

Aut prodesse volunt aut delect2re poetae 

Aut simul et "incunda et i.donea d~ cere v~- tae. 

( A.P. 333-334) 

Indeed, Horace, when he compares the respective ~mporta.nce 

of philosophy and of dic~'lon in poetry, g"lves the preference 

to philosophy. The art of llterature with whlch he ls 

concerned is ·that of expressing right thoughts properly, 

peacefully and harmoniously wi th the wel.ght, force and 

energy of good versification. In a discussion, such as 

thls chapter includes, we must really never, therefore, 

lose sight of the fact that Horace, tl1.e gre atest l·t terary 

critic, perhaps, of all ttme, lays down the f~nal rule 

that good poet~c art must be at once 1nstruct~ve and 

pleasing. All poetry, to l~~e up to the standards of 

immortal verse) must be thoughtful as well as beaut~ful. 

That Browning never lost s~ght of th~s rule 18 well illus­

trated in the quotat i _ on, wh~ ch I have alre ady gi ven -tn 

my introd.uction, t11st he "never pretended to offer such 

literature as should be a subst~tute for a c~gar, or a 

game of dominoes, to an ldle man." The true poet appeals 

to reason as well as to the heart; for he not only can see 

the eternal truths, himself, but he is able to fulfil the 

highest .calling of the poet, ttlst of making men see t t for 

themselves 



"Por the worst of us to say that they have seen, 

~or the better, what It was they saw - the best 

Impart the gift of see-tng to the rest." 
(Sordello,Bk.III) 

On the other hand, ho\vever, ·we must not forget that 

a philosophy that is not ad_equately clothed ".n comprehens~ ble 

diction, will fall into the limbo of oblivion, or at best be 

recast by some patient d~.sc~_ple before l.t can attain to 

popular approval. To say that true philosophy must 'neglect 

the fineness of form and smoothness of language whl.ch is so 

essential to good poetry, is to stray widely from the mark. 

Philosophy can never be indifferent to that beauty of form 

a.nd music of speech wh~ch is the dist"tngulshlng feature of 

poetry. Thought and its adequate expressi.on are as insepar---
a.ble in philosophic di scou.rse as ~ n poet-1c art. Poetry is 

but the idealised and monumental utterance of our deepest 

and most profound human thought; and tru.e ph-llosophy 1. S 

always to be found in fine art. It is true, no doubt, that 

poets teach by apt metaphor or ~ llu.strat1. on, by h~. nts and 

parables, but t1:1ese are the mere forms of thought and not 

thought itself. And it is only when the subl~me regtons of 

pure thought are viewed tl1rough the eyes of the art~. sti.c poet, 

that sense and reason interpenetrate and offer the highest 

interpretation of Itfe. At these great moments of inspir-

ation we are shown the truth so vividly and simply that we 

are very unwilling to make art and philosophy mutually 

exclusive. We might well, then, ask the question with 



Mr. santayana, ftC an ~. t be ac·c i dental that the most 

adequate and probably the most lasting expos!t~on •••• of 

philosophy should have been made by poets? Are poets, at 

heart, in search of philosophy? Or 1'8 ph~_losophy, in the 

end, nothing but poetry?" (1) 

We may, I think, leave out of account the pos~tion 

of the old transcendental doct!~ine, that poetry must be 

sensuous and passionate, leaving it to philosophy to deal 

with the naked abstractions of tntellect. Philosophy is 

an attempt to give a rational explanatton of the unlverse 

and all that it contains. Art§ therefore~ attempt~ng as it 

does to an interpretat-ton or representat~ on of the un~.verse, 

must make use of certain explanatlons set forth tn ph~lo-

sophical princl.ples. It is true that where ph~losophy 

beco,mes a speculative invest~_ga.ti on i.nto§ or rea.son~.ng upon, 

the ul timate trlttrl of the world and human ex i stence -1 n the 

world., there is Ii. ttle 1- n ph-i.losophy that c an be adapted to 

poetic expression. No one for a moment would suggest that 

Kant's "Critique of Pure Reason" is poetic. Yet Kant's 

vision of philosophy is always sublime. The order it reveals 

in the world is something beautiful, tragic and sympathetic 
,\ p 

to the human mind, just what every poet 1.8 trylng to catch. 

In philosoph:T itself, investigatlon and reason1.ng 

are only preparatory parts, mere means, that • IS. to an end. 

In a philosophic treatise these necessary foundat-tons are 

at best ted i aus and uni.nteeesti.ng, the rough paths that must 

( 1) George Santayana: "Three Ph-t losophi. ca.l Poets ff • 



be travelled up the mounta~ns sl_de before the beauttfu.l 

flash of clear landscape is revealed at the su~wt. rnen 

poetry, therefore, is Itnked with this arduous task it 

sometimes becomes artificial and only, with bad grace, 

conforms to the necessities of bare me·trieal effect. Let 

us take~ for example~ Browning's three lat~r peems, 

"Ferishtah's Fancies", nParleyings with C'ertain People", 

and uRed lotton ~ightcap Country". In these poems his 

artistic instinct seems only for the adornment of doctr~nes 

derived, alrea.dy, from a. metaphys~cal repository. H"l s art 

is no longer free, no longer has ~ts own end to serve~ but 

is coerced into an alien serv~ce; ~t has become argumentat~ve, 

discurs1_ve and purely metaphyslcal. It has ceased to be 

creatl ve. YIhen Brown"tng tumbles i.nto these metaphys~ cal 

quagmires and trtes to extr~cate h~mself, he leaves hts art 

far behind to drag itself slowly to the he~ghts of insp~ration. 

This long and arduous trail of d~.scourse and dissertatj~on, 

however, nearly always terminates tn a flash of imagtnative 

insight, to vvh~_ch, in the real sense of the 'word, the seeker 

after truth ultimately arrives. This ts true poetry. Here 

the poet may look with a clear and steady contemplat~on at 

all things in the~r order and worth. Such a contemplat~on 

must necessarily be transcendental and imag~nat~ve; and a 

ph-1_1osopher 'who has attai_ned ~ t by the force of h~ s ere at.! ve 

imagination, is, for the moment, a poet; and the poet who 

turns his practtcal and pass~_onate -tmag~ nat~ on th~ ther. ~ s 

for the moment, a ph~losopher. Are we justified then, 
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speaking of the philosophy ofa poet? Yes! I think we 

m~y well agree with Coleridge that "no man was ever yet a 

great poet wtnhout be"tng at the same t-tme a great philosopher." 

Is Browning, then, a great poet as def~ned by 

C oler~" dge? It is obv~_ous that he offers a. theory of humanity, 

estimated and exarLl~ned from ~ ts ph~losophl,cal foundat~ ons and 

presuppos~"tions. Bro'vn~ ng, too, ~ould wri te a· "Cr~ ti.que of 

~ure Reason". He offers a deftnite theory to wh~ch he clalms 

attention, not only on account of the poet~c beauty that may 
, 

lie in it, but on the ground, too, that tt ~s a true tnter-

pretation and exposi_t"lon of tl1.e true nature of humanlty. 

Indeed, Browning's place will always be with the great tnter-

pretators of life, with. the poets who use their art to express 

the shine and shade of life's tragic comedy - to whom the base, 

the trivial, the frivolous, the grotesque, the absurd seem 

worth representing along with the pure, the noble and the 

subltme, since all these elements are human •.•• H~s great 

contrtbuti_on to 1i_ teratllre is seen in the profound and subtle 

interpretation of human life. (1) Brown~ng, too, would bu~ld 

hl s system of ph ~"losophy and bu i Id ~ t \vell. H~- s power of 

d_elineating all human pass~ on ~.s, therefore, invar~ ably sus-

tained by the most profound ph~losoph~cal thought and ;ns~ght. 

Indeed Browntng represents, perhaps, the most advanced, l~beral, 

logical and ph~losophtcal theory of the n~neteenth century. 

"Nil hurnanum a me alienuJil puta". L-r.ke 3acon, he has taken 

( 1) Fhe Ips: "Browni ng, How to Iillow Hiln". p. 68. 
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all knowledge for his province. If Of all the poets, U 

wrote Milsand i_n 'Le Revue des deux Mondes t, "he is the 

t b 1 f ~ h t i f th 1 · ; mas c apa e 0 surrum ng up tJ. e C oncep _ ens 0 e re 1. g-- on, 

the ethics, and the theorettcal knowledge of our pertod, 1n 

forms whtch embody the beauty proper to such abstract~- ons .. fT( a) 

Hts work is replete wlth r-r_ne drawn concl.u~~ ons and conv~ ct1_ons 

upon ph~_losophic problems and -Tdeas. They ar.e not mere frag-

ments of some metaphys~cal trad~t~on. The w~de range of his 

illustratton, the Protean, if I may call it, many s~dedness 

of hfs poetic.prof~s~on a.re typ~ca1 of all ph-t1osoph~ca1 

thinking whether in prose or verse. No where, for example, 

than in even some of his shorter poems can we f~nd a better 

illustration of this comb; nation of opttmi.st-tc outlook on 

human destiny coupled with a crittcal philosophic belief in 

inunortality. 

In Browning, then, V'/e re ali se the synthesl s of the 

poetry and philosophy that lead to communion with the universe 

of the finite and tnfinite. The purpose of poetry is to 

reveal the sp~r~t of humantty in all its asp1.ratlons, hopes 

and joys, pel"'haps, too, t ts sorrows; ph~.losophy has ~_ ts bas 1_ C 

aim in sea.rching with1.n the l~lmits of human reason for a union 

with the infinite; poetry is concrete, ph~losophy abstract; 

the one real, the other ~_deal; and tn Browni.ng we f~-nd both. 
~ 

In his works we f"lnd the phi.losophy that offers a thoery of 

human destipy coupled wl th a poetic lntul t~. on of 1 ~ fe in 

all its fulness and ideal harmony. For example, what more 

beautiful expression in concrete form, of the pass"lonate 

(1) Griffin and Minchin: "Life of Robert Browninglf, p. 183. 



long1.ng of hurnanity after l"lfe and lnllnortal-1ty, can we 

find than in f1~velyn Hope" 

So, hush, - I will give you th~-s leaf to keep -

See, I shut it inside the sweet cold hand. 

There, that is our secret! go to sleep; 

You will wake, and remember, and un~erstand. 

Or perhaps a more striking example could be found In the 

passionate moraltsing of Andrea del Sarto, the perfect 
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paint~r, amid the sord~ d. cl rcumstances and bi_tter d~ sappo~_nt-

ments of his own life, tn search of that perfect~on of life 

which can only be hoped for ~_n the 1 ~ fe to come. 

In heaven, perhaps, new chances, one more chance -

Four great walls in the new Jerusalem, 

Meted on each s~ de by the angel<.'s reed, 

For Leonard, Raph~el, Agnolo and me. 

what finer examples, indeed than these, could we have of the 

end of all true poetry and phtlosophy? Is not poetry, indeed, 

always a synthesis of the true and beauttful? Indeed, is not 

what men call goodness just a synthests of the true and the 

beauttful made real in human lives, and all true poetry, 

therefore, an express~on of that goodness? If so, no poet 
-thlt')l 13yo&u ~/;r"t, (I 

who has ever lived, undertook more consc~ ent ~ ously" to effect 

this synthesls. That much, at least, ~s clear. 

Thought5 what they mean by verse and seek 

Boys seek for ~_mages and melody 

Men must have reason - so you a~m at men! 

• in verse 

(Transcendental~sm) 
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Brov~ning htlnself by rldicul-Tng the young poet 

who will give to men "naked thought, good true, treasonable 

stuff, solid matter, w"lthout ilnaginatton, imagery or emotion," 

shoV/S hOVI necessary is this union of· beauty and thought. 

Indeed that Browning realised fully the benefit~ to be 

derived from coupling poetry with phtlosophy can be eastly 

gathered from all his vvri_t~_ngs. He wrote, for example, to 

Professor Knight of St. Andl~e\lvs in 1889 thus:- nIt is 

certa~_ nly the rl_ ght 'order of thi ngs : Phi 1 osophy f~ rst, and 

Poetr'y which is its h~-ghest outcome, afterwards - and much 

harm can be done by reverstng the natural process. How 

capable you are of doing just~ce to the h~ghest ph~losophy 

embodied in poetry, your various stud~.es •.•..•.... prove 

abundantly". (1) 

In reviewing, however, what I have said on the sllbject 

of poetry and philosophy we must never lose s-i.ght of the fact 

that ultimately a poet's work will be essenttally determined 

by his abiltty to write poetry, to give adequate expression 

to his emottons, passions, feelings, thoughts or what ever 

may be the subject of his verse. "It is with presentment 

that the arti st has , fundamentally, to concern hlmse If • If 

he cannot present "'poetically , then he ~ s not, -1_n effect, 

a poet, though he may be a poet~c th~nker, or a great 

philosopher. Brownl ng '3 emi. nence ~ s not be cause of h -t s 

detacl1.ment from what SOlneone has fool ~- shly called "the mere 

( 1) Mrs. Su therl and Orr, "Robert Brown~ 11g", p. 54_ 
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handiwork, the furn~sher's bus~ness, of the pqet. It is 

the delight of the true art~_ st that the product of h~ 9 

talent should be wrought to a high technlque equally by the 

shaping brain and the dextrous hand~ Browning ~s great because 

of his formative energy: because despite the excess of burnl_ng 

and compulsive thought. 

Thoughts swarm thro' the myrl ad-ch8.!Ltbered brain 

Like multitudes of bees i'the numerous cells, 

Each staggering 'neath the undel~vered fre~ght. 

he strtkes from the form of words an electrtc flash so 

transcendentally illuminat~ve that wha.t ts commonpla.ce 

becomes rad~ ant w~lth that l~ ght wh~ ch dwells not ~n nature, 

but only in the v~s~on~ng eye of man.(l) Bro'wn-1 ng cared 

more for form, perhaps, than any other poet ~n the Engl~sh 

language. "People accuse me of not taki ng pal_ns!" he says 

himself, "r take nothing but pa~ns!rt (2) He always finlshed 

his work very carefully and was always consc~ous of the 

conscientious labor which had to be devoted to the form of 

He was always weavtng and modelling and in-

venting new forms. He was never merely content to use old 

forms to express his new tdeas, to use old skins for new wine; 

but rather, on the other hand, no sooner had he a new idea 

than he turned to make a new form for tts express~on. 

So I will sing on - fast as the fanctes come 

Rudely - the verse being as the mood ~t pa~nts. 
( Paul ~ ne) . 

( 1) VJm. Sharp: nLi~e of Robert Brown~- ng", p. 55. 
( 2) Mrs. Sutherland Orr: "1.J-1_ fe of Robert Brown~ ng", p. 553. 



3£. 

CHAPTER II 

LUCRETiUS 

It is a far cry from Brownlng to IJucretlus. Lucretius 

was a materialtst a.nd Bro'Vll'Iling an ~dealist; Lucretius wrote 

in pollshed and ri-gid Latin hexameters, Brown~ng ~n rugged 

modern Eng11sh free verse. Both, howevertJ were phllosophical 

poets: each one of them, indeed, perhaps~the most consc~ous 

metaphystcal poet of his own t~me. Real metaphys~cal poets 

are not as numerous a.s we somet~mes are led to th~nk. r,Jlr. 

santayana includes Dante among the ph~-losoph~ cal poets but 

this classificati.on seems d~stinctly doubtful, "'en Goethe's 

claims to be a philosophical poet are open to quest-lon, Goethe 

himself says over and over agai.n that his mi_nd ViBS not cast 6n 

a metaphysical mold. It may not, therefore, 1 suggest, be 

going too far to say that Lucretius and Browning are perhaps 

the tVIO most deliberately metaphysical poets in Ij-terature. 

It will not be out of place, then, I think, to compare at this 

point the manner in which each of these two poets attempted to 

clothe tl1eir philosophtcal concepts in the forms of fi_ne poetry. 

\Vh-a+r-may be sald of Brown~ng as an or-T.gi_nator of verse 

and an inventor of new ~deas may equally be sa~d of the great 

Roman poet Lucret~us, nearly two thousand years before Brown~ng's 

time. 

deinde quod obscurs de re tam luc~da pango 

carmine, musseo contingans cuncta ~epore 

--------------- volui tlbe sauviloquenti 

carmine P"lerio rat-t.onem exponere nostram 

et quasi musaeo dulce contingere melle, 



si tlbi forte an~mam tali rat~one tenere 

versibus in nostris possem. (1) 

Thus at the very outset of h-1_ s poem Lucre t ~- us v{ould have us 

know that he has a ph"llosophy of l-ifeand of human dest~ny 

to expound, and that he intends to make hts otherwise dry 

discourse pleasant, as well as instructive, by overlaying it 

with the pleasant honey of: verse which he will take from the 

bloonling haunts that have never as yet been trodden by the 

foot of man. He realises that his doctrines must be beauti-

fully c'lothed in fine poetic garments if they aretto f~-nd the 1_r 

fulles t and most satlsfactory utterance in human language. 

To Lucretius, ho,!ever, the truth of hls phl_losophy was all­

important; and to thi.s the graces of h~-s poetry were usually 

made subord~nate. But the tru.th or falsehood of h~-s ph~losophy 

has exceedingly l~"ttle concern for the purposes of this thesis; 

my main object ls to ~-llustrate hOll far ph-11osophv a.t all can 

find an adequate vehicle of express-T_on 'in the bea.ut~es and 

graces of poetlcal .composit1.on. 

A cri tical study of both Lucretius and Brown~-ng each 

in relation to his own times, will, I think, reveal a certain 

similarity in their methods. As in each a~e the noat could 

scarcely be an inventor of a new philosophy, both Lucret:us 

and Browning could hardly help adopting one of the systems in 

vogue at their t"tme, or at least correlat-tng the most compattble 

o_octrines of their tlmes vrtth the part~-cular bel~efs theyenter-

tained or cherished. "If Lucretius der~"ved hi s ph~ losophy from 

(1) De Rerum Natura: Bk 1, 933-4, 945-49 
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the prevailing material~sm of the 1st Century ~.C., we 

may venture to suggest the more that Brown~ng der~ved his 

philosophy from the preva~_llng ldeali_sm of the 18th Cent1j.ry 

A.D. The true prophet is always the prophet of hls own 

day and generatton, the interpretet and volee of his own 

time. But the voice of the prophet is not .usually heard 

at first with applause; and so we find that both Lucretius 

and Browning had to wait for some time before the full force 

of their philosophy vias understood and appreei. ated. 

For the promulgation of his philosophv Lucretius 

possessed in a high degree the two qual~.ties wi.th whiCh a. 

true poet can ill d~spense, the power of clear concept~on 

and the a.bility to express these concepts ~n v~_vi.d. lmagery_ 

By a succession of str~ktng lmages and compar~sons drawn from 

the world of phenomena he was able to ~mpress the truth of 

h~s doctr~nes on h~s readers. 

dumtaxat rerum magnarum parva potest res 

exemplare dare et vest~gia not~tiae. (1) 

Indeed, at no place does·Lucretius rlse to h~.gher he~.ghts 

of grandeur, sublimity and varted beauty, than tn those 

pa.ssages vvhere he g~.ves some apt metaphor or i-llustration 

intended to~clarify vividly in terms of lmagery w:Q.a.t would 

otherwise be a somewhat obscure metaphysi.cal concept. There 

are times, it is true, when he becomes far too techn~cal for 

the.)poet, and at other times, also~ when he becomes too 

inaccurate fort-the ph'-losopher. But what has been sa~ d of 

( 1) "De Rerum Natura" Bk. IV pp. 123-4. 



Browning in the introducti.on ma.y be said also of 1ucret~.us, 

that those parts of'1118 poetry wh~.ch are a.t best but verses 

which conform to metrical rule, a~e not necessartly those 

parts which embody his main philosophical tenets. On the 

other hand, also, as w!. th Bro'wning, his nlost striktng vio­

lations of the la\\s of constructlon ver~y often prod_uce very 

fine and harmonious effects. 

39. 

Thou.gh Luc:ret~u.s, came Rt a 1lery unfavor~(ible perriod 

in the history of both phtlosophy and poetry, and was hence 

gtven Ij-ttle recogn~_t-lon duri.ng the decl~n~ng years( of the 

Roman Empj. re or the w..~ ddle Ages. h~ s influence has been pro­

found "in both ph'ilosophy a nd l.! terature s~ nee the ft ... ugustan 

Period in European verse. No scholar. therefore. who can 

claim the knowled.ge of class; cs vv~th vvh~ ch Bro'JI{n~ ng is 

credi ted could, In .hi s day, have afforde(i to neglect Lucret~ u.s. 

Then, too, when we cons-ider that Lucretlus was perhaps the 

real foundation stone'"'for the trend of rna terialisti.c philosophy 

that was so highly developed during these very years of 

Bro'wning's l:tfe; that NeV'lton in his "Prlnc1.pia", tha.t Darwin 

in his "Origin of Species" and many other thinkers too numerous 

to mention, incorporated bodily whole passages from Lucretius 

into their own treatises, we ma~ well be fatrly sure that 

Browning must have had some acquai.ntance vltth Lucret-1us. 

And indeed there are many passages in Browntng's works that 

remind us strongly of Lucreti.us. T·et us exam~ ne a few examples. 



Why where's the need of temples, when the walls 

of the earth are that? 
(Death in the Desert) 

I saw the old boundary and wall of the world 

( Pomp1.1 t a 1546) 
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Are not these two quotatj-ons very stmilar t·o the followi.ng 

passage from Lucretius: 

"flammantia moen'iB. mundi" 

Or again, let us exam~ne another verse from Brown~ng 

fla.ws 

Whereby the wily vapour fa\n would slip 

Back and rejoin 'its source before the t~me. 

(An Epl stle) 

Can we not find a parallel structure in the following lines 

from Lucretius? 

Atall.e a nimai 

d~.ffug.~ant·~.1 partes per caulas corporis ornnls 

(Bk. III 254-5) 

Or as a final suggestion let us compare a verse from 

"Abt Vogler" to some lines from the De Rerum Natura, 

Would that the structure brave, the man~fold 

music r build, 

Bidding my organ obey, call~ng -tts keys to their v{ork:, 

Claiming each ,slave of the sound, at a touch 

as when Solomon wtlled 
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Arm~.es of angels that soar, legtons of demons 

that lurk 

Man, brute, rept~le, fly - al~en of end and of a~m 

Adverse, each 'from the othe:r he even h~ gh, 

hell deep removed -

Should rush into sight at once as, he named the 

ineffa. ble name, 

And pile,d him a palace straight, to pleasure 

the princess he loved. 

Here Brovlning's "Solomon willed", ·tmplytng the doctrl.ne that 

when intense des i, re produ.ces wi 11, wi.ll d.evelops force and 

force develops matter, is comparable to Lucret~us f descr~ pt~,on 

of the soul atoms whereby the w-tll bY.~ts act-1on tra.nsm~ts 

power through the body and resul ts ~ n act". on 

Ut vtdeas i.nltum motus a corde crearl 

ex anim..tque voluntate "ld procedere pr~mum 

inde dari porro per tatum corpus et artus. (1) 

Browning and his wife were very conversant wtth the works of 

Lucretius during thetr happy fifteen years of life in Italy. 

indeed we have one of the finest eulogies of Lucretius from 

Mrs. Browning's own pen 

Lucretius - nobler than his mood: 

Vllio dropped his plummet down the broad 

Deep untvel~se, and s8ld "No GOd", 

(1) C.P. DeRerum Natura, Book II, lines a"60-Z88 for a full 
explanation. 



Finding no bottom: he denied 

Divinely the divine and died 

Chief poet on the Tiber side 

By Grace of God! his face is stern 

As one compelled, tn sp~te of scorn 

To teach a truth he could not learn 

(fl. Vts10n of Poets) 

In these lines Mrs. Brovvn~ng has caught subti ,1J. .. Y the very 
,,~_.: •• _ ..... i:"""I4.,..·~ "'t-, 
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essence of Lucretlus as poet and ph~losopher. In hl. s ul t~. mate 

purpose Lucretlus was a.ttempt~ng to preach a doctr~ ne V'Jh~ ch he 

himself could not accept. H1s love of hwnanity would not 

permtt him to forsee only a hopeless end to consc~ousness 

in bodily decay, and it i_s in h-ts hi.gher moods, when he rlses 

from the slough of Epicurean matertalism that he utters his 

grandest thoughts on humanity in incomparable verse. ~.TIen 

he forgets his aim and his heart overrules his mInd, Lucretius 

approaches to that inspiring and confident joy of I1fe and 

hope for the future that is so characterist~c of all Browning's 

optimistic verse. As Mr. George Santayana aptly states ~t. 

"Lucretius was a mater1.altst in natural philosophy and e. 

humanist in ethi_cs • • • • • • he ~s the reassert~on of science 

and liberty in the modern world, the whole contemporary school 

that looks to sc~_ence for its v"'-ew of the facts, a.nd to the 

happ-tness of man on earth for i ts ~-deal ~ (1) That th~ts ts 

the very basts of Brownlng's ph~losophy of human desttny 

(1) George santayana., "Three Ph~.losoph~ cal Poets". p. 4. 



scarcely needs comment. Browning realises the law, the 

order and the power that lie¥ outs~.de him. He rea1 1 ses, 
i 

too, that his own phys~-ca.l nature· must pay obed~.ence to 

their power or suffer ~n a logtcsl and mathemat~cal way 

the consequences of breaklng the levIs of nature. l,~ ke 

Lucretius, too, Brown1ng has seen that there i_s someth~ng 

within man whtch does not exactly tally w~th the law and 
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order outside h~.m, and th-1 s someth~.ng ~. s the power of self­

determinati-on or what Lucret~-us more aptly calls free-w"lll. 

HO\-J, then, does Browni_ng reconc~ Ie these two apparently 

conflicting elements in the universe of animate and tnanimate 

phenomena? Let us discuss this question a little more fully. 

I have already given some consideration to the 

question of Browning's knowledge of the current concept~-ons 

of his day, and I will devote a chapter, later, more fully 

to this question. I think, however, for the purpose of 

this present argument that we may justtftably hold the 

opinion that Brown~ng made use of h~s knowledge of the 

materi ali stic philosophy of wh~-ch Lucret~ us was the fore-

runner, to strengthen stlll fUl'lther his belief in inunortal'tty. 

The first principle laid down by Lucretius ts that nothlng 

is ever annifillated, a doctr~. ne to wh.t ch we refer now-a-days 

as the conservatton of matter, 

nec rerum summa m commutare ulla potest vts. 

(Bk IL, 303 ff) 
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Is it not absurd, then, to suppose that every ~nergy of 

the universe is conserved, except the energy of the human 

mind or will? If the mind ceases to function on the dis-

solution of the body, then tt ts the only tnstance of the 

dist~~ction of a force. Thus we ftnd ·that modern sc~ence, 

founded on perhaps I should say suggested py Lucretius, has 

offered to the poet a t&ct so cogent and reasonable that it 

is, for the purpose of pract1cal knowledge, unassa~lable. 

Indeed Brownlng ts perhaps the f~rst poet ~n our day who has 

adequately assimilated th~s theory completely. Th~s theory 

is found everywhere i.n h 1 s works as the ~mpregnable foundat-1on 

for h1- s bel tef in irrunortal ~ ty. "IvIodern se~- enee ha~ taught us 

that no atom o~ matter can ever be lost to the world, no 
but 

infinitesimal rneasure of energy/is conserved, so Brown-tng 

holds that there shall never be one lost good. The eternal 

atoms, the vibrations that cease not through the eternal 

years., shall not mock at the eva.nescence of human love of 

the perfect. (1) 

More cogently, perhaps, we can f~.nd thi. s doctrine 

that energy is bound to survive, tn one form or another, 

in "Abt Vogler":-

All that we have w~lled or hoped or dreamed of good shall ex~st, 

Not its semblance, but ~tself; no beauty, nor good,nor power 

lVhose volee has gone forth, put each survt ves for the melodist 

When eternity a ffirms the conceptIon of an hour 

The high that proved too h~gh, the heroic for the earth too hard 

The passion that left the ground to lose ltself tn the sky 

Are music sent up to God by the lover and the bard; 

( 1 ) Berdoe, "Brown-1 ng Encyclopedi a." p. 162. 
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Enough tha.t he heard ~-t once; we shall hear it by and-~by. 

Brov/ning bel-ieves fundamentally that the soul w~ 11 conti nue (1) 

because no force or mot-ion can be lost "ad nihil-iumn , or 

as Lucret~us aptly puts it. 

Nunc age, re s quonl am docui non posse ere ar~_ 

de nilo neque item genltas ad n~l revocar~ 

(Book I, 215 ff) 

At this point it might be well to real~-se that ~n 

both Browning and Lucrettus,sc~ence was never the pr~mary 

object of their interest. Only in so far as sc~ence lent 

color to human Ilfe and human confldence in l~-fe vias ~-t of 

any consequence to Lucretius; and only -tn so far a.s it lent 

confidence to a belief In lmmortality was it of any tnterest 

to Browning. Science to both of them was only one of l~fets 

lessons. Browning always makes sc-tence subserve the tnterests 

of a philosophy of ~ .. mmorta.l~ty; whi_le Lucrettus, on the pther 

hand used scienttfic speculat~on and materla.l~stic phl.losophy 

to bring about a more rattonal ph~losophy of life. In a word, 

Lucretius founded upon the basts of a phys~cal concept~on 

of the universe a moral ph~losophy. starting w~th the atom 

(1) I would not wish it to be supposed that Lucret~us h~mself 

bel-teved -tn the i.mmortal~ty of the soul. Indeed he def!.n-1tely 

denies the pre or post-ex!stence of the soul, tn Book III 

lines 640 - 8 30. My quotation only shows hor.: Lucretius 

intuition was inconsistent somet·tmes with h-ts reasoni.ng. 

His heart often overruled his head. 



as his cornerstone he built up the ed~f~ce of the sens~ble 

and insensible world, the world of phenomena and the world 

of thought; and thus made h~ s sc~ enttftc -l.nvest~ gatlons 
, 

serve the purpose of hi s tnqui_ ry i_nto the f1 sununum bonum" 

for man. So of Browntng can we not say that on a basts of 

the ff sonunun bonurnff he has bui 1 t up a hope for l.nunortall ty? 

In a word, Browning begins where Lucretius leave's off. 
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This ffsuITh'TIun bonum", needless to say, was for Lucretlus 

founde~ on hunlan happiness. Its essence 1s happiness. 'fv~,re 

need only turn, then, to ffparacelsus" to find the parallel 

in Brov~ntng. To Paracelsus the secret of l~fe was ~n 

"that happiness!" He leanned that he 

~JIl gl1.t seek somew here -l_ n th~ s blank 1 ~ fe of ours 

For fit delights to stay its long~ngs vast 

And grappling nature, so preva~l upon her 

To f·t 11 the ere ature full she dared to frame 

Hungry for joy; and bravely tyrannous 

Grovv ;. n demand, st ~.ll crav" ng more and more 

And made eaeh joy conceded prove a pledge 

Of other joy to follow. 

Paracelsus found himself, however, never content with the 

joy of earth, and out of misery cried for the joy of GOd. 

T·hen he learned the secret of the infi_n~,te. 



Now God tastes an ~nf~ntte joy 

In inflnite ways - one everlast~ng bl~-ss 

From whom all betng emanates, all power 

Proceeds; in 'whom is 1 i.fe forever more, 

Yet whom existence in the lowest form 

Irlcludes; vJhere dwells enjoyment th61'e 1s He! 
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So every real-t seo. enjoyment looks forward to a nevver and 

highe.r sphere of d~-stant 11.appi.ness, and. 'vJhen that ~ s reached 

to another sphere beyond. 

~ith st~ll 8 fly~ng po~nt of bl~ss remote 

A happiness in store afar, a sphere 

Of distant glory tn full v~ew; thus cl~mbs 

Pleasure its hetghts forever and forever! 

\r~.rhat Brov~n-tng has really done, therefore, tn ph"llosophy 

is to complete the great pyramtd of human destiny, the 

foundations for which were so well and truly laid by the 

great Roman philosopher-poet Lucretlus. 



CHAPTER ILL 

KANT 

As I suggested in the closing lines of the last 

paragraph, Brovlning' s philosophy is based almost entlrely 

upon the doctrine of the n surrunum bonum" as the tnfi not te 

progress towards perfection of happiness. Perfection of 

happiness or the "surrunum bonum" is attalnable only 5_n an 

infinite or eternal life. This conceptton, however, was 

D;ot original, by any means·, wi th Bro\\rnlng. The great German 

philosopher Kant adopted exactly the same concept~on for h~s 

phtlosophy of the "summum bonum". That Kant, too, ~n hls turn, 

was Pl"o.foundly lnfluenced by the Lucretl a.n ph~ losophy is knovvn 

to every student of the h~.story of ph"llosophy. Lucret~us t 

conception of the atoms falllng eternally through space, hls 

poetic descr·iptlon of the format; on of the un".verse suggested 

to Kant his earli.est work on the nebula.r hypothes-Ls, a.nd to a. 

great extent formed the basic conception for his ear~y treatise 

on the "monadologica physica" (1) Following his Latin pre-

decessor, the German philosopher in these works def~.nes matter 

as the moveable in space and shows that its essence consists 

in an interplay of repulsion and attraction. His atoms are, 

however, small points of force and not, as Lucret~us suggests, 

extended hard particles. At other points Kant a.grees wi.th 

Lucretius that it is fundamentally false to assume that tf 

nature were left to herself she would produce noth~ng but 

(1) Munro, "Lucretlus" Vol. Ii, p. XVIIi. 
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disorder and chaos. Nature produces order and law, not by 

chance but accordtng to her OVln laws, t~e "foed~ an of Lucretius. 

Kant, however, soon broke with Lucreti.us both tn hlS philosophy 

of nature and of human destiny. In the "Dissertation" he 

points out that the matter of happiness is sensuous, as 

[,ucretius suggests, but that its form i.~ purely ratlonal, 

Here, too, nevertheless, we find a striktng res~mblance 

between the Lucret~an concept~on of pure ~-ntellectual existence 

and Kant's phtlosophy of pure reason. Lucret~us takes great 

patns to defi.ne exactly \vhat he means by h~ s "gOdS". They 

are purely ~-ntellectual be~ rigs, purely rat~ onal be~-ngs, who 

exi st n i ntermundi a", bet\'Veen the world of sense and the e ., n-

finite void, and who dwell there ~n eternal ph~losoph~c con-

templatton and calm. The moral ~deal for Kant, too, is a 

life of pure reason, from whlch the surd of sensibility has 

been entirely eliminated, a verttable Lucrettan god-l~fe. 

For Kant, however, this purely rational life ts only an ~deal 

good, because in this life pure reason is always held in 

Chains by the eternal presence of the fatal surd of ·bilet sensJ __ 1 y; 

and tt is in the attempt to 1~econcl1e these two elements of 

pure reason and pure sensibtllty that Kan.t found hls poi.nt 

of departure for h1.s argument ~.n proof of ~mmortal-1ty. The 

If surrunum bonum" l s not cornpletely accompl-t shed unt~ 1 the surd , 

of sens~btlity has disappeared; but ~t never d~sappears from 

the life of man, mixed as h-1 s nature ~ s of reason and sens~ b~-l i ty. 

Thus Kant lies between the two extremes of the Lucrettan 

philosophy of man. On the one hand, Lucretius was led to 



lower man's ldeas of happiness to what is atta~onable by 

man through hi s ovvn endeavors tn thl s vvorld of seonse; 

while Kant expanded this idea to the hope of atta~n~ng a 

'Then, too, Lucretius 

concedes the extstence of a world of pure moral tdeai~sm 

dtvoI~ced from all sens~ble percept~ on;. whereas Kant had 

always to Itmlt hi_s concepti.on by the ever present fact of 

sense experience. ~~th these few suggest~ons, then, con-

cernlng the foundat 1 on of Kant's concept~on of the "surrunum 

bonumit
, let us esanl'-ne a I ~ ttle more ca.refully the German 

i>hllosopher 's doctrt ne of human ex~ stence and human de st~o ny. 

There are, as T have already pointed out ~n my 

introduction, two great pri_nclples wh~och l;e at the base of 

all Kant's philosophy of hwnan Itfe, the pri.nc~ople of 

pe rs on~ll ty , and the doc tri ne of ilTImOrt a.1 ~- ty • Kant had 
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always admired the ideals of the French Revolut~on. Rousseau 

ta.ught him to honor man as such, and to value the idea of the 

d~gntty of man as a personal betng. The h 10 ghe s t good -1. s the 

self actt vi ty by wh"och each hurnan be~ ng makes' h" S ovvn °happt_ 

ness. This ~s the start~ng point of Kant's theory of 

"Personal ~o ty" . I alone amI, the centre of this untverse 

of experience and knowledge. Each ffI am iff stands in the 

centre of its own un~overse. Each one of us measures up and 

down, right and left, far and near, and before and after, 

from hi sown parti cuI ar po~ nt ., n space and t "0 me ; each one 

of us draws around h~ mself the r"lm of the world, builds about 

his head the blue dome of heaven and makes the sun and moon 
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and all the planets revolve about his head in every day 

of t-i.me. Indeed, Kant, himself, points out clearly that 

he has effected or trl.ed to effect a revolut~-on in ph~losophy 

such as Copernicus effected in astronomY,~TJust as the old 

Ptolematc astronolny aSSlliYJled that the spectator stand~ng on 

earth w1.tnessed the movements of the sun, so the old meta­

phys~-ci.an assumes that the know~ng subject ~s pass-tve ~n the 

presence of the object. And just as Copern~ cus i-Dverted 

the old vte\'V of astronomy, show"lng that ~ t ~ s the spectator 

carried along by the earth who moves, while the sun -t.s at rest; 

so thls metaphysical view wl.ll ma-tntain that to the character 
( 1 ) 

of the knowtng subject is due the apparent nature of the object. 

Everythl-ng in this world of experience that I can knOl' is 

related to th.ts conscious self. But why el/aborate? Let us 

see some of Bro'wn-j~ng's free translations. 

Now there is one prime point (hear and be ed1f~ed) 

One truth more true for me than any truth bes~de -

To \vi. t, that I am I, who have the po\'Ver to s\v1m 

The skill to understand the law whereby each limb 

May bear to keep ~.rrunel'}sed, s~.nce, ~. n return, made sure 

That 1- ts mere movement;"<t.tfts tlead cle ar through coverture. 

(Ftftne at the ?a~r) 

Or to take another t llustrat ~ on; -t n nFer~. shtah 's Fanel. e Sf! 

we find Brownlng stat~.ng - s~ nee 

Son, trust me, th~s I know and only thls 

I am in m0tion and all th~ngs beslde 

(1) J. ~ratson, "Selections from Kant" p.3. 



That clrcle round my passage through tl1.e~ r mi dst, 

Ivlotionless, these are, as regard~-ng me: 

~hich means, myself I solely recognize. 

Tl1.ey, too, may recognlse thelnselves, not me 

For aught I know or care: but plain they serve 

This, if no other purpose - stuff to try 

And test my power upon of raying light 

And lending hue to all thi_ngs as I go 

Moonlike through vapor. 1,.lal~1{ the flyl ng out! 

T~inkslt thou the halo, patnted st1 ll afresh 
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At each ne'Vv cloud - fleece p~ erced and passaged throu.gh 

Th~s was and is and will be ever more 

Coloured in permanence? The glory sw~ms 

Girdling the glory-river, swallowed straight 

By ntght's abysmal gloom, unglorif~ed 

Behind as erst before the advancer: gloom? 

Faced by the onward-fartng, see, su~ceeds 

From the abandoned heaven a. next surpri.se 

And where IS the gloom now? silver-sm~_tten stra'1ght, 

One glow and variegation! So with me 

~no move and make, - mr~elf, - the black, the white, 

The good, the bad, of li.fe's envlronment. 

( Bean-Stripe) 

ttr only move n , says ?er1shtah, "and when I stop, everything 

Around me is motionless as regards me; and ~t ~s I who 

make life, only as I am consc~ous of the world about me 

does it exist for me." Compare these quotat~ons w~th Kant's 
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famous dictum tfUnderstand~_ng mal{es nature, but out of 

mater-tal which itself dtd not make." These same i.deas, too, 

we find expressed in the earliest poem that Browntng published. 

I am made up of an 1ntensest life 

Gf a most clear idea of consctousness 

Of self - d-t stt nct from all i ts ·qual ~ toles 

From all arfect~.ons, pass~ ons,feel~.ngs, po\vers, 

And thus far it exi~ts, tf tracked ~n all 

But 1 ~-nkecl in me, to self supremacy, 

Ex~sting as a centre to all th~ngs 

rJost potent to ere ate, and rule, and call 

Upon al~ th~ngs to m~n~ ster to ft. (1) 

The wea;lth and profound;- ty of thought that l~-es beh-1 nd these 

few lines does not appear w~th the first superf~c~al read~ng. 

Indeed, 1.f v:e examine the 1 ~ nes more closely, so numerous wi.II 

we find the ideas, that we would be tnelined to doubt tf a 

young man of some twenty years, as Browning was at the date 

of the publication 01 pauline~ could be capable of evolv~ng 
them from the purely creative and unstded impulse of h;~s own 

genius. 

(1) I take the liberty of quoti.ng th~.s passage aga~n, as 

there are some points of s~gn~f~canee to wh-1eh I w1sh to 

allude, and wh~. ch I left untouched 1n the much br~ efer 

summary of my iy~trodtlction. 



5n. 

In the passage just quoted we will f-tnd impl~ed nearly 

the whole doctrtne of Kant's chapter on the "Transcendental 

Analytic". In this chapter we ftnd Kant declaring that 

"the absolute orlginal or prlmary cond~ tion of all kno1Nledge 

is slmply transcendental appercept~on." Appercept~on for 

Ka.nt ls identical w~th self-consc~.ousness. \J,1'e can, however, 

arrtve at no knowladge of self by exper~ence; and we have, 

therefore, to seek for an ,explanat~on of se~f-consc~ousness, 

not by referrtng to exper~ence, but by show~ng that ~t ~s the 

necessary cond{t'on of all poss~ble ex~stence; or to take 
i~. 

Descartes' phrase "Cogtto, ergs sum" "I th:"nk, therefore I am" 
t 

Or let us take a further passage from one of Brown~ngrs very 

latest poelns -

Cause before, effect behind me - blanks! 

'The mtdway pol.nt I am. 

Caused, itself - itself sufficlent ~n that 

Narrow space must cram 

All experience - out of whtch there 

Crowds conjecture man~fold 

But, as knowledge, thls comes only 

thtngs may be as I behold, 

Or may not be, but, without me and above 

me, th~. ngs there are; 

I myself am what .L kn~Vl __ n~t __ =~_1gno!~ce 

whtch pr~ves no bar 

To the knowledge that I am, and s~nce I am 

can recognise 

Vlhat to me ~t s pal nand ple asure - thl s t s sure, 

the rest surmise, 



If my fellows are or are not, what may 

please them and what pain -

Mere surmlse: my own experlence - that 

is knowledge, once aga~n. (La Sais~az) 

From thts passage we can clearly recogn~ze that 3rown~ng 

realtses that consc~ousness of self must be d~st~ngu~shed 
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from emp"trical consc~ ousness, ~_nasmuch as emp! r-' ca.l consc~ ous­

ness involves a particular relation to sense and feel~ng. 

Thus the conscl .. QUS "r think" of Kant cannot be deduced from 

experience, it is absolutely "a priori" and ~s thus appropr~­

ately called by Kant the "transcendental un~ty of appercept~on, 

that most clear idea of consc~ousness 

of self - di st~_nct from all 1- ts quali ties 

From all affections, passions, feel~ngs, powers • • • • 

In other words, all knowledge of self, or rather self­

consciousness, is wholly Us priori n , and not the empirical 

result from all those affect~ons, pass~ons, feel~ngs or powers 

of experl ence • 

The next step i. n the development of h~ s doctr~ ne ; s 

taken by Kant in hi s ftC r~ t ~ que of Pract~ cal Re ason" • Here, 

on the basis of this ult~mate self-consc~ousness, he bu~lds 

up his theory of the personal w~ll. "There is noth~ng ~n the 

world, or out of l t, wh~_ ch .t s uncond~ t! onally gOOd, n he says 

"except a good wi.ll". The moral worth of an act1>on ~.s 

complete if it is wllled, and it 1.S tn nowise affected by 

its outer consequences. Or, as Brown~ng says 

IfTi.s not wh~t man does which exalts him 

but what man would do: 
( Saul) 



A human person ~s not merely what he does, but what he 1S 

capable of do~ng and be~ng. Persons cannot be understood 

by what they have ach~eved at any g~ven moment. It is by 

what they hope to do or hope to be that the~r worth ~s 

finally revealed. 

Man ~s and wholly hopes to be 
• 

(Death ~n the Desert) 

There are many other passages, however, in Brown~ngls poems 

which illustrate the doctrines of Kant~ for example, 

Itc re st tna" , n~abbi Ben Ezra", or 1 ater yet n Pacch"i. arotton 

or f-t nally, 

Aspire, break bounds and say 

Endeavor to be good, and better st111 

And best! success ~~ nought, endeavors' all! 

(Red Cotton Ntght Cap Country) 

This brings us, however, at once to Kant's doctr~ne 

of i~~ortal~ty. It ~s tn the perststent w~ll for perfectton 

not in success that l~es man's ult~mate hope. But the 

attainments of complete rat~onal perfect~on calls for an 

infinite progress. The first condition to the complete 

realisation of the tdeal clatms of both eth-lcs and morallty 

is a continued existence, for 0111y by c011tinutng fled 

infinitum" can the will be brought into perfect accord 

with the pure moral law. The "thou shalt" of the moral 

law, however, implies "thou canst"; hence the inf~lnite 

"thou shal tff, where the will and moral 1a.\'/ are brought ~.nto 
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perfect harmony, implles an tnftn-tte abj_l-1_ty to fulfil tt. 

But an infinite moral ideal cannot be realized tn:f~.nlte 

t1.me; it, therefore, follows that man, as the subject of 

such an ideal, must 11.ave an infin~te t~.m.e for his tdeal to 

be re ali sed. Man ls l~"'11ortal unt"'l hi.·S work ~ s done, and 

the work of man as a mortal ~s never done. (1) Or as 

Brovm~ng states the same problem, 

Let htm work on and on, as if speeatng 

v4'ork's end - but not dream of succeed~ ng! 
. 

Because of success \liere l.ntended 

r.ny heaven would beg~ n e fer earth end.ed. 

( Pacchiarotto) 
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This endeavour or will to progress, to overcome each obstacle 

to the attainment of an l_deal wi thout ever really hopi.ng to 

reach the goal ~s the fundamental concept~on of -tmmorta.l~ty 

common to both Kant and Browning. Th~s lnfinite struggle 

after the perfect-t on of self, for example, desp~ te the 

consclously finite l~lnltat~ons of ~ts atta~.nment l~es at the 
? 

root of any rattorlal postulate of personal -1.rrunortali ty. 

"Fai thfulness to the true self means that we 1" ve as ~_f we 

were immortal. Man is called to an ~llusory task to l~ve 

as an immortal while he ~s only, tn real~ty, a moratl; to 

conduct himself as a ci.ttzen of etel"lnity, -!.when ~n reali_ty 

(1) Caird, "Critlcal,philosophy of Kant" Bk Ii, ch. V. 



he 1s only a denizen of ttme. (1) The strenuous and 

idealistic moral temper is rooted in the convtctton of 

the eternal meaning of this Ilfe in t"lrne. Such a l~. fe 

Brown~ng, for example, has p~ctured ~n the nGrammar~an's 

Funeral" He has chosen the scholar's devot~on to h~s 

ideal, the type of good l~fe that ~s a l~fe not for the 

day, but for the day to come, a loffe that know.s -tt has the 

le~sure of eterntty for the execut~on of ~ts eternal task 

Others mistrust a·nd say, 'But time escapes! 

Li ve now 01" never! I 

He said! rhat's t~me? Leave now fOl') dogs and apes 

Man has fOl'")ever! 

Indeed Bro'wning has dealt vlith thi_s fasctnattng 

problem set by Kant, so philosophtcally that quotat~ons 

might be multiplied almost tndeftnitely from his poems. 

This vel'aY refusal of man to accept ttme as the measure of 

hls li.fes' possibillt-t_es ~s the earnest of his ~mIn.ortal~ty. 
to 

The present life comes to mean/mortal man a mere probat~on 

place, the Kant~-8n v~-evv of t~~1i.e as the ante-chamber to 

eterntty. There ~.s no frJu"t~on or fu_lf~lment, no perfect 

real-tsati.on ~n thi_s Ilfe, of thi$ life's pur·poses. Hence 

l~_fe must be a preparat~-on, a. d.iscipline, and an education 

of the moral be1ng 

For more is not reserved 

To man, wi.th soul just nerved 

(1) "Ethical F'rinciples" by James Seth, p. 457. 
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To act to-morrow what he learns to-day: 

Here, work enough to watch 

The master work, and catch 

Hints of the proper craft, trtck~ of the tQols t~ue play 

He fixed thee m-l dst th~ s dance 

Of plastic circumstance 

This present, thou, forsooth, woulds't fatn arrest: 

rviachlnery just meant 

To g~ve thy soul ~ts bent, 

Try thee and turn thee forth, suff~c~ently 1mpressed. 

(F~abbi. Ben Ezra) 

Or tn a later poem, 

If you bar me from assundng earth to be 

a pupil's place 

And life, time - with a 11 their chances, changes 

Just a probation space ••••. 

(La Saislaz) 

Life, then, being a probat~on place for the educatlon 

of the human being, the questlon ar~ses, "Is all th1s pa"nful 

learning to be undone by mortal dissolution of death? OU1~ 

moral,. nature rises up aga~ nst such a contrad"lct~_on be"tween 

man's being and h~s dest~ny, between the magn~tude of h~s 

task and the narrow limits set to 1tS execution. To settle 

thl s appa.rent paradox, BroV'Jnlng a.nd Kant folIo,! the same 

rea.soning. In both we ftnd the convictton that the intellect, 

from its very nature, knows no limits, and hence can be satlsfied 



with nothing less than the inf~ntte. If that infinite were 

unattainable man's gifts of intelligence and will would be 

the cruellest of mockeries, and hwnan Itfe the saddest of 
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tragedies (1) The essence of life i~, then, the irrepress~ble 

desire to overstep the li~_ts of mortal poss~bil~ty. It'1s 

an eternal struggle of the vlill to overcome bodlly l~.m~-tsttons. 

~e have the desire, in other words, to attain the unattainable. 

Indeed, the moral life places upon us the command to attatn the 

unattainable. Nevertheless, the corrunands of ra.tional moral~ty 

imply the poss~btl~-ty of the-'r perfect realisatlon, else these 

commands woulcl be themselves meanlngless and lrrattonal. 

H~rein, then lies the hope of immortal1ty. 

For thence - a paradox 

~nich com£orts wh~le ~t mocks -

Shall life succeed ~n that tt seems to fatl. 

\~at I aspired to be 

And was not, comforts me. 

(Ra.bbi Ben Ezra) 

This, then, is the main ethical argument for personal 

immortality, the acknowledged completeness of man's moral 

life here on earth. Man ever experiences the gulf 1 n h~. s 

nature between what he ~. s and what he would be or ought to 

be; the actual is pever at one w~th the ideal. Man forever 

pursues a recedtng ideal, the goal is always beyond h~m. 

The human being appea~-s ~ n th~ s mundane order as one whose 

end can never be real~sed w~thin the confines and Itmitat~ons 

(1) Thomas Davidson tn the International Journal of Ethics, 
Vol. Ill, p. 333. 
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of bodily existence. Hence it seems that if man is 

condemned by the necessities of his moral and sp~r;tual 

nature to pursu.e ideals V'Jhi_ch the narrOVI conftnes of thls 

earthly Ilfe forbid h~m from atta-ln~ng, -tt ls only reasonable 

to expect that existence will be g~ven to h~m for the attatn -

ment of this tdeal somewhere else. 

And thus it ~s that I supply the chasm 

"Twixt what I am and all I fain would be~ 

( Pauline) 

Th-ts is the problem that l-l_es at the base of Kant IS 

"cri tlque of Practica.l Reason". There are, however, one 

or two other leading ideas which should be dtscussed before 

turning our full attentton to Kant's solution for the problem 

of inunortali ty. 

Kant so severely Itrnits the human faculties in 

metaphysics, that what he calls Pure Reason can do very 

Ii ttle :for those who wl sh to be conv~ need of ~-mmortal ~ ty. 

So he expects them to be content with the gu~dance of what 

he calls Practtcal Reason. In the Preface to the "Cr:.tlque 

o:f Pure Reason" Kant po~nts out that wh~le we are precluded 

from maintaining that we have actual knowledge of immortality, 

because our knowledge 1.8 always cond~_tloned by the forms of 

our preception and thought, we have the way left open for 

the practical rea son. Indeed it ts ev{dent that' the proof 

of our unavo~-- dable ignorance of lmrnortal ~_ ty 1 s in l tself a 

necessa.ry condition YJithout wh-lch inunortal~_ty is inconcelvable. 
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In this manner the immortaltty of man may be def~nded if tt 

can be postttvely established on the basts of Practical Reason. 

Knowledge of the transcendental or the supersens~ble we have 

not; but th~s in no way prevents us frbm holdtng a pract~cal 

or rational bel ~ ef in the ex~. stence of th~ ngs wh~ ch transcend 

human experlence. Or let me quote,here, a rather apt passa.ge 

from Professor Calrd's lecture at Ball~ol ~n 1908. "The 

indications on human life ~tself wh~ch seem to author~se us to 
it 

regarq/as a transitory stage in a life that does not find 

completion in this world, our ult~mate reason~ for bel~eving 

anything that goes beyond our immediate senstb~e exper~ence, 

is that we cannot give a rational account of the facts, cannot 

conceive them as part of an intelligible order, if it be not 

true. and on this ground I think that there is strong 

evidence for man's future existence. The whole system of 

thtngs, of which man is the highest part, can be made coherent 

with itself only on the' view that h!s earthly l~fe is a part 

of a .. greater whole. ff 

ff~re cannot knovl about ~mmortal~tyff, says Kant, ftwe 

can only reason on it". So also Brown~ng condemns knowledge 

and intellect; he pushes the 1 i.m-l tedness of human knoYJledge 

into a disqual-tf-tcation of ~Lt to reach truth at all." I do 

not a.sk, "he wrote in the 1 ast ye ar of h~ s 1; fe, "a full 

disclosure of Truth, which would be contrary to the law of 

thtllgS, which a.pplies equally to the body and the soul; that 

it is only by striving to attsln strength (in the one case) and 



truth (in the other) that body and soul do so - the effort 

(corrmon to both) betng product~ve, in each ~nstance, of the 

necessary initiation tnto all the sat~sfact~ons whtch result 

from partial success: absolute success being only atta~nable 

ror the- body tn full manhood - for the :soul, ~n ~ts full 

apprehens-ton of Truth - wh~ ch.)w'tll be, not here, at all 
• 
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events. n (1) Or to f~ nd 1-n h-1. s poetry the same theory of the 

limitation of knowledge to exper~ence we should turn to 

"La Saisiaz", "Ferj shtah 's Fa.ncies", ffPB1"aley:i.ngs", a.nd 

"Asolando", for it is in these later poems that Browntng 

expands hi s metaphysi cal proof of tnunortal"l ty, wh~- ch he only 
'-

touches in short flashes of inspi.ration in hts ea.rly poems. I 

can think of no better illustration in English poetry of Kant's 

sta.tement that we cannot know a.bout immortali_ty, than 1n the 

following selectton:-

( 1) 

Call this - God, then, call that - soul, 

and both - the only facts for me. 

Prove them facts? that they oterpass my 

power of prov~ng, proves them such: 

Fact -It ~-s I know .L know not something 

whtch ~s fact as much 

Vnst before ca used all the causes, what 

effect of all effects 

Haply follows, - these are f-ancy. Ask 

the rush if it suspects 

V'~·hence and how the stre am wh1. ch floa.ts 

it had a rise and where and how 

"Letters of Robert Browni_ngff Vol. Ii, p.90. 



Falls or flows on still! ~hat answer 

makes the rush except that now 

Certainly it floats and ~s, and, no less 

certain than ~tself, 

Is the everyway external stream that now 

through shoal and shelf 

Floats it onward, leaves it - may be -

wrecked at last, or lands on shore 

There to root again and grow and flourtsh 

s'table evermore 

- May be! mere surmtse not knowledge! 

much conjecture stylec1_ bel lef 

vhat the rush conce~ves the stream means 

through the voyage bl-1.nd and br~ ef. 

(La Sa~ s~- az) 

~e are, with thts d~sttnct~on between knowledge 
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and rational belief settled, now ~n a position to turn to 

Kant's theory of the "SummUm Bonum" and ~ts relat"'on to h~s 

doctrine of inunortal i ty. In actual I1fe moral v~.rtue is, 

perhaps, the most outstandlng and only ~ntrinsically good 

quality of character. The moral law, however, demands that 

happiness should be dl strt buted in exec t proport l on to v i _ rtue ; 

this proportionate distribution is the "Summum. Bonum", an 

ideal known since the days of Epicurus and hls poettc 

disciple Lucrettus. In other words we aught to cultivate 

virtue; a.nd ha.pp-tness aught to be g"tven In due" proportlon 

to our virtue, but what ~ught to be real~sed can be realised. 
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These are the three postulates of Pract~cal Feasan. (1) 

Reason, then, demands the "summum bonum", the un~on· of 

virtue and happiness. Now the demand by conscience for 

perfect rectitude or virtue means that a sensuous be~ ng V~' - ~_fJ 

wills the moral law at every moment of his rat-tonal l~-fe. 

Man must struggle toward Lhis perfect h~rmony whtch Kant calls 

holiness. But in a being whose bodily or sens~al destres are 

in conflict with hts reason, perfect holiness 18 only posstble 

by an infinite striving. Hence pure practi_cal reason requi.res 

us to postulate an -tnfin~_ te progress to\'Vard perfect-t on, an 

eternal movement f·rom the sensual to the rat; onal ex" stence. 

Or to express the same -tdea ~n 3rovJn~ng's poetry, 

But thou shalt p8~nfully atta1 n to joy 

While hope and fear and love shall keep the man! 

( Paracelsus) 

Here agatn we f~nd the theory of an eternal str~ving after 

the "surrunwn bonum" (Joy) whlle retarded by the sensuous 

emotions of love and fear. 

Furthermore, for Kant, thts endless progress is 

only conceivable on the supposttion of the endless duration 

of the personaltty of the rational betng, for only 1f th~s 

being retains its self-consciousness or persona1 1 ty, would 

it be capable of freely willtng th1 s asptrat~on to holtness~ 
I~ 

The htghe st good, then,,,poss;- ble prac t~- cally, only on the 

Suppositi.on of a persona.l lmmortallty. In Brown~ng, too, 

(1) Rodgers: ffH~_story of Ethics", p. 201. 



yte find this s_:ame consciousness of endless onward movement, 

the ~pirit pursuing its way toward the goal of perfectton -

Delayed it may be for more lives yet, 

Through worlds I shall traverse not a fev} 

Much 1s to learn, much to forget 

Ere the time be come for tak-lng :you. 

(Evelyn Hope) 

Let us state, however at th~s po~nt, Kant's full 

doctrine of Irrunortal1.ty,~n h~ s very own ,vords. In the 
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"critique of Practi.cal Reason," Chapter r.L, Book .L.L, section 

IV, he says: 

"The object of a will that ls capable of be~ng 

determined by the moral law, ts the producti_on tn the world 

of the highest good. Now, the supreme condttton of the 

highest good is the perfect harmony of the dlsposltion wtth 

the moral law. Such a harmony must be possible, not less 

than the object of the will, for it is tmplted tn the command 

to,promote that object. Perfect harmony of the wlll wlth 

the moral law is hoI ~.ness, a perfect~ on of whi ch no rat~ anal 

exlsting in the world of ~~nse_ ~_~~~pabl~a~~_~ny _~?~e~t of 

hiS life. Yet hol~ness 19 demanded as pract~cally necessary, 

and ~t can be found only 1n an ~nf~n~te progress towards 

perfect harmony wi.th the moral-law. Pure pract~cal reason, 

therefore, forces us to assume such a pract~cal progress towards 

perfect~on as the real object of our w1 11. 

Now thls infintte progress is only poss~ble if \ve 

presuppose that the existence of ~ ratlona~ betng~s pr<?_longed 

to infinity, and that he retains hts personal~ty for all time. 
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This is what we mean by the immortal-tty of the soul. The 

highest good is, therefore, practtcally poss1ble only tf 

we presuppose the lm.mortal~ty of the soul." (1) Thus the 

metaphysic~.an and hi_s expressi.on of the ~nf~nite progress 

tovlards perfect; on and of tha.t perfect harmony of heloT ness 

impossible in this l~-fe of bodtly sense .but atta~.nable ~n 

the eternal life hereafter! Compare t~~ s w~.th the art~ sts ' 

and poets' express"lon in Brown~ng's "Old Pi.ctures In "5'lorence", 

and try once more to answer the question. Is the 

si.milari ty' betwe,en them a mere advent~- tion or co~_nc" dence, or 

does it show some common tradttion, or at least some co~mon 
L 

splri tual influence in the philosophy and Ii te11 sture of their 

generations? I do not wish to ring the changes too inststentlJ 

or wearisomely upon this subject. The metsphystclan phrases 

hts thoughts in one way and the arttst or poet tn another, but 

the fundamental, profound si.mi lar-i ty i_n the'r wa ys of th~ nk1_ng 

ls, shall Y-Je say, someth1.ng more than merely intr1.guing or 

suggestive. 

Hear then the arttst's and poet's voice :~ 

tou would fa~n be ktnglter, say, than Tam? 

Even so, you will not s-1~t like Theseus. 

You would prove a model? The Son of Frtam 

Has yet the advantage In arms' and knees 'use. 

You're wroth - can you slay your snake l~ke Apollo? 

You're grieved - st~ll Ntobe's the grander! 

You live - there's the Racers frteze to follow: 

You dte - there's the dytng Ale~ander. 

( 1) J. vvatson: "Select~ons from Kant" translated ? . , p. '-194. 



So, test~ng your weakness by the~r strength, 

Your meagre charms by thelr rounded beauty, 

Measured by Art -In your breadth and length, 

YOU learned - to submlt ts a: mortal's duty, 

Then I say "you" ti s the common soul·; 

The colectlve, I mean: the race of Man-
{\. 

That receives life in parts to l~_ve in a whole 

And grow here according to GOd's cle,ar plan. 

GroV'lth came \lIJhen, looking your last on them all 

You turned your eyes in\'Vardly one f; ne day 

And cried with a start - Vhat tf we so small 

Be greater and grander the while than they? 

Are they perfect of li.neament, perfect of stature? 

In both, of such lower types are we 

Precisely because of our w~der nature: 

For t i. me, thel rs - ours, for e te rnl ty • 

TO-day's brtef pass~on Itm~ts the~r range: 

It seethes w1th the morrow for us and more. 

They are perfect - how else? they shall never change: 

rIe are faulty - why not? we have time in store. 

The Artificer's hand is not arrested. 

rlfi th us; we are rough-hewn, nO'lVt se poli shed; 

They stand for our copy, and, once invested 

\~.rith all they can teach, we shall see them aboltshed. 



'Tis a I-tfe-long to~-l t~ 11 our lump be lea.ven -

The better! 1.'.'hat's come to perfection perlshes. 

Things leanned on earth, we shall practise tn heaven: 

Works done least rapidly, Art most cher~shes. 

Thy~elf shall afford the example; G~otto! 

Thy one work, not to decrease or dtmlnish, 

Done at a stroke, was just (was i.t not?)".O!" 

The great Campanile is still to finish. 

(Old Pictures in Florence.) 

A comparison such as I have just drawn between Kant and 

Browning, always leaves ~tself open to the object~on that 

we are readlng too much phi_losophy into the rather hazy 

and obscure poetry of a n immat~re youth. But, "if 1,1\1e 

examine thj s critic;. 8m carefully we can see that the very 

argument that nPaul~nen, "Paracelsus n and "Old Pi.ctures ·tn 

Florence" are lmmature poems, i_s,I suggest, all the more 

reason to suppose that the ideas reflected in them were the 

vo. 

result of thoughtful readi_ng, rather than the result of pure 

native genius. It is much more probable that a young poet 

should read and incorporate ideas from his reading in his 

own poems, than that at the age of twenty he should have 
II 

arrived at these hlgh thoughts by the creat; ve 1.mpulse of 
11 

his own mi_nd. However, tf we wish to turn to Brown~ng's 

more mature and speculative poems we w~ll still r~nd the 

same ideas reflected as we ftnd 1_n h~ s earl ~ er poems. ?or 

example, in "La Sai.siaz ff to wh-'ch we have referred a.lrea.dy 

so often, Browning deals tn a metaphystcal manner wtth this 
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very correlati on of sense and re esan, and ~- ts be·artng on 

irrunortaltty. 

And soul·'s earthly -life allotment, where-~n 

by hypothes~s 

Spul is bound to pass probat~on, prove tts 

powers and exerctse 

Sense and thought_ on fact, a~d~_ then, ~from 

fa ct deduce fit surmise 

Ask ttself, and of ~tself have solely answer 

"Does the scope 

Earth affords of fact to judge by, warrant 

future hope 9r_fear? 

In this short section alone, we find compacted the whole 

range of Kant's theory starting wtth the assumptton that 

there is a probatton place and arrtving at the conclusion 

as a result of practtcal reasoning abou-t the a.ntithesis of 

sense and reason (or as Browntng more aptly translates Kant's 

reason, "thought") that there ~s a l~fe in the future, after 

death, where man can progress towards pure hol~ness in eternal 

The whole passage ~ s, ~.ndeed, too full of I\:ant~ an 

dlalectics to be considered a mere colnc-tdence or meettng of 

minds. 

This hope of immortality tn eternal t~me towards a 

hi..gher perfection, has, however, still another obvtous basls 

in human life than mere speculative d1alect~cs. There remai.ns 

the suggestive illustration of the evolution of manktnd through 

the ages. If man has, in the long past, made an advance from 
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lower to higher degrees of morality, he may hope to 

continue this progress not only in thts life but even 

beyond tt into an lnflnlte Ilfe to come. Or In I~antts 

own words "If in the past men have· advanced from lqwer to 

higher degreees of moral~. ty, and have thus proved the strength 

of their resolut~on, they may hope to·make unbroken progress 

in the future as long as they live here and even beyond tnto 

the future life. They can never hope tn th~s Itfe, or ~n­

deed,. at a ny imaginable po~.nt In the future l~fe, to be in 

perfect harmony. wt th the v.ll1 of God, but they may hope for 

this harmony ~.n the inf~n;te durat~-on of their exlstence" (1) 

The d1.stinctive feature of both i~ant and Brown~ng ~-s the stress 

they lay on the worth of the moral 1 ~ fe of man, the evolut i . on, 

in other words, of the human cha.racter. Both rega.rd evolut~-on 

as the realisation by men of a progress greater than man's, 

which rules the aspl_rat:ton of human be-tngs of th~s world. 

And a1 though nei ther Kant nor Brown1. ng developed the organi_c 

view of human evolut~.on, to the extent that Darw~n d1d., this 

v-tew ls, nevertheless, -;mpl~ed ~n the~r doctr~nes and is 

de levoped into an expli c -l_ t ph -t losophy of "t ts own. Brown~ ng, 

in his own way, recogn~ses the upward trend of nature; ma~ 

by hls self-consc~- ous gather~ ng of all the scattered rays and 

dim fragments, has found beh~- nd the forces of nature not a 

bltnd and purposeless act~on, but 

h~nts and prev~stons 

--- strewn confusedly everywhere about 

The lnfertor natures, anc;i all lead up hi.gher, 

(1) "Selections l·romKant ll
: by J.tyatson, p. 295

0 



All shape out d~mly the supertor race 

The heir of hopes too fatr to turn out false 

And man appeared at l~~t. 

Thts concept~on of the evolut~on of man, Brown~ng also 

proceeds to apply to a bel~ef 1n evolut1on toward the 

infinite l"tfe. 

rhen all the race ~s perfected alike 

. As man, that ts; all tended to mank1nd 

And ma.n produced, all has -lts end thus far 

But in· completed man begins anew 

A tendency to God. Prognost~- c s told 

Man's near approach, so in man's self arise 

AUgUst antic"ipattons, symbols, types 

Of a dim splendour ever on before 

In that eternal circle run by l~fe 

(Paracelsus V ) 

SClent~ftc evolut~on is d~st~nctly foreshadowed 

tn thts passage from Paracelsus; not only -ts ~.t foreshadowed 

but i .. t is reconciled w"lth the larger phllosoph-tc bel~-er '-n 
• 

i-nunortality. It might, however, be ~nterest~ng to compare 

this passage with a letter wr~tten by Darw~n, the great 

originator of sc~ent~fic evolut4 on g In this letter Darwtn 

discusses the probable influence of h~s doctrtnes on the 

question of i~~ortal~ty. 
~ ~> 

\Vith respect to iITh~ortalj_ty "he writes; ~'noth-tng 
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shows me so cle arly how strong and almost l nst ~-nc t t veS.: .. bel ~ ef 



it is, as the consideration of the view now held" by most 

physicists, namely, that the sun with all the planets w~ll 

in time grow too cold for lIfe, unless, tndeed, some grea.t 

body dashes into tl1.e sun, and thus gives tt fresh l~.fe. 

Believing as I do that man in the dtstant .future will be a 
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fa.r more perfect creature than he ls now, tt ts an intolerable 

thought that he and all other senti ant be~"ngs are doomed to 

complete annihilati.on after such a long cont~nued slow progress. 

For those. who fully a.dmi t the ~.mrnortal" ty of the human soul, 

the destruction" of our world would not appear so dreadful. (1) 

Thus, some seventeen years after the publ~cat1on of 

·paracelsus! Brown~ng finds h~s concept.ons ratif~ed by a 

scientific investigator. Hovv foo15_ sh ~ s ~- t, then, to say 

that Browning was strongly agatnst Darwtn, regretting the 

truths of science and regrett'tng its advance. It (2) These 
'." 

ilnputations, indeed, he was at cons;. stent pai.ns to refute 

at length. Let me quote one of his letters on the subject. 

"It came, i suppose," he-writes (11 October 1881) "of 

Hohensttel-schwangau's expressing the notion wh~ch was the 

popular one at the appearance of Darwin's Book - and you 

might as well charge Shakespeare w;~ th holding that there were 

men whose heads grew beneath the~r shoulder, because Othello 

told Desdemona that he had seen such. In reality, all that 

seems proved In Darvv~n's scheme was a conception fam".11.ar to 

me from the begi_nnlng:, see ~n Paracelsus the progressive 

(1) V~·.H.Myers: "Sclence and the Future L~fen, p.65. 
(2) Grlffi n & Minchln: "Ltfe of R. Brown~ ng", p. 295. 



development from senseless matter to organtcal, untll man's 

appearance (Part V). Also ~n Cleon, see the order of 

nli.fe's mechanics" - and I dare say in many passages of my 

poetry: for ho\v can one look a.t nature: as a whole and doubt 

that, whenever there is a gap, a "ltnk" must be nm~sslngn -

through the limited power and opportunity of the looker? 

But go back and back, as you pIe ase, at the back, as r~1r. Slud.ge 

is made to ins'i.st, you find (my fa~th ~s as constant) creative 

intelligence, acting as matter but not result~ng from ~t. 

Once set the balls roll~ngs, and ball may h~t ball and send 

any number in any d·trect~-on over the table; but I be11eve ~_n 

the cue pushed by a hand." (1) 

of all poets. Poets seem somehow i-n some dim way to have a 
~. 

provision of subsequent movements. Browning was before his 

time in his investigation into the truths of rational interest 

to the world of thought,' and th~ s may, to some extent at least, 

account for Bro\vntng's unpopularlty unt~-l the later years of 

Of course h~s poetry was obscure and mean~ngless, 

because it vvas deal~ng with concepts w~th wh-tch his read~ng 

publlc had stlll to come into conta.ct. 

I need scarcely say, however, that thls concept~on 

of evolution was not or1g~nal w~th e~ther Brown4ng or Kant. 

The anclent Greeks vvere also .fam~ 1 ~ ar vrt th th~ s theory. The 

evidence of geologtcsl foss~ls had ~nterested the Greek ph~los­

ophers from the ttme ofAna.xima.nder and; ~ndeed, on tll~.S 

subject as in so many others we fi.nd a deep s~ m~.lar~ ty between 

" Le t t e r S 0 f 31~ 0 vv.rl ~ ng", Vol. 1 , P • 82 - 4 



76· • 

Kant and Browning and the Greek ph1.1osophers of the 

Lucretlsn tradition. The methods of all three on th~s 

subject, as ~ir Henry Jones points out (1) were very stmilar. 

For example, in Lucretius, rel~gton is~ traced back by sc~ent~ftc 

lnvesti_gation to the superstitlon and ghost worship of s'avages:; 

and thus, as some suppose, made rellglon.noth"ng more than 

superst~tton. In a like manner Kant has traced back moral~ty, 

wi.th its "Categorical imperat~ven, \v~thout a break to the 

tgnorant fear of vengeance of a savage ch~ef. 

process, by Browntng, in the same d~rect~on reduces d~v~ne 

love to brute lust. 

Phtlosophers deduce your chast~ty 

Or shame, from just the fa~~ that at the f~rst 

~noso embraced a woman in the plains 

Threw club down, a.nd t:or.e-:vent hi. s bra~ ns be s~ de, 

So, stood a ready victim in the reach 

Of any brother savage, club tn hand; 

Hence saw the use of gotng out of s~ght 

In wood or cave to prosecute his loves: 

(Bishop Blougram). 

(1) Jones: nBrovJn~.ng a.s a Rel~g~ous & Ph~losoph~cal Teacner", p.211 



77. 

CHAPTER IV 

Goethe 

Leaving r~ant, the greatest German phllosopher of 

modern ti_mes we wlll turn now to Goethe, Germany's greatest 

poet. To call Goethe poet alone, however, would be do~ng 

him a great injustice; for he has woven into the texture of 

his verse some very beauttful and str~.klng thre.ads of ph"tlos-

ophy. Goethe, too, was a poet-philosopher. 

Goethe never falled ~- n sympathy and adm~ rat ~ on for 

Lucretius, the.great poet phtlosopher of anctent tlmes. 

Indeed in many places he has been found to have expressed the 

most unbounded adm-!ration for the Roman (1) And l"'ttle wonder, 

for at the base of Goethe's life we find that 

"Od"tum luci sque v·tdendae" 

the world weariness that descends on men's m~nds. The world 

is too imperfect to be di_v"tne, and all hwnsnity vJanders d~ s­

consolate on its imperfection. 

nequaquam nobis dtvinitus esse creatam 

naturum mundi: tanta stat praedita culpa. 

(Bk. II. 180) 

However, Goethe and Lucretius both had a great love for nature. 

Perhaps !;·hose passages v~h-tch called. for Goethe's prai.se VJere 

the descriptions ~n Book V, where Lucretius ~s pDrtray~ng the 

evolution of man tn his natural surround~ngs; a sect~on full 

of the most beaut~ ful descr~-pt~ ve passages. Goethe, too 

was a great natural~st as well as a sctent1f~c poet, and 

(1) Riemer's: Nutthe~lungen ulber Goethe Ii, p.645. 
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deeply admired the sp~ r~ t of nature worsh~ p ~ n t·he gr.eat 

Roman poet-phi-losopher .. 

In addition, however, to h~s early class~cal 

influences Goethe was often greatly tmpressed w~_ th the trend 

of the pn-tlocophical movements of h~s o~vn ti_mes. It 1s true 

that in respect to hl s phtlosophi_cal tnterests he claims to 

have considered himself ~ithout the proper facult~es for 

speculation. Ho·wever, through hls great fr~-endsh;.p wl th 

" Shiller, he soon forind h~mself forced to cons~der ser~ously 
1\ 

the doctrine s of h-l s gre at contemporary Kant. H~. s fr~ enclly 

relations too w~th F~chte brought him eont~nually ~nto cont~ct 

with the whole transcendental movement of h~s early life; and 

he soon began a cou.rse of re ad.~ ng ., n ph~ losophy wh~ ch ~ n-

eluded the works of Kant and F~chte. Thus Goethe owed much 

to these two phi-losophers i.n parti euler, for he accepted 

readily any of their suggest~ ons wh~ ch we:r.:e ki ndred to hi sown 

thought, and often bodl.ly incorporated whole doctr~-nes 'when 

they seerned to lend credence to h~.s own theori es. Por example, 

ffin the 'Emigrants' he fi rst launched the idea of tVJO sou.ls, 

VJh"lch not until later -in the mouth of Faust, was to become the 

watchword for anthtthetical natures. Not until he had found 

the pht 1 osophi c al author~- ty for h~- s fi-rst pri nc~ pIe - from 

Kant 's phys~-cs It leaped at h-tm that attract-ton and repuls i on 

were inseparable from the nature of matter, and from this he 

deduced the essent~al· dual~ty of all substance. (1) Goethe 

(1) Emll Ludw;-g: "Goethe", p. 306. 



never met the great GellITlan th~ nker, Kant, for Kant never 

left his eastern tovvn; and Goethe i.n h-ts love for h.! S ov;n 

tovJn of Y:,Tetmar, had 1 t ttle love for· Kant's home, and -tndeed 

1i ttle love for the man hlmself and hl s austere ways. I:~ever-

theless, he was a fr-i.end of Fi_c~te 's, and VJould often go for 

long walks with him; he was a co-contr1butor to Sch~ller's 

magazi ne rtD-t e Horen", and thougl1.t very hi ghly of ~~ chte ' s 

ideas. Hence Goethe was always deeply ~n contact w~th e~ther 

Kant I s ph ~.los ophy itself, or w~ tl1 an tnterpretat -l_ on of -t t 

from the mouth 6r F~chte. 

It is 1 ~_ ttle wonder·, then that Y.:e f~ nd Goethe IS 

work perme ated W"l th ~ de as from h-1 s contemporary ph~ losopher·. 

For example, we can f-l. nd among his earl i. e r vvorks the doc tr~ ne 

of personal; ty as f~.rst pronounced by Kant. 

"Here i s my \vorld, my all! 

Here I am r! 

Here every wish is with me, 

Incarnate, visibly present. 

Ivly myri ad m1.nded self 

Dispersed and whole in these my well 

beloved children. 

(Caesar) 

Or to take examples from h~s latest work "?aust", - even ~n 

Faust's last moments the ceaseless struggle betvJeen h-l_s sense 

and re ason i. s fel t. ;Perpetually urged by h~ s senses to let 
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the Devil w!.n, it ~ s by follovl~ng d~.v".ne reason that Faust wins 

the final vi.ctory; and even i.n Faust IS last struggle, therefore, 



we find a forecast of this eternal struggle after holtness. 

The universe - of that my ftll I know -

Beyond, our mortal v1s~on may not go • • • 

The word wi.ll speak to hl_m who has the pluck 

Then, wherefore, through Et.ern" ty go tra"' I"' ng? 

The tangtble ts here man's unve41~ng ..... . 

Man must march on, h~s pa~n or bl~ss to buy -

He! whom the mOlnent ne fer can sat"' sfy. n 

Thus Goethe shows hts love for the man who craves to accom-

pltsh the impossible. Then, to take a last example, Goethe 

was always the devotee of the th~ng tn evolutton. To hlm 

evolution was a ftner thtng than completton. To Goethe a.s 

to Browning, 

ftSuccess is nought, Endeavour's All! tf 

The d-tvine is active in evolut"lon, not "tn completl_on or 

torpor, or as Faust says:-

Yet wtll r not in torpor seek salvat~on 
,.-, 

For man throu_gh s-' we doth reach h~. s consurrunat~ on 

Though for that sense the world exact ~ts pr~ce 

The vast wi.ll gri.p h~s soul as l.n a vice. 

So we f~nd that Goethe has ~ncorporated ~nto h~s 
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matchless verse some of the most profound thoughts of h~s 

great contemporary Kant; ancl has flashed these speculations 

forth in the most cogent and arresting style. That Goethe, 

then" is one of the best examples of the true-'poet-phtlosopher 



in modern times ~s tndesputable. \~.hat, then, about 

Browntng? Can we f~nd any resemblance that would just~fy 

our plactng Browning and Goethe together. 

The early tempermental lives of both poets were 

strangely similar. Goethe at tlventy was wr~- ting hi s "Y':erther", 

the passionate outcry of h~s period of "Sturm and Drang". If 

there ever was a period of "Sturm and Drang" ~.n ·Bro\vn~ng 's 

life, it was in those early years, too, when he found himself 

a restless and dissattsf~ed youth of twenty who poured out 

h~s longing in an ~mmature poem, 

F~rst went my hopes of perfect~ng mank~nd 

Next - fa~th ~n them, and then ~n freedom's self 

And virtue's self, then my own mot~ves, ends 

And a-1.ms and loves; and human love ~lent last. 

( Paul ~ ne) 

Then next we ftnd Goethe, restless, irritable and 

moody, reading - Paracelsus! The youthful scoffer had come 

to admire the l"tfe of tl~e old alchem~ st or phystci.an. Strangely 

enough, too, we find the restless Browntng delving into his 

father,'s old manuscripts and porlng over one volume tn particular 

Paracelsus! Thus we ftnd Goethe, on the one hand, tncorpor8t~_ng 

thoughts and ideas from Paracelsus into hts l~fe -long work, 

r'~austn;( 1) while Brown~-ng, on the other hand, bu i lds a.round 

"paracelsus" a poem replete w~th passages from the old legends 

(1) In' -Fooru·ary 1770, before leavtng h~ s nat~ ve c" ty to attend 
t~e qn~versity of Strasburg, Goethe cop~ed in h~s notebook 
a number bf qaotat~ons from Paracelsus; many of these 
passages he used ~n ~aust. ~or the deta~ls see 

"1V1odern Languager:Notes if Vol. 25 no 6. 
"Paracelsus Passages ~n Faust" byY:~.A.Cooper. 



of Faust.( 1) 

We ,must, however, make one great d~st~nct~on 

between Goethe's and Brown~ngls outlook dur~ng these early 

ye ars. To Goethe, man was never equal to the situation in 

which he was placed, and one whom no sttuatlon, therefore, 

satisfi..ed; hence man was cons~-dered to b~ consumed by the 

terrible conflict against circumstances wh-tch rqbbed him of 

all happiness. With Browning, on the other hand, the struggle 

the da.rkness, the fa1.1ure. of th~ s li.fa has a s~ gn~.f~.cance l.n 

that it makes l~t~e a test whi.ch, br~ef though ~t ~s, determine4 

the course of the l~fe eternal. The battle between the d~re 

necessity of work~ng ~n ch~ns, subm~tt4ng ourselves to the 

force of circumstances and the hope and des~re to be free, 

makes the storm and m~-sery of l"fe. But the worst fa~lures, 

the deepest miserles have th~s deeper sign~f~cance, they suggest 

and to Browntng they prove, that th~s life is but the threshold 

of eterna.l Itfe; failure prophesies success in -tnf~n~te t1.me. 

Then, flnally, ftFaust tT ~- s, tn truth,.' the ~--auto-

biography of Goethe 's l~fe of emotion and thought. ~Iephisto, 

on the one side, and Faust, on the other, portray the two 

(1) As an interesting anecdote tt m~ght be related that 
uIn December Mrs. Bl.~ovJning note s an i. ntere sting v-t st tor to 
Casa Gutdi: Goethe's grandson, who had come to Florence 
on purpose to d1. scuss the character of Paracelsus ,vi th 
h-t s E11g1"t sh !nterpreter" 

(Gr1ff~n & M~nch~n, p. 176) 
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contending elements in human life. Perhaps, too, Brown~ng 

can be identifted, as much as he can be ldent~ f~.ed \V i_ th any of 

his character sketches, w1.th hi.s Paracelsus, who strove and 

failed in this life. Like Paracelsus, Faust also ts the 

servant of an ideal: like Paracelsus he strove after h1s tdeal 

and vvent astray. }levertheless, In hi.s ne.cessary errors, he 

never mtsses the r1ght road in the end; he may asp~re and fall 

but ultimately he wtll atta~n to the ~nf~n~tude of l~fe 

eternal. To have an ~deal l~ke Paracelsus and Faust, to 

strive for, and like these two, never to be sat~sf~ed on earth, 

is In i.tself their ult~-mate salvat~on. Hovv strangely s~m~lar 

these t\IIJO semi-myth~-cal characters were; and hoy! l~ke, too, 

were the~r creators! 

Faust, tn h~s very last act of dr~nktng poison 

gi ves expre sst on to hi s gre at dl ss at i. sfac t i. on W'l th thi ngs 

as they are; though, indeed, he also glves express·ton for 

hope in the future. And so may we not conclude that Goethe 

kept this irr@ense dejection, that was founded on his youthful 

restlessness and vague i.llfin~.te amb;_ti.on, to hi s very last days. 

We find the Prologue in Heaven, Part II, Act V, for example, 

singing nV11.osoever ts unflaggi.ng in h~.s str~Ving for ever 

him \~e can redeem." Hovv very slmllar is tti~ s to Brovm"ng's 

last utterance, too, ~n poetry -

Bid h~m forward, back and breast as e~ther should be 

"Stri ve and thrt ve n ! cry, n speed - f~_ ght on, fare ever 

There as here! n 

(Asolando) . 
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Carlyle 

Carlyle, in England, was the flrst th~nker to 

discover the full stgntficance of the great perlod ~n 

German thought and 1 ~- te rature, and the enor~mou.s rei.nfol')ce­

ment vih~ch ttis' poeti.c and ph~ losoph~ c ~ deal ~ sm 'hacl brought to 

the fatling faith of man in that generat~on. (1) In h~s 

publ-tcat1;on of "Germa.n Romances" ~n 1827 Carlyle pays con­

stderable attentton to Goethe 's fl\~·erth8rn, and from then on 

he carried out a program of lntroduclng the prose and poetry 

of Germany into England w~th pat~ent fa~thfulness. He 

translated mostly from fi_cti.on and romance, but also contr~-

buted several art-tcles on Germa.n cr~.t~ c-lsm a.nd phi losophy, 

writing essays on Lessing, Shiller and Goethe bet\\'een the 

years 1826 and 1832. In his Preface to the "German Romances" 

carlyle says, "'110 judge from the signs of the t~tmes, this 

general diffusion of German among us seems a cons.urrunati.on not 

far distant." Indeed, the revival of interest in German 

literature in the second and third decades of the ntneteenth 

century was more wlde spread i.n England than -ts commonly 

supposed. Carlyle wa~ tn truth, not the only crtt~c of 

German literature and phtlosophy tn England up to h~s t'me_ 

He zealously devoted h~s energy to translat~ng, rev~ew;ng 

and interpreting such German works as he thought hts country, 

( 1) Edward Ca-T rd, "Essays on L-1. terature and Ph~ losophy" 
Vol. 7, p. 232/ 
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men ought to know. F~ ve collect~ ons of Germa.n w.orks 

appeared tn 1826 alone, show~ng the already w~despread and 

growing interest i.n the I"'. terature ~nd ph~ losophy of Germany.( 1) 

And tf the ~nterest in the German movement was so w~despread 

during those very ye ars 'when Bro\vn"' ng .was begl. nni. ng to shape 

the ideas for his future poems, we should "conclude that he 

was a very illiterate man indeed if he d~d not have, at least, 

a current a.cquaintance wtth .the leadlng pr-tnctples a.nd doctr~nes 

of th l_ S Transcendental ph-t losophy • 

There are two ways ~n wh~ch the transcendental 

phtlosophy ca.Ine ~_nto Engla.nd: by what may be called the 

academic translatlon or sett~ 11g forth of ~ ts books a.nd d_octr-lnes; 

and secondly by the li_v~ng ~-nculcat~on of the ph~losophy through 

the works of great Engltsh authors: De Quincey helped th~s 

movement ch~efly 1.n an academtc way. H~s art~cles on Kant 

set forth ~.n the abstract some of Kant '8 lead~ng pr~nc~ples and 

ideas. In th1.s way he laid the foundat~~on for a v~tal and 

effective constderation of Kant by Engl'sh th~nkers. Carlyle, 

on the other hand, while he d1 d not translate to any great 

extent, nevertheless transfused~into the spirit of his 

"Sartor Resartus", and many other works, ideas from the great 

German philosophers. 

The foremost result of this speculat~on on Kant's 

problems had been to teach the England of Browntng's early 

youth, to recognise that objects were essent~ally, as I pointed 

( 1) See Care, "Goe the En Apgleterre tr • 

"Modern Ph-tlolog~cal Rev~ewn, No.5. 



out before, related to the m~nd, and that the prtnc~ples 

whlch rule thought enter ~nto the construct~on of th~rigs 
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themselves. Thls doctr~ne we f~nd outstand~ng ~n BroTIn~ng's 

earli_est works. 

To kno\~ 

Rather conslsts ~-n open~ ng out B. '\vay 

\'1he11ce the impri. S011ed splendor may esc ape 

Than in effecting entry for a l~ght 

SupposeQ to be wtthout. 

( Paracelsus) • 

When we are faced with such striking passages as th~s, 

which so adequately and tersely sum up the basi_c pri-nc; pIe 

of Kant IS prilnary -tdea as it found; ts fi rst reflecti on i_n 

England, we are inc11 ned to doubt seriously again that 

BrOVfn"- ng was as ignorant of the \'vl~ole tendency as some 
s-

crit;cs would hold h1 m to have been. It 1s not- safe-: to sa-y 

dogmattcally that he was left untouched by the most profound 

influences of h~s own day. In fact, so str1k~ng was the 

resemblance bet'ween the fundamental ~ deal-' sm of Brovln~ ng IS 

e arl ~ est work n Paul ~ ne n, and Carlyle's ff Sartor Re s artus n, tl'lat 

BrovJn~- ng IS gre at friend Joseph Arnauld accurately de scr i bed 

it as a "strange, wild, and_ in parts slngularly magn~ ftcent 

poet-biography; his own early l~fe as it presented itself to 

his own soul: in fact, psycologically speaking, hts Sartor 
( 1 ) 

Resartus. As in "Sartor Resartus" it ls poss~-ble -tn all 

essent-tals to replace the name of "Teufelsdroeckh" by that 

of Carlyle, so, too, In "Paullne", the boy speak; ng ; S -'-n 
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reality Browning. Indeed each laid the foundatton 

for his world of thought in his prirnary wOl"lk of tlnportance, 

Carlyle in "Sartor Resart'~sn and Brown~.ng In "Pauline". That 

a ne\l\J epoch in Engl-t sh thought was vert tably ~ nauguratecl by 
. 

tI1.em ls indicated by the surprise ano. bewilderment that they 

occasioned wtth the first appearance of their works. Thetr 

work was not, ho,~ever, ori. ginal • It had 1 ts bS$e ~ n the 

German movement, as I have already pointed out. Carlyle's 

"Sartor Resartus n ; s a v-t s~-on of a Kant~ an ph~ losopher 

Teufelsdroeckh,. wanderi_ng d~_sconsolately and restlessly ~ n 

the world weartness that marked Goethe's per~od of Sturm 

and Drang. So, a.lso, ~.n "Paul-1ne" and "Paracelsus" we 

f-tnd the restless lover, or ; nsati_ able seeker \'Vander~ ng i.n a 

labyr~nth of Kant~an ph~losophical ideallsm. But here, too, 

as in the case of Goethe, Browntng dtffers from Carlyle in 

one very important subject. l'yhile Carlyle ls essent~-a.lly 

despondent in ht s outlook, Browni.ng, ever i.n hi. s moments of 

utter despair, somehow catches a gleam of hope from very 

despa~r ttself. Indeed Carlyle, himself, real~sed th~s 

po-tnt of dl_fference when he sa~-d, 

"But there ~ s a contr')Bst betlJveen h-' m and me. He seems 

very content w-lth l~fe, and takes much sat~sfact~on • 'n the 

. world. It 1s a very strange and cur~ous spectacle to behold 

a man in these days so confi d.ently cheerful. ff (1) 

~ 

(l) Jones: nBrown~.ng as a. Rel:'g~ous and Ph~-losoph~cal Teacher." 
p. 74. 
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Thus ~t is, then, that we f~nd, two years after 
~ ~ 

the publlcation of Sartor~ Resartus, pel')haps the greate'st 

interpretatton in Engltsh ltterature of the German trans-

cendental movement wi th a.ll i_ ts ideals: and ph~-losophy, th·9t 

another history of a soul became the theme of a young poet'S 

first work. In "Paracelsus" vve find reflected s. great deal 

of thi. s German ldeal i 8m, the asp-1.rat l on after the absolute • 
• 

The alchemist or physician, wh~ch ever he may be called, 

sought after the absolute tn knowledge and fa~led ~n h~s 

quest; and yet he d~d not fa~l, however paradox~cal the state-

ment may seem. He fa~led because he tr~ed to compel the 

wi.thin the l-tmits of a finlte life, because he 

attempted to establ; sh a harmony between wha.t ~- s fi.n; te and 

what is infinite in human nature. And he atta~ned because 

h Ii d t ' t "i n· • t d i ., fi it· t~ ~ th e rea se na _nIlnl e es--re, ",n --n- e asp' .. ra ·-on -tS e 

glory and virtue of manhood, and through art, through sci.ence, 

through human love, we ascend unsati sf~-ed to eternal Ilfe. (1) 

Is not this the very essence of the Kantian doctrine of 

infinite progress? "No one" says S-tr Henry Jones, 

nacquatnted wi.th the poetic and ph~.losoph~c thou.ght of 

Germany, from Less~ng to Goethe, and from Kant to Hegel, can 

fail to fi.ndtl1.ere-tn the source and spr~~ng of all contri-but~ve 

principles of our intellectual, soc~al, pol~t~cal and rel~g~ous 

life. And there ~ s no doubt that, w". th Carl.yle, 3ro\1\Jn~ ng ~ s 

the interpre ter of hi_ s time, reflect i. ng i ts confused struggle 

and chaotic wealth. (2) 

(1) E. Do\vden, "Studtes in L~-teratu:re, 1789-1877", p.80. 

(2).Jones: "Browni.ng as a Rellg~ous and Ph~losoph-tcal Teacher", 
p. 73. 
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Science and Imm?r~ality 

Beginntng w~th the year 1850, we can trace a slow 

development of sc~ent~f;.c i11vest~gat~on ~n England; and the 

correspondtng grovvth of cr~ t~ clsm wh~ ch f.ollowed and. soon 

predom1.nated, threw the whole rat~onal l~fe of England ~nto 

a fervor. The determi.nat-ton to penetrate i.nto the very 

depths of nature brought ab.out a subtle change In thought 

and feeling on the main subject of life. Thts tendency 
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soon pointed deftnitely in the direction of a ruthless analysts 

of Itfe and the soul of man. Analys~s and reasoning soon 

overcame intuition and tmaginati.on. But long before it bega.n, 

Bro'wning, who by nature was interested In all acti.vity, 

anticipated in h~s poetry and from the very beg;nn~ng of hts 

career foreshad_owed i.n "Pau1 1.ne" and ftparacelsus" and otherS 

of his early poetry th; s very tendency to ~.ntellectual analys~. s. 

It need not be thought strange that BrovlJn1.ng shou_1d have re-

fl t d th · tif- d 1- t e c e esc 1. en.. J_ c eve a pme n of h~s age ~n h~s poetry, 

for there ts noth~.ng antagonist~ c i.n science to poetry. 

Indeed the object of sc.tence i.S to ascerta~ n and corm11.un~_cate 

facts; to qui.cken our I-tfe into a h~gher consc~ ousness through 

feeling is the function of art. But though knovv~.ng and feeltng 

are not identical, and a fact expressed In terms of feeling 

affects us as other than the' same fact expressed in terms of 

knowing, yet our own emot~ons rest on and are controlled by our 

knowledge. What'ever modtfle''S·.'-· our 'intellectual conceDt~ on 
J. 



povverfully, In due ttme, affects ar~t po\verfully (1) And 

so Browni-ng could cla~m no d~ st"'-nct-T-on ~-f he had merely 

reflected in h~s art the powerful ~nfluence of sc~ence. But 

that he should. have ant~-c~ patecl th~ s movement ~ s a fact tha.t 

cannot be passed over too l~ghtly ~n for~ng an est~mate of 

his true gen~us. 

Aga~_n, ho,vever, the poet who expresses best th~ s 

synthesis of sc~ence and poetry ~s, as T have already 

suggested, Goethe. ~nterested as he was in all natural 

sctence, geology, botany and other kindred ftelds of ~nvest~­

gation, he nevertheless tncorporated thts sp~r~t of nature 

into his verse. One of the ftnest examples of the unton of 

genius in Science with poet~ c genius can be found i_n a well-

known passage in Goethe. Here "the sp~rtt of the earth 

plies wi th ceaseless energy, v/t th inf~_nl te complex~ ty of 

act1on, yet to one harmon~ous result; the shuttle of wh~ch 

we call causes, to weave the web of what we call effects; 

th's is the true v~ston of the world to modern eyes:-

In life's full flood 

And ~n act~onfs storm 

Up and down r wave 

To and fro 1 sweep! 

Birth and the grave 

An eternal deep 

A tissue flowing 

A life all glowing. 

(1) E. Dowden: "Studies In L-tterature 1789-1877", p. 85. 



So I weave at the rattling loom of other years 

The garment of Ii.fe which the godhead, wears. (1) 

BrO~lni ng, too, and C arly'le, loved to look and 

wonder at the awe-insp~rtng power that lay ~n all nature's 
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life. Vlhen "raullne" was fi.rst publ~ shed John Stuart )J1~ 11 

seemed to catch gl~mpses "of a self-consc~ ou.sness compelled 

by quick and eager senses and v-t.v~d intell~gence to recogn~se 

a host of outer real~tles'not itself, whtch It constantly 

tries to bring wtthtn itself, as constantly baffled and thrown 

back by the obst~nate object~v4ty of that outer world. A pure 

dreamer would have 'contentedly l~ved in a nut-shell and 

imagined himself king of lnflni.te space I, a purely scienttftc 

inte 11i genee would have appl-t ed hlmself to the pelt -tent mastery 

of facts. In ffPauline n the despotic senses and the i,ntelleet 

of' sc:tence and the imperious tmsgl.nat-ton cuexiet . (2) 

Browning's chlef delight ,vas to imagi.ne power and will pouring 

off the face of the visible world. Carlyle, too, cries out -

"Force, force, everywhere force; we ourselves a 

mysterlous force in the centre of that." 

All this is but the anttc~pat~on of that latent ~nterest ~n 

sc1..ence whi. ch was to burst forth a. few ye ars 1 ater. l?hat, 

then, has all thi. s speculation on the science of nature meant 

to Browning? How has tt affected his underlylng belief in 

(1) EdYvard Dowden: "Studies in Literature 1789-1877t1
, p. 85 

(2) Herford: "Robert Brown~ ng" • 



irrunortal!ty? 

Sci.ence to the poet, has done one th~ ng greater 

than to d-t. selose the secrets of nature, ~ t has reve aled 

thE? might of the reason~-ng power of man; ~ t has g~ ven tnspir-

ation to the effort to know and has hence offered new founda-

tions for beliefo BrovJning's hope for inpnortallty has one ma1.n 

foundation in the beli-af tha.t only in an ~.nfin·tte time can the 

universe become a harmony. But one m1 ght well a.sk, f1Ho\~ do 
It 

we knovv that the uni verse i_.s meant to be a. harmony? Sci ence 

answers this questton for the poet - the pers~stence of force. 

Herein Ites, perhaps, one of the finest emp~r~-ca.l proofs of 

immortal~ty that can be found. Let us, however, discuss th~s 

question of the sc~-ent~-f-tc bas~ s for ~lTL1l.ortal~-ty a Itttle 

more fully, to see ~f we can come to some conclus~on about ~ts 

influence upon Brownlng and h;-s concept~ on of eternal life. 

"Sci.ence ma.y be sa~-d to have at least four po-rnts of 

contact with a bellef i_n trrunortal~-ty. In the first place, 

it has caused a profoUJ?d change i.n man's mind and thoughts 

within the past century. The introduction of a new factor 

has modified the vievJs of man IS ori gi. n, of h~- s place in nature 

and in consequence of h-ts destlny ••••• secondly, modern 

psycological science dispenses altogether wtth soul •••••• 

This :fact gives pause to the sc-l_ent-l_fi c student who tr~es 

to think of intelligence apart from organ~sat~on. Th~ reIly, 

the futile search of sclence for the sp~r~ts •••• after a 

care.ful revi_ew of the li-terature can an imparttal observer 

say that the uncertatnty has been rendered less uncertain, 
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the confusion less confused? I think not ..•..• ~ourthly, 

knowing noth-lng of an lnuu.ortal ~ ty of the sp~ rl t, sc~ 8·nce 

has put on an irrunortal~ ty of the flesh •..... The ~nd~,v-tdua.l 

j. s nothing more than the transtent offshoot of a germ-plasm 

which has an unbroken con'-.I-Lnulty from genel'atlon to generatlon, 

from age to age...... I~Oill on the quest~.on of the immortallty· 

of the soul, the only people who have ever had perfect satis­

fact~.on are the -tdeal~,sts, 'who walk by faith and not by s~ghtn.(l) 

In thi s short tre.atl se Dr. Osler has ver~y adequ.ste ly 

summed up the real relat~-on of sc~ .. ence and theor~ es of 

irrunortality. He r~ghtly p01nts out that, ~ndeed, ~t ~s only 

the ide a.ll, st who c an be fully sat ~ sf~ ed that the re ~ s an 

immortal ~- ty • Nevertheless, I thlnk, Dr. Osler has overlooked 

the f.act that a fa-t th founded on emp~ r~ cal proof can be as 

real as a case i~n lavv found_ed on clrcurnstanti_al ev~dence. 

Both, if truly invest~gated, can reveal a truth as sure as 

fact. 

y:eis/mann has g~-ven direct evidence for the cont~-nued 

existence of the sensuous and feel~,ng fles'h, tn h~_s treatl.se 

on the immortal~ty of the germ-plasm. "1111 t t~ ',,'na, nen, are vve to 

sa.y of the immortal"ltyof the soul? Does not thj-s fact of 

sc~ence a~d the bel~ef • In an eternal soul-l~fe? 

the germ-plasm to transmtt sensuous l~fe from one generat~on 

to another; so, too, on the bas~s of Comte's fT?ositiv:-t_sm" 

we can suggest that conscIousness 1s transmitted from life to 

( 1) VIm. Osler: uScl ence and ~mmortali ty" . 
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life. Hence the natural evolut~> on of the race of man 

"qua" man, hoth in life and thought, becomes ~_:mrnortal. 

Browning's vari.ous "psycolog-tcal" poems show, here again, 

that the poet Yvas entl-rely fam-Tl~ 81" 1~:~ th th~ s concept"ton. 

Ta.ke, for eX81nple, the numerous reference's to Comte ~.n 

ffprince Hohenstei l-Schvvangs.ul,T 

If I find advance i' the m8~n and notably 

The Present an tmprovement on the Past 

And prom~.se for the· Future n 
• • • • • • • 

From Corrtte's Posittvi_sm nit ~s an easy step ~nto the 

doctrine of Evolution, and ~t application to the theory of 

inunortality. I have already dlscussed this theory at some 

length in pointing out how Browning distinctly foreshadowed 

the the ory of evoluti. on, even as 1_ t was later advanced by 

Darwin. Nevertheless th1s quotatton from his later poem 

"Prince 30henstetl-Sc~wangan~ may be aga~n suggested here. 

n'Jl:ill you have why and wherefore, and the fact 

hlade plain as p-1.kestaff?" Nlodern SCi ence asks 

"That mass man sprung from "'las a jelly-lump 

Once on a t~me; he kept an after course 

Through f-lsh and insect, rept-1_1e, b i rd and beast 

Till he atta~ned to be an ape at last 

Or last but an13. ff 

h ; 1 • t· d·· ~. f D • i · h T e ms--n app 1.ca 1.o:n an s"gn'!'-cance 0 arVi'n.sm '8, ov~ever, 

the fact that the struggle for ex~stence, the surv~val of the 

fittest, becomes the basis for the doctrtne of the uncondittonal 

will to live. So bdtter and keen 1s the struggle for ex~stence 
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that no consc~ous be~ng can dare to contemplate the destruct~on 

of h~ s I-tfe for a moment, s~ nee that vel';Y moment of v:eakness 

might mean i.ts defeat in the compet~t~ve struggle for supremacy. 

Hence as a further d_educt1-on the consc~ous m~nd of Inan cannot 

for a. moment forego the bel~ef ~n ex~stence "ad lnf~n~tumn. 

Hence a bel i.ef In lmrnortal ~ ty becomes a postulate for success-

ful existence on thts earth. All, too, that can be satd 

about the evolution of the ~ody can also be applted to the 

evolutton of the soul, 

tllat so glor~.f-tes 

The body that the permeattng soul 

Finds there no part~cle elude control? ••• 

Low lte the pleasures, now and here - no herb 

But h~des ~ts marvel, peace no doubts perturb 

In each small mystery of insect l~fe -

Shall the soul's Cause thus g~ft the soul, yet str~fe 

C ont l nue s t -1.11 of fe ers \I\]~ th hope s, - for why? 

Y.nat "if the C Buse, 'whe re of 'Ne now de scry 

So far the wonder-work~ng, lack at last 

Will, power, benevolence - a protoplast, 

No cons~~ator, sealtng up the sum 

Of all things - past and pr1esent and to come 

Perfect1.on? No, I have no doubt at all! 

(Francis Fur~ni. X) 

And so Brown1.ng builds' out of. thi_ s eternal struggl~ for 

ex! stence, th-t s doctrtne of evoluti. on, a sure founded theory 
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of the "irrunortal~. ty of the soul by ~ nf~ n~ te stl"~.! v~ ng • 'n 

eternal tinle. 

Then, f~nally, we shoul~ d~scuss the theor~es of 

pure sclence ~.tself, phys~.cs and mathernat~ cs. 

but i ons ~1.ave t,ney to make to Brown~-ng' s· doctr-tne of the 

i~Thnortal soul? 

The f~rst doctrlne that modern science expounds "is 

the doctrlne of the indestruct1_bil i ty of matter; no atom of 

matter, it 18 considered,-: can ever be lost to the world. 

And th~. s doctr~ ne of mater-l. al i 8m had, as I have sho-wn, its 

beginnlng tn the poeti_c enunc~ at~.on of Lucret~us. That 

atoms are tndestruct~ble he ~ns~sts aga~n and aga~n throughout 

Sunt i_g-i_tur sol-t.<la pollent-t.8 stmpl-1.c-ttate 

(Bk I, line 574) 

v;Iatter 1.S, then, eternal; what ~ s essent~ ally and ult~mately 

re a1 l s al vvays undy~ ng. Or as BroVlJn~ ng says it: 

ff All that is at all 1 ast s ever past ree all H 

Modern SCi ence, too, has taught, ·that the most 

inftnl tesrnal measure of energy is conserved. Energy may be 

transferred into an "infi ni. te varlety of forms, but the sum of 

energy remains uninlpa i recl eternally. Hence Brov:n~.ng concludes 

that it would be absurd to suppose that every energy of the 

un~verse ls conserved except the povver of the human m~ nd and 

soul. If the act1vtty of the m~nd becomes non-act~ve at the 

death of the body, then science ~s assert"i.ng an absurd~ty, the 

only tnstance of the destruct~on of a force. 
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All we have 'VJ1.11ed_ or hoped or dre amed of good shall ex~ st 

Not its semblance but itself; no beauty, nor good, nor power 

\\11ose voice has gone forth, but each survlves for the melod~-st 

\Yhen eterni ty a.ffirms the conceptlon :of a. n hour. 

(4~bt Vogler) 

The se example s may then, I think, gi ve ~s some concept~- on of 

Browningts passton for all the truths of exper~ence. dere, 

he appeals to the sc~ence of hts day to show how great a 

sp-lrttual si-gn~ficance 11es beh-tnd all matter; he f~nds 

beyond the mere facts of phys~cal sc~ence the vast wealth 

of all sp·t r~ tual me an~ ng. He does not hes~tate ~n h~s 

search, but investigates all avenues of exper~ence. H~s 

great culture and erud~tton furn~shed h~m w~th a large world 

for discovery. 

Hill, vale, t:r'ee flower - they stand_ d~- st~ net 

Nature to know and name. 

- "This last phrase, know and~ name, is an extraord'inarlly 

characteristic one. It illustrates Browntng's whole atti-

tude to trutp.. Hi sis the r8Ce of know~- ng. Hi. s l s, a1 so, 

the scientlst.~sj.emand for exactness. He V'/~ 11 not only knovv; 

he w~-ll name, that he may keep h~ s knovvleclge ct~ st~ net and 

cle ern. ( 1 ) Thus BrolNn~ ng se arche s out all nature, and base s 

h~- s vlevi upon exper~ ence and f" nds a foot~ ng for h-! s fa~ th 

in the present day world. Is not ti1.ls an emp~r".cal proof 

of inunortal i. ty that ~- s cogent and conclus~ ve enough, -

(1) John Kelman: "Prophets of Yesterday", p. 200. 



Enough that now 

Here where I stand, this moment's me and mi_ne 

Show me what is, permlts me to d·tvlne 

'rllat shall be 
( Franc 1 s Fur~n~, X) 
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Thus Brown~ng tests h~s theory w~th the persistence 

and tmpresst ve candour of a sc~-entif~ c ~ nvest~.ga.tor. He 

does not attempt to just~fy the whole by neglect1ng deta~ls. 

One fact, ultimately ~rrecons~lable w~th h~s hypothes~s w~ll, 

he knows ~tterly destroy ~t. (1) 

What, then, of Brown4 ng's poetry? ~bere does ~t f~t 

in among this mass of scientific and philosophic d~scourse of 

his time? Are we to contend that BroV'-rni.ng, i.n hls moments of 

scientific investigation, so loses the sense of poetic values 

that his treatise falls into the "chaoti.c limbo" that lies 

bet'ween science and poetry? There are ttmes, of course, when 

Browning's poetry becomes nothing but speculattve and sc~entifi( 

prose, but it ts not by these passages that we judge either his 

poetic or sclent-tftc abll~t;es. It is ~n these passages where 

he rtses to the height of sc-t_entific truth that hts poetry, 

too, rises with him. Let us takem for example, a passage 

from "Paracelsus" \vhere we can f-lnd the superb un~ on of 

scientific and poet~c vlston. 

( 1) Henry Jones "Bro':vn~ ng as a ReI ~ g~ DUS and Ph~ losoph~ cal 

Teacher", p. 80. 



The centre-fire heaves underneath the earth, 

And the earth changes 1 ~-ke a human face; 

The molten ore bursts up among the rocks, 

1.r."~_nds l.nto the stone's heart, out-branches brlf;ht 

In hidden mines, spots barren r~ver-beds, 

Crumble s ~ nto f~- ne sand vJhere sunbe ams bask -

God joys therein! The wroth sea's 'waves are ed.ged 

r,r;_th foam, vvh{te as the b-t.tten l~p of hate 

When, in the sol ~- tartY waste, strange groups 

Of young vo1.canos come up, cyclops-l~ke 

Starlng together \'1ft th the~ r eyes on flame 

God tastes a ple asure In the~ r uncouth pr~. de! 

Then all is still; earth is a wintry clod: 

But spring-wind, l1ke a danc~ng psaltress, passes 

Over -tts breast to waken -1_t, rare verdure 

Buds tenderly upon rough banks, between 

The w~thered tree-roots and the cracks of frost 

L~tke a sffi1.1e str~ v~ ng VJ~ th a. wri nkled face; 

g.g. 

The grass grovls br~ ght, the boughs are swoln ~1~ th blooms 

L~ke chrysal~ds ~mpart~ent for the a~r 

The shln"tng dorrs are busy, beetles run 

Along the furrows, ants make the~r ado; 

Above, b~rds fly ~n merry flocks, the lark 

Soars up and up, sh~ver1ng for very joy; 

Afar the ocean sleeps; wh~te fishing-gulls 

Flit where the strand is purple with its tribe 

Of nested I1mpets; savage creatures seek 

Their loves in wood and plain - and God renews 

His anctent rapture! 
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CHAPTER VIi. 

Bro\vn1ng 

~e are now, I suggest, in a pos~t~on to gather 

together, at least some of the ma~ n tl'lreads tha.t lead. to the 

SOUl'")ces of Bro"vn~ ng 's ph~ losophy insofar. as they may be fa~ rly 

summarised, to weave these threads ~nto the fabr~c of a con-

clusi on, and thus to f{ nd out how far he has woven a gaJ~ment 

both true In substance and of beaut~ ful pattern, and VJhat are, 

if any, the ~a~-n faul ts in hi. s workmansh~ p. After the inqu~ry 

we have car~r~-ed out into the poetry, ph~-losophy and sc~ enoe of 

Browning's works, what can we nOV'1 say, ~-n conclusion, v~·ith a ny 

degree bf assurance, about hts pos~.ti.on. in the 'world of thought 

and Ii ter~ature? 

And then thou said'st a perfect bard was one 

rno chronicled the stages of all life. 

Beauty, m·elody, rhythm, time, all that i s pleas~ng 

to the senses is the average rule of poetry. But to Brovln~ ng 

the bard i.s tne reporter of l~ fe ~n all -lts· phases, he ~ s the 

accurate historian of man's soul w~th all ~ts emot~ons, pass~ons 

joys and sorrows, one who observes human nature In all its 

manifold manifestat~ons. 

The first notable observation, then, about Browning's 

work ~s its extent and variety • "He was prod~ga.l of poet~c 
. ". 

ideas, and wrote for f~fty years on nature, art and man, like 

a magnifj~cent spendthrift of spi.rt tual treasures. So great 

a store of knowledge lay at hls hand, so real and lnformed 
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with sympathy, the,t we C8,n scprcely find ftny t;rea·t literature 

which he has 110t rensacked, or any phc~.se OI' life 'Nlli(;~ iSl10t 

represented in his poems. All kind s of rnen and women, in 

every station of life, and at every stage of evil and goodness, 

oro\1Vd llis pages. There are fe'll forms of hUHlB.n characters he 

has not studied, and he has so cau6ht each individual at the 

supreme moment of his life and in-the hardest stress of circmn­

stance, that the inmost war'king of his nature is revealed. H (1) 

Thus wi th prowning sound ~hythm and be [{,uty stand su'bord ina te to 

the rn~Jin theory of hum8~n life in its totality. Or nerhans I ... ~ 

should not SE1Y subord ~na te, but made to conf'orm to the phs.se of 

humaIl life \vhich he is describing. So, for example, the 

"Ring a.nd the Book", is full of" exquieite poe·try a.nd eIrE.zing 

f"elicity of expression, running E.t times VJith s- f
4

1 uent rhythm 

and ~~elody; then a.i;ain et other tir:1es it is f'ull of jolts, 

11.8.rshness, pedantry eJld coarSene~3s, Eccording to the charecter 

~lich he wishes to represent. But r.iever Bt any time doe s 

conformity with the code of rules which he set for himself. 

'i{hen using conventiona.l metre s he trie d to vSJry tIle ir monotony 

by abrupt meE.sures; bllt vJnen he was inallgurating a nev,J rhythm 

the verse was always made true to i tee If.· 

nso I will sing on - fast as the fancies comen 

" Rudely - the verse being as the rnood it paints H 

(1) Sir Henry Jones: "Browning as a neligioll.s e .. nd Philoeophic8.1 
~eacher. n IntroQ.uction. 
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Browning's ftgrep.t contribution to liter~ture is thus 

seen in the profound and subtle interpretations of the hl~'ll 

heart. In this he is e.lone - there ere lyricists, drC:~-:l~1tiets, 

narrators - bllt there is only one brovming - tllere is no C:coup 

of wri ters in any 1i terature amon6 Vvllich he C8·n be classed •.••• 

His poems are not of Erlclttnd but of tIle uninderlti f·ied ree lIn of" 

the universe.l in man, they are poems wllose setting is the vvhole 

world ~.nd vi/hose time is any time, e te rna 1 perlla ps ~f ( 1 ) Thus far 

his poetry and expression; what about his philosophy? 

In Brovming's poems s-etion 8,nd drS.l!latic tre8tment [lre 

l~id side by side with a discussion which is n~taphysical. All 

critics agree that this style of poetry repre~ents a new de­

parture; and, with very few exceptions - and all poets have 

the ir momellts of v/eakrle ss - we rnaJ7 conclude that the poe t , 

though dealing with a metaphysical abstr,~:ction, has somehow 

caught tIle spari·:: of inspiration that lies behind all speculs-tive 

reasoning, and has transferred it successfully into poetio ex­

pression, 8S, for example. I have endeavoured to prove. 

Browning has grasped the essential spiritual truth in the trE.ns­

ceIldenta,l philosopher, .:;:ant, and recoined it in splendid verse. 

Knowledge mes·ns 

Ever renewed aSSlITanCe by defeat 

That Victory is somehow still in reach. 

How. too, Brovv-ning has built up 8 theory of i.:rllnortB,lity on this 

basiS of a struggle, ho\v sOlneho\v me~n is stri Vil16 to F tta.in the 

urJ.8·t tairl8. ble, and para.doxic8.11y de rive s comfort from the knowledge 

(1) VVilliam Phelps: lTBro\vning, How to £novJ I-lil~n, p. 68. 
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that his B.spirations CH·n never be fulfilled, he.s been fully 

treated as best I cen. T11is domine.rlt ideal hBS per:i18ps its 

most exouisite exa.mple in the little lyric, ft:Svelyn ~opetf, 

that strange ly mystict~ 1 End iJ7istful poem of- "\re gue longinc·. 

vie see there how ma·n derives hope f'r"orn the defeat of his 110]:)e8. 

You cc_-n al~110st imaCine the spec.i:er sa.ying, nIf I h8.d ~~.ined my 

idee-l, ShOl11d I heve looked for heaven; Could I 112ve died as 

I should die now, with a h~pe beyond? Would heaven seem best 

if eRrth were so ~ood? Defeat in this world returns ~ hope 

fOT heaven in another life. 

Is it too late then, Evelyn Hope? 

YOllr S QuI wa 2 pure and true, 

The good stars me t in YOll.r horoscope, 

i',.ievde you of spirit t fire and devv -

And, just because I was thrice as old 

And our paths in the world diversed so wide, 

~ach 'Nc.·',S nought to each, rnust I be told? 

\-:Ie V'lere f·ellow Elortals, nOllt;ht beside. 

No, indeed! for God above 

Is great to grant, as mishty to make • • • • • • • 

~ven in Browning's tr2'i5ic dr~.~112s, we cc-=~.n find this 

same note o:f optimism \~Jhich t inds i ts ver~T base in s- C1' i ticB.l 

belief. Death, itself, is treated with a noble carelessness 

vlhich eU5~rs 8 belief that sO:-llething greeter tl18.n deeth is to 

follow. Indeed none of Browning's characters ever moved so 

much in the sensual world of time and space as in eternity and 
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and amons eternal truths. So de2th does no~ become deeth for 

Browning in tl1e f'inH·l hUJllGn sense. His vierj of' dea.th is 

alw~lys the.t tfthe lc.st life for ~]hich the f'irst \'Vas L1eo.e fT. For 

eX8,[2:ple, Luria steps lightly, vii tll a smile, f:rOfll the petty 

throrlg of little haters to tIle great c~;,lm community of~ 8.11gels. 

Thorold drops life we8.rily from him. V/hile even Straf-ford 

a.cquiesce s in deeth vvi thout the 81 ib'lltest marta 1 tremor • 

.l..:hllS, in general, the soul is C011sidered to sit libht1JT on the 

body, a.1Vlays ready, nay, even ea.ger to burst tIle linlits of this 

finite life by which its infinite character is bound. Instead 

of deeth it is 1 if-e, ±"uller and wore e bUTldant, the t 1 ie s across 

the threshold. All this is, of·oourse, only th outco~e of 

E·rOVlning 1 s concept ion of 1 ife and irnInorta Ii ty. It is the e terne·l 

striving s,f'ter perfection v/llich, una--ctair18ble on this eerth, is, 

therefore, to be hoped for in the life everlssting. And so 

inste8~d of mortp.l shrirll:ing~ from the aGony o:f deF.th, vie 11eve -

l:~eer dec th '? - to fee 1 the f-og in my t:h.ro8. t , 

ihe mist in my face, 

When the snows begin, and the blests denote 

I a.ill nearing the pl~tce, 

The power of the night, the press of the storm 

The post of the foe; 

vVhere he sta.,nds, the Arch i'ear in a visible f'crm, 

Yet the strollS !TI8·n must go; 

For the journey is done and the sun~it attained 

And the barriers fall, 
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Though e b8.ttle ' s to fight ere the guerd'on be s,sined, 

~he reward of it all. 

I was ever e fi€;hter, so - one fit;11t :~lore, 

The best and the last! 

I \AJould hate tha.t death bandaged my eyes, and t"orbore t 

And bade me creep past. 

IIo, let me taste the v/l101e of" it, fEre lil::e my peers 

~he heroes of old, 

Dysr the brunt, in a minute pay blad life's arrears 

Of pain, darkness and cold. 

For sudden the worst turns the oest to the brave, 

The blsck minute's 8"0 end, 

And the ele~:lent's rage, the fiend-voices th~-~t reve, 

Shall dWindle, shall blend, 

Shall cha.nge t shall beCOlue first a :pe8.ce, tilen F: jOJi-, 

.:.:hen a 1 iGl1 t, then thy breast, 

o tLJ.OU soul of ~T soul! I she.ll clasp thee 2>sain 

And with God be the rest! 

~lina.llYt theret~ore, cft·n we not conclude tl1S·t bro\~ning 

has successfully combined the creative and realistic inspiration 

of E poet, with the critical idealism of true speculative 

philosophy? l~-evertheless, some COIltend tlJ.e·t -;;'rJr-.'ninb's verse 

is not poetry; others that it is not philosophy; others still 

who decle:re th[it it is neither poetry nor philosop}l~T; and BOHle 

few who conterld that his \\ords are botl1 truly philJsopl2.icsl ~111d 

poe ""Gical. \iha.t, then, is Lro\'lning? Poet or ::=eta.physicisrl? 
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