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Teaching my students how to read Victorian poetry is a
challenge in itself. Now add teaching them how to read how
Victorians read Victorian poetry. What’s more, there’s the
challenge of teaching them how to read how the information
about Victorian poets and poetry that has been distilled and
interpreted over the course of the twentieth century might be
built on, reacting to, or completely unaware of those Victorian
discourses.

And, of course, there’s the challenge of teaching them all this
amid a new information ecosystem that many of them find
difficult to navigate, even within the sophisticated
infrastructure of the Princeton University Library. What I
present here are several paths through the Princeton
Prosody Archive that can be used as pedagogic tools to help
students make discoveries about how poetry was read in the
nineteenth century and how it is read today.
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“Database Race”

In teaching students to use the PPA, the first lesson is about
incompleteness and choices, or, in other words, archives and
databases. Princeton Ph.D. Candidate Miranda Marraccini
and I developed a lesson about Elizabeth Barrett Browning
that worked in concert with our discussion of what it means
to use online databases for research. We paired up our
students and asked them to find out the date of Elizabeth
Barrett Browning’s first published book--using only their
assigned online database. The students searched Google
Books, WorldCat, the Princeton University Library Catalog,
and the HathiTrust Library, but not the PPA. We called it
“database race” and, artificially, they weren’t allowed to
supplement their searching with any other resources that
were literally at their fingertips (because there is a ton of
information online about EBB, obviously).

Did we distinguish first book of poetry and first book? We did
not. The students working with HathiTrust and Google Books
had text excerpts that could lead them to other scholarly
work--not really cheating--but it didn’t surprise us that it was
these databases that helped lead the students first to the
Seraphim and Other Poems in 1838 and then to her translation
Prometheus Bound in 1833. We pulled up each site one by one
and discussed how the students performed their search,
what kind of information each database made available,
whether they used “advanced search” or not, whether they
encountered any problems with library metadata, whether
they understood what we mean when we talked about library
metadata.

It was no surprise to me that Google Books made available
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the full-text of The Seraphim and that the ability to view the
front page then led that group of students back toward the
translation of Prometheus Bound, since the title page says “by
the author of,” etc. This discovery then led us to think about
what kind of information we get from title pages. So, the first
lesson introduces students to the idea of incompleteness and
choices. All archives and databases make arguments and
have points of view, sometimes without stating those
arguments or points of view directly.

The second lesson that the database race teaches us is what
we lose when we search only the metadata. For prosody,
being able to search full-text and see the page image are
crucial research tools, which is why the search results in the
PPA include text snippets and page thumbnails.

Contemporary Reviews of EBB’s Rhymes

The new availability of online archives shows us more, and
more quickly, about how Victorian poets were read in the
nineteenth century. Requiring that students find and read
contemporary reviews of a poet’s work is a simple
pedagogical practice that often supplies more information
about Victorian contexts than our lectures. Newspapers, in
particular, are fantastic resources for showing students the
distaste many critics felt for Elizabeth Barrett Browning’s
rhymes. George Saintsbury wrote, “Her ear for rhyme was
probably the worst on record in the case of a person having
any poetic power whatever.” And students love to come
across the introductions to women poets in George Bethune’s
1848 The British Female Poets. Here, Bethune writes that
Elizabeth Barrett Browning has a “disdain of carefulness” and
continues:
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“Her lines are often rude, her rhymes forced, from impatience
rather than affectation; and for the same reason, she falls
into the kindred fault of verboseness, which is always obscure
… Her Greek studies should have taught her more sculptor-
like finish and dignity; but the glowing, generous impulses of
her woman’s heart are too much for the discipline of the
classics.”

I might then have them compare this with Charles
Richardson’s admiration for her rhymes in his 1909 A Study of
English Rhyme--and of course this leads one to wonder--were
they all that bad? How would we know? (I might point
students toward Natalie Houston’s exciting scholarly
research, which is trying to look through Walker’s Rhyming
Dictionaries to determine how experimental EBB’s rhymes
really were!) One path through the Archive could show a
student the arc of critical discourse and the way a poetic form
can be seen as entirely interpretive. For instance, after
searching for EBB and rhyme one might conclude that EBB’s
rhymes were hated and then admired, but I remind them
that, after all, Saintsbury’s assessment was concurrent with
Richardson’s, while Bethune and others wrote their critiques
several decades earlier.

Critical Discourses about the Poetess

Searching for EBB and “Poetess” yields results that show how
from 1850 to 1880 she slowly replaced Hemans as “the
greatest of all English poetesses,” a title she kept until the
early twentieth century. A broad analysis of critical trends in
published books about nineteenth-century poetry that
include Elizabeth Barrett Browning (or a poet of the student’s
choosing) is just one use of the materials in the Prosody
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Archive. A student would see how, in 1851, D. M. Moir would
lament in his essay “Elizabeth Barrett Browning: Her Genius
and Imperfect Development” that “She seems to satisfy
herself with mere hasty sketches; and even in them we have
want of an outline, haziness, or exaggeration. We have
occasionally the germ of fine things; but her blossoms,
nipped by the canker-worm, seldom ripen into fruit.” And
they could contrast this with Thomas Arnold’s assessment in
1871: “She has beautified and ennobled all human
relationships, and future generations can never fail to be the
better for her breadth and nobility of thought and pure
idealism, and, above all, for her ardent enthusiasm for all
good work as the heaven-sent purifier of men’s lives and the
necessary outcome of all high thought.” Reading these critics
closely, the students can hear how Elizabeth Barrett
Browning’s poetry – like all women’s poetry--was read
through the lens of nature, of nature perverted, in Moir’s
case--and through self-improvement. Through reading these
critics, we soon learn that poetesses are figures of
unmediated natural emotion and can think through what that
might mean for male poets writing poetess poems.
Expanding this out, students can assemble in either the PPA
or HathiTrust reviews of women’s poetry and quantify the
natural metaphors that accompany the description of their
poems.

EBB Reprints in the Schoolbooks

But can the Prosody Archive tell us how Elizabeth Barrett
Browning was taught in the Victorian period? Looking through
the assembled materials in the PPA shows us when and how
textbook editors used Elizabeth Barrett Browning--though of
course I am careful to distinguish between what is printed in
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grammar books, introductions to poetry, and studies of
English poetry, and how poetry was actually taught in the
classroom. Despite the difficulty of knowing how these school
books were used, we can see which ones were popular
enough to be reprinted. From there, we might think through
which of Elizabeth Barrett Browning’s poems seemed to have
had the strongest hold on the pedagogical imagination and,
crucially, how her poetry was used, quite irrespective of the
controversies over her rhymes, to teach students how to
speak.

Setting students to the task of gathering information about a
poem’s popularity feels to them like real discovery. For
instance, we can imagine that Elizabeth Barrett Browning
would have been popular in recitation and elocution
anthologies: “The Swan’s Nest” or “The Romance of the Swan’s
Nest” appeared in Philander Claxton’s Effective English (1862),
Handbook of Calisthenics and Gymnastics, A Complete Drill-Book
for Schools (1864), Madison Watson’s Independent Fifth Reader:
Containing a Practical Treatise on Elocution: illustrated with
diagrams, select and classified reading and recitations, with
copious notes (1876), My Recitations (1887), The Elements of
English Composition (1891), Golden Numbers: A Book of Verse
for Youth (1902), A. C. McClurg’s Choice Readings for Public and
Private Entertainments, and for the use of schools, colleges, and
public readers, with elocutionary advice (1922). But it does not
appear in The Norton Anthology of Victorian Poetry, or The
Broadview. Students can track a path of reprinting through
the Archive to tally what poem may have been most familiar
to American young readers. The Independent Fifth Reader was
the most reprinted, and identified the poem so closely with
recitation that its frontispiece illustrates a stanza, while the
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poem itself illustrates pronunciation according to its system
of symbols. Allowing the student to discover the poem in this
way and then read through it, asking themselves what they
think of these symbols and whether they can understand the
system is a useful way to get them thinking about the
confusion between meter and pronunciation in the period.

J. Madison Watson, Independent Fifth Reader

Oral English for Secondary Schools and The Home Book of
English Verse selects “A Court Lady” and, in a later edition,
“Grief.” “A Court Lady” is also the selection for Harris Cassell’s
1897 Three Minute Readings for College Girls. Mitchell’s Manual
of Elocution founded on the philosophy of the Human voice,
reprinted at least five times between 1869-1889, chooses
“Adam to Eve” and “The Cry of the Children,” which also
appears in The Home Book of English Verse and several popular
anthologies like Humphrey Ward’s widely reprinted English
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Poets, The Cambridge History of English Literature and Poems of
the English Race. But “the Cry of the Children” doesn’t appear
as often in books intended for schools--we know it is the
adults who are the intended audience for that poem, which is
also a nice way to teach students about the various audiences
for these anthologies. Young readers should memorize the
rollicking meters of “A Court Lady,” following the noble
woman through the court hospital recognizing the dying men
before they expire; this poem matches the aims of Three
Minute Readings for College Girls, stated in the preface:
committing to memory and publicly reciting patriotic
thoughts are valuable aids in keeping the sacred fire of
patriotism burning on our altars. Setting students to look at
the prefaces, the tables of contents, the paratextual
materials, the poems in circulation as part of the reading of
the poem deepens their understanding of the period.

Unexpected Discoveries

There are more paths here, but perhaps one of the most
enjoyable is to set the students toward discovering
unexpected places they might find Elizabeth Barrett
Browning’s poetry. Her work was drawn into tracts about
phonetic spelling reform--an ironic fate, I point out, for a poet
who was faulted so often and so viciously for her
“untrustworthy ear.” Nevertheless, her poems appear both in
Werner’s Voice Magazine (“A Musical Instrument” in 1891 and
“Napoleon’s Exile” in 1895) and, my favorite, Fonetic Techer.
Students discover for themselves how EBB--or any poet in the
archive--has been read by way of poetic criticism and by way
of educational texts, but also how her poems would have
been taught as an example of right reading that will release
English children from the plague of elocution manuals and
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confusing grammar books.

Fonetic Techer

As the Fonetic Techer announces, “phonetic spelling will stop
the wail of the children, which, like the beat of the British
drum, greets the sun as he ensirclz the earth.” For students
who don’t feel iambic pentameter naturally in their bodies, or
for whom the British drum has not been ideologically
inscribed as heartbeat, or who do not know Greek or Latin,
introducing Victorian prosody alongside the controversies
about Victorian prosody--both versification and
pronunciation--takes a bit of pressure off and reminds them
that scanning a poem is a fundamentally historical--and yet
also always subjective--enterprise. Elizabeth Barrett Browning
is a great starting point for that understanding. These lessons
should at once compel students to think about the past and
future of organizing, navigating, conceptualizing, and
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historicizing large amounts of data but also about how we
might come to understand something new about a single
poem or about the evolving and contradictory thinking about
the technology of poetic language.

A version of this paper titled "Teaching EBB Then and Now"
was originally presented at NAVSA 2018.
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