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[18 November 1850 ]. Mrs Browning is even more slight and delicate in 
her appearance than I had supposed. Her manners are reserved and 
timid, her voice is low and she joined but little in the conversation. 
You feel as if she were so distrustful of herself that she kept back the 
expression of her sentiments and thoughts from all but those with 
whom she was familiar, - and, knowing what those thoughts and 
sentiments must be, you long so to win her confidence as to lead her 
to express them to you. Her face is pleasing, but like her voice and 
manner is melancholy and quiet, but full of sensibility. You would not 
believe from it that she has written as she has. You would believe her 
to have been the most delicate and sensitive of poets, not one to have 
written poems which show as hers do very great intellectual strength 
and power of expression. These are my first impressions ... 
13 December 1850 . ... The more that I saw of [Browning] and of 
Mrs Browning the more did I discover in them the characteristics 
which their poetry would lead one to believe them to possess. 
Browning's conversation is remarkable and often very striking. His 
thoughts flow quickly, he uses many figures, but always apposite 
ones, he has a store of pleasant anecdotes, and he says everything 
with such entire straightforward earnestness that one cannot but 
like him. He is quite unconscious and never even in the slightest 
way claims any regard for himself as a poet, or shows that he 
expects you to remember that he is one. Indeed one of the most 
charming characteristics of both him and his wife is their self-forget
fulness .... Mrs Browning seemed better and stronger than I had ever 
seen her, she talked more than usual and was only too kind to me. 
Her last words as I bade her goodbye were, - 'You will be sure that 
your sisters let us know as soon as they arrive in Florence, for we 
shall be very glad to see them.' 

Letters of Charles Eliot Norton, eds Sara Norton and M.A. De Wolfe 
Howe, 2 vols (London, 1913), i.75, 78-9 

Notes 

Norton (1827-1908), later Professor of Fine Arts at Harvard 1873-98, 
wrote for several important American reviews including The Atlantic 
Monthly. He visited Europe a number of times and corresponded with, 
among others, the Brownings, Carlyle and Elizabeth Gaskell. 
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