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Introduction to Aurora Leigh

Aurora Leigh is a groundbreaking work of poetry by Elizabeth Barrett
Browning, published in 1856. This epic poem combines various literary forms
and is often regarded as a significant contribution to Victorian literature.
It tells the story of a young woman, Aurora, who aspires to become a poet and
grapples with the challenges and societal constraints imposed upon women in
her time. The poem intertwines personal narrative with broader themes of art,
gender, and social justice, making it a rich text for analysis and
discussion.

Historical Context

To fully understand Aurora Leigh, it is essential to consider the historical
context in which Elizabeth Barrett Browning wrote. The mid-19th century was a
time of significant change in England, marked by:

The Industrial Revolution, which transformed the economy and social
structures.

The rise of the women's rights movement, advocating for suffrage and
educational opportunities.

Changes in literary forms, with the emergence of the novel and the
continued importance of poetry.

Elizabeth Barrett Browning was deeply influenced by these changes. Her own
experiences as a woman in a patriarchal society informed her portrayal of
Aurora's struggles and aspirations. The poem can thus be read as a reflection
of the socio-political climate of the time.

Structure and Style

Aurora Leigh is a unique blend of narrative and verse, structured as a novel
in verse. The poem consists of nine books, which allows Browning to explore
complex themes in depth. Each book presents different aspects of Aurora's



life, her relationships, and her artistic ambitions.

Verse Form

Browning employs a variety of poetic forms throughout Aurora Leigh,
including:

Blank Verse: The predominant form, characterized by unrhymed iambic1.
pentameter, which gives the poem a natural flow and conversational tone.

Rhyme: Occasionally, Browning uses rhyme to emphasize particular themes2.
or ideas, creating a musical quality in certain sections.

Imagery and Symbolism: The poem is rich with imagery, particularly3.
nature imagery, which often reflects Aurora’s inner emotional landscape.

This varied use of form and structure enhances the thematic complexity of the
work, allowing Browning to express both personal and universal concerns.

Thematic Exploration

Aurora Leigh delves into several critical themes, which can be grouped into
three primary categories:

Gender and Feminism

The most prominent theme in the poem is the struggle for female identity and
independence. Aurora’s journey symbolizes the quest for self-realization
against societal expectations. Key points include:

- Education and Empowerment: Aurora's desire for knowledge and artistic
freedom signifies the broader struggle for women's education during the
Victorian era.
- Societal Constraints: The poem critiques the limited roles available to
women, highlighting the conflict between personal ambition and social duty.
- Female Solidarity: Throughout her journey, Aurora encounters other women
who influence her understanding of identity, emphasizing the importance of
sisterhood.



Art and the Artist

Another significant theme is the nature of art and the responsibilities of
the artist. Aurora’s development as a poet reflects Browning's views on the
role of literature in society. Key aspects include:

- Art as a Means of Expression: The poem suggests that art is a vital form of
self-expression and a means to address societal issues.
- The Artist’s Duty: Browning emphasizes that artists have a responsibility
to engage with the world around them and to use their voice for social
change.
- The Creative Process: Aurora’s struggles in creating her art symbolize the
challenges that all artists face, including doubt, rejection, and the quest
for authenticity.

Society and Class

Aurora Leigh also addresses issues of social class and the impact of poverty
on creativity and morality. Key themes include:

- The Role of the Poet in Society: Aurora grapples with her privilege and the
responsibility that comes with it, questioning how poets can address social
injustices.
- The Impact of Class on Relationships: The poem highlights the disparities
between classes, particularly through the character of Romney Leigh, who
embodies conflicting ideals of philanthropy and privilege.
- Moral Responsibility: The poem advocates for a socially engaged art that
challenges injustices and seeks to uplift the marginalized.

Character Analysis

The characters in Aurora Leigh are richly developed and serve as vehicles for
exploring the poem's central themes.

Aurora Leigh

Aurora is the protagonist and a reflection of Browning herself. Her character
embodies the struggle for female independence and artistic integrity. Key
traits include:

- Ambitious and Determined: Aurora's desire to be a poet drives her
throughout the poem, illustrating her resilience in the face of societal
constraints.
- Introspective: She often reflects on her experiences and the nature of her



art, allowing for a deep exploration of her character.
- Socially Conscious: Aurora is aware of the world around her and seeks to
address the injustices she observes, making her a voice for change.

Romney Leigh

Romney is a critical character who represents both the male perspective and
the societal expectations placed on men. Key aspects of his character
include:

- Philanthropic Ideals: He is portrayed as a man of action who desires to
improve society, yet he often fails to understand the complexities of women's
lives.
- Conflict with Aurora: Romney's views on gender and class create tension
between him and Aurora, highlighting the challenges of communication and
understanding between the sexes.
- Growth and Change: Throughout the poem, Romney undergoes significant
personal growth, ultimately recognizing the value of Aurora’s voice and
perspective.

Reception and Legacy

Upon its release, Aurora Leigh received mixed reviews but has since gained
recognition as a landmark work in feminist literature. The poem's ambitious
scope and innovative form have inspired countless readers and writers. Its
exploration of gender, art, and social justice continues to resonate today,
making it a relevant text for contemporary discussions on these issues.

Influence on Feminist Literature

Aurora Leigh is often cited as one of the first feminist texts in English
literature. Its portrayal of a woman's struggle for artistic and personal
autonomy has influenced later feminist writers, including Virginia Woolf and
Sylvia Plath.

Continued Relevance

The themes explored in Aurora Leigh remain relevant in today's discourse on
gender equality and the role of art in society. The poem invites readers to
consider the ongoing challenges women face in artistic fields and encourages
a dialogue about the importance of diverse voices in literature.



Conclusion

Aurora Leigh by Elizabeth Barrett Browning is a profound exploration of the
intersections between gender, art, and society. Through the character of
Aurora, Browning presents a powerful narrative that speaks to the struggles
of women in the 19th century while simultaneously addressing issues that
continue to resonate today. Its rich themes, innovative structure, and
character depth make it a significant work that warrants continued study and
appreciation in the realm of literature. As we reflect on the legacy of
Aurora Leigh, we are reminded of the importance of artistic expression in
advocating for social change and the ongoing journey toward equality and
empowerment.

Frequently Asked Questions

What is the main theme of 'Aurora Leigh' by
Elizabeth Barrett Browning?
The main theme of 'Aurora Leigh' is the struggle for personal and artistic
identity, particularly focusing on the role of women in society and the
challenges they face in pursuing their passions.

How does 'Aurora Leigh' address the issue of gender
roles?
'Aurora Leigh' critiques traditional gender roles by portraying a strong
female protagonist who defies societal expectations, advocating for women's
rights and the importance of female creativity.

What literary form is 'Aurora Leigh' written in?
'Aurora Leigh' is written in the form of a verse novel, combining poetry and
narrative prose to tell the story of its protagonist.

Who is the protagonist of 'Aurora Leigh' and what is
her journey?
The protagonist of 'Aurora Leigh' is Aurora, a young woman who aspires to be
a poet. Her journey involves self-discovery, navigating societal constraints,
and finding her voice in a male-dominated literary world.

What influence did Elizabeth Barrett Browning's
personal life have on 'Aurora Leigh'?
Elizabeth Barrett Browning's personal experiences, including her own



struggles with health, family expectations, and her passionate relationship
with Robert Browning, influenced the themes of defiance, love, and artistic
ambition in 'Aurora Leigh.'

How does 'Aurora Leigh' reflect Victorian society?
'Aurora Leigh' reflects Victorian society's complexities, particularly
regarding class, gender, and the evolving role of women, highlighting both
the constraints and the emerging opportunities for women in the 19th century.

What is the significance of poetry in 'Aurora
Leigh'?
Poetry in 'Aurora Leigh' serves as a means of expression and empowerment for
Aurora, symbolizing her quest for truth and authenticity in a world that
often seeks to silence women’s voices.

What role does love play in 'Aurora Leigh'?
Love in 'Aurora Leigh' is portrayed as both a source of inspiration and
conflict. Aurora's relationships, particularly with male characters,
challenge her independence and artistic integrity, illustrating the
complexities of love in a woman's life.
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