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dered grotesque. Granted, a mother's breast certainly does swell with 
milk, and milk may even spurt out when a mother simply thinks of her 
baby, as any woman who has experienced what is called the "let-down 
reflex" can testify. Early Christian and medieval writers were well 
aware of this phenomenon too. It is one of the biological facts underly­
ing the fervent worship of the Virgin's breast and milk, which Marina 
Warner describes in her book on the Virgin, Alone of All Her Sex.3° 
But a mother's breast does not usually pant and burst out of the 
garments that confine it. 

This grotesque exaggeration of the maternal function of Psyche's 
breast, however ludicrous it may seem, is not without significance. 
Most importantly, it reminds us of the extent to which the Victorian 
period was dominated by the worship of a mother goddess figure, a 
worship characterized by iconographical depictions of the goddess 
suckling her infant, whether that goddess be Isis, as in ancient Egypt, 
or the Virgin. Eric Trudgill describes this element in Victorian culture 
as the cult of the "Angel mother," and suggests in Madonnas and 
Magdalens that it explains why the Victorians permitted such gener­
ous decolletage-indeed, to a degree that would raise eyebrows 
today.3 1 This cult also explains why the Victorians may have had fewer 
taboos and inhibitions than we have today about the breast as mam­
mary fact. Indeed, the suckling infant and the nursing mother are so 
much a topos of the period that in Moby-Dick Melville can serenely 
invoke the analogy of human infants suckling at the breast and gazing 
off into the infinite to describe the way in which baby whales nurse, 
when some Captain Ahab's crew glimpse this marvellous sight below 
them in the transparent water. 32 Nor was it only human infants and 
baby whales that were depicted as suckling at the mother's breast in the 
Victorian period. In Little Dorrit Dickens compares Amy's succoring 
of her father m prison to the act of "a classical daughter" who offered 
the milk of ht!r breast to her father. 33 Martin Meisel points out in his 
recent book Realizations that this comparison in Little Dorrit was 
probably influenced by numerous pictorial depictions of this tableau, 
entitled "Roman Charity" in some versions.34 Apparently, the idea of a 
father suckling at his daughter's breast did not seem disturbing to 
Dickens and his readers. But as the TLS reviewer of Meisel's book 
points out, it's apt to make a modern audience squeamish.35 

The fact that the nursing mother was a Victorian topos susceptible 
of varying treatments does not completely explain Tennyson's gro­
tesque caricawre of it in The Princess. That grotesqueness can also be 
attributed, I suspect, to two additional circumstances. First, Tennyson 
is pushing an ideological message in The Princess-the message that, 
as George Henry Lewes puts it, "the grand function of woman ... is 
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and ever must be, Maternity."36 Second, Tennyson may have been 
uneasy about the possibility of erotic connotations attaching them­
selves to Psyche's exposed breast. Accordingly, he attempts to sup­
press such connotations by grotesquely exaggerating the autonomy of 
its maternal function. Marina Warner notes how even in paintings of 
the Madonna and child, erotic connotations became more and more 
obtrusive in the Renaissance, as paintings became increasingly secular. 
Indeed, one French painter went so far as to depict the mistress of 
Charles VII as the Mother of God, painting her with round firm breast 
bursting forth from a flirtatious bodice--a breast not in the least bit 
concealed by the infant who supposedly represents the saviour of 
mankind.37 This transformation in depictions of the Virgin and her 
breast seems to havt: reached a purely erotic end by the 18th century in 
England, for in looking at Hogarth's engravings of "The Harlot's 
Progress" one cannot help but be struck by the fact that the harlot is 
frequently shown \\ ith one breast completely exposed, as the Virgin 
was, and as Tennysc n's Psyche is too (only half of her "sacred mother's 
bosom burst the la,;es towards her babe"). Given the popularity of 
Hogarth among Victorian readers, it would not be at all surprising if 
Tennyson felt uneasy when he came to describe this scene in The 
Princess. Although he presents the breast in more of its aspects than 
poets such as D. G. Rossetti, he is still very much bound by the totems 
and the taboos of his age. 

III 

Elizabeth Browning also reflects the totems and taboos of her time 
in her use ofthe breast and related images. But she makes much more 
frequent use of such images than her male contemporaries do, and in 
her later poems these images become more and more daring and 
metaphorically complex. By far the largest proportion of the many 
breast images in he~ poems are maternal. A few of these in her early 
poems are sentimentally vague images of the sort that we might expect 
from a decorous y(lung Victorian woman. For example, in a poem 
entitled "Isabel's Child" published in 1838, Browning t~mploys the 
topos ofthe nursing mother, but chooses to focus not on the breast so 
much as on the milk in the mouth of the suckling child. She uses this 
image to emphasize, as Wordsworth does in Book II of The Prelude, 
that the child first learns of love through suckling at its mother's 
breast. The baby knows love at first only 

by the drops of sweet 
White nourishrrent still hanging round 
The little moutt so slumber-bound.39 
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In another poem published in 1844, "A Rhapsody of Life's Progress," 
she is a little more graphic and explicit in her treatment of the nursing 
topos. When we're first born, she writes, 

The Heavens seem as near as our own mother's face is, 
And we think we could touch all the stars that we see; 
And the rnilk of our mother is white on our mouth: 
And, with small childish hands, we are turning around 
The apple of Life which another has found. (Vol. Ill, p. 110). 

Here the apple becomes a symbol both of life's potential and of the 
future fall into the knowledge of evil, but certainly too it suggests the 
breast which the suckling child touches and turns and kneads as it 
feeds. 

Despite her sentimental focus on motherly love in this poem and 
others, Browning seems to have been quite aware even in her early 
poetry, written before she had her own children, that suckling is a basic 
animal action common to human infants and other mammal young, 
and the recognition of that fact doesn't seem to disturb her. In "An 
Island" (1838), she describes cows lowing at their calves as if in 
approval of "the warm mouths milking them for love" (Vol. II, p. 40). 
Subsequent poems reveal that Browning was also quite aware as some 
Victorian phy~.icians were of the erotic pleasure that a mother expe­
riences in suckling a child.4o Certainly she did not promote the ideol­
ogy of asexual motherhood that is so conspicuous a part of the 
Victorian cult of the angel mother and that still shapes attitudes 
towards breast-feeding today, as Susan Weisskopf has shown. 41 In a 
late poem (1862) entitled "Little Mattie," for instance, Browning 
mourns that a young girl dead at 13 will miss so many of life's 
pleasures, among them "the warmth of a baby's mouth/ At the blos­
som of her br1!ast" (Vol. II, p. 2). This recognition of the pleasure 
involved in bn!ast-feeding does not mean, however, that Browning 
suppresses the pain that is sometimes involved too. In one of her 
strongest mature poems entitled "Mother and Poet," she speaks of a 
mother "hurting her breast/ With the milk-teeth of babes, and a smile 
at the pain" (Vol. VI, p. 71 ). Nor does Browning suppress the element 
of bondage in the nursing mother's relation to her child. On the 
contrary, she depicts that bondage with searing power in "The Runa­
way Slave at Pilgrim's Point," where she presents a black slave who 
strangles the white child at her breast because when she looks down at 
its face, she sees only "the master's look" that "used to fall" on her like a 
lash. (Vol. III, p. 165). 

Just as Elizabeth Browning is capable of making the breast a symbol 
of pain or bondage, so she also occasionally presents it surrounded 
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with erotic connotations that are primarily demonic. Where she differs 
from her male contemporaries, however, is that she does not often 
present the breast as demonic, and when she does, she refuses to 
dissociate this aspect of the breast from its maternal aspect-the 
breasts of Helen from the "sacred mother's bosom" of Psyche, as it 
were. For instance, when she refers to prostitutes as she does in "A 
Song for the Ragged Schools of London," she first invokes the stereo­
typical view of these women as fallen devils by describing them as 
"women leering through the gas"; and then quickly explodes the 
stereotype in the fii!Xt line by observing in parenthesis "Just such 
bosoms used to nurse you" (Vol. VI, p. 24). Here, as in Rossetti's 
"Orchard Pit," we Sfe a dramatic conflation of faces and breasts, as the 
leering eyes are replHced by mother's bosoms, or metonymically by the 
nipples in those bosoms. But in Browning's poem the face-breast, 
eyes-nipples subs tit lltion is used for a very different purpose: not to 
present in an intensified form the stereotypical images of the demonic 
woman, but to interrogate that image by conflating the fallen women 
British men see in London with the mothers that once nursed them. On 
a much larger scale, Browning employs a parallel but reverse strategy 
in Aurora Leigh b) depicting the fallen woman Marian Earle as a 
Madonna figure absorbed in love for her illegitimate child. Since 
Marian becomes pregnant with this child only after being drugged and 
raped, however, this conflation of Magdalen and Madonna is less bold 
than it initially seems. 

The only truly de monic woman in Aurora Leigh appears to be not 
the paradoxically pure Marian, but the aristocratic Lady Waldemar, 
whom Aurora initially sees as being wholly responsible for Marian's 
terrible fate. Lady Waldemar occasions one of the very few principally 
erotic depictions of the female breast in Elizabeth Browning's poetry 
when she appears, in decollete splendour, at an evening social 
gathering: 

The woman looked immortal. How they told, 
Those alabaster shoulders and bare breasts, 
On which the pearls, drowned out of sight in milk, 
Were lost, exceping for a ruby clasp! 
They split the amaranth velvet-bodice down 
To the waist or 1early, with the audacious press 
Of full-breasted beauty. If the heart within 
Were half as white!-but, if it were, perhaps 
The breasts were closer covered and the sight 
Less aspectable by half, too. (V, II. 618-27, p. 214). 

This woman who looks "immortal" is subsequently viewed as a lamia 
by Aurora, and undeniably Lady Waldemar is somewhat of a false 
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mother-figun: to Marian, much as Geraldine is to Christa bel in Cole­
ridge's poem of that title. But the heart within that "aspectable" bosom 
is nevertheles:; not quite so black as Aurora assumes it to be. In the end 
we learn that Lady Waldemar is not responsible for Marian's being 
drugged and raped. She is not, in other words, a demonic villainess, a 
lamia; she is merely an ordinary mortal woman scheming to satisfy her 
own needs and desires, as she reminds Aurora when she tells her in a 
letter, "We both had mothers-lay in their bosoms once" (Bk. IX, 1. 
17, p. 360). Thus, the most striking erotic depiction of the breast in 
Aurora Leigh is not, in the final analysis, as surrounded with demonic 
associations as it initially seems to be.42 And in the case of the one other 
primarily erotic image of the breast that appears in the poem, there are 
no demonic connotations at all. Aurora's friend the painter Vincent 
Carrington describes a sketch of 

A tiptoe Danae, overbold and hot, 
Both arms a-flame to meet her wishing Jove 
Halfway, and burn him faster down; the face 
And breasts upturned and straining, the loose locks 
All glowing with the anticipated gold. 

(III, 1l.l227-27, p. 118) 

Aurora is not at all embarrassed by Vincent's boldly erotic description. 
Instead, she finds in it a metaphor for her own poetic aspiration­
aspiration that she sees as too eager, too "forward," but not in any way 
eviL 

None of these images of the breast in Aurora Leigh are quite so 
startling or metaphorically complex as the epic image of the "double­
breasted age" that I began by considering. But taken together, they 
form a significant pattern of images that we can be sure was deliberate 
on Browning's part. Moreover, one final example may serve to dem­
onstrate that even when Browning's images of the breast seem most 
grotesque, on consideration that they can nevertheless be seen to be 
daring and successful attempts to achieve complex rhetorical and 
thematic end5. As Book V of Aurora Leigh begins, the Book which is 
most directly ,;;oncerned with Aurora's artistic aspirations and also the 
Book in which Browning makes most conspicuous and frequent use of 
the breast image, Aurora pauses to ask herself if she has the power to 
write poems "in mysterious tune/ with man and nature" -with, among 
other things, 

all that strain 
Of sexual passion, which devours the flesh 
In sacrament of souls? with mother's breasts 
Which, round the new-made creatures hanging there, 
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Throb luminous and harmonious like pure spheres? 
(II. 14-18, p. 195) 

This comparison of mother's breasts to luminous, throbbing spheres 
may initially seem a~ incongruous as some of John Donne's metaphys­
ical conceits, particularly if, as seems likely, the terms "luminous" and 
"harmonious" brin~; the image of heavenly spheres into the reader's 
mind. But there are several reasons why, after consideration, Brown­
ing's simile seems appropriate and functional rather than outlandish 
and incongruous. 

First, the comparison of mother's breasts to luminous spheres 
immediately seems less discordantly metaphysical if we consider, as 
Aurora the artist attempts to do, the perspective of a "new-made 
creature" -or the "innocent eye," to steal a phrase much in circulation 
these days. After all, the mother's breast is the only sphere that the 
newborn infant can see, and all of Heaven that it desires. It has been 
said that the mother's body is the primary landscape; and perhaps its 
our primary skyscape too, as Browning herself implies in "A Rhap­
sody of Life's Progr,~ss." Moreover, to the suckling child no doubt the 
mother's breast does "throb luminous and harmonious"-particularly 
in the middle of the night or in the grey half-light when, much to the 
mother's inconvenience, the "newmade creature" will insist on "hang­
ing" there. So much for the innocent eye, then. But what does it have to 
do with Aurora's artistic ambitions? Well, I think it does have some­
thing to do with th(:m because despite her long past apprenticeship, 
Aurora is still rather innocent at this point in her development, still 
inclined to adopt tte perspective of the child searching for mother­
love, and still not a·: ease with "all that strain/ Of sexual passion" in 
herself since she is still a virgin. Nevertheless, she is in her own way an 
ardent feminist who desires to write an epic out of her own female 
experience and to use "women's figures" in doing so, and this brings us 
to another important feature of the breasts like spheres simile. It is 
undeniably a female figure of speech: though men have breasts in some 
androgynous vision' of the future like Marge Piercy's Woman on the 
Edge of Time, they don't have them now, and didn't in Aurora's time. 
Moreover, it is an epic figure of speech too if the "spheres" are 
associated with the heavenly spheres. Alice Ostriker has noted how 
contemporary wom!n poets employ traditional images for the female 
body-a flower, for instance-but transform the attributes of those 
traditional images s :> that in the case of the flower it comes to convey 
force and not fragility. 43 Through Aurora, Elizabeth Browning seems 
to be engaging in as .milar type of transformation or "re-vision" of the 
female body, to use Adrienne Rich's term, as she graphically describes 
a mother's breast with cosmic rather than coy images. 
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In revisioning this powerful female image in this way, Browning is 
writing as the French feminist Helene Cixous urges all women to write 
in her well known essay, "The Laugh of the Medusa." She is working 
subversively within the discourse of phallocentric signifiers, dislocat­
ing it, exposing its limitations, transcending it. Of her, above all, one 
can say what Cixous says of all women: that she "writes in white ink."44 

But as to the question of whether or not only a woman could write in 
this way-of whether a woman like Elizabeth Browning is innately 
disposed to use images of the breast in a different way than her male 
contemporaries-that is a much more difficult question to answer. 
When the Victorian reviewer said of the "double-breasted age" passage 
that "no man could have written it," he was perfectly right, because no 
man in his age could have gotten away with writing it. But that doesn't 
mean no man ever could write it or that no man ever has used the 
breast as a metaphor in the way Elizabeth Browning uses it. None of 
the images of the breast in Browning is any more graphic or startling 
than that whi<:h we encounter at the heart of the patriarchal tradition, 
in the writings of one of the Church fathers, Clement of Alexandria. 
"The Word alone supplies us children with the milk of the Father," 
Clement observes, "and only those who suck at this breast are truly 
happy. For this reason seeking is called sucking; to those infants who 
seek theW ord, the Father's loving breasts supply milk. "45 Of Clement 
too it can be s.aid that he writes in "white ink." 
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