BYRON AND SCHUMANN : POSSIBLE SOURCES
' OF BROWNING'S ‘SAUL’
By:
Dr, NADIA BISHAIX
Dept. of English, Facully of Aris

This is only another attempt to trace the origin of
Browning’s poem ‘Saul’. Far-fetched as the new assump-
tion may seem, itis very likely that Schumann’s setting
of Byron’s poem ‘Jephtah’s Daughter’ may have inspired
‘Saul’. One cannot help wondering to what” extent
Browning has drawn upon the Hebrew Melodies, not only
with regard to structure but also to subject matter. In
addition to ‘Jephtah’s Daughter’, I refer particularly to
“The Destruction of Sennacherib’ and to ‘Song of Saul
Before His Last Battle’. The link between these poems
and ‘Saul’ lies in the use of anapaestic metre. There is
also an affinity in thematic substance which arouses an
awareness of the similarity between these poems.

Before going any further, however, it would be
interesting to make a brief survey of what has already
been written on the subject of the sources of Browning’s
‘Saul’. In The Bow and the Lyre : The Art of Robert
Browning, Roma A. King refers to Elizabeth Barrett
Browning’s influence on her husband’s poem which, he
says, reflects both the spirit and technique of her own
poems ‘The Soul Travelling,” Earth and Her Praise’, ‘A
SongAgainst Singing,” and ‘Rhapsody of Life’s Progress™: 1

In Modern Language Notes (June 1929), on the
other hand, there is a short note by William Lyon Phelps
of Yale University, relating how one of-his undergradu-
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duates, a Mr. Moore, once pointed out to him the simi-
larity between ‘Saul’ and Dr. John Brown’s, ‘The Cure
of Saul’. Both W.L. Phelps and his student agree that
Browning may have derived the idea of ‘Saul’ from this
poem.

Dr. Brown was not much of a poet, for in his
verses declamation roared while passion slept.

Yet there is one pasage in Squ! where Browning

uses the splendid figure of the rocky side of the
mountain revealed after the spring snow-slide,

that might have been inspired by Dr. Brown.

In the latter’s version, David sings of the
processes of creation from primeval chaos to

light and life, while

“In dumb Surprise the list’ning Monarch lay; ...3

W.L. Phelps goes on to quote the remaining lines of
which the following are the most significant :

“The lab’ring Mountain rears his rock-encum-
ber’d Head :

Down his steep and shaggy Side

The Torrent rolls his thund’ring Tide ;

Then smooth and clear, along the fertile plain
Winds his majestic waters to the distant main.4

The above lines are then compared with the following
from Browning’s <Saul’.

Have ye seen when spring’s arrowy summons
goes right to the aim,

And some mountain, the last to withstand her,
that held (he alone
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While the vale laughed in freedom and flowers)
on a broad bust of stone

A year’s snow bound above for a breastplate,
—leaves grasp the sheet 7.

Fold on fold all at once it crowds thunderously
down to his feet, ... 5

In his short note the critic has tried to compare
between Browning’s poem and Dr. Brown’s by basing
his argument mainly on the presence of the mountain
image. Another critic, George S. Wykoff, also discusses
this point from the angle of subject-matter. This time,
however, while quoting W.T. Young’s opinion that the
likeness lies between Browning’s ‘Saul’ and Christopher
Smart’s ‘Song to David’ (1763), 6 he affirms that another
possible source may be Charles Mackay’s, ‘Saul and
David’. This first came out in Poems, and later with
many changes, in The Hope of the World (1840). Although
he quotes E.B. Browning’s not very flattering opinion
of Mackay, it is rather difficult to accept Wykoff’s
assumption that

...there seems to be sufficient reason for belie-
ving that ‘Saul and David”’ by Charles
Mackay, was at least an indirect source of*Saul’’
that Browning read the former poem, and that
much of its content was retained, perhaps unco-
nsciously in his retentive memory. More than
that — or in other words, that the former poem
was a direct, definite source of the latter and a
positive influence on if, -— surely no one can
assert from the nature of the evidence.7

This is possible, of course, but it seems to me that the
nature of the subject-matter in itself, would naturally
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engender similarity in content if not in treatment, in any
poem on David and Saul. Robert Browning had too
original a mind, and his wife speaks in too scathing a tone
of Mackay, for any poem by the latter to have had the
slightest effect on Browning, direct or indirect.

... But for the man! To call him a poet !

A Prince and Potentate of commonplaces,

such as he is : — I have seen his name in the

Athenaeum attached to a lyric or two ...,

correctly called fugitive, — more than usually -
fugitive !— but I never heard before that his

hand was in the prose department.

A third article on the sources of Browning’s ‘Saul’ is by
J.A. Macpeek, ‘The Shaping of Saul.’ It relates the
poem to wyatt’s ‘Seven Penitential Psalms’. There is
distinct proof given here of Browning’s familiarity with .
Wyatt’s poetry, and it has always seemed to me that he
owed much to the earlier poet, particularly in his use of the
the dramatic monologue, Chaucer, as we know, having
been the preceding master of this form in The Canterbury
Tales. There is also originality and humour in both the

- poetry of Wyatt and that of Browning, not to mention
Chaucer’s.

To return to Macpeek’s article, however, we can
sum up what he says on the subject as follows :
that in spite of variations, the structure of both poems are
very loosely linked with each other, and that although
Browning does not resort to very close borrowings from
the text, he makes use of the most outstanding images and
ideas, After citing various examples to illustrate the
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extent of these borrowings, Macpeek comes to the follo-
wing conclusion :

S It is clear that the main outline of Sau/ is thus
provided for by Wyatt. With such a structure
in mind Browning could expand with ease with
songs and themes stemming possibly from
Daphnis and Chloe and the Song to David,the
Minstrel, operatic plays on the Saul and David
story, and many other reminiscences from his
reading®.

A great deal therefore, has been said about the
origin of Browning’s ‘Saul’. This then brings us back to
my first point : that of Byron’s poem, Jephtah’s
Daughter’ in its setting by Schumann, as having been
another likely source of Browning’s poem. This realisa-
tion came to mie in a moment of acute perception which
must have found its first expression in the subconscious.
‘Jephtah’s Daughter’ was one of the Hebrew Melo—
diee written at the request of the composer, Isaac Nathan,
to be adapted to synagogal melodies. Nathan’s musical
“setting of the poem is very inferior to that of Schumann,
however, and in this new setting the poem becomes an
inspired song.

It was Schumann’s music!® which flashed through
my mind without any conscious effort on my part, while
I was looking up Bronwing’s ‘Saul.” The opening
lines of this poem should also be compared with those
of Byron’s ‘Song of Saul Before His Last Battle’,!!
There the anapaest is reversed to a dactyl to evoke the
abruptness and strength of the opening lines of ‘Saul.’
Yet if this poern may have exercised a marked influence
on Browning’s poem, an even closer impact has been
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left on it by “Jephtah’s Daughter.12 This is a closer
poem to, Saul’, not only in rhythm and meter. but also in
mood. It is very possible that the beat in Byron’s lines
may have given birth to that in Browning’s through
Schumann’s music, particularly since the latter poet
was such a competent musician. Consequently he may
have heard the song at the Schumanns’ with whom he had
struck up a good friendship. Their gatherings were
memorable :

Two dinners with Joachim the musician —
one with Made Schumann, and, better, one
afternoon of their very admirable performance
at a private house : one concert of Miss
Zimmermann’s — music in plenty ... 13.

Schumann’s 'setting of ‘Jephtah’s Daughter® is
the most beautiful to be found." In 4 Hundred years
of Music, Gerald Abraham describes the symmetry
of his music “as being literary where Chopin’s is purely
musical.15 Literature, he goes on to explain,

... led him to think of music far too much in
terms of verse or rhapsodic prose —admitted-
ly the two forms of literature in which the
words approach most nearly to the conditions
of music. 16.

The critic justly thinks that Schumann *miraculously
enables the poet to become a musician’’17 and he

... brings to the lyric music that needs nothing
but those words, to give it articulate
expression.

The use of anapaestic metre is also apparent in “The
Destruction of Sennacherib’, and although it is this very
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aspect of the poem which Quiller-Couch seems to resent,
there is no doubt that the movement of the verse sweeps
through the poetry with the blast of a strong wind. In
spite of this, he says, however, that

...the rest of Hebrew Melodies recads to me,
I confess, like a turgid school-exercise work

or :

To the wolf and the vulture he leaves his wild
flock,

And descends to the plain live a stream from
the rock,

Then the pirates of Parga that live by the waves,
And teach the ple Franks what it is to be
slaves.

I protest that my tongue stammers against conti-
nuing. 19.

Once again, in Browning’s ‘Saul’ as in Byron’s
poems, we are brought irrevocably to hear, through these
very same lines, that compelling beat in the poem.

“. O Saul, it shall be
“A.Face like my face that receives thee; a
Man like to me,

“Thou shalt love and be loved by for ever : a
Hand like this hand

“Shall throw open the gates of new life to thee
See the Christ stand.20

It is interesting to compare the above lines with the opening
bars of Schumann’s song’ ‘Jephtah’s Daughter’:
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In the poetry, as in the music, there is a basic pattern of
a fixed number of strong stresses with occasional changes
in the position if the weak stresses. In ‘Saul’, on the
other hand, if the anapaestic metre of the poem were to
be translated into a musical one, it would have been in 5/4
time — Schumann’s song is in 4/4 time—the five beats of
each line being regular right through the poem. Roma
A. King finds that “the anapaestic pattern is so forcefully
established that the kind of shifting stress found in most of
Browning’s poems becomes distracting in this one.’22

For a poet who has spent a lifetime studying music,
it is not surprising that words should first have moulded
themselves into definite rhytlmical shapes lurking some-
here at the back of his mind during poetic composition. In
his article, Robert Browning the Poet-Musician’, R. W.S.
Mend! points out the fact that Browning himself wrote
song-settings which he sang, but which he later destroyed.
The poems Mendl mentions are Donne’s ‘Go and catch
a Falling Star,” Hood’s ‘I will not have the mad Clytie’
and Peacock’s ‘In the mountain sheep are sweeter. 23,

There is also reference to *his charming impro-
visations at the piano to the delight of his ( Browning’s)
friends, his composition of songs, his friendships with
Joachim and Clara Schumann,’’?4 as having helped his
natural talent for music to flourish and converge with his
poetic inspiration. Poet-musicians write with great
concentration on sound, even though they may not be
aware of it. Sometimes this poetic inspiration may come
rather late to them on account of the forces of poetry
and music pulling them simultaneously in different
directions. When it does come, however, unity is then
achieved, and the words are invariably forced into the in-
tricate patterns of music which have ‘become part of their
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very souls, The words then emerge in rhythm till aware-
ness tells of the fact that a poem has come into bemng,
This then is what may have happened during the compo-
sition of ‘Saul.” It may be argued that Browning’s poem
can easily have been inspired without the help of Schu-
mann’s music. This of course, is perfectly plausible,
but it is easier for a poet to adapt his own words to a
musical, rather than a strictly metrical poetic pattern,
‘uninspired by music. This is because the words of another
'poet would simply get in the way during 'composition.
Although Browning, as a musician, would have found no
difficulty in recognising and making use of Byron’s metre
in ‘Jephtah’s Daughter,’ there is no doubt that the rthythm
of music on its own is much purer and easier to transcribe
into words than that of poetry,
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