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Story's first impressions of the Brownings 

William Wetmore Story 

The Brownings and we became great friends in Florence, and of 
course we could not become friends without liking each other. He, 
Emelyn says, is like you- judge from this portrait? He is of my size, 
but slighter, with straight black hair, small eyes, wide apart, which 
he twitches constantly together, a smooth face, a slightly aquiline 
nose, and manners nervous1 and rapid. He has a great vivacity, but 
not the least humour, some sarcasm, considerable critical faculty, 
and very great frankness and friendliness of manner and mind .... 
Mrs Browning ... used to sit buried up in a large easy chair, listening 
and talking very quietly and pleasantly, with nothing of that pecu
liarity which one would expect from reading her poems. Her eyes 
are small, her mouth large, she wears a cap and long curls. Very 
unaffected and pleasant and simple-hearted is she, and Browning 
says 'her poems are the least good part of her.' 

Notes 

Letter to James Russell Lowell, 21 March 1849, in Henry James, 
William Wetmore Story and his Friends: from Letters, Diaries, and 

Recollections, 2 vols (Edinburgh and London, 1903), i.l71-2 

Story (1819-95), American lawyer turned sculptor, had recently settled 
in Italy. He and his wife Emelyn (1820-94) became close friends of the 
Brownings. The two families were together in Rome in 1853 at the time 
of the death of six-year-old Joe Story, and they spent several summers 
with each other in Bagni di Lucca and near Siena. Browning modelled 
in clay under Story's direction in Rome and edited his Roba di Roma 
(2 vols, 1863) for the one-volume version of 1864. Story enjoyed 
Browning's 'intellectual companionship': 'Englishmen who think are 
very rare; they are generally ganglions of prejudices, which they call 
opinions .... Their education is never general, but special, and outside 
their speciality they are terribly barren .... Browning is by nature not 
an Englishman' (letter to Charles Eliot Norton, 15 August 1861, in 
James, Story, ii.68-9). 

Lowell (1819-91), poet and essayist, was a correspondent of 
Elizabeth Barrett. He knew Browning mostly during his period as 
American minister in England (1880-5). 

1 That is energetic, vigorous, forceful (see OED 'nervous' 2-3). 
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