Robert Browning: 1812 – 1889
The most intellectually arresting of the Victorian poets, Robert Browning was born in Camberwell in London in 1812, the son of Robert Browning Snr, a banker who had left the family plantation at St Kitts because of his objections to slavery. Browning’s father possessed an outstanding, eclectic library of some 6,000 books, which provided the basis of his son’s education and the foundation of his extensive learning. Robert Browning, like John Ruskin, who grew up in the same area, briefly attended the new London University, 1827-8, and learned about art first hand in the Dulwich gallery. 

Browning was excluded – though it didn’t matter as he found his own reading more conductive – from the ancient universities of Oxford and Cambridge because he was a Dissenter not an Anglican. This faith he seems to have maintained throughout his life, to the puzzlement of some of his contemporaries; it is certainly difficult to discern in his searching poems about history, knowledge, certainty, uncertainty, belief. 

His early work secured him entry into important literary circles, but Sordello (1840) was infamously difficult, helping secure a reputation for the arcane and obscure that Browning always had some problem in throwing off. 
…Well known, and more accessible, early dramatic monologues included ‘Porphyria’s Lover’ (1836) and ‘My Last Duchess’ (1842)…which appeared in 1845 in Dramatic Romances and Lyrics, and that same year he began his correspondence with Elizabeth Barrett, whom he would marry in secret in September the following year. She was a more well-known poet at this point and certainly Browning regarded her, always, as his superior. 

Browning achieved enormous popularity, particularly among the discerning, as a brilliantly inventive writer who had brought a new mode of psychological exploration to poetry , a probing intellect, and brought a fresh language to the nineteenth century with the gusty diction of a host of dramatic speakers. 

Browning died in 1889 and was buried alongside Tennyson in Poet’s Corner Westminster Abbey. 

REF: Victorian Poetry: An Annotated Anthology, ed. by Francis O’ Gorman

What his Contemporaries Thought:
What made Browning great was his “immense expression of life – of life rendered with large liberty and free experiment with an unprejudiced intellectual eagerness to put himself in other people’s place , to participate in complications and consequences; a restless psychological research that might well alarm any pale company for their formal orthodoxies”

…he broke the “tradition of the poetic character as something high, detached and simple”

