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“Literature is the art of discovering something extraordinary about ordinary people, and saying with ordinary words 
something extraordinary.”  ~ Boris Pasternak
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How Do I Love THee? 
LeT Me CounT THe ways

by

eLIzabeTH barreTT brownIng
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About How Do I Love Thee?

Summary

How Do I Love Thee? is one of the most famous love poems in the English language. In this 
sonnet, the poet Elizabeth Barrett Browning describes the perfection of her love for her 
husband. This poem was included in Browning’s most famous publication, Sonnets from 
the Portuguese (1850).
 

Biography

Elizabeth Barrett Browning (1806-1861) was the eldest of the twelve children of Edward 
Moulton Barrett, whose wealth was derived from Jamaican plantations. She had been 
sickly as a child and, as an adult, lived a reclusive life in London under the control of 
her tyrannical father who forbade any of his children to marry. She met the poet Robert 
Browning in 1845. A year later they married and eloped to Italy. Sonnets from the Portuguese 
(1850), consisting of forty-four poems, is generally considered a kind of rapturous love 
letter to her husband.
 

“Literary experience heals the wound, without undermining the privilege, of individuality.”  ~ C.S. Lewis
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Before Reading

1. Discuss

➡➡ In pairs, discuss these questions.

•	 Have you ever been in love? If so, how did you feel?

•	 What are the differences in meaning and usage between like and love in English? 
How about in your language?

•	 Is love between a husband and wife different than that between boyfriend and 
girlfriend?

2. Connect The Words And Phrases

➡➡ Match the opposites.

1.	_____		 love a.	 death

2.	_____		 griefs b.	 wrong

3.	_____		 right c.	 joys

4.	_____		 to lose d.	 hate

5.	_____		 life e.	 to gain

6.	_____		 quiet f.	 criticism

7.	_____		 praise g.	 loud

Reading

➡➡ Now read and enjoy How Do I Love Thee? Let Me Count The Ways. It is not necessary to 
understand every word, but instead, aim to get the general meaning. You can underline any new 
words you think are important, and check them in the glossary (p. 103) later.



70 Real Reads

How do I love thee? Let me count the ways

by Elizabeth Barrett Browning

How do I love thee? Let me count the ways.

I love thee to the depth and breadth and height

My soul can reach, when feeling out of sight

For the ends of Being and ideal Grace.

I love thee to the level of everyday’s

Most quiet need, by sun and candlelight.

I love thee freely, as men strive for Right;

I love thee purely, as they turn from Praise.

I love thee with the passion put to use

In my old griefs, and with my childhood’s faith.

I love thee with a love I seemed to lose

With my lost saints, --- I love thee with the breath,

Smiles, tears, of all my life! --- and, if God choose,

I shall but love thee better after death.
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After Reading

1. Discuss

➡➡ In pairs, discuss these questions.

•	 What did you think of this poem?

•	 Do you think the man loves the woman as much as the woman loves the man?

•	 Do you believe love continues even after death?

2. Closer Reading — Comprehension Questions.

➡➡ Are the following statements about the poem true (T) or false (F)? Correct the false ones.

1.	_____		 The narrator knows only one way to love her husband.
2.	_____		 The narrator likens her love for her husband to her love of God.
3.	_____		 Her love is on the same level as her most basic needs.
4.	_____		 She loves him with the passion of old wounds and the faith of a child.
5.	_____		 Her love for him will end with her death.

3. Choose The Qualities Of Romantic Love

➡➡ Discuss in pairs. What qualities should a person show towards someone he or she loves?  
Circle the ideal qualities and underline the qualities that might destroy a relationship.

	 vanity	 	 selflessness	 	 pride

	 	 joy	 	 a	wish	to	be	admired	or	praised

	 selfishness	 	 resentment	 	 forgiveness

	 	 compassion	 	 anger

Literary Point: How do I love thee?

Browning’s poem is the 43rd of the 44 included in Sonnets from the Portuguese. The title 
of the work is deliberately ambiguous to veil its deeply personal nature. It seems 
she wanted it to appear that her sonnets were a translation from a work originally 
written in Portuguese. Some critics also speculate that the title represented a private 
joke between the poet and her husband, who called her his “Portuguese” because of 
her slightly dark skin.
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1. Fill-In-The-Blanks

➡➡ Use these words to complete the short summary of the poem:

lost
nickname
praised

husband
translation
list

19th
dies
justice

44
sorrows
need

soul
breathing

Sonnets from the Portuguese consists of a series of (1) ________ sonnets Elizabeth Barrett 
Browning wrote as a kind of love letter to her (2) ________, the poet Robert Browning. 
She wrote these poems in the mid-(3) ________ century. By calling them Sonnets from the 
Portuguese, she was trying to conceal the personal nature of the poems. It could seem that 
the Sonnets were a (4) ________ from another language into English. In fact, it is widely 
believed that Robert Browning liked to call his wife his “Portuguese” because of her 
slightly dark skin. It was his (5) ________ for her.

In the sonnet entitled How do I love thee?, Browning makes a kind of (6) ________ of 
the ways in which she loves her husband. She tells him that she loves him with all her 
(7) ________: to its depth, breadth, and height. She also thinks of her love for him as a 
kind of (8) ________, just as she requires the everyday things of everyday life. 

Browning says her love for her husband is a natural instinct, just as humans search 
for (9) ________ in their lives. She is modest about her love. She doesn’t love her 
husband so she will be (10) ________ for it. Her love has the strength once devoted 
to passionate (11) ________. Her love also has the strength she once felt for organized 
religion, a faith she has (12) ________.

Browning’s love for her husband is an essential part of her existence. It is as 
necessary to her as (13) ________, eating and sleeping. Browning thinks that her love for 
her husband will continue even after she (14) ________.

Learn About Literature: The Sonnet

The sonnet is one of the most common forms of poetry through the ages. Its name 
derives from the Italian sonnetto, meaning “little song.” By the 13th century, the sonnet 
had come to refer to a poem of fourteen lines following a set rhyme scheme and logical 
structure. A sonnet’s first four lines typically introduce the topic. Sonnets often use a 
poetic diction (a special kind of language used for literary works) that is heavily based on 
vivid imagery. 

The sonnet is a literary form that fell out of popularity in the eighteenth century but 
was revived in the nineteenth by such romantic poets as Browning who, in Sonnets from 
the Portuguese, takes her love for her husband as her main theme. Her work represents 
a sonnet sequence: a group of sonnets connected by theme (main subject) and written by 
one poet. The sonnet sequence typically explores the theme of love and the poet’s 
fluctuating attitudes towards it. Shakespeare’s 154 sonnets constitute the most famous 
sonnet sequence in English.

Review


