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ABSTRACT

Browuing's reputation for "obscurity” was established 4a the
ninsteenth century and this provlem is the thems cof some contemporery
criticism of the poet's wvork. This thesis 48 an attempt to reassess
the problem in light of current sttitudes toward the nature and
function ot_poetry.

The great majority of the Victorians who criticized Browning
for being too Aifficult to understand were the reviewers of the popular
periodicals of the period. An examination of their eriticism reveals
that most of those aepects of Erowning's work which they called
"obscure” were really simply characteristics of the poetry which
did not conform to the popullar concept of what poetry ought to be.

These criticisms of "obscurity,” which vere really objections
to certain aspects of Browning's péetry which the Victorians disliked
or which their reading habits made 4ifficult for them, are re-examined
in light of modern poetics. A ecomparison between th& two attitudes
shows that whereas the Victorians condermed Browning for his irregular
syntax, his recondite allusions, and the subjsct matter with which
he dealt, the modern poets and eritics consider these things to be
essential if poetry is to be successful.

However, in spite of the current general acceptance of the
type of poetry vhich Browning wrote, a fev contemporary eritics tend
to approach Erowning as though he presents some special sort of
problem. An exemination of the work of three such critics indicates



"t

that many modern Browning scholars implieitly accept the nineteenth
century opinions and seek to explain Browning's "cbscurity” as the
zanifestation of some abnormal psyshological block, falling to
recognize that the characteristics of Browning's poetry on which
they base their arguments are generslly thought to be acceptabls
and normal.

Since much of the modern vork done on "cbscurity” in Browning
relies too heavily on the eritical evaluations of the nineteenth
century, the basls for the nineteenth century reaction to Browning
calls for examination. The last section includes a sc;utiqy of
one poem, "Fra lLippo Lippi," to determine what aspects of the poenm
may present difficulties to the reader, The study shows that the
difficulties vhich the poem presents are real but that they are
inherent in the style which Browning adopts, not caused by any
inability of the poet to write clearly. |
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INTRODUCTION

Robert Browning's poetic career came to birth with the publica-
tion of Pauline ia 1833. However, the occasion was less than & happy
one for the poet, for it marked the beginning of a series of complaints
that Brownlng vas difficult to read. The nineteenth century eritics
vho could not understand what Browning wrote called Browning "obscure,”
and those espects of his postry which they could not comprehend
they called “obscurities.”

That there was much about Browning's poetry which the nineteenth
century found difficult is perhaps not surprising. What is surprising,
however, 1s that his reputation for unintelligibility endures in
a century that claims such 4ifficult poets as T. 8. Eliot and Ezra
Pound as representatives of the age. Twentieth century scholars have
often implicitly accepted the Judgment of the last ceatury by writing
books and articles to explain why Erowning apparently could not write
clearly and have thus tended to ignore the problea of wvhether or not
the charge of "obscurity" itself is a legitimate critieism of Browning's
poetry. A great many of these modern explanations account for
Browning's lack of clarity by attridbuting to the poet some psychological
block which prevented him from putting his thoughts into clear language,

Because this problem of "obscurity” in Browning's work is still
being given a great deal of attention by scholars, it seems profitable
to re-examine the original charges made in the nineteenth century in

light of modern eriticism and to study the work vhich has been dons



recently in this area of Browning scholarship to determine if there
is a sort of difficulty in Browning's poetry which necessitates
special explenations. The first part of this study vill attempt to
establish the characteristics of Erowning's poetry which a great
many Vietorians found difficult to accep’c.‘ '.?hese objections to
Browning's poetry will be evaluated in the light of present sttitudes
toward the nature and function of poetry to determine if modern poets
and critics would consider the criticisms legitimate, The second
section will present three important twentieth century works which
have dealt with the problem of Browning's "obscurity” as a manifesta-
tion of special psychological phenomena., Each work will be given
close scrutiny and will be evaluated within the context of twentieth
century eriticism. Finally, because Browning does present certain
difficulties to any reader, the study will attempt through analysis
of one of Browning's poems to classify the several sorts of demands
vhich Browning makes on his reader., If the demands go beyond those
accepteble to modern criticism, then Browning can legitimately be
eriticized for "obescurity.” If not, then special psychological
explanations of Browning's poetry vould seem to give way to a renewed

emphasis upon the complex suthenticity of Browning's poetry.

i1



CHAPTER X
THE VICTORIAN VIEW

The eritics of the nineteenth ceatury who commented on Browning's
poetry fall into two categories. There vere a few men, such as Algeraon
Charles Swinburne and Walter Pater, who saw in Browning, not cobscurity,
but a depth of thought which would not allow & cursory examination of
bis poetry. In a lengthy digression in an essay on George Chapman,
Swinburne proclaimed Browning to be

something too much the reverse of obscure; he is too brilliant
and subtle for the ready reader of a ready writer to follow
with any certainty the track of an lntelligence which moves
with such incessant rapidity, or even to realise with what
spiderlike swiftness and sagacity his bullding spirit leaps
and lightens to and fro and bvackward and forward as 1t lives
eloug the animated line of his labour, springs from thread to
thread and darts from center to circumference of the glittering
and quivering web of living thought woven from the inexhausti-
tle stores of his perception and kindled from the inexhaustille
fire of his imagination.l

Echoing this same sentiment, Pater, when he reviewed Arthur S8ymons'

Introduction to the Works of Browning, declared

It 4is true that "when the head has to be exercised before the
heart there is chilling of sympathy.” Of course, so intellec-
tual a poet (and only the intellectual poet, ms we have pointed
out, can be adequate to modern demands) will have his diffi-
cultiea. They were a part of the goet'n choice of vocation and
he was fully avare of them « o «

1Al gernon Charles Swinburae s ';George Cnapman,” The Complete Works
of Algernon Charles Swinturne, ed. Edmund Gosse and Thomas James Wise,
Bonchurch Edition (New York, 1926), XII, 145-046,

2Valter Pater, "Brovning," Essays From "The Guardian” (London
and New York, 1906), p. 47. '
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It is unfortunate for Browning that the voice of praise came pri-
marily from those who had little influence on public taste. The voice
was small and easily drowned out by the overvhelming power of nevepaper
and periodical critics who really established Browning's reputation for
obscurity. The periodical was coming of age during the reign of Victoria,
and 1t vielded tremendous influence over the rising middle class, par-
tially because

the age of periodicals was the age of a growing democracy, po=-
litical and soclal, in which it was felt tanat a much larger
reading putlic, still with little education and little political
experience, simply had to bve guided; and not, of course, by the
old aristoeracy, but by the new "aristocracy of talent" which
edited and wrote the reviews. At the same tims these middle-
class readers, for their part were only too eager to attailn
culture--or the veneer of culture--that the periodicals could
provide. They had neither the training nor the time to read
scholarly treatises.3

But not only did the periodicals influence the taste of the pube
1lic; the middle class public, ia turn, determined the attitudes reflect«
ed in the periodicals they read. In a study of the middlie class English

’ n ;‘ R I
reading public of the nineteenth century, Richard Altick discovered that
"it was the ill-educated mass audience with pennies in its pocket that
called the tune to which writers and editors danced."]‘ The dictatorship
of the Victorian middle class over tha periodicals was so complete that
Frank Harris, editor of the Fortnightly toward the end of the century,
sald,

3Walter E. Boughton, "British Periodicals of the Victorian Age:
Bibliographies and Indexes,” library Trends, VII (1959), 555.

YRichard D. Altick, The English Common Reader: A Social History
of the Mass Reading Public, 1800-1900 (Chicago, 1957), P. 5.




I had to be taught that to edit a reviev in loandon is not to

be a priest in the Temple of the Spirit, but the shopman pander
to a childish public with an insatiable appetite for whatever
is coaventional and commonplace.?

This desire for the conventional even determined how favoraile a
reviev a book of poetry or a novel might get. When William Delane, edi-
tor of the London Times around mid century, declined to review the then
controversial Erewhon, he was supposed to have said, "Erewhon, I won't
touch. It could not be reviewed as favorably as perhaps it deserves withe
out alarming the goodies-~and they are ;pcmvaz'ful."6
The influence of the middle class on the reception of poetry was
- particularly damaging, for one of the attitudes to which it gave expres-
gion in the Victorian age. was especlally negative toward poetry and the
poet. Early in the century, Thomas Love Peacock declared,
A poet in our times is a semi-barvarian in a civiliged commun-
ity. BHe lives in the days that are past.  _His ideas, thoughts,
feelings, associations, are all with bartarous msnners, obso=
lete customs and exploded superstitions. The march of his iune-
tellect is like that of a crab, backvard. The brighter the
light diffused around him by tne progress of reason, the thicker
the darkness of antiquated barbarism, in which he buries himself
like a ?lc, to throv up the barren hillocka of his Cimmerian
labours.

There wers some who opposed poetry sao strongly that'they elaimed 1t was

a "seducer; we had almost said a harlot. She may do to trifle with; but

SPrank Harris, Contemporary Portraits (New York, 1915), p. 129.

€rhe History of the "Times" (London, 1939), II, hgl, cited by
Oscar Maurer, "My Squeamish Puulie: Some Problems of Victorian Magazine
Publishers and Editors,” Studies in Bibliography, XII (1958), p. 33.

TThomas Love Peacock, "The Four Ages of Poetry," The Works of
Thomas love Peacock, ed. Henry Cole (London, 1875), III, 335.




vca be to the state wvhose statesmen write verses, and whose lawyers read
more in Tom Moore than in Bracton."a

The negative attitude that developed was partislly the result of

the rise of science. Mr. W, E, Houghton states in The Victorian Frame

of Mind, 1830-1870,

Perhaps the most important development in nineteenth-century
intellectual history was the extension of scientific assumpe
tions ugd methods from the physical world to the whole life
of man.

Furthermore, in the field of science, it wes not speculative scie
e.uooe that was exalted, but rgther the practical aspects of science that
could bring eabout progress. . Houghton explains that sc;ienoe meant
"the art of mechanical contrivance available to enyone with an ingenious
haad.”lio In fact, some felt that material advancements might even take

the place of poetry. #r. Jercme Buckley commenis in The Victorian Temper

-that Dr. Williem Whewell saw the Great Exhibition of 1851 as

evidence that the inventive mechinist might prove himself
again and egain the true Poet or Maker since "Man's power of
making” he insisted, “may show itself not only in the beauti-
ful texture of language, the grand machinery of the epic, the
sublime ldlisplay of poetical imagery; but in these material
works,

e\ieetminster Review, IX (1821&), 346, cited by Altick, p. 135,

valter E. Houghton, The Vietorian Frame of Mind, 1830-1870
(New Haven, Connecticut, 1957), p. 33.

loﬂoughton, Prame, p. 113.
Y serome Hamilton Buckley, The Victorian Temper (Cambridge,
Massachusetts, 1951), p. 127, quotin.g William Woewell, Lectures on the
Results of the Great Exhibition of 1851 (Londom, 1852), p. 5.




As the century became more conscious of science, others began to agree
with Peacock that poets act
as 1f there vere no such things in existence as mathematicians,
astronomers, chemists, moralists, metaphysicians, historisns,
politicians, and political econcuists » . . -

Even those of the middle class who read poetry desired that it
be practical. In order for it to bde well liked and to be proclaimed
good literature, it had to be written to bensefit the masses. Many felt
that I

great poetry wasg ever peant, and 1o the end of time must bGe
adapted, not to the curlous student, but for the multitude

vho read while they run~-for the crowd in the street, for the
boards of huge theaters, and for the choirs of vast cathedrals,
for an army marching tumultuous to the battle, and_ for en asseme
bled nation sileat over the tomdb of its mightieqt.n

Browning, however, did not tailor his poetry to please the large
reading audience. Although of middle clasa origin, he often disregarded
middle class attitudes, and almost without exception his middle class
revievers who found him "obscure” linked the charge of obscurity with
same other criticism which reflects their attitude toward poetry during
the Victorian Ags.

Perhaps the most significant though least obvious of the areas
in which Browning and the general reader differed was in their attitude
tovard metaphysics. When the critic of Earper's reviewed Sordello, his

statepent indicated a common counception of metaphysics. He declared,

12?836001‘) 337,

13Eneas Sweetland Dallas, The Gay Science (London, 1866), II,
305, eited by Buckley, p. 147.




“Sordello™ is one of the poems by Browning, which ansvers

well the definition of metaphysicseewhere the reader doesn't

know what the writer means, and the vrﬁer doesn't know vhat

he means himself, that is metaphyalcs.
The ordinary man &1id not understand metaphysical problems and resented
vteing expected to deal with them. Therefore, Browning vas being "cbe
scure” if his poetry became too philosophical. Browning's poetry vas
called "metaphysics in rhythm, 12 Red Cotton Nigzht Cap Country was &
“very enigmatical poem « . o Quite as mystical in its pseudo-philosophy
+ ¢ » a8 anything he has ever wrl.tt:en.“l'6 The reviewvs complained of
the same poem that Browning "audbtilizes thought till expression grovs

provokingly cobscure ."17 Reviewing Fifine at the Fair, the eritic of

The Westminster Review complained, "There Eg] such « « «» metaphysical

hair-splitting that reading becomes a& positive fatigue."le

According to Browning himgelf, it was the nature of the subject,
the "development of a sAoul," that turned the many awey an:} interested
only the few. In his dedication of the poem to Joseph Milsand uheh it
was reprinted in 1863, Browning explained,

« ¢« o By Stress lay on the incidents iu the development of
a soul: little else is worth etudy. I, at least, alwvays

1"1!01;9 on Sordello, Farper's l_@ﬁ‘ : zine, XTII (1856), he8.

LoReview of Prince Hohenstiel-Schwanzau, New Englander, XXXIIX
(1874), bgs.

1epeviev of Red Cotton Night Cap Country, Harper's Magazine,
XLviI (1873), bol.

17Reviev of Red Cotton Nizht Cap Country, Scribner's Monthly,
vI (1873), 373.

18Reviev of Fifine et the Fair, The Westminster Review, XLII,
New Series (1872), Suéb.




thought 8o--you, with many known and urnowm to me, think
80--others may one day think 80; « « .~

Perheps the poem secemed difficult to his coritics, but Browning muxes
clear that he 13 satisfied that the poem s. g waat he intended for it
to say. At the same time, he recognizeé_ that not everyone would under-
stand the poem. However, he implied the fault was not his alone, but
that 1t also lay with those readers who falled to give the poem its due.
He wrote, '

My own faults of expression were many; but with care for a man

or book such would be surmounted, and without it what avails

the faultlessness of either? I blame nobody, least of all

myself, vho did my best then and sincej for I lately gave time

and pains to turn my work lanto what the many might,--instead

of what the few must,--liket but after all, I imagined

another thing at first, and therefore leave as I find 1t + « +

It has alreedy bveen -noted-ithat 1lterature, and poetry ia par-

ticular, wvas Judged above all in terms of its didactic power, its moral
uaefulnass."ao If the didactic purpose of the poem were not clear, it
could not bve fully understood. When the periodical reviewers confused
morality and artistry they were protabdly acting under the influence of
the great critics of the aze. After all, Matthew Arnold had written in

Essays in Criticism ,

a poetry of revolt azainst moral ideas 15 a poetry of revolt
against life; a poetry of indifference towards moral ideas is
a poetry of indifference towards life.

19Robert Browning, Dedication of Sordello, The Complete Poetiec
and Dramatic Works of Robert Browning, Cambridge Edition EBoston, 1895),

P+ The All further references to Browning's work will be from this
edition.

2p1t1ck, p. 136.

-21Matthew Arnold, Essays in Criticism, Second Series (London,
1511), p. 1hk,




However, the reviewers had & different, a less sophisticated idea of
vhat Arnold meant by morality, and they gave the term a narrow intere

pretation,

S

One can not depy that Browning was concerned with right and
wrong, but when his views 41d not coincide with the middle-class cone
cept of morality, hii eritics claimed the moral vas “scarcely compre
hensible."‘?zﬂ If bis poems vere nét clearly didactic, they were confuse
ing to many of his readers.  When Pariexiggs vas reviewed, the critie
said, ' -

let any sensible man outside the Browning Soclety dig ianto
the mysterious volume of literary hocus-pocus that has re-
cently dbeen so solemnly reviewed snd see vhethér he can find
a single passage llkely to stir the pulses of any man or
voman, or create the desire to lead a higher, & holier, and
& mora useful 1ife « «+ » «» We vere uevar in greater need
of good poets, and never better able than in this practical 2
agd to do without literary medicine men and mystery mongers. 3

Browning often mentioned subjects which were considered inappro-

riate, and the critic of the Irish Quarterly Review declared, "the

f
subjJects of the poems themselvs Ei_c] are the most tasteless, and the

«4
most unmeaning it 1s possible to concelve « o« » .'2 N. P. 8. Wiseman

writing in the Rambler sav in the Men and Women volume

a keen enjoyment of dirt aa such, a poking of the nose into
dunghills and the refuse of hospitals, into beggars' wallets
and into Jews' "old-do" bags" accompanied by a peculiar

ezﬂeviev of Red Cotton Nigsht Cap Country, Harper's Mazazine
xwvix (1873), ¥61. — =2

"230, Wilde, "The Poets aud the People, By Ome of the Latter,"
Pall Mall Gazette, XIV (Pebruary 17, 1887), ﬁ.

22'3. J.. G., "Poetry Under a Cloud,” Irish Quarterly Review,
vI (1856), 22." ,
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grunt which expressea not only the pleasure experienced, but also
the nature of the experienc:er.2

A BElot in the 'Scutcheon wvas a

very puzeling end unpleasant plece of business., The plot is plain
enough, but the acts and feellngs of the characters are in-
scrutable and abhorrent, and their language is as strange as
their proceedings.

The Men and Women volume was proof

that poetry may be written a great deal worse, in some respects,
than anything vhich has yet passed under our review;e-profounder
shadow, more conceited pretension, more offensive perversity « « » »
It gambols; it epins wvebs; it raves; but it shows no purpose, or
tendency, or effect, in any high, morel direction.

Even after Browning was claimed as a great religious teacher,
this search for a moral megning that often 1s not present in Browning
caused needless misinterpretation. Francis Duckworth comment.s that
vhen J. T+ Nettleship presented a distorted interpretation of "Saul,”

the misunderstanding arises, clearly, from Nettleship's
determination that the poem shall at all costs be shown to
have a morale-"For us of to-day, then” 5e asks, "vwhat is
the lesson which the poet would teacht®
Duckworth points out that the only wey Browning's critics could grasp
the message of "Any Wife to Any Husband”
was to assume that when the poet sald one thing he meant
something quite different. Thus “Any Wife to Any Busband”

25@. P. S. Wiseman/, Review of Men and Women, Rambler, V (1856), 57.

2paview of A Blot in the 'Scutcheon, The Athenseum, February 18,
1&3, P 166. Y

27Review of Men and Women, The Christian Exsminer and Relirious
Miscellany, LX (1856), 139.

28?rancis R. G. Duckworth, Browning: Background and Conflict
(Bamden, Connecticut, 1996), p. 73.
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would never yleld up ita secret if the readers started with
the assumption that the title had any reference to the subject
matter of the poem. As soon, however, as it was perceived that
"Any Wife to Any Husband” really meant "The Chance of Widowers
Abiding in Their loneliness,” then the whole significance of
the poem leapt out full and clear, and was seen to be very
beautiful and pathetic.

" A second result of the middle class desire for utilitarian
poetry was the demand that it be written in simple language. Since
"it wvas the artist's first duty to communicate . . . his message . .+ »
of social and, therefore, moral significance,"3° poetry "eould be
useful only if it were siripped of its decoration and made into a
strictly functional vehicle for the expression of 1&933."31 Thus when
Browning's language was not as straightforward as prose, his poetry vas
"obscure and perplexing in its twisted and tortured sentences."32 Eis
"breaks, digressions, involutions, crabbed constructions,"33 his
“contortions, and dissections of the language” made Browning "pre-
eminently the King of Darkneu.‘3h When Browning refused to simplify
his language he was condemned not only for belng obscure, but also

for being self-indulgent and stubbora. Browning,

29Duckvorth, e 29,
3°Buck1ey, pe 104 . a
- Martick, p. 136,

32Rev1ev of Red Cotton Night Cap Country, Harper's Magazine
XLVIX (August, 1873), p. bel.

33Review of Fifine at the Fair, The Westminster Review, 54S.

3,‘.No J. G-, op. g_j_.io, 23.

-- A
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instead of looking on his gifts of imagination, and of intellect
as eatrusted to him for the benefit of others, and as imposing
on him the duty of training their rude forces into a perfect
faculty of song, hLe has just got out of them the utmost personal
pleasure that they would yield with the least possible trouble .37
The London Quarterly reviewer coumented that Browning "either
cannot or will not put his idsas into thelr simplest and most intele
ligible forms, but clothes them in & quaint end outlandish dress
of words . « . ."36
Another circumstance causing the critics of the nineteenth
century to find Browning obscure was that he often dealt with
characters and subject matter that were unfamiliar and "un-English,”
subjects often both geographically and historically remcte. The
disllke of the foreign was in part a reflection of the iutense
naticnalistic feeling that was prevalent in the middle classes
during the Victorian age. Browning, it vas said, "writes for men--for
men and womene<but not for E!ngn.shmen."irr Commenting on Browning's
lack of appeal to the English, a writer for Chamber's Journal says,
The obstacles to his popularity are . . » manifold. Ee has
chosen to make his dwelling in Italy, end to select from thence
the subjects of his muse. His preference for that spot is
undisguised, and to Englishmen, almost repulsive. At all

events, under such circusstances, a poet can scarcely expect to
be agcepted in his own country.

35Reviev of Men and Women, Fraser's Mapazine, LIII (185G), 105.

365. T. Marzial], Review of Selectlons, london Quarterly
Review, XX (1853), 528.

37[)?.-. P, Hood/, Reviev of Selections, Eclectic Review, IV,
Rew Beries (1863), 438.




Bia tople ‘being thus alien, to vegin with, he takes pains to
deprive it still more of interest by selecting 3§he period of
action two or three hundred years back « ¢ «

Browning, a reviewver asserted,

scarcely seeme &t home amongst us. He 1s hardly an Englishman « « + «
It would seem that into this English body of his the soul of some
thirteenth-century Italian painter has got Ly mistake, and many
of the poems are the signs it makes in trying to be recognized,
Mr. Browning says elsevhere,

“Open my heart and you will see

Graved inside of 1it, 'Italy.'"
Now, it 13 a vholesome prejudice with us, that if a man 18
to write for Englishmen, the first condition of national
fame 18 that he be an Englisiman; and 1f he opens his heart
to us, we expect to read "England” written there; or, such
of us as are Scotchmen, "Great Britain,” at least . . « .
if the great poet 1g to mirror tack human nature, and dring it
home to us clearly conveyed, he must . ., . ghow 83 how much may’
be hidden under the £1ilm of familiarity o + » «3

It might Le easier to understand why these elements in
Browning's poetry caused the British public to consider him obscure
if one considers the varying possibilities of a poet's relatioaship
to his reader, C. X, Stead, in an interesting study of early
twentlieth~century poetry, says,

A poem may be said to exist in a triangle, the points of
which are, first, the poet, second, his audience, and
third, that area of experience which we call variously
“Reality,"” "Truth,” or "Nature."” Between these points

run lines of tension, and depending on the time, the place,

the poet&oand the audience, these lines will lengthen or
shorten.

38mp Poet Without a Public,” Chamter's Journal, XIX, Third
Series (1863), 91. '

39[_?'. H, Evans/, "The Poems end Plays of Rovert Browaing,"
North British Review, XXXIV (1801), 353.

40g, K. Stead, The New Poetis (New York, 196h), p. 1.
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The Victorians expected their poets to teach and their poetry to
present the famillar, conventional aspects of life in the simplest
languasge. 8tead contends that those poets of the nineteenth century
vho were popular with the masses wrote the sort of poetry their
readers found comfortable. In other words, they were too closes to
their audience and too far from reality. They "insist Egl] thet the
concern of poetry s 'Truth'; but their 'Truth,' seen from this
distance, seems most often an agreed middle-class aimplification.""l
Lowever, Browning never ldentified himself with hias audience,

and his poetry was proclaimed unintelligitle chiefly because he did
not write what the publie wanted. Cbncerning a similar puenarmenon in
modern poetry, Randall Jarrell wrote,

when suseore a6 o me scetiing I am not accustomed to

hearing, or do not wish to tear, T say to him: I do not

understand you; and we respoad in just thls wvay to poecs.
Swinburne and Pater were exceptions because they found in Browning
not obscurity but brilliance, but they were both Asthetes and
"eoncerned to remove themselves fr&n the inhibiting demands of a
conventional audience."*3

Browvming was alvays aware of his poeiﬁoq in relation to

his audience. In a letter to John Ruskin written in 1855, Browning asked,

h3tead, p. 12,

hg’-"qnd,all Jarrell, “Tne Quescurity of the Poet,” Discoveri
Modern Poetry, ed. olizaveth Drev and George Connor {New York, 1%2),
ppe 347-343. -

hlitead, p. 13.
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Do you think poetry was ever generally understood~~or can be?

Is the business of it to tell people what they know already,

as they know it, and so precisely that they shall be able to

ery out--"Here you should supply this-~that youy evidently pass
over, and I'll help you from my owa Btock'? « « » Do you believe
people understand Hamlet? . » . I shall never change my point
of sight, or feel other than disconcerted and apprehensive whenm‘
the public critics and all, begiam to understand and approve me.

i“"'*iue complets letter eppears in The Works of John Ruskin, ed.
E. T. Cook and Alexander Wedderburn {London, 1909), XXXVI, xxivexxxvi.




CHAPTER II
" THE VICTORIAN VIEW AND MODZRN CRITICISM

The bases of the early charges of obscurity made against
Browning are clear. Browning's reputation as an unintelligible
poet vas a result of the critics' viewing poetry primarily as a
means by vhich the p;et was to teach and edify as many of the readers
a8 he could reach. If a poet considered abstract, metaphysical
problems that his semi-educated audience could not grasp, if he
used unusual syntax that could not be easily understocod when read
"on the run," if he dealt with characters and eveants foreiga to
his audience, if he did not make his moral position ummistakeably
clear, he wvas limiting his possible audience and hindering those
vho 414 read him from grasping some assumed lesson by being
"wilfully obscure.”

In order to determine hov these charges of obscurity made
in the nineteenth century ought to bte evaluated from a twentieth-
century perspective, it 1s necessary first to consider the dominant
current view of the nature and function of poetry.

In the early part of this century, with the early work of
T. 8. Eliot, Ezra Pound, and the Imagists, there wvas a movement
awvay from the view that the poet was to vrite in order to teach
his readsrs as the nineteenth century had demanded and toward the
idea that the poet writes in order to coneretize abstract experience.

The poet, being more sensitive than other men, perceives relatlonships
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that they do not. The man without the poet's perception seea his

experiences as
chaotie, irregular, fragmentary. [ﬁg] falls in love, or reads
Spinocza, and these two experiences have nothing to do with
each other, or with the nolse of the typewriter or the smell
of cooking; in the mind orlthe poet these experiences are
always forming new vholes.

Within these relationships, the poet is also aware of "various tensions,”
tensions betveen self and other persons, between self and
physical euvironment, Letween love and antegonism, between
cue's impulses and the decisions of rational thogght, between
the life-urge and the dark fascination of death,

When he writes, he puts his perceptions and realizations into
the concrete form of imagery and metaphor. In poetry he is "amalgamate
ing disparate experience"3 by "finding suitable word combinations
t0 represent some aspect or other of the pervasive living tension.'k
The poet goes through this process, not in order to comnunicate any
message about the experieixco, but rather to relieve himself of the
tension which the perception causes within him. Eliot says,

/The poet/ is haunted by a demon, & demon against which he
feels poverless, tecause in its first manifestation he has
no face, no name, nothing; and the wvords, the poem he makes,

are a kind of form of exorciasm of this demon. In other words
again, he 1s going to all that trouble, not in order to

1Thana¢ Stearus Eiiot, “The Metaphysical Poets,” Selected
Essays (New York, 1950), p. 247.

2Pnillip Wheelwright, Metaphor and Reality (Bloomingtom,
Indiana, 1962), p. 46.

3Eliot, “The Metaphysical Poets," p. 2i7.
l"vlheel.v:n'igl'xt., pp. 4748,
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comaunicate with anyone, but to gain relief from acute discomfort;
and wvhen the words are finally arranged in the right wvay--or in
what he comes to accept as the best arranygement he can find-~he may
experience a moment of exhaustion, of appeasement, of absoclution,
and of something very near annihilation, which is in itself
indescribable. And then he can say to the poem; “"Go away! Find

a place for yourself in a book~--and don't expect me to take any
further interest in you.’ .

One ean not say vhat the poem means because the experience
can not be translated 1nto denotative langua@ Comparing this
aspect of poetry to other art forms, John Ciardi asks,

What for example does a dance "mean”?! Or vhat does musie
“mean"? Or what does a Juggler "mean” when we watch him
with such admiration of his skill? All these formse-and
poetry vith theme- gave meaning only as' they succeed in being
good performances.

Archibald Macleish explains the same characteristic of poetry in

"Ars Poetica" when he says,

A poem should be palpable and mute -
As a globed fruit

Dumb
As old medallions to the thumb,

Silent as the sleeve-worn stone
Of casement ledges where the moss has grown,

A poem should be wordless
As the flight of birds

s 8 & 4 0 O 9 0

A poem should be equal to!
Not true.

SThomas Stearns Eliot, "The Three Voices of Foetry,” On
Poetry end Poets (New York, 1957), p. 107.

GJohn Ciardi, How Does A Poem Mean? (Boston, 1960), p. 670.
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For all the history of grief
An empty doorvay and 4 maple leaf.

For love
The leaning grasses and tvo lights above the sea,

A poem ghould not mean
But, be,!

The eritic, then, when evaluating poetry, ought not to place
priority on what the poem says. Indeed,
the true nature of & poem's performance of itself . . « s
80 lightly concerned with its essay-content, that it may
reasonably serve the purposes of good reading to pretend that
there are no facts in the poem. A poet must believe
something passionately enough to have strong feelings about
it, but vhat that something i3 in actual fact is the item of
least consequance as far as participating in the poestia
performance i concerned.
Instead the critie should attempt

t0 grasp what the poetry is aiming to be; one might say-~though

it is long since I have employed such terms with any assurance~

endsavouring to grasp its ontelechy.9

If the poet succeeds in finding the right words and putting

them together in Just the right way, it is the reader who profits,
for he can participate in the experience with the poet. But the
experience transcends words., Clardl states,

Most, readers tend to lose sight of this force in poetry-~of

this sub-surface release of pictures from the psyche-~because

Tarchibald Macleish, "Ars Poetica,” Collected Poems, 1917-1952
(Boston, 1952), p. 87.

8c1aras, pp. 768-769.

ITnomas SBtearns Elfot, "The Frontiers of Criticism,” On
Poetﬂ E‘.ﬁ‘. Poets, p. 122,
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they tend to think of poems as made of words only « « « o !'eelings,
suggestions, images arise out of the words and run free of them.l

The poet is like a Juggler,
tossing his vords in the air and catching them and tossing
them again--vhat a grand stunt! Then suddenly one may be
astonished to find that the poet is not simply Juggling cups,
saucers, roses, rhymes and other random objects, but the
very stuff of 1life. And diacovering that, one discovers that
seeing the poet's ideas flash 80 in the air, seeing them

performed under such control, is not only a rewvard in 1t.selﬁ dbut
a living experience that deepens every man's sense of life.

Along vwith the shift in the view of the nature and function
of poetry has come, of course, a change in tne poet's attitude toward
his readers., "By 1930," says C. K. S8tead, most poets "had succeeded
in establishing that it vas the poet's task first to write good
poems, and only his second task to please an audience,"? To
1llustrate, he quotes Ezra Pound as saying, "/T quarrel vith/ that
infamous remark of Uh{man;s atout poets needing an aud:l.em::e."l3
S8ince the poet is not ;ttempting to convey meaning, he need only
satisfy himself that he has successfully translated his emotion
into poetic language. Ia fact, if he is aucceserul; he necessarily
places limits on his audience. Since his penceptibns are complex,
"fullness of expression and vide rangs of pulliec intelligidility

are contrary aims, vhich are generally found to be in couflict."lh

10¢iarat, p. 707.
Neciarat, p. 670,
J“""St.«:ad., p. Sh.

135¢ead, p. 109.
lhﬂheelwright, PP. 36-37.



Therefore, a poet's worth is no longer measured by the size of his
audience as it was in the nineteenth century. T. 8. Eliot contends
that
¢« » » i & poet gets a large auvdlence very quickly, that is
a8 rather suspicious circumstance: <for it leads us to fear
that he i1s not really doing anything new, that he 'is only
giving people vhat they are already used to, and therefore
what they have already had fram the poets of the previocus
generation.

Because poetry is not aimed at the masses and because its
first duty is not to teach, but to put experience into hw s the
kind of poetry vritten today is naturally quite different from
that admired in the ninetesath ee;xtuxy. Whereas Browning's critics
were deeply influenced by the rise of science in the last c¢entury
and attempted to Judge the language of poetry aa they would that
of a scleatific treatise, modern poets and critics see the two
spheres of interest as entirely separate. Thosa poets and critics
who made up the Southern New Critics base their system on "a division
of art and sclience into two independent, objective and equally valid
categories of experience. Science and poetry are the opposite pales
of truth."m Likevise, I. A« Richards, though his type of eriticism
is different from that of the new critics and of Eliot and Pound,
agrees with this separation of poetry from science. He makes a

15Thomas Stearns Ellot, "The Social Function of Poetry," On
Poetry and Poets, p. 11.

1lRobert Wooster Stallmen, "The New Critics,” Critigues and
Essigz in Criticism, ed. Robert Wooster Stallman (New York, 1949),
P .




distinction between the "statements” of science and the "pseudo-
statements” of poetry and sees these pseudo statements as "pivotal
points in the organization of the mind, vital to its well-being . . . ."17
Therefore, the modern eritic would not oppose "metaphysies in
verse,” which may also iavolve a kind of pseudo-statement, for this is
one of poetry's legitimate concerns. The poet is interested 4in the
material, physical world only as a source of images and metaphors to
express the realities of existence. In this use of metéphorical language
to express their viev of reality, the modern poets are very like the
Meteaphysical Poets of the seventeenth century who "raise, even vwhen
they do not explicitly discuss, the great metaphysical question of
the relation of the spirit and the nensas.“ls In fact, Robert Wooster
Stallman, writing on "The New Critica” has said, "It is Donne who has
dominated our poetic and critical climate."l? With the use of the
metaphysical conceit, the seventesnth~-century poets were revealing
analogies between the relationships of abstract concepts and those
of concrete objects. By using analogy the Metaphysical Poet "intended
to express honestly, if unconventionally, the poet's sense of the

20

complexities and contradictions of life." Cleanth Brooks says that

171, A. Richards, Science snd Poetry (New York, 1925), p. Tl.
lsﬂelen Cardner, The Metaphysical Poets (Oxford, 19€1), p. xxx.
195talimen, p. 502.

204$111am Flint Thrall snd Addison Hibbard, A Handbook to
Literature, Revised by C. Bugh Holman (New York, 1900), p. 204.
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metaphysical poetry includes the "opposite and discordant qualities of
an experience” end compares it to I. A. Richards "poetry of synthesis"
vhich has, Richards says, "extraordinary heterogeneity of the
distinguishable impulses. But they are more than heterogeneous,
they are opposed."a And Eliot has already been quoted as saying
that the modern poet is "amalgamating disparate experlenco."a‘?’
In the attempt to relate complex experience by analogy, the
poet must sometimes be ambiguous. Brooks says,
The poet must work by analogies, but the metaphors 4o not lie
in the same plane or fit neatly edge to edge. There i3 &
continual tilting of the planes, necessary overlappings,
discrepencies, contradictions., Even the most direct and
simple poet is forced into paradoxes far more often than we
think, if ve are sufficiently alive to what he is doing.23
Moreover, the modern poet's desire to be all inclusive, as
wera the Metaphysical Poets, results in certain characteristics of
style similar to those of Donne and his coantemporaries, Metaphysical
poetry, says Helen Gardner, is marked by
concise expression, achlieved by an elliptical syntax, and

accompanied by a staccato rhythm in prose and & certain
deliberate roughness in versification in poetry.2

2l01eanth Brooks, Modern Poetry and the Tradition (Chapel Hill,
Borth Carolina, 1939), p. 4l, quoting I. A. Richards, Principles of
Literary Criticism,

222110t, "The Metaphysical Poets," p. 2u7.

23Cleanth Prooks, The Well Wrought Urn (New York, 1947),
PPe 9-10.

ahcardner, P xxi,
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On the modern poet's use of language, John Press writes,

The truth is that all poets whose apprehension of the world ia
peculiarly complex or passiocnate are likely to employ an

unusual vocabulary of an uncommon syntax, or both, in order to
convey with the utmost exactitude the unique quality of their
vieion . « «+ « To grumble that & poet is not using language
plainly is to forget that there are times when for him to do so
would be 4nsincere . «» « « much fine postry is found to be con-
demned as obscure, if only because a poet, whose first loyalty 1s
to his daimon, will intuitively reject the slackness, the

low tension, and the generalities of everyday prose, the thin,
greasy colnage of lazy thought and tepid feeling. He will not
hesitate to go beyond the confines of a commonplace vocabulary,
or t0 bdbreak the codified rules of grammar vhich are devised to
simplify the bueiness of living. In doing 8o, he will outrage
the prejudices of those who resent any violatlion of their
intellectual and emotional routine for, es T. 8. Eliot has
pointed out, new poetry tends to disturdb the conventional
consciousness "by its syntax more than by its sentiments,” and
all veraigcation “is essentially a disturbance of the conventional
language .

The disruption of language is necessary if the poet is to function as
he must. The nature of the experlence he 18 trying to vervalize
makes it unavoldable. Eliot declares,

We can only say that it appears likely that poets in our
civilization, as it exists at present, must be difficult.

Our civilization comprehends great varlety and complexity, and
this variety and complexity, playing upon a refined senaibility,
must produce various and complex results. The poet must became
more and more ccmprehensive, more allusive, more indirect, in
order to force, to dislocate if necessary, language into his
meaning.20

This comprehensiveness which the poet is trying to achieve
allovs him to include allusiona to recondite matters, references to

25John Press, The Chequer'd Shade: Reflections on Obscurity
in Poetry (New York, 1958), pp. 23-2k.

2531101'., "The Metaphysical Poets,” p. 2u8.
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material not familiar to his readers, and foreign terms because he is
not primarily trying to explain an idea to his readers, but rather to
4o the best in his power to embody the idea in language, no matter who
understands.

The desire to be inclusive also allows the poet to write sbout
those aspects of life which the Victorian critics would have found
jmmoral. In trying to see wholenzss of the universs the poet seses his
poem as “moral only in being cormplete, in being healthy, a trus
miresis of 'things as they are,’ a product of the undivided sensibility
in tune wvith 'the Nature of Thi.ngs."‘zr In this sanse, Victorian
poetry vas immoral in that it "was a poetry of sharp em:l.msione"‘?8
that became sentimentalized. “"Sentimentality,” says Brooks,

nearly always involvea an oversimplification of the experience
in question. The sentimentaliest takes a short cut to intensity
by removing all the elements of the experience which might
conceivably militate against the intensity « « » « the
sentimental poet makes us feel that he is sacrificing the 29
totality of his vision in favor of a particular interpretation.
C. X, Stead remarks,
The emphasis both Hulms and Pound put on "art", or the
technique of poetry and the process by vhich a poem
erystaliszed out of experience, was a means of escape from
an alternative of sentiment and morals in verse.30
ertead, Pe 147, quoting ?. 8. Eliot.
2313r<>oks, Tradition, pe Th.
2Brooks, Tradition, p. 3T.

308“3(1, p. 99‘
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Because the poet's desire 1s to be inclusive, he can vwrite about
anything he chooses.
The poetry of the Victorien period is marked by direct con-
trasts to the poetry of the present:
The weakening of metaphor, the development of & specifically
"poetic” subject matter and diction, the emphasis on simplicity
and clarity, the simplification of the poet's attitude, the
segregation of the witty and the irounical from the serious, the
stricter separation of the various genres--all thgie items
teatify to the moncpoly of the sclentific spirit.

Modern poetry is "opposed to that poetry which merely makea agreeable,

high sounding propositiéns, or vhich merely meations 'beautiful’

obJecta.'32 ‘

However, in a period in which science and poetry are separated,
and the poet is attempting to write about the universe, his vords,
though of a differeat sort than those of the scientist, are Just es
accurate although they are poetic. Gilbert Highet, writing about

"Obscurity in Poetry” in The Powers of Poetry, says,

The universe is so vast, the universe 13 eo various, that ve
owe it to ourselves to try to understand every kind of
experience--both the usual and the remote, both the intelligible
and the mystical. logic is not enough. Not all the truth
about the world, or about our own lives, can de set down in
straightforwerd prose, or even in straightforvard poetry.33

In the light of the current vievs of poetry which have been

cited, it seems unlikely that a modern eritic or poet would condemn

313rooks, Tradition, p. 52.
328rooks, Tradition, p. 17,

33cilvert Highet, The Powers ¢f Poetry (New York, 1960), p. 346.
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poetry for obscurity if the obscurity were a result of an attempt to
verballze experience, They certainly would not expect a poet to rid
his verse of concern with metaphysical problems, nor would they condemn
him for unusuel syntax or an unconventional use of language. Be would
also respect a poet's right to use unfamiliar allusions or characters
in his poetry 1f he succeeded in saying exactly what he desired to say.
And last, he certainly would not object to a poet's refraining from
making moral Judgments in verse. Therefore, with respect to
Browning, 1t seems necessary for modern eritics, in order to avoid
inconsistency, to dismiss the objections of obscurity made against
Browaing in the nineteenth ceatury. This is not to say that Browning
13 not scmetimes difficult, but rather that the modera viev of
poetry makes this sort of obscurity necessary.
Indesd, Browning's attitude toward poetry seems to bes very

like this attituds of the majority of modern poets. In spite of the
common view that Browning vas a taacﬁar, it may vell be that when he
m, he 414 not do 80 4in order to convey & message. Francis Thompson,
vriting in the Academy, said that he was

unadble to f£ind that Browning had, or thought himeelf to have,

any message. There are incidental utterances of wisdom in

him, as in all but the slenderest posts} but, for the most

part, he was essentially a questioner, vho speculated ypon all

thinzs and was content to answer: "Thus men doj what 1t all

means, and vhat s the issue g£ the play, I shall find out
vhea my part ia it 1s played.”™” .

Bhrramie Thompson, "Academy Portraits,” Aeadem. , LI (1897),
500,
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Browning himself, early in his correspondence with Elizabeth
Barrett, made clear that he did not write in order to teach. In a
letter dated February 11, 1845, he declared,

I write from a thorough conviction that it is the duty of
me, and with the bellef that, after every drawback and
shortcoming, I do my best, all things considered--that is
for me, and, 80 being, the not being listened to by one
huran creature would, I hope, in novise affect me.3
Like Eliot, Browning d1d not seem to enjoy writing, but 4id so
because he, too, was "haunted by a demon.” He wrote, to Elizabeth
on March 12, 1845,
I have no pleasure in writing, myself--none, in the mere acte--
though all pleasure in the sense of fulfilling & duty, whence,
if I have done my real best, Judge how heart-breaking & matter
must it be to be pronounced a poor creature by critic this
and acquaintance the other.3°
How very much Browning's words resemble those of Eliot which have
already been quoted:
When the words are finally arranged in the right way « « . he
may experience a moment of exhaustion, of appeasement, of
absolution ¢« « « o
And sfter Browning had completed his poem, he like Eliot, took no
further interest in the poem. Once the experience had been put into
language, his part had been done. He could elso say to his poem,
"Go away! Find & place for yourself in a book--and don't expect
me to take any further interest in you."

PTme letters of Robert Browning and Elfzabeth Barrett (Bew

York, 1899), I, pp. 17-18.

35Letters, I, pp. 33-3k.




Like the moderns, Browalng attempted to be inclusive. His
dramatic monologues reflect the great variety of life. He gave
as much care to the presentation of the character of GCuido as to
that of Pompilia. He saw life as a complex thing that in order to
be presented accurately had to be presented in its fullness.

Julia Wedgewood cnce accused him of being as concerned vith
evil as vith good, of not caring if he “fetch /ed/ fire from Heaven
or Hell so that one's torch burns brightly,” and admonished him
that "the artist mind demands intensity above everything else, and
there are some things you can't set squared with that Goapel."37 His
ansver reflects his need to include everything in poetry. He wrote
in reply,

It is one of the facts of my experience that one limits
sorrowfully one's pretension to influence other people for
good: I live more and more--what am I to write?--for God not
man-~I don't care vhat men think now, knowing they will never
think my thoughte; yet I need increasingly to tell the truthe--
for vhom? Is it that I shall be the better, the larger for
it, have the fairer etart in next life, the firmer stand?38
Is it pure selfishness or the obedience to & natural law?

' Also like the modern poets because the concepts he saw wvere
camplex, Browning resorted to the language of anelogy in order to
put into concrete form abstract ideas. In this respect, he was
influenced by Donne and the Metaphysicql Poetes a3 much as were the

moderns. Joseph E. Duncan in his article on the "Intellectual Kinship

yRobert Browning and Julia Wedgewood: A Broken Friendshi
As Revealed by Their lLetters, ed. Richard Curle (New York, 1937), P+ 29.

33Robert Browvningz and Julla Wedgewood, pp. 33-34.
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of John Donne and Robdert Browninz" presents a convincing argument to
shov that "many of Browning's techniques resemble those of Donne more
closely than those of any other poet . .‘. ,"39 He points out that
Browning vas interested in "correspondences” and that he.had a

"talent for perceiving analogles between the various realms of

ko

being."” Browning felt that "poetry should reveal ‘'the correspondency

of the university to Deity, of the natural to the spiritual and
of the actual to the ideal.'"*L

Like the modern poets, Browning i{s interested in putting into
language the truth he sees about the universe, the "ultimates” which
one can convey only in poetic languege. His letter to Ruskin, which

has already been cited, 18 his clearest statement of this view of
poetry!

We don't read poetry the same way, by the same lav; it is too
clear. I know that I don't make out my conception by my
language, all poetry being a putting the infinite within the
finite. You would have me point it all plain out, which can't
be; but by various artifices I try to make shift with touches
and bits of outlines which succeed if they bear the conception
from me to you. You ought, I think, to keep pace with the
thought tripping from ledge to ledge of my "glaciers,” as

you call them; not stand poking your alpenstock into the holes,
and demonstrating that no foot could have stood there;--guppose
it sprang over there? In prose you may criticise so--because
that is the absolute representation of portions of truth,

39Joseph E. Duncan, “The Intellectual Kinship of Joha Donne
and Robert Browning,” Studies in Philology, L (1953), 87-88.

uoDuncan s 85.

M'Duu:xcmn, 85, quoting Browning's "Essay on Shelley.”
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wvhat chronicling 1s to history-«but in asking for more ultimates

you must accept less mediates, nor expect that a Druid stone=-

circle will be traced for you with as few breaks to the eye

as the North Crescent and Eouth Crescent that go together so

cleverly in many a suburb. 2

Perhaps Browning could have said to Ruskin and to his critics

vhat Eliot says to the modern reader:’

If you complain that a poet is obscure, and apparently ignoring

you, the reader, or that he is speaking only to a limited circle

of initiates from which you are excluded--remember that what

he may have besn trying to do, vas to put something into

vords which could not be 8aid in any other way, end theregore

in a language which may be vorth the trouble of learning. 3

The similarities betwveen Browning and the modera poets have

been noted time and agaian, but they have been underestimated. In
fact, in the area of obscurity, the similarities have been virtually
ignored. Modern critics have not evaluated Browning's obscurity on
the same basis as they would that of a modern poet. Instead, they
have too easily eccepted the Judgements of the nineteenth century
periodical reviewers and seen in Browning an abnormal inability to

express hls thoughts clearly.

haIn Works of Ruskin, XXXVI, xxxiv-xxxvi.

l’3‘1‘.‘1i.ot., "The Three Voices of Poetry,” pp. 111-112,



CHAPTER IIX
THEREI CONTEMPORARY VIEWS

In the twentieth century there have been three important works
vritten to explain the cause of obscurity in Browning's poetry, and
they epproach the problem in & similar mamner. Accepting theiamigment
of the nineteenthe-century critics that Browning 1s unusually obscure,
Betty Miller in Robert Brownina: A Portrait,l Francis Duckworth in
Browning: Background and Conflict,? and Stewart Holmes in “Browning:

Semantic Stutterer"3 have declared that there are in Browning's life
and personality certain characteristics vhich are evidence of a
psychological problem vhich caused him to be inconsistent and con-
tradictory in his poetry. All of these writers have claimed that
Browning's hesitancy to talk about his own poetry and hia concern
with his dreas and appearance are unﬁsual traits for a poét. Moreover,
they each contend that the headaches from which Browning suffered
most of his life had a psychological origin. Finzlly, all of these
eritics cite certain contraditions which they find 4n Browning's
poetry which they consider to be px;oof of Browning's inability to
express himself clearly. Using the same data, they have constructed

three different argunents to explain vhy Browning was obscure.

lretty Miller, Rovert Brownlaz: A Portratt, (london, 1952).

%Francis R. G. Duckvorth, Browningz Be.ckvround and Conflict
(Hamden, Connecticut, l9s6).

3stewart Holmea, "Brovning: Semantic Stutterer,” IIA, IX
(19’*5); 231-255.
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Although Betty Miller's book is a biography and deals with more
than Just the problem of obscurity, she devotes & great deal of
sttention to this aspect of Browning's work. She has traced all of
Browning's difficulties in this area to an unusually strong attachment
between Browning and his mother. Though she admits that "singularly
little has been said, either by [ﬁrs. 0r_1;7 or by any subsequent writer"
about Sara Anna Browning, Mrs. Miller somehow concludes that the
Browning household "was pre-sminently a matriarchal one.” She contends
that the "assumption” that Browning's father was the “"decisive
influence in the life of his son” is indicated only "superficially,"
and that "it was neither the personality nor the authority of a
dominant father that regulated the tempo of the domestic life” of
Browning's early home.h However, her argument is particularly weak,
for her only proof is that Browning's fqther vas & "tender hearted
being" and, therefore, surely could not be dominant.’ Moreover, Mrs.
Miller sees a psychological connection between the headaches from
which Browning suffered and the illnesses of his mother. Mrs. Miller
contends, "No sooner wa;; the mother indisposed thm; the son, too,
suffered: as prouptly, when the mother recovered, the son, in turn,
regained his health. Browning's 1ll health, she says, "persisted as

long as he continued to live in the same house as his mother.” Ghe

"H.ﬂ.ler, PPe 5=T»

SMiller, p. 6.
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continues,

The recurrent camplaint is always headache; his own, and that

of his mother. "I will write more tomorrowe-the stupid head

vill not be quiet to-day--my mother's 18 sadly affected too" o« +
"I am quite well to-day, and my mother is quite well" . . . "I
am not too well this morning, and write with an aching head. My
mother's suffering coatinues tgo" e » » "I am much better to-day;
and my mother is better” . « .

It 1s certainly not unusual that over a period of more than a
year and a half there might be times when both Browning and his
mother vere i1l and other times when they were toth well. And since
Browning's headaches continued to trouble bim after his marriage
and even after his mother's death, there is very little evidence of
any real connection between his illnesses and those of his mother,

At any rate, Mrs. Miller claims that indeed there was a
particularly strong attachment and that it led Browning to make a
decision in his youth which affected all his later work and which
vas the cause of his obscurity. When Browning was first introduced
to Shelley's vork he vas greatly influenced by him, so much so that
for & while he adopted Shelley's etheism. But he soon decided to
reject atheism, Mrs. Miller states, because he did not wish to hurt
his mother, who was devoutly religious. Mrs, Miller declares,

The ideals of Shelley and those of Sarah Anna Browning could
not eontinus to exist under the same roof; the moment had come
in vhich he must either deny his "wild dreams of beauty and of
good," or irreparably wound and alienate his mother, “the one
being,” ve are told, "whom he entirely loved.” Faced with

this deadlock between head and heart, Browning found his own
eolution. Reason divided him from the one being he could

6H111er, pp. 1314,
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love: reason, therefore, must be sacrificed. With a truly
Berculean effort, vhich seems to have absorbed all his youth's
strength, Browning performed upon himself an act of regrafting; re-
versing deliberately, the laws of his own growth « . « « Forcibly,
in the course of this struggle, reason was dethroned and degraded;
that “powver Repressed” as he had it, "t? IOVE" became, thence-
forvard, more important than "to KNOW,”

LMrs. Miller contends that this decision to forsake reason caused

Browning to be reticent about his poetry and his personal life and

to be obscure 4in his postry because he was afraid to be truly honest

’ .
vith himeelf or with others. 'Quoting out of context line 210 from

Pauline, Mrs. Milleyr claims that what

the

Robert Browning wished to conceal, not only from the public view
but from hig own conscience, was the occasion on which, a8 he
afterwvards put 1t, I "flung All honour from my soul."”

The context of the line from Pauline geems to imply Just
opposite of what Mrs. Miller contends. Browning says,

And if thou livest, if thou lowvest, spirit!

Remember me who set this final seal

To wandering thoughte-=that one 890 purs as thou

Could never die. Remember me who flung

All honour from my soul, yet paused and said

"There is one sperk of love remaining yet,

e s o« ¢+ 1 was thine in shame + + « «

And here am I the scoffer, who have probed

Life's vanity, von by a word eagain

Iato my own 1ife « » « 9 (11. 206-20), 225, 236-238)

Browning "flung all honour from [Ei_s] soul” when he accepted Shelley's

atheism, not when he rejected it.

7)&11102', PP. 10-11,
aKLuer, Ps 10.

9Brovning, Corplete Works, pe 6.




later, Mrs. Miller continues,

This early reticence, the need to cover up what must on no
account be seen, remained with him to the end of his days;
taking, in its several manifestations, an extreme and sometimes
even & violent form. We have seen the effect on his work; after
the inadvertent self-exposure of Pauline, the search for a
denser, a more adhesive disguise: the adoption of the dramatic
form, ia collusion with which he was enabled for so many years
effectively to outwit the proctors of society. The most
successful disguise of all, of course, was language itself:
there can be little doubt that much of the obscurity of Robert
Browning was an involuntary form of self-protection.lo

The idea that Browning's decision that one must reject the supremacy
of reason was the resulf of an unusual attachment to his mother
can be hardly more than conjecture,

The decision may well have been prompted by what Browning
belleved to be an fintultive knowledge of God. Everything that
Browning has said about the experience indicates that his decision
was Just a step in his maturation, and that he rejected Shelley's
atheism as naturally as he eventually rejected Shelley's vegetarian
diet. That Browning vas not ashamed of his decision is indicated
in a conversation between Browning and Mrs. Orr which she recorded
in The Contemporary Review:

"I know the difficulty of believing,” he once said to me,
vhen some question had arisen concerning the Christian scheme
of salvation. "I know all that may be said against it, on
the ground of history, of reason, of even moral sense. I
grant even that it may be a fiction. But I am none the less
convinced that the life and death of Christ, as Christians

apprehend them, supply sowething which thelr humanity requires,
and that it is true for them.

Ovitter, p. 105.
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He then proceeded to say why, in his Judgement, humanity

required Christ. "The evidence of Divine power 18 everyvhere

about us; not 8o the evidence of Divine love. That lowve

could oaly reveal itself to the human heart Ly some supreme act

of human tenderness and devotion; the fact, or fancy, of 1

Christ's cross and passion could alone supply such a revelation.”

When Mrs. Miller says that Browning's decision caused reason

to be "dethroned and degraded,” she makes clear that she places reason
above intuition. Of course, if one a priori "identifies truth with
vhat 1s actually present to the senses"12 as the positiviat does,
if one demands that one measure all his beliefs by the empirically
provable, it is useless to argue the point. All one 2an do is to
say that there are many others like Browning who do trust their
intuition as much as they trust reason. There are those who believe
that

religious truths depend wholly on religious intuitions. In

other words, our apfeal must be only to basic human intuitions,

not to any "facts."13
Browninz's decision that one can not reason the existence of God
reflects a point of view that is held by many modern thecloglans.
Boren Kierkegaard declares,

Generally speaking, it is a difficult matter to prove that

anything exists; and what 1s still wvorse for the intrepid

n’Quoted by William O, Raymond, The Infinite Moment and Other
Essays in Robert Browning (Toromto, 1950), p. 39.

122m11 Brunner, Truth es Encounter, trans. Amandus W. Loos,
David Cairns, and T, H. L. Parker (Philadelphia, /I964/), p. 9.

13w. T, Stace, Time end Eternity (Princeton, New Jersey, 1952),
Pe 1560



souls vho undertake the venture, the difficulty is such that
fame scarcely awvaits those who concern themselves vith it.
The entire demonstration alwvays turns into something very
different and becomes an additional development of the econse-
quenced that flow from my having assumed that the object in
question exists. Thus I elways reason from existence, not
toward existence, vhether I move in the sphere of palpable
sensible fact or in the realm of thought « . « + As long as
I keep my hold on the proof, i.e., continue to demonstirate,
the existence doess not core out, if for no other reason than
that I em engaged in proying it; dbut vhen I let the proof go,
the existence 18 then.lt"

Kierkegaard econtends that simply because one can not reason the
existence of Cod 1s not proof that he does not exist, Browning

accepted the bellef that the existenca of God could not be reasoned,

but, at the same time, he also agreed that "the existence is there.”

Browning's belief was much like that of W, T. Stace who sald,

It is not the case that God, « « « the God of love, cannot
be epprehended at all., He cannot be epprehended by concept.
This i3 the wvery meaning of the "incomprehsnsidility" of

God ¢ « ¢+ o. But he does reveal Himself toman . « « in that
form of human consciousness which, for lack of a better temm,
ve have called intuition.l?

Mrs. Miller's error 48 the error of attempting to impose her

intellectual position on Browning. She seems to ¢laim, as Brunner

says the positivist claims, that

we have passed from the childish era of religion and myth,
and the adolescent era of metaphysic and speculation, into
the adult era of the positive sciences. (A. Comte) Thus

it comes to the identification of truth and scientifie
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1h80ren Kierkegaard, Philosonhical Pramments, trans, David ¥.

Svenson (Princeton, New Jersey, 19(2), pp. 49, 52.
158“0., P 65c



knovledfe as konovledge of what is actually preseat to the
senses. 6

Brunner points out that the "peculiarity” of this sort of
view

is not that it considers man, like every other entity es an
object given to the senses but, rather, that it believes
itself able to grasp man in his totality thus, as an object.
Its epistemologicel error is that it does not recognize the
limits of this conception of man.

There 4s noc doubt that the decision which BErowaning made wvas
an important one for him, but Mrs. Miller's viewv of the effects of
the decision can not be supportsd. g‘irot,‘ although Mrs. Miller
disagrees that one ought to rely on intuition, she does not succeed
in proving either that Browning's decision to subordinate reason
vas the result of his mother's ;lnrluence or that such a decision
would necessarily have poyi:hological repercussions. Moreover, Mrs.
Miller's contention that Browning was so ashamed of his decision
that he adopted an obacurity to guard against making others avare
that he had "degraded and dethroned reason” cannot stand, for many
of Browning's clearest poems, "Saul," "Cleon," "Epistle of Karshish,"
"Christmas Eve" and "Easter Day,” present the very religious
position which Mrs. Miller says he vas attempting to hide..

Furthermore, as Mrs. Miller recognizes, Browning's rejection
of Shelley's atheism came before Pauline, which i@ an open, soul~

baring record of the change. In this work Brownlng provides a

léBrmmer, P 9.
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brief sketch of the change as the result of a conscious intellectual
history:

First went my hopes of perfecting mankind,

Next-~faith in them, and then in freedom's self

And virtue's self, then my own motives, ends

And aims and loves, and human love went last.
And even though there are complaints of obscurity in Pauline, it is
a matter of abundant record that Browning's decision to conceal his
personal emotions in the personae of dramatic form came after
Pauline in which his rejection of Shelley's position was openly
confessed,

This is not to say that Mrs. Killer has not written an
interesting blography. She presents a side of Browning that is very
different from the traditional view and throws light on his psycho-
logical history. However, in her atteipt to be iconoclastic she
often overstates her case. Moreover, she fails to documeat much of
bher material which, taken out of context, sometimes appears to be
more damaging than it really is.

- Approaching the proble;n in a somevhat different way, Francis
Duckworth bases his discussion and explanation of Browning's obscurity
on three areas of conflict which he claims can be found in Browning.
The first area of conflict has to do with Browning's personality:

There are first the inconsistencies in the outward man--the
philosophle poet who dressed like & prosperous solicitor mnd
frequented the tables of the great, Then there are the

inconsistencies in his attitude (so far ss they found expression
in conduct) toward poetry in general and his own poetry in
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particular, ' A talkative, frank, couragacus man, he was not averse
from discuuinf cther men's poetry, but he shrank from talking
about his own.iT
That Browning was not Bohemian in his dress can hardly be considered
an inconsistency. There are scores of poets and philosophers vho
look like ordinary businessmen as Browning did. T. 8. Eliot surely
looked as much like & publisher and Rodbert Frost certainly locked as
much like a farmer as they 4id poets. Certainly Duckworth does not
expect poats to fit the stereotype:
Bevare! Beware!
Eis flashing eyes, his floating hair!
Weave a circle round him thrice,
And close your eyes with holy dread,
For he on honey-dew hath fed, 18
Ard drunk the milk of Paradise.

As to the second inconsistency whlch Duckworth sees, for a
poet to dislike talking about hia own work yet delight in the work
of others does not seem unnatural., Eliot's comment that after
e poat has written his poem he can say to it, “Go avay! Find a
place for yourself in a book--and don't expect me to take any further
interest in you," has already been quoted and that Browuing had a
similar attitude toward his own poetry has already been sugzested.
Since the poet 18 primarily concerned with putting expsrience into

language, after the poem is written he has finished his part in the

1T Duckworth, p. 145.

185amue1 Taylor Coleridge, "Kubla Khan," The Poetical end
Dramatic Works of Samuel Tavylor Coleridrse, ed. Wo Go To Shedd

(uew Icrkmr Vii, 214.
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poetic process, and thean the poem becomes the means by which an
experience can be recreated for the readsr. Possibly Browning realized
that although he might be the author of a poem, interpretations other
than his ovn were also valid. Eliot states that

the meaning of a poem as a whole . . « 18 not exhausted by any

explanation, for % peaning 1is what the poem means to different

sensitive readers.
This would account for the fact that when Browning was asked specific’
intelligent questions about his poetry, he was willing to answer them,
but at the same time, di1d not correct Mrs. Orr, J. T, Rettleship and
others who interpreted his poems in ways other than that which he
intended vhen he vrote them. On the other hand, he could approach
the works of other men on the same level as any other reader and
could examine that poeiry and discuss what it meant to him without
assuming the position of the poet dictating the meaning of his own
work.

These two traits of Browning's character, taken alone, seem
hardly significant enough to be revelations of a deep seatsd conflict
vithin the poet, but Duckworth presents as further evidence examples
of wvhat he considers to be inconsistency in the way Browning deals
vith certain ideas in his poetry. BKeedless to say, Duckworth,
although he denies that he is doing so, virtually ignores the fact
that Browning is writing poetry. If what has been shown so far sbout
the nature of Browning's poetry has any vaiid.ity at all, one must

19k110t, "The Frontiers of Criticism,” p. 126,

+



«

e i anindike ol

h2

remember that the poet is attempting to embody & particular experience,
or pernaps a character, in language, and that when he usee language,
he is doing ac in & poetic way. Duckworth, however, approaches the
poetry in the same wvay as did the nineteentheceatury critics. Duckworth
is concerned about what Browning is "saying,” what Browning "means.”
Be therefore assumes that when Browning seems t0 contradict himself,
he is guilty of an intellectual failure which requires psychological
explanation. But Kenuneth Burke points out,
for the validity of "poetic” meanings, I should suggest that
the "test” cannot be a formal one, as with the diagrams for
testing a syllogiam. Poetic characterizations do not
categorically exclude each other in the either-trug-or-false
sense any more than the characterizations “"honest” or "tall”
could categorically exclude the characterizations "learned,”
"unlearned," or "thin.“'2V
Duckworth sees as countradictory certain of Browning's statements
about time and eternity. First, he selects passages from several
poems, in which Browning speaks of the "eternal moment.” From "By
the Fireside" he citss
Oh moment, one and infinite!
The water slipe o'er stock and stone;
The West is tender, hardly brightt
How grey at once 1s the evening grown-
Ona star, its chrysolitel

And from "The last Ride Together," he selects

2°Kenneth Burke, The Philosophy of Literary Form: Studies in

§ymbolie Action, Revised and Abridged (New York, 1957), pp. 120=127s

2lquoted by Duckworth, p. 155.
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What if we still ride on, we two

With life for ever old yet new,

Caanged not in kind dbut ia degree,

The instant made eternity,e

Aud heaven Just prove that I and she
Ride, ride together, for ever ride 122

Then from other poems he chooses passages in which Browning stresses
the idea of striving through the present life and continulang to

strive through other livea. For example, from "The Last Ride Together,"
he clites,

Had fate
Froposed bliss here should sublimate
My being~-had I signed the bond-~
8t1l1l one must lead some life beyond, 23
Have a bliss to die with, dim-deacried.

And in "Christina” Browning writes,

Ages past the soul existed,
Here an aga *tis resting merely, oh
And hence fleets again for ages + »

Of course there are many other poems in which Browning deals with
both ideas. Of the two concepts, Duckworth says,

The idea of an endless series of existences leading from one
degree of achisvement to another implies a particular counception
of the objective reality of time succession. Now, anyone who
thinks of time as something possessing an objective reality
cannot attach any meaning to the phrase, "The instant made
eternity.” On the other hand, "The instant made eternity”
enables & man within the c¢ramped limits of howewver short and
imperfect an existence to realise hls gain, to enjoy his

azQuoted by Duckworth, p. 153.
23Quoted by Duckvorth, p. 153.
2hquoted by Duckworth, p. 151.
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rewvard. There is a contradiction here. To put it vulgarly, you
cannot have it both ways.25

Now even if one forgets for a moment that Duckworth is dealing
with poetry, his argument will still not stand because what he has
pointed out is, in fact, not necessarily a contradiction. One can
both "think of time as something possessing an objective reality,”
and at the same time, accept the idea of "The instant made eternity.”
W. T, Stace in his book Time end Eternity declares,

The eternal moment, being & point of intersection, can be looked
at either from within or from without. Since it belongs to
both orders, it is both temporal and etermal. Looked at
internally--that is as the mystic himself sees it in that
momente-it 48 infinite and eternal. Looked at from the
outside~--as it is seen, not only by all of us in our normal
consclousness, but by the mystic himself when he has passed
out of it into the time-order, and looks back upon it in o6
memory=-locked at thus externally it is a moment in time.
Therefore, perhaps Duckworth is wrong in saying "you can't have it
both ways.” Mystiec conceptions of the universe can and do have it
both ways, and since Duckworth attempts to show that Browning was
in many ways a mystic, he must admit that Browning can also have
it both ways.

Kevertheless, these "inconsistencies and anomalies” which
Duckvorth sees in Browning, and which seem at thls point to be
rather tenuous, are evidence in Duckworth's opinion of "a deep seated

conflict ia his mind,” The conflict arises, says Duckvorth, from

25puckvorth, pp. 153-15k.
2681.?&08’ P 760
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"varring elements" vhich "ecould be described as either the poet and
the bourgeois, or as the mystic and the poet of action.,"<T Browning
wanted to present in his poetry

the vhite light /which/ is the absolute truth or the vhole of
truth, and that again is something which, as & philosopher
would say, unifies or co-ordinates, or is & synthesis of, our
whole experience « » « « The poet relies on intuition and

on visions + « ¢ ¢+ Or, to use a different metaphor, he has
heaven opened to him in & vision. Hov far he succeeds in
making us also see that vision depends upon two thingse-sthe
adequacy of his medium and the distinctuess and clarity of his
own seeing eye. And 80 far eas Brownlng has in any instance or
ia any degree failed, it has been usual to attridute fallure
to the inadequacy of his medium~~that is, of human languags.
It 18 not impossible, howsver, that he did not always manage
10 see very clearly vhat it was he desired to convey. And that
may have been, as he himself hints, becauss he could not
endure to face the central incandescence of that revealment.
Certainly he desired to see, and to make others see, the
world 1md;3ted with that lighte~the light that shone

vithin hin.< .

In other words, the mystic "was eager to rise to those regions of
. vision, but the poet of action pulled him back,"%?

There are several difficulties involved in Duckworth's analysis
of this "conflict” within Prowning. First, the evidence which he
presents to support his coatention of "inconsistencies and anomalies”
in Browvning's character are not at all conclusive. Secondly,
Duckvorth's explanation for the alleged conflict seems almost

contradictory. He says that what Browning "desired to convey” was an

zzmwnh, Pe 209.
20pyckworth, ppe 193-19%.
2Duckworth, p. 210,
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incandescence vhich Browning himself "could not endure to face." Then
vhen Duckvorth gets to the dagie difficulty, that is, why Browning
was afraid of the "white light" in the first placs, he says only
that there were "gertain inhibitions . + + at work here.” But
Duckvorth does not know what "inhibiticns.” XHa says,

To the questione-of vhat nature was the {nhibition from which

Browning suffered, no satisfactory answer can dbe suggested by

the present writer. Hae will travel thus far with the psychoe

analysts as to say that there were powerful forces at vork in

the man which never succeeded in finding their appropriate

cutlet.39

Although Duckworth does not know what the inhibitions were, or
vhy Browning could not "endure” the “"white light,” he claims that
conflict within Browninz “produced definite physical repercussions~e
a physical restlessness, headaches, neuralglae--which he tried to cure
by vigorous exercise."a Even 1f the evidence of conflict were
more conclusive, Duckworth errs in expscting from Browning, the poet,
too much of vhat the nineteenthecentury middle elass expected from
their poet prophets. It seems rather naive to expect any poet to
present “the absolute truth or the vhole of truth.” Certainly
Browning never deceived bimsalf into believing that he night‘ know
“the whole truth,” or that any humen being could have that sort of
knowledge.
Like Duckworth and Miller, Stewvart W. Holmes in "Browning:

Semantic Stutterer” conteads that Browning's obsecurity hed its

30puckvorth, pp. £08-209.
31Duckvorth, pe. 211.
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origin in the psyehology of the poet. But Holmes sees the difficulty
not as a provlem in communication itself, but rather as confusion in
BProvning's own mind adout what he intended when he used eertain
metaphysical terms. The possibility that Holmea' analysis might beccome
an unquestioned staple of Browning criticism is suggested by & casual

referencs of W. C, DeVane's in his Browning Fandhook. Erowning,

says DaVane,
had also to face the prodlems of communication, methods and
means, form and languege. In dealing with abstractions ke
vas & "semantic stutterer,” and we see him through Sordello
vorking pertially and temporarily perhaps, his gure.o2 -

In some sixteen separate passages, Holmes cites one hundred
lines from Sordello, five from la Saisisz, and eleven from Parleyinzs
as the primary basis of his enalysis establishing that Browaing's
use of the words “soul,” "mind,” “"body,” “perception,” and
"consciousness” is not clear or‘ logically consistent. Holmes
believes that Browning's inconsistency 1s evidence of his "inadbility
to express himself clearly about vhat we may call metaphysical matters,"33

Holmes® analysis of Browning's use of thess terms is based
on the theory of General Semantics end, in particular, a work by

Wendell Johnson called larpusce and Speech Hygienet An Application

of Ceneral Semantica.:sh The idea of General Semantics was originally

3241114am Clyde DeVane, A Browning Fandbook, 2ud ed. (New York,
1955 )) p. 16.

33Koimes, 231.

3%11:!311 Johnson, lanruaze end Epeech Eyziene: An Application
of General Semantics (Chicago, 1939)e



set forth by Alfred Korzybskl in Science and Sanity, first published
1a 1933,%

S, I. Eayakawa, and Stuart Chase.

and it has been perpetuated primarily by Weadell Johnson,

Before examining what Holmee says about Browning, it will bde
helpful first to summarize briefly the basic ideas of Ceneral
Semantics presented in Johnson's work. The General Semanticist
contendg that there afe many levels of reality but that most people
are avare of only the Macroscopic level, or the world of objects
perceivable by the senses. However, there are levels of reality
beneath this level of sense perception of which the common man is
not always aware. There are the Microscopic level, the reality
of which one is aware vhen he uses "extra neural” paraphanelia
like the microscope and telescope, and the Sub-microscopic lewvel,
that level of reality that can not be seen even with the microscope.
This is the level of electrons, protons, and neutrons, or the level
of "dynamic procesa."36 Therefore, when one locks at an apple, he
doss not see the whole truth about the obvject, and he "can not react
adequately to the ob.ject- (level 3) without knowing it in terms of

level 2 and level ]..."37 B ' . " '

L3

30 rred Korzybski, Science and Sanity (lakeville, Connecticut,

1933).
36Johnson, pe 1b,
37J°hn80n, Do 13.
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When one uses languaze, he ias simply giving a label to the
object. The word or statement is the fourth level, or the verbel
level, The CGeneral Semanticist 13 eager to make clear that the
word 1s not the object, that 1t simply “represents the object, eta.,
and it does so imperfectly.” Whether or not a label is adequate
is "measured ., . . in terms of the proportion of n listeners who
are able to pick out from several possible referents the one
intended referent of the atatement.“38

In his book, Johnson points out that

a label or descriptive statement can be the referent of
another word or statement. That is, you can make a descriptive
statement about something non-verbal, and then you can say
something about that statement, and then you can make & third
statement about your second statement, etc., etc. Thus, you
can make a statement about a statement about a statement about
a statement, ad infinitum, each succeeding one being farther
removed from the macroscopic level (level Ko, 3) than the one
preceding it. So far as level No. b 1s concerned, it represents
any first-ordar label or description.39
This process of making statements about statements and moving farther
and farther away from the level of the sense-referent is called
"abstraction.”
Without this process of abvstracting, says Johnson,
ve could not have modern science with its extremely high order
inferences, nor could we have higher mathematics, symbolie
logic, and the blueprints that are such emazingly faithful
abstracts of tcg skyscrapers and bridges that are built by
means of them, ‘ .
38thnson, pp. 24, 25.
39thnson, Pe 5.

qubhnson, p. 32.
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However, there are those users of language who confuse the
levels of abstraction, who

act as if knowing, say, a second order verbal abstract were the
same as knowing the abstract (the first order description) from
which it has been abstracted. Armed with their highly verbal
"knowledge,"” they assume attitudes of authority, become dogmatic,
and then become very indignant, disappointed, hurt, even paranoid
vhen contradicted or challenged. Pereistently asking such a
person, "Hgit do you mean?” i3 an almost sure-fire way to get

him angry.
This confusion of the levels of abstraction results in
"varying degrees of muscular tension” eand "a tendency to show

‘undelayed’ reactions, excessive impulsiveness, irritability, a

tendency to 'fly off the handle,' 'Jump to conclusions,’ etec.” and,
most relevant here, often in stuttering and other physical disorders.ka
Holmes contends that when Browning was not clear in the use
of his metaphysical teims, the lack of clarity resulted from the
fact that Browning "confused the levels of abstractions and dealt
wvith the thinge-word relationship intensionally rather than ex-
tensionally.” When he 4id so, Holmes declares, Browning becams a
"semantic si;ut.t.ere:.-."&3 It is this part of Holmes' argument which
is of chief concern here, but it will be best to summarize the
remainder of his argument before examining more eclosely the pMss

by which Holmes labels Browning a "semantic stutterer.”

uJohnson, pe 32.

haJohnson, P 37 .

k:)'Iialmem s 231,



- ..: | - | : - 51
&Ma sta'cea that mmantie stutterln.g u{.a ;i;t;sed by "semantic
‘ ﬁlockagw,"" "eb‘atruéf.&pﬁa in the namua fs&stem which interfere -

' .ﬁi.th the healthy z‘unetidnina of the broqésa 91‘ éﬁlmtion and hence
cause delusions.” He contends that .Bmwning auffamé from these =
"semaaﬁic blockages” and that his headaches vere one ﬁanifestat;on

| ‘ot"them. Moreover, 'm states that it was Browning's uneven and'
sketehy education and his being sheltered and :pampemd 88 a young
man which caused thé “‘blockagea vhich lurkad. in the ;vonng man's
head, because these aspects of his early environment were "1n1m:lcal

o— «-pﬁ‘ L i
to the development of '1ntellectual pover' and were likely to

.7 produee symptoms of' seman;ie coz}t‘usion. nlih

| Bclms' accusation that Browning pufferéd from semantic
confusion is one thing, but when Holnwa says the semantic bloekages
cause “deluaiona',"d the implication becomes much move serious. Holmes
declares that "tnormal' people do no}:‘;’have such dﬂlus;ons, such faith
1nAtheir'infaliibility w45 e sposks ‘ofithers being,igdmetnxng e
pathologicale~in this 1terution « + + of his realization or verbal |
'Nyimpotence.“w" In&eed, Holmeu d@clama that "Browning « « « ¥as 8

| sick man.”w But Halmea' 1nference that Browning vas aetmlly

nentally 111 1s hardly ‘acceptable. Even Holmes himgelf says in

*olnes, 247-250.
'“5Hb1m§a;'eh§; |
Y6551mes, éshf;'
Waoimes, _252-‘4 - _
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another article that Browming
calls his readers to live life fully, end givea them a pattemrn
which, discovered through superior 1nsighh8nnd experience,
he has proved successful in his own life.
Surely Holmes is not speaking here of a "sick man."
Eevertheless, Holmes declares that Browning managed to
cure himself only when he _
turned from autobiographic, metaphysical probings to a new
medium, non-peraonal dramatic lyrics. This meant that from
intensional he turned to extensional language . « o the worde
thing relationship changed for the better since the words
usually refer to "sense”’ objects.
This took place, says Holmes, sfter Browning had written Sordello
and had decided to develop the dramatic monologue. Of courn,;
contrary to Holmes' theory, Browning 414 not forsake the meta-
physical in his later poetry, but Holmes merely evades this objection
by saying, "It is true that soms of his later work 1s in the
analytical style. The reasons for that are not vithia the purview
of this paper."so
In addition to these weaknesses in the latter part of
Holmes*' argument, there are serious difficulties in Bolmes' original
contention that Browning is a “"semantic stutterer.” For example,
when Holmes bvegins his discussion, he seems to De simply drawving
l‘8St‘.e1mrt. Holmes, "Browning's 'Sordello' and Jung," PMIA,
LvI (1941), T792.
1‘9Holm5, "Semantic Stutterer,” 25k,

50Ho1mes, "Semantic Stutterer,” 255.
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en analozy between the sort of stuttering with vhich Johnson dsals
and & kind of confusion vwhich he sees in Erowning's poetry. He

says that there are "symptoms” in Browning which "correspond to

the symptoms of elinically observed stutterers.”>l But he gradually
shifts from a simple analogy to the identification of Browning's
confusion with stuttering itself vhen he says of Browaning's meta~
physical poems, "all tiese poems are to sowe degree stutterings.” 2
Finally ha says that even Brownipg "himsalf recognized that he was

a semantic stutterer « « o «"°3 Folmes leeps from the position
that Browning was like a stutterer to the position that Browning
vas 8 stutterer. The ghift i3 a subtle one, and Holmes epparently
tries to Justify 4t by broadening the definition of stuttering.

He says, “"The word 'stuttering' refers clinically to & great
varisty of phenomena” and he cites Johnson's work for eupport.%
It 48 trus that Johnson indicates that “"stuttering” can refer to
many speech phenomena, but always Johnson means actual speech
behavior, when a peraon's lips and tonzue do not vork together 8o
that speech §s rhythmical« But Holmes defines the tam "stute

tering” as "the inability of an adult to express himself with

Slfolmes, "Semantic Stutterer,” 231.
52Rolmes, "Semantic Stutterer,” 233.
53301::19:, “Semantie Stutterer,” 233.
5,‘Holmes, "Semantiec Stutterer,” 2h2,
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average articulateness."”” Holmes does not mean & difficulty ia the
physical activity of speech, but an inability to put thoughts clearly
into wvritten language, and Johnson's research provides no basis
whatever for this application of General Semantica.

Holmes has broadened the definition of "stuttering” to such
an extent that it becomes useless. If one were to apply Holmes'
definition, all those who may fail in communication because of
ignorance, of lack of vocabulary or because of stupidity, and all
foreigners unfamiliar vith a new languege would necessarily be
included under his definition of stutterers. The definition 13 too
general for any specific application and any effort to restrict it
will destroy Holmes' house cf cards.

In addition to Holmes® modification of Johnson's definition
of stutterers, there are other difficulties in Holmes' use of the
theory of General Semantics to show that Browning vas a "semantic
stutterer.” PFirst, when Johnson deals with stuttering, he 1is
dealing with a cause-effect relationship., Semantic confusion causes
a disturbance in the communicative process. This disturbance follows
end is not identical with its cause. Even if Hol;'nes hag discovered a
eonfusion and eu indefiniteness in Browning's use of certain meta~
physical concepts which may be: conaidefed comparable to the semantie
confusion which was the cause of‘ ti'ze stuttering in the children with

whom Johnson vorked, he still has not identified a result that 1as

55 Holmes, "Semantic Stutterer,” 22,
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comparable to physical stuttering im Johnson's children. He has not
attempted to identify any obscurity in Browning which is separate from
this inexact use of terms. He has not shown any trait of style, either
"in diction, rhythm, syntax, or otherwise, that results from the semantic
confusion. Indeed, he seems to assume that the vords in question
express directly and reliably the condition of Browning's thought on
the concepts vhich they represent. Holmes suggests & condition
comparable to the proposed cause of stuttering; he does not establish
a condition comparable to stuttering. He may appear to have done so
only because of his arbitrary definition of stuttering.

Following the GeneraiASemanticist, Holmes speaks more than
once of the cause of Browning's obacurity as resting upon a
confusion of levels of abstractions. Browning "confused the levels
of abstractions and dealt with the thing-word relationship inten-
sionally rather than extensionally.;sé Holmes declares, "The poet
viclated the rules of evaluatién by confusing the levels of ab~-
straction."57 ‘Bowever, in his analysis Holmes makes no effort to
analyze the words concerned as representing different levels of
abstraction. In the sumary of the theory of General Semantics, it
vas pointed out that abstractions are statements about statements
about odbjects. In other words, abstraction is made from the object,

the sense-referent. If there is any confusion in the use of & temm,

56Holmes, "Semantic Stutterer,” 231.

5THolmes, "Semantic Stutterer," 255.
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then, one need only refer back to the sense~referent to clear yp the
difficulty. Because Brownlng 413 not refer back to the object, Holmes
contends that he confused the levels of abstraction. Holmes says,

Browning tried to illuminate the meaning of his key words

oot by reference to level 1, . . o things and facts, but by

reference to lavels 3, 4, 5, ete., to other words and by

peans of verbal wmnaaucs.sa

Nov when one i3 talking adbout apples, one can easily refer

to the obJect itself if there is confusion about what the term
"apple” means, but to demand that Browning refer to “"things and
facts" when he uses words like "soul” and "consciousness” seems
ridiculous, for there ars uo objects to which one can point and
say, "That is the object to which I am referring when I say ‘soul.'”
In fact, even Holmes, while he is condemning Browning for not
referring to the cbject, admits that there are no such objects in
the first place. Holmes says,

It must be admitted that ia dealing with problema of a none-sense,

metaphysical nature, he could not make sure that his words

alwvays referred to something perceptible by our few senses.’?

Instead of explaining how Browning could possibly clarify

his terms, Holmes only exclaims, “What can we say coherently of
1ncoherence1"6° In fact, he seems to admit t&m is no possibility

of avoiding confusion when using metaphysical terms. He says, "We

5830111:93, "Semantie Stutterer,” 2L5-2L6,
2IHolmes, "Semantic Stutterer,"” 245.
6°Holnes, “Semantic Stutterer,” 245.



shall study the poet's use of these words, realizing always that we
can ngver know exactly vhat he meant by tlwm."él
Clearly what Holmes criticizes in Browning and vhat he sees
as the cause of obscurity in Browning 13 really something other
than semantic confusion. What he criticizes is the poet's deeling
vith metaphyeical subjects et all. Holmes contends that Browning's
condition improved when he turned to poetry other than the metae
physicsl end when "the word-thing relationship changed for the
better since the vords usually refer to ‘sense’ obJeets."ee Ir
the implications of his arguments are consistently applied, the
necessary conclusfon is that all writing on metaphysics must result
in vhat he calls "semantic stuttering.”
Clearly Holmes' article is not adequate to explain the
difficulties in Browning. Holmes cla‘im that Browvning's econfusion
in the use of five words is enough proof to show that in Sordello
Browning exhibdits "the inabllity of aa adult to express himself
vith average art.ic':ulatenean.“ At the same time, he makes no
effort at all to deal with the difficulties of those parts of
Eordello vhich are not concerned v'it‘n metaphysicel questions, snd
there seems to be really no special difference between the difficulty

of reading a passage dealing vith 8 metaphysical problem and a

6lﬂolms, "Semantic Stutterer,” 237.

62801ma,_"semntic Stutterer,” 254k, .



passage which is pure narrative as the following:

Who will, may hear Sordello's story told:
His story? Who believes me shall behold
The wan, pursue his fortunes to the end,
Like mwe: {for as the friendless-pecple’s friend
Epied from his hill-top once, despite the din
And dust of multitudes, Pentapolin
Eames o' the Naukes Arm, I single out
Sordello, compassed murkily about
Vith revage of six long s4d hundred years.
Only bvelieve me. Ye bellevel

Appears
Verona « + + Never, I should warn you first
0f my own choice had this, if not the worst
Yet not the best expedient, served to tell
A story I could body forth so well
By making speak, myself kept out of viev,
The very man as he was wont to do,
And leaving you to say the rest for him.
Since, though I might be proud to see the dim
Abysmal past divide its hateful surge,
letting of all men this one man emerge,
Because it pleased me, yet, that moment past,
I should delight in watching first to last
His progress as you watch it, not a whit
More in the secret than yourselves who sit
Fresh-chapleted to listen.t3

In addition to the weaknesses in Holmes' argument, thers
ia a certain tone vhich pervades the article that indicates that
Eolmes is not being entirely fair in his Judgment of Browning.
Ba implies that Browning tried to deceive his readers, and he
claims there is "evidsnce of Browning's rationalizing his guilty
conviction of his linguistic confusion into a lordly diedain for
those who hinted at it.” EHs continues, "A suggastion of literery

unscrupulousness--with & reason supplied and a rejection of

63Brovn1ng, Works, Pe TS5e .
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external, social standards appsar in an. early part of Sordello (Book
II)."& The obvious inference is thet Browning himself is gullty of
"literary unscrupulousness” siszply because he presents a character
wvho 1s guilty. Likewise, Eolwes says, "Browning is the poet laureate
of rationalizers; witness his Franceschinis, his Bloughrams, his
delorzes ."65 The verdiat of guilty ’b}y associstion which Holmes
proclaims is not restricted to Browaning. Holmes also implies that
enyone who thinks he understands BrO’lnS:ng'l metaphysical poetry

is "suffering from the gams delusions” as Browning. In & footnote
Holmes says, - ﬂ

Two peopls with "delirium tremens” who both see pink snakes

on the vall will sgree that each is right ({.e., that each

makes sense) when he says "I see pink snakes on the vall.”

Doubtless there are many people vho believe they know exactly

vhat Browvning means when he dons the roves of wotaphysician

and starts talking about "ggul" and "mind" and "body,” about

"Power," and "pover,” ete.
Hot for one moment does Holmes grant that Browning's position might
be legitimate, and anyons who does think Browning makes sense has
already beea Judged.

¥hen one exsmines the carelessness vhich is evident in Holmes'

ergument, the restriction of his discussion to metaphysical language,

and the over-all tone of his article, one must conclude that the

630301”’, "Semantic Stutterer," 235.
€54olmes, "Semantic Stutterer,® 235.
Géﬂolnes, “Semantie Stutterer,” 249,
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argunent cannot stand. ‘ Certainly Browning expressed himself vith
more than average articulateness about the very 41fficult idsas with
vhich he was dealing. Ee wrote to Ellzabeth,

Of course an artist's vwhols problem must be, as Carlyle wrote
to me, “the expressing with articulate clearness the tnought
in him"e-I am almost inclined to say that clear expression
should be his only work and ecaree~-for he is vorn, ordained,
such as he ls--and not boru learned in putting what wvas born
in him into vordse-whatever can be clearly spoken, ought to be.
But "bricks and mortar” is very easily said--ani some of the
thoughts in "Sordello” not so §ead11y even if Miss Mitford
vere to try har hand on them.

The best that can be said about Holmes' analysis cof obscurity
in Browniag is that he has essentlally ilovented a nev critical tem
and that to some readers it may eeem to communicate "intensionally”

a feeling they have in reading parts of Browning.

Miller, Duckvorth, and Holmes use the same evidence to support
their respective positions. But the fact that a poet does not like
to discuss his own poetry, that he uses terms poetically, and that
he likes to dress in an incouspicuous, ordinary way, is surely not
indicative of a disturbed personality. BEven Browning's headaches
vere far more likely the result of his poor eyesight than of a
psychalogical, provlems W, Hall Griffin and Earry Christopher Minchin
note that Browvning's eyesight waskened as a result of the vegetarian

diet which he adopted for a short while in his youth.68 Moreover,

ETietters, I, b5k,

681-1 Hall Griffin and Harry Christopher Minchin, The Life of
Robert Browningz, With Notices of His Writings, His Family, end His
!‘riends, zdamdan, Connecticut, 19-—77, Pe 51,
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the familiar sketch of Browning resding The Ring end the Book drawn by
Willianm Story'clearly shoveé a man suffering from poor vision.69

The studies by Miller, Duckworth, and Holmes are provocative,
and they do raise interesting questions about Browning's personality
and his vork, ‘but the premises on which these criéics base their
arguments have very little significance unless one has alresdy
presupposed that Browning 4is abnormally unintelligi‘ble. However,
there have been no atiempis by tﬁent;ieth gentury critics to show
that Browning goes beyond the limits of obscurity allowed in
twentieth century poetry, or evea to show if there are such limits.
Therefore, in spite of the lengths to which these three critics
have gons to account for Browaning's uniatelligibility, they have
failed to determine if there is really a neced for such studies 4n

the first place.

691:1 Browning to His American Friends: letters Between the
Brownings, the Storys end James Russell lowell, 18411890, ed.
Gertrude Reese Hudsoa (liev York, 1905), between ppe. 130137,




CHAPTER IV
“FRA LIPPO LIPPI"t THE DEMAND. ON THE READER

The central thesis of this study is th'at those characteristics
of Browning's poetry which were condemned as "obscurity” by many
nineteeanth century eritics and which have prompted modern critics
to write psychological studies to expiain them result, in fact, from
demands wmade upon the reader which are thoroughly campatible with
the practice and theory of modera po;:try. Accordingly, & typlecal
Browvaing poem will be examined ia such a vay as to indicate the nature
of the demands made upon the reader. %This exercise will serve to
show the sort of confusion and interruption of communication which
can occur for the inattentive reader, and although the kinds of
misreading vhich might occur cannot be predicted and so cannot Le
submitted to objective study, some attention can be given to the
ovetacles which might be expected to arise from the preconceptions of
many Victorian readers, as discussed earlier,

Two precautions are necessary in coannection with the following
study. The reader vho is thoroughly familiar with Browning's poetry
will f£ind 1t difficult to recapture the quality of his reading
experience upon first bveing introduced to Browning. To the initiated
Browning seems thoroughly clear, his poems all of ‘a plece and intact,
and this fact supports the generel thesis. The second precaution
concerns the limitations of the proposed study. No effort will bve
made at a complete explication of the poem, and problems of inter=-

pretation will be mentioned only in 80 far as they seem to relate to
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the speclal demands vhich Browning's poetry mekes upon the reader.
The discussion will de restricted to one poem which is
generally considered to be representative both in form and content
of Browning's work. "Fra Lippo Lippi" has been selected because
it 18 @ drametic monologue, the Italian setting and the time of
action are typical of Browning, and the poem deals with Browning's
favorite topics, art and faith. The complete poem will be included
in the text of the analysis so that references to the poem will
bve clear.t
The title of "Fra Lippo Lippi" presents the poem's first
demand upon the reader. Ia 1855 when Browning published the Men
and Women volume which contained the poem, the name of Fra Lippo
Lippi was virtually 'unk‘novn to Victorian England. The first complete

English translation of Vasari's lives of the Artists had appeared

only five years before in 1850,2 end .apparently the volume was not
videly kanown. John‘Ruakin, vhom one would expect to be especially
familiar with such matters, sald that when he publiched the third
volume of Modern Painters ia 1855, the year after Browning's wvork,
he knew mothing of 'the paint.er.3 Even tod.ny, unless the reader is

1Brovn1n3, Works, pp. 342-345, Hereafter line numbers will
be indicated in the text,

2Betty Borroughs, "Foreword,” Vasari's Lives of the Artists,
ed. Betty Borroughs (New York, 196h), p. xix.

3iorks of Ruskin, V, 87, n. 1.
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well educated in ert history when he is first introduced to the poem,
he will probably not be abls to identify Lippo as a Renaissance artist.
This lack of knowledge about Lippo makes the oblique references to
paianting in lines 25-26 and 31-30 almost impossible to understand until
line 39 when Lippo clearly identifies himself as a painter. Possession
of this knowledge would diminish the demends made upon the reader in
the first twenty-elight lines of the poem. Moreover, understanding
the significance of Lippo's style of painting would greatly aid
the reader in understanding the implications of what Browning says
about art and faith in the main body of the poem.

The first lines, "I em poor brother Lippo, by your leave!/
You need not clap your torches to my face,” immediately force the
reader t0 use his imagination. BEe must visualize the intensity of
Lippo's face, illuminated by the burning torches, againet the dacke
ground of the surrounding darkness. IJIato this conceatrated but
limited image Browning introduces mhti@hips and cirsumatances
concerning the yet not elearly mﬁtified nct;or‘n:

Zooks, what's to blame? you think you see & monk}

What, 't i3 past midnight, aod you go the rounds,

And here you catch me at en alley's end

Where sportive ladies leave their doors ajar?t (1. 3-6)
As Lippo's immediste surroundings are brought into t-ocua , the reader
must determine for himself to whom Lippo is speaking. EHe is not
told who "gofes/ the rounds.” It night be & night watchman, a

policeman, & doctor. Moreover, since “you" and "your" can be both
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singular and plural, when Lippo speaks it is not immediately clear
vhether he i3 addressing one, two, or more, The reader must suspend
bhis Judgment temporarily, and through an accumulation of details givea
later in the poem, he can eventually, by careful attention, establish
the identity of the lisieners.

In the same few lines, the reader becomes aware that the monk
has been apprehended outalde & house of prostitution, and he begins
to formulate certain expectations about wvhat is to come in the poem.
The Victorian reader might vell'haw anticipated a scathing attack on
the morality within the Cathalie Church, especislly if he were alresdy
familiar with Browning's earlier poem, "The Bishop Orders His Tomd
at Saint Praxed's Church,” And both the Victorian and the modern
reader would probvably be prepared for at least a harsh treatment
of Lippo nnd'a condemnation of his actions. OUne 1; not at all
prepared for vhat actually occurs in the poenm.

¥While theo reader is 'being thrust into the dramatic situation,
he must also cope ;rith the vigorous movement of both syntax and
thought as in the next few 11neo‘t

The Carmine's my cloisteri hunt it up, .

Do, -=harry out, if you must ghow your zeal,

Whatever rat, there, haps oa his wrong hole,

And nip each softling of a wee white mouse,

Weke, weke, that's crept to keep him company! (1. 7-11)
The reader can not understand the passage until he reaches the word
“mouse,” for only then 1s the analogy with Lippo's situation made

clear. The reader must be nimble enough to hold the entire construction
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in his mind until he has mll the information necessary for comprehension.

As Lippo continues to speak, there is a subtle shift in his
attitude that the reader must". be elert to catech. He 48 at first
defensive, but he gradually beccmes more confident as he says,

Aha, you kunow your betters! Then, you'll take

Your hand avay that's fiddling on my throat,

And please to knovw me likewise., Who am I?

Why, one, sir, who is lodging with a friend .

Three streats off--he's a certain . . , how d'ye call?

Mastere-a . . « Cosimo of the Medicy,

I' the house that caps the corner. (1l1. 12-18)
Lippo's mention of Cosimo of the Medici is calculated to intimidate
those who have apprehended him. BHe knows the weight which the name
carries, and he is using it to force his release. But the readez; vill
not be awvare of this subtlety if he does not know of the tremendous
pover and influence of the Medicl family. Browning also expects
the reader to recognize the family name in order to establish the
place and time of the action of the monologus.

Because the dramatic monologue does not allow for a description
of the dramatic action, Browning requires the reader to infer all
action and a&ll that the other characters say from ona speaker's words.
For example, vhen Lippo says, "Who am I?" the reader is expected to
understand that the monk is ansvering & question which has been put
to him. And wvhen Lippo exclaims in lines 18-20, “Boh! you were best!/
Remember and tell me, the day you're hanaed.,/ How you affected such &
gullet's-gripet” the reader must determins that Lippo's use of the

Mgdici name has served its purpose and that the hand on his neck has
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been removed. The reader may also now add very important details-~the
"gullet's-gripe”~-but 1t i3 necessary that his retention of the limited
image of the first tvo lines must ha;ve survived his interest ia the
morally suspect circunstances of the friar,

As Browning begins to expand the picture wvhich he is painting,
the reader's attention is taxed once again to visualize an additional
figure, Lippo says,

But you, sir, it concerns you that your knaves

Pick up a manner nor discredit yout

Zooks, are we pilchards, that they sweep the streets

And count fair prize what comes {nto their net? (11. 21-24)
The passags says very little directly, and the readsr must supply what
Browning only implies. When Lippo says, "your knaves,” the reader
rust sssume that I.ipyo‘ is nov addressing the leader of those who
have apprehended him. Browning does not explain directly what
sort of "manner" that the "knaves" exhibit, but uses a metaphor in
the pext two lines to explain indirectly. Howewver, the metaphor may
not be clear for some readers because Browning uses the word "pilchards”
which s perhaps & less familisr word than "fish”™ or "sardine” might be.

Avruptly changing the direction of the monologue, Lippo exclaims
in lines 25-26, "He's Judas to a tittle, that man is}/ Just such a
facel” Nothing has been said ia the poem to this point to prepare
the reader to understand these words as the statemant of a painter
shoving interest in a possible subject for his art. If he does not

yet know Lippo, he could easily construs that Lippo is only attacking



the man for the rough treatment wvhich he has adminiatered.
Lippo contiauss,
Why, sir, you make amends.

Iord, I'm not angry! Bid your hangdogs go

Drink out this gquarter-florin to the health

Of the munificent House that harbors me

(And many more beside, lads! more beside!)

And all's come square again. (1. 26-31)
The tone of the monologue seems to change frum Lippo's defensiveness
in the first few lines to what 18 almost comradery with the captain,
but it is difficult for the reader to be certain of Lippo's attitude
at this point, for his gift of a quarter-florin might be either a
sign of his generous nature or a bribe to insure that he vill not
be reported to the authoritiss. As the "knaves" draw some distance
avay and Lippo and the captain are left alone, the reader must again
change the focus of Browning's picture.

When Lippo reveals the painter's interest a second time, the
reader may more easily understand what he means, for Lippo's verbal
description of his proposed picture of John the Baptist graphically
reproduces & sort of painting common in thes Renaissance:

, I'a like his face=-
His, elbowing on his comrads in the door .
With ths pike and lantern,--for the slave that holds
John Baptist's head a-~dangle ty the halr
With one band ("Look you, now," as vho should say)
And his veapon in the other, yet unwiped! (11. 31-36)

If the reader still does not recognize that the speaker of
the monologue 1s en artist, Browning finally gives the information in

the next few lines. Lippo says,
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It's not your chance to have & bit of chalk,

A woode-coal or the like? or you should see!

Yes, I'm the painter, since you style me so. (1l. 37-39)
With line 39 the reader has aun unquectionqble basis for modifying
conceptions formed in the first part of the poem, but such modifica~
tion will occur effectively only if the reader is concentrating
vigorously. '

Since Lippo has 5ut revealed himself ;o Fra Lippo Lippi, the
painter, the reader may easily misunderstand Lii:i)o vhen he says,

What, brother Lippo's doin;gs, up and down,.

You know them and they take you?! like enough!

I sav the proper twiokle in your eye-- (1l. h0-42)
The reader's first impression may de t'hat 'the “doings" to which lippo
yrefers are his works as a paiater, but surely Lippo's romantic
escapades are what cause the "proper twiniﬂ.o" in the captain's eye.
The rapport between the captain and Lippo is thus es'tat;lished and
a8 Lippo attempts to explain his presence in the mlley, ths poem
returns to the subject introduced at the beglaning of the poem,
Brother Lippo's interest in the importance of the flesh.

Because a reader expacis events to occur chronologically, any
variation from this simple order may cause the reader special
difficulty. As Lippo reverts to the events of the early evening, the
reader is asked to readjust himself to a new time sequence, Lippo
says,

"Tell you, I liked your locks at very first.

let's sit and set things straight now, hip to haunch.
Here's spring coame, and the nights one makes up bands
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To rcam the town and sing out carnival,

And I've been three weeks shut within my mew,

A-painting for the great man, saints and sainta

And saints again. I ecould not paint all nightes

Ouf! I leaned out of window for fresh air.

There came a hurry of feet and little feet,

A sweep of lute-gtrings, laughs, and vhifts of song,=~
Flower o' the broom,

Take away love, and our earth is & tombl

Flower o' the quince,

I let Lisa go, and what good in life gince?

Flower o' the thymee~ and so on. Round they went.

Scarce had they turned the coruner when a titter

Like the skipping of radbbits by moonlight,--three slim shapes,
And a face that locked up « « » 2ooks, 8ir, flesh and blood,
That's all I'm made of! (11, 43-€1) .

At thils point, the reader's possible expectation of moral or sectarian
satire must be modified gomevhat, The tone with which Browning
handles Lippo is neither comic nor disdaipful: therefore, the
reader must, if he can, suspend moral Judgment of Lippo and take
note of several details in the passage whioh help to establish
Brovning's attitude tovard lLippo. First, Browning's reference to
“carnival® indicates that the rest of the poem may very well be a
celebration of flesh rather than a cor;demnation of it, Lippo's
exclamation, “zooks, sir, flesh and blood” must bs seen as referring
both to the face which Lippo sees and to himself, for in that way
the phrass acts not only a8 a defense of Lippo's actions, but also
as a foreshadowing of Lippo's viev that art ghould reproduce the
"flesh and blood” which the eye sees,

The last half of line €l presents a syntactical problem
commonly found in Browning's work. Lippo says, “Into shreds it

vant,” and the reader has no way of knowing what "it” is because
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Browning has not specified the antecedent. Only when the reader has
read several lines _further in the poem can he knov exactly what
Browvning is talking sbout. Unless the reader is accustomed to t.hia
sort of irregular sentence structure, he may have a great deal of
difficulty, However, if he is patient, he will discover that "it"
is _
Curtain and counterpane and coverlet,
All the bed-furniture~-a dozen knots,
There vas a ladder! (1. €2-6k)
The passags also presents another problem for the reader which may
not hinder understanding dbut which may disrupt attention. Browning
often leaves out momﬂt words of a aelntence. For example, in
this case Browning has omitted both subject and verb of the object
"knots.” The reader must understand that the sudject of the sentence
1s "I" and the verb is "tied."
Lippo continues,
Down I let myself
Hands and feet, scrambling somehow, end go dropped,
And after them. I came up with the fun
Eard by Saint laurence, hail fellow, well met,== , 4 + &
, (1. 64-67)
If the reader still has not surmised that the setting of the poem is
Florence, he will not recognize the reference to Saint Lorenzo Church.
Ceminl), rany Victorians would not have known about the existence
of the Florentine church, and at best might not have recognized the
anglicized name of the church. Browning's mention of this particular

church is significant, however, btecause Saint laurence represents,
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for Lippo, the hardy, outspoken sort that Lippo admires.

Flower o' the rose,

1f I've been perry, what matter who knows?

And 80 as I was stealing beck again

To get to bed and have a bit of sleep

Ere I rigse up tomorrow and go work

On Jerome knocking at his poor ald breast

With his great round stone to subdue the flesh,

You snap me of the sudden. Ah, I see!

Though your eye twinkles still, you sheke your head-«
Mine's shaved--a monk, you say--the sting's in that!
If Master Cosimo aanounced himself,

Mum's the word naturally; but a monk! (1l. €8-79)

In this passage a nevw demand begins to be made upon the readsr,
a demand especially burdensome under Victorian preconceptions. The
reader may have given up his expectation of religious and moral
satire and accepted a sensual painter being treated lightly. But
nov in the almost loving words about the ascetic Saint Jercme, the
reader is required to recognize and assimilate new depths and an
unexpected range of sympathy in Fra Lippo. The corresponding adapta-
tion of the reader's sympathy 1s esseantial, for Browning begins here
an important and subtle theme ianvolving the faot that Lippo himself
has not solved the problem of the conflict between the demands of the
church and the desires of the flesh, If one is avare of this conflict,
Lippo's direct statement, "a monk, you say--the sting's in that!”
takes on added sigixificance, and, in fact, can be seen as a thion
of the conflict within him.

As Lippo attempts to Justify his at;titude toward the flesh, he

makes an abrupt movement back in time to his childhood. With each
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such movement in time, the chances of the reader's being confused are
increased. However, at this point the syntax is more regular than
usual, and the readsr may be abvle to follow the narrative with little
troudble. Lippo cries,
Come, wvhat am I & beast for?! tell us, now!
I was a badby when my mother died
And father died and left me in the street.
I atarved there, God knows hovw, & year or two
On fig-skins, melon-parings, rinds, and sghucks,
Refuse and rubbishs One fine frosty day,
¥y stomach being empty as your hat,
The wind doubled wme up and down I went.
014 Aunt lapaccia trussed me with one hand,
(Its fellow was & stinger as I knew) . « » . (11. 80-89)
The collogquial nature of Lippo's conversation may cause the
reader momentary confusione Whea Lippo says his stomach was as
"empty as your hat,” the reader’s attention is directed to verbal
oddities as part of the experience of a more general '1nte11ectunl
effort, Similerly, when he says that Aunt lapaccia's hand is a
"stinger,” the reader must infer that Lippo as & child had occasion
to feel the sting of his aunt's hand vhen he needed correction.
Browning could have been more direct in conveying the samg information,
but the spirit and tone of the monologue would have been sacrificed.
The fact that Browning scmetimes omits important words has
already been pointed out, and thia characteristic is quite evident
when Lippo says,
And so elong the wall, over the bridge,

By the straight cut to the convent. Six words there,
While I stood munching my first dread that month: . » « « {11. 90-92)
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Reither of these two sentences has a subject or verb. The first is
made up entirely of prepositional phrases, and the reader must supply
the missing "we went,” The second sentence has an object, "six vords,”
but not only does the reader not know vhat the six vords are, he does
not know who says them, It might be Lippo, Aunt lapaccia, or even

the "good fat father" mentioned {n the next line. The reader can
assums only that the wvords somehow concern the abrupt nature of
Lippo's entry into the convent., In thii'single instance in this

poem Browning may perhaps be Justly eccused of carelessness. But

thia acknowledgement would seem t0 strengthen the present argument.

The Victorian critics who called Men end Women obscure suggest that
Browning's "obscurity” results from. carelesaness in perversity. In
fact, this single point creates no real 4ifficulty in reading of the
poem, for no one is tempted to c‘ount the vords in ths brief
conversations

"So, Yoy, you're minded,” quoth the good fat father,

Wiping his own mouth, 't was refection-time, -

"To quit this very miserable world?

Will you rencunce” , « . “the mouthful of bread?" thought I;

By no means! Brief, they made a monk of me;

I did renounce the world, its pride and greed,

Palace, farm, villa, shop, and banking-house,

Trash, such as these poor devils of Medici

Have given their hearts toe--all at eight years old. (11. 93-101)

There is considerable irony concealed in the passage, dbut irony is,
of course, indirect expression and requires a measure of reader
participation. When the "good fat father” says "this very miserable
vorld," he means something quite different from what the hungry
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c¢hild understands. For the child the world has been miserable not
because the flesh has hindei'ed spirituality, but because the demands
of the flesh haie not been met. Decause Lippo respects the physical,
material aspects of existence, he also uses the word "trash”
ironically. Hs wvas eight years old when he "renounced” the world in
order to £i11 his stomach, but he has never really rejected any
agpesct of the physical world.
The next few lines reveal that Lippo's eatry into ths convent
involved more than he was first aware of:
Well, sir, I found in tims, you may be sure,
'T vas not for nothing--the good bellyful,
The warm serze and the rope that goes all round,
And the day-long blessed idleness beside!
"Ist's see what the urchin's £it for"--that came next.
Fot overmuch their way, I must confess. (11, 102+107)
Since the reader is not told who says, "let's see what the urchin's
£it for,"” he must assume that the monks desire to make their new
addition productive. The line, "Not overmuch their way,” may seem
embizuous. For example, Lippo might mean that the actions of the
monks in his situation were quite unusual, he might mean that the
monks were not overly generous, or he might mean that they were not
overly Gemanding in what they asked of him. The reader wust decide
the meaning of the passage in light of what goes before and after.
The monks made
Such a to«do! They tried me with their books;
Lord, they'd have taught me Latin ian pure vaste!l

Flower o' the clove,
All the latin I construe is "emo,” I lovs!

‘e
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But, mind you, vhen a bdoy starves in the streets

Eight years together, es my fortune was,

Vatching folk's faces to know who will fling

The bit of half-stripped grape-bunch he desires,

And who will curse oOr kick him for his painsee-

Which gentleman processional and fine,

Holding & candle to the Sacrament,

Will wink eand let him lift a plate and catch

The droppings of the wex to sell again,

Or holla for the Eight and have him whipped,=-

How say Il=-nay, which dog bites, which lets drop

His bone from the heap of offal in the street,== . . + o

(11.. 108-123)
The problem of time enters the poem again, for Lippo's description
of his youth i1s a flashback within a flashback. EHe 1s attempting
to show how his early youth affected his actions later inside the
convent. In addition, as in the case of the allusions to the Medici
and to Saint Lorenzo Church, Browning's reference to the "Eight"
will probably seem obscure for most readers. Only a person very
familiar with the Renalssance, and with Florence in particular,
vould know that Florence was ruled during that time by a council
of men, the gonfaloniere di ggintizia.l‘ The abrupt "How say I?" may
8lso bLe confusing because Browning has once sgain left out important
vords which might help to elarify what he meansg. Actually, he
intends these three words to te a shortened wversion of “How shall I
say 1t3" for I4ppo is attempting to make the captain understand how
life wvas for him as a starving boy. Lippo declares,
Why, soul and sense of him grow sharp alike,
Be learms the look of things, and none the less

b plorence »" Encycloredia Britannica (Chicago, 1985), IX, u6h,



For admonition from the hunger-pinch.
I had a store of such remarks, be sure,
Which, after I found leisure, turned to use. (1l. 124-128)
In order to understand fully what lLippe is saying, the reader muat
recognize that the word “remarks” has more than one meaning. EBecause
the word often means some vertal comment, the reader might construe
that the vord refers to "admonition” made by the “hunger-pinch";
howaver, since the vord "remarks” can also mean perceptions or
observations, the vord probably refers to the obvservations of
“£olk's faces" which Lippo has Just been describing. These close
obgervations of faces are put to use in drawing, for Lippo says,
I drev men's faces on my copy-books,
Scrawvled them within the antiphonary's margse,
Joined legs and arms to the long musis-notes,
Found eyes and nose and chin for A's and B's,
And made a string of pictures of the world
Betwixt the ins end ocuts of verd and noun,
On the wall, the bench, the door. (11. 129-135).
If the reader does not know what an suntiphonary is, Browning's
refarence to "long musicenotes” will probably explain edequately
that the word means & kind of song book. But even after one has
this information, the visual image which Erowning presents is quite
concentrated and the reader must follow Browning carefully and
attentively in order to grasp its intricate details.
Lippo's drovings are evidently not greatly edmired, for he
says,

3

The monks looked black.
“Nay,® quoth the Prior, “turm him out, d'ye say?
In no wise, Lose & ecrow and eatch a lark.
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What if at last we get our man of parts,

We Carmslites, like those Camaldolese

And Preachinz Friars, to do our church up fins
And put the front on it that ought to bel"

And hersupon he bade me daud away. (1ll. 135-142)

The reader must note that the Prior is the one who refuses to turn
Lippo ocut and he is also the one who encourages Lippo to paint the
walls of the convent. The Prior's change in attituyle later in the
poen will be more significant if the reader is aware of his role
in getting lippo to paint originally.

Browning refers in lines 139-140 to the Carmelites, Camaldolese,
and Preaching Friars without explanation and requires the reader to
recognize the references. However, unless one 1s Catholic or familiar
with the Catholic orders, he may not recognize them rzadily.

The painting with which Lippo adorns the wall reflects his
broad vision of the world. Given the chance to paint, he says,

Thank you! my head being erummed, the walls a dlank,
Rever was such prompt disemburdening.

First, every sort of monk, the black and white,

I drew them, fat and leant then, folk at chureh,
From good old gossips waiting to confess

Their erivs of barrel-droppings, candle~ends,e«-

To the breathless fellov at the altar-foot,

Fresh from his murder, safe and sitting there

With the little children round him in & row

Uf admiration, half for his beard and helf

For that white anger of his victim's son

Shakinz & f£ist at him with one flerce amm,

Sigoing himself with the other because of Christ
(Whose sad face on the cross sees only this

After the passion of a thousand years)

Till scme poor girl, her apron o'er her head,

(Wnich the intense eyes looked through), came at eve
On tiptoe, said a word, dropped in a loaf,

Her palr of earrings and a buanch of flowvers

(The brute took growling), prayed, and so was gone. (1l. 1k3-162)

1



The picture is a vivid one, but it presents several difficulties that'
the reader must overcome in prdsr to see how it rela't.ea to the rest of
the poem., The "black and white" monks which Brovning mentions are, of
eourse, these monks, like the Carmelites, or White Friars, who wear
vhite mntlel,_s lnd. the Dominicans, or Black Friars, who vear black
mnntles.6 The reader must also be awvars that during the Kiddle Ages
and the Renaissance, a eriminal could receive sanctuary in the Church
and §as immune from arrest &s long as he vas under the protection of
the Church. If he does not know this, he will not understand why
the victim's son can only shake 1;1- fist at his father's murderer.

The murderer is the focal point of the picture, end all the
characters vhich Lippo mentious have a certain relationship to that
central figure. The children watch him, the victim's son shakes his
fist at him, and the “poor girl” has come to bring him food and to
speak to him. The emphasis on the relationship between the murderer
and the girl ree-emphasizes the lmportance of physical love. The girl
evidently both says words of love to the "brute” and brings him
flowers to show her love.

The major difficulty of the passage is & result ¢f Browning's
use of parentheses. When a writer uses severml parentheses in a

rov, the resder expects there to be some parallel relationship between

5"Camelites," Enoyelopedia Britannica (Chicago, 19€5), IV, 927.

6"Don1n1cans," Ennvelopedia Britannica (Chicago, 1905), V1I, 572.




the parenthetical statements. This expectation 1s increased here
because in the first parenthetical phrase Chris{ 1s the one who
"sees," and the reference to eyes in the second pareanthetical clause
may be misconstrued as @ reference ‘to‘ Christ's eyes, rathsr than to
the "intense eyes" cof the murderer who vatches the girl who bas come
to aid him,. '
Iippo continues,
I painted all, then cried "'T is ask and have}
Choose, for more's ready!"-~laid the ladder flat,
And showed my covered bit of ecloister~wall.
The monks closed in & eircle and praised loud
T111 checked, taught vhat to see and not to see,
Being simple bodies,«<"That's the very man!
Look at the boy who stoops to pat the dog!l
That woman®s like the Prior's niece vho comes
To care about his asthma: 4t's the life!"” (11. 163-171)
The introduction of the Prior's nilece may not ssem important to the
first readsr, and he may skxip over i1t without %aking note., If this
is the case and he does not kaep the Prior's niece in mind, he will
miss a great deal of the signifilcance of tha core of the poetry to
come. The first reader must also recognisze that at this point
Browning is entering the main discussion of the poem, that on the
nature of art, If the reader is fully to appreciate the complex
theoretical considerations to come, he must give careful attention
to the attitude of the Prior toward Lippo's work.
Lippo's success is temporary, for he says,
But there my triumph's strav-fire flared and funked;
Thelr betters took their turn to see and say:

The Prior and the learned pulled a face
And stopped ell that in no time., "How? what's here?



Quits from the mark of painting, bless us all!

Faces, arms, legs, and bodies like the trua

As much &8 pea and peal 4t's devil's-game!

Your business is not to catch men with show,

With homege to the perishatle clay,

But 1lift them over it, ignore it all,

Make them forget there's such a thing as flesh.

Your business is to paint the souls of men-e

Man's soul, and it's & fire, smoke « + + 0O, 1t’s not . . »
It's vapor done up like & new-born babge-

(In that shape when you die it leaves your mouth)
It's « « + well, vhat matters talking, it's the soul!
Give us no more of body than shows soul!

Here's Giotto, with his Seint a-praising God,

That sets us praising,--why not stop with him?

¥hy put all thoughts of praise out of our head

With wonder at lines, colors, and what not?

Paint the soul, never mind the legs and arms!

Rub all out, try at it a second time. (11. 172-194)

The Prior, displeased with Lippo's painting on the church walls,
expresses 8 viev of art predominant in the early part of the
Renaissance. But the passage may well be obscure for one who is
not avare of the change in art which took place during the century
of Lippo's lifetime. If he has not seen the flat, one dimensional,
stylized figures painted by Giotto and Cimabue under the influence
of Byzantine art, he will not appreciats the transformation that
took place before painters like Raphael and Michelangelo painted their
life-like Madonnes., The readsr's “oackgronnd must also permit him
t0 understand, as the Prior understands, tbgt vhat might Le taken
for deficiencies in Giotto's ert are mot the produet siaply of
technical inadequacy but of an attitude and its cultural context.
If the readsr has failed to recosnize the importance of the

Prior's niece earlier, she 18 mentioned again when the Prior says
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of Lippo's painting,

Oh, that vhite smallish female with the breasts,

She's Just my niece . » . Herodias, I would say,ee

Who went and danced and got men's heads cut off!

Have it all out!® (11. 195-198)
The reader must coms to the conclusion that the niece is no casual
figure, With this passage and the other information that Browning
supplies, the poet demands that the reader recognize that the line
"She's Just my niece” 1is ambigﬁous. For those monks listening to
the Prior, the phrase means that the painting of the niece is
lifelike. But the line uuit; bave ahothnr‘meaning for the reader.
The Prior is defending himsélf by declaring that the woman is only
his niece and nothing more while the indications are that the
woman is res.lln; his mistress, For example, the detail which the
Prior notices about the woman in the painting, "that white smallish
female with the breasts,” 1s hardly what he would notice esbout a
figure who reminded him of his niece. Moreover, if the figure
regsembled his nilece, it would provably not remind him of “Herodias,
I would say,-=/ Who went and danced and got men's heads cut off!"
The Prior's interest in the flesh is important to recognize, for
it clearly makes the reader unresponsive to the hypoeritical Prior.
1ippo, then, beccmes a more sympathetie figure, for although he may
frequent houses of prostitution, he is not ashamed of his physical
desires and certainly does not lie about them.!

Tsee Boyd Litzinger, “Incident as Microcosm: The Prior's Kiece
in 'Fra Lippo Lippi,'"” College English, XXII {1961), Log-kio.



83

At this poiﬁt, only one visw of art has been presented, dbut
vhen the Prior's position is clear, Lippo ask"s,
Eow, is this sense, I ask?
A Tine way to paint soul, by painting body
So 111, the eye can't stop there, must go further
And can't fars worse! Thus, yellow does for white
When what you put for yellow's simply black,
And any sort of meaning looks intense
When all beside itself means and looks naughkt. (1l. 1958-204)
Again, for the reader to understand Browning, he ought to be familiar
with the style of art during the early Renaissance. The figures in
the paintings do not have lifelike flesh tone. Instead, the skin
is often a yellovw color shadowed Ly grays and tlacks.
Continuing his argument, Lippo says,
Why can't a painter 1ift each foot in turn,
Left foot and right foot, go a double step,
Make his flesh liker and his soul more like,
Both 4n their order? Take the prettiest face,
The Prior's niece ., . + patron-saint-«1s8 it so pretty
You can't discover if it means hope, fear,
Sorrov or Joyt (11. 205-211)
It would be difficult to find a better example of the subtle control
of Browning's poetry and its capacity for concentrated implication
vhich the reader may miss but need not. The picture of the Prior's
niece has brought to the Prior's mind the sinful imagze of Herodias.
To Fra Lippo, though he does not negate her seusual meaning, the
girl suggests the patron saint vhom she vwill repressnt ian his painting.
Here subdued but ummistakeable is a contrapuntsl emphasis on the
contrasting attitudes of the two men towvard the flesh.

Lippo asks,



Won't beauty go with these?
Suppose 1've made her eyes all right and blue,
Can't I take breath and try to add 1life'’s flash,
And then add soul end heighten them three f£01d?
Or say there's beauty and no soul at allee
(I never saw it--put the case the same~=)
If you get simple beauty and naught else,
You get about the best thing God invents:
That's somevhatt and you'll find the soul you have missed,
Within yourself, when you return him thanks, ' (11, 211.221)

By substituting the fleshe-tones of a beautiful woman for the yellowe
gray, tortured faces seen in the paintings of the early Renaigeance,
Lippo desires to reproduce the beauty of the flesh, *
Beturning the focus of the poem to the dark slley, Lippo
says,
Well, well, there's my life, ia short,
And 80 the thing has gone on ever gincae.
I'm grown a man no doubt, I've broken boundst
You should not take a fellow eight years old
And make him swear to never kiss the girls.
I'm my own master, paint nov as I please~-
Having a friend, you see, in the Cormer-house! (1l. 224-227)
By referring back to information given at the beginning of the poen,
Browaing helps to bring the reader back to the present and refreshes
his mind about Lippo's present situation in the slley.
Suddenly changing the direction of the moaclogue, Iippo
cries,
lord, it's fast holding by the rings in fronte-
Those great rings serve more purposes than Just
To plant a flag in, or tie up a horse! (11, 228-230)
The pronoun "it" has no immediately clear referent, and unless one

is familiar with the appearance of the Medlei palace, he will not
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immediately know that the “rings" are large iron loops that are
attached to the frout of the building. Although the reader's memory
must retain the fact over the preceding 150 lines, the "it" is surely
the rope ladder by which Lippo descended from his room.

Lippo indicates in the following lines that although he is
no longer in the convent, the ianfluence of the Prior lingers, for
he says,

And yet the old schooling sticks, the old grave eyes

Are peeping o'er my shoulder as I work,

The heads shake still--"It's art's decline, my son!

You're not of the true painters, great and old;

Brother Angelico’s the man, you'll find;

Brother Lorenzo stands his single peer:

Fag on at flesh, you'll never make the third!"

Flower o' the pine,

You keep your misir . « + manners, snd I'1) stick to mine!l

I'm not the third, then! bless us, they must know!

Don't you think they're the likeliest to know,

They with their latin? So, I swallow my rage,

Clench my teeth, suck my lips in tight, end paint

To please them-escmetimes do, and sometimes don't;
(11, 231-244)

Both lorenzo and Angelico represent the older painting style in
contrast to Lippo’'s daesire to "fag on at flesh,"”

If the next few lines ere to be appreciated, the reader must
see that Lippo links his philoecphy of art to his attitude toward
the importance of the physical side of man's nature. In other
words, lLippo desires to reproduce the flesh accurately because for
him, as for Browning, the flesh cannot be separated from the spiritual
realities which the older pai.gters attempted to represent in sharply
duslistic isolation from the world. One ‘may obssrve that hers the
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subtly pantheistic tendency of Brauning's thought muﬁt have confronted
an obstacle in the puritanism of Victorian preconceptions.

1ippo sacrifices what he values moaf. vhen he paints as the
brothers wish him to; therefore, at these times he 1s most vulnerable
to the claims of the flesh. Hs says,

For doing most, there's pretty sure to come

A turn, some wvarm eve finds me at my sailnts--

A laugh, a cry, the business of the world-s
(Flower o' the peach,

Death for us all, end his owvn life for each!)--
And m ny “wnole soul mvolvel, the cup runs over,
The world and lifa's too btig to pass for a dream,
And I do these wild things in sheer despite,

And play the fooleries you catch me at,

In pure ragel (1l. 2k5-254)

"Thesa wild things" to which Lippo refers are, of course, his

romantic escapades. The reader should at this point remember that
Lippo had been painting "saints and saints/ And ssints egain” vhen
he slipped from the Medici Falace. At such timea he finds he must
rebel against the suppression of the flesh.

In order to illustrate his position, Lippo presents a metaphor
in vhich the reader must see that "grass” is comparable to the flesh
vhich Lippo has been discussing. lLippo explains,

The old mill<horse, out at grass

After hard years, throws up his stiff heels so,

Although the miller does not preach to him

The only good of grasa is to make chaff,

What would men have! Do they like grass or no=e e

The reader must realize that Lippo actually means, "Do they

like flesh or no?" ILippo is also implying & contrast between the



miller and the Prior, the miller who recognigzes the use of grass,
and the Prior who denies the use of the flesh,
1ippo asks,

May they or may n't they? All I want's the thing
Settled forever ons way. {1ll. 259-260)

The reader must connect this statement of confliet with the earlier
lines 76-T9 in which lippo declares thet his action is disapproved

of primarily because he is a monk. There seems to be a conflict
betwveen the nature of man and the teaching of the church. And because
this conflict does exist, man i3 torn between the two. Lippo declares,

As 1t is,
You tell too many lies and hurt yourself:
You don't like what you only like too much,
You 4o like vhat, if given you at your word,
You £ind abundantly detestable.
For me, I think I speak as I vas taught;
I alvays see the garden and God there
A-making man's wife: and, my lesson learned,
The value and significance of flesh,
I can't unlearn ten minutes afterwards, (1l. 260-269)

Lippo's reference to the creation implies that he believes the
teachings of the church conflict with what God teaches. The lesson,
“the value and significance of flesh," is God's teaching, not the
teaching of those like the Prior who openly deny the importance of
the flesh, yet secretly require a mistress to fulfill the desires
of the flesh, (

You understand me: I'm & beast, I knov.

But see, now-«why, I see as certainly

As that the worningester's about to shiuza,

What will hap some day. We've a youngster here
Comes to our convent, studies what I do,



Slouches and stares and lets no atom drop:

His nams 1s Guidi--he'll not mind the monksee

They call him Hulking Tom, he lets them talke~

Ha picks my practice upe~he'll paint apace,

I hope so-~though I never live so long,

I know what's sure to follow. You be the Judge! (11, 270-230)

If the reader is not familiar with the change in art that has already
been alluded to, he will not realiz§ that Iippo 1s prophesying what
actually did happen in the history of art, The changes vhich Lippo
‘was significant in initiating became pert of the established style of
painting in the later aenansanc;.’ ‘

Lippo addresses the cax':tainyf the gmrd directly for the
first tims in many lines, and goes on to say to him,

You speak no latin more than I, belike;  °

However, you're my man, you've seen the world

-«The beauty and ths wonder and the power,

The shapes of things, their colors, lights and shades,
Changes, surprises,~-and God mads it alll

««For wvhat? Do you fzel thankful, ay or no,

For this fair town's face, yonder river's line,

The mountain round it, and the sky abowe,

¥uch more the figures of man, woman, child,

These are the frams to? What's it ell about?

To be passed over, despised? or dwelt upcn,

Wondered at? oh, this last of coursel!--you say.

But why not do as well a3 say,~--paint these

Just as they are, careleas what comss of it?

God's works--paint any one, and count it crime

To let & truth slip. Don't object, "His works

Are here alreadyj nature is complete:

Suppose you reproduce her--(which you can't)

There's no advantage! you must beat her, thea,” (1l. 281-299)

As lippo talks he presents both sides of his view of art, end the
- reader must understand them if he is to realize fully Lippo's position.
He explains that if man values the physical world, he should not

cppose the clear representation of it, both the landscapss of nature
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and the men and women ¥ho inhabit the earth. They are God's creatures,
and they cught to receive recognition as such. Howsver, there are
those, Lippo says, who might object, saying that a painter can only
reproduce God's creations imperfactly. But Lippo answers this
objection, saying, .
For, don't you mark? we're made go that we love
First vhen we ses them painted, things we have passed
Perhaps a hundred times nor cared to see}
And 80 they are better, painted--better to us,
Which 18 the same thing. Art was given for thaty + « ¢ »
‘ (11, 300-30%)
If Browning were attempting to présent his views on art in the clearest
poesible way, he would put them in the form of a logically organized
prose essay, but because he prefers the poetic form and chooses to
present ideas indirectly ihrough 1ippo's conversation with the chief
of the guards, the reader must Se avare of certain information which
might ordinarily be provided in s prose esssy. As the discussion
\
of art becames more complex, Browning puta greater demands on his
readers. Lippo's statements become more philosophical, and the
i1deas in the poem may became more 4ifficult to grasp if the reader
18 not acquainted with Flatonism. A relationahip between the physiecal
vorld and the spiritual world which is similar to Flato's is clearly
reflsected when Lippo says,
God uses us to help each other so,
lending our minds out, Hawve you notlced, now,
Your cullion's hanging face? A bit of chalk,
And trust me but you should, though! How much more,
If I drev higher things with the same truth!

That were to take the Prior's pulpit-place,
Interpret God to all of you! (11. 305-311)
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He seems to imply that through an avareness of the physical world, one
can catch a glimpse of the spiritusl world, and that by painting men

and wamen a8 they really are physically, he can more clearly reflect
the spiritual aspect of man. In other words, the more accurately he
reproduces the physical embodiment of the idea or form, the nearer he
is to producing truth.

As Lippo continues, he amplifies this philosophical idea. EHe
says,

Oh, oh,
It makes me mad to see wvhat men shall do
And ve in owr graves! This world's no dlot for us,
Nor blank; it means intencely, and means good!
To £ind its meaning is my meat and drink,
"Ay, but you don't so instigate to prayer!”
Strikes in the Prior: "vhen your meaning's plain
It does not say to folkeeremember matine,
Or, mind you fast next Friday!" ihy, for this
What need of art at all? A skull and bones,
Tvo bits of stick nailed crosswise, or, vhat's best,
A bell to chimé the bour with, does as well. (ll. 311-322)

Lippo is re-emphasizing that art's function 1s not to direct mea to
action but rather to reveal greater truths sbout existence.

¥When Lippo mentions Saint Iaureﬁce for the second time, the
reader must realize that although Browning himself does not make the
distinction, in the first references he was referring to a church
but that here he means the saint himself for vhom the church was

named., Iippo declareé »

I painted a Saint Laurence six months since

At Prato, splashed the fresco in fine style:

"How looks my painting, now the scaffold's downi"
I ask a brother: “"Hugely,” he returnse~
"Already not one phiz of your three slaves



Who turn the Deacon off his toasted side,

But's scratched end prodded to our heart's content,

The pious pecple have go eased their own

With coming to say prayers there in a rags}

We get on fast to sse the bricks beneath.

Expect another job this time next year,

For pity and religion grow 1' the crowde=

Your painting serves its purpose!” Bang the fools!
(11. 323-335)

Although Lippo has tried to be diplomatic in his compromising
position, in the emotion of the defenss of his argument he goes
too far when he says, "Hang the fools!" and the reader must conclude
from vhat follows that Lippo, knowing he has overstepped his bounds
must make amends for his attack on the views of the church, He
immediately stammers,

=-That 1s~-you'll not mistake an idle vord

£poke in a huff by a poor monk, God wot,

Tasting the alr this spicy night which turns

The unaccustomed head like Chianti wine!

Oh, the church knows! don't misreport me, now!

It's natural a poor monk out of bounds

Should have his apt word to excuse himself:

And hearken hovw I plot to make amenda.

I bhave bethought mes I shall paint & piece

« » o There's for youl (1l. 336-3h5)
The reader must see from vhat Lippo says that the captain has shown
at least a momentary change 4in attituds vhich Lippo fears enough not
only to promise to paint & nev picture to make amends to the chureh,
but alsc to bride the captain as he previously bribved the captain's
men in lines 27-30. When he says, "There's for you!” he must be
handing money to the captain.

Hoping his bribe will bring results, he continues,

1) §



Give me six months, thean go, see
Something in Sant' Ambrogio's! Bless the nuns}
They want a cast o' my office. (1. 345-347)

Browning's further reference to landmarks in Florence like Sent?
Ambrogio's may cause the reader further consternation if he still
is not aware of the setting of the poem. At the convent, eays Lippo,

I shall paint
God in the midast, Madonna and her babe,
Ripged by a bowery, flowery angele~brood,
11liea and vestments and vhite faces, sveet
As puff on puff of grated orris-root
When ladies crowd to church at midsummer,
And then 1' ths front, of course & saint Or twoee
S8aint John, becausa he saves the Florentines,
Saint Ambrose, who puts down in black and white
The convent's friends and gives them a long day,
And Job, I must have him there past mistake,
The man of Uz (and Us without the &,
Painters who need his patience). Well, all these
Secured at their devotion, up shall come
Out of a corner when you least expect,
As one by a dark stair into a great light,
Music and talking, who but Lippol Ilee
Mazed, motionless, and moonstruck--I'm the man! (11, 347-364k)

Ag the reader begins the laat section of Lippo's description
of his painting, he must keep several things in mind in order to
undarstand vhat Browning is doing. Having begun the passage in
future tense, Browning shifts to present tense to give the picture
immediacy and life. In this case the time indicators are deceptive,
and the reader must remain alert to see that the period of action,
although expressed in the present tense is still occu;'ring in the
future. Also, the reader musi recognize that Browning %mes the
passage to restate the theme of the poem and to show theé relationship
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of the physical and spiritual worlds. As he descorides the picture,

Lippo says,

Back I shrink--what is this I see and hear?

I, eaught up vith my monk's things by mistake,
My old serge gown aad rope that goes all round,
I, in this presence, this pure canpany!
Where's a hole, vhere's a corner for escape?
Then steps a sweet angelic slip of a thing
Forvard, puts out a soft palm--"not so fast!"
~-Addresses the celestial presence, "nay--

He made you and devised you, after &ll),

Though he's none of you! Could Saint John there dravee
His camel~hair make up a painting-brush?

We cowe to brother Lippo for ell that,

Iste perfecit vpus!™ {1l. 365-377)
Lippo implies that the artist, through his ability to reproduce his
figures accurately, gaina a sort of salvation. Although he is not
saintly, he has the ability to paint the saintly. The plea of the
“sweet angelic slip of a thing" is heard,

SO, lll mil.-.
I shuffle sideways with my blushing face
Under the cover of a hundred wings
Thrown like a spread of kirtles when you're gay
And play hot cockles, all the doors being shut,
T111, wholly unexpected, in there pops
The hothead husband?! Thus I scuttle off
To some safe bench behind, not letting go
The palm of her, the little lily thing
That spoke the good word for me in the nick,
Like the Prior's niece . . » Saint Lucy, I would say.
(11. 377 "387)

The physical and spiritusl worlds are linked by the Prior's
nlece. Although she is a very physical creature, the Prior's mistress,
she 1s at the sams time a "little lily thing,” indeed, “Saint Lucy."

Through her physical beauty, one can appreciate saintly beauty,



In describing the picture, Browning assumes that the reader
18 familiar with the painting which he desorides, for only then does
the phrass "Iste perfecit opus!” make sense. If one were not aware
of the meaning of the latin phrase or that it is painted beneath the
figure thought to be Lippo's self portrait, the reader might find
ths phrase extremely obscure.

Koowing that. his promi'se of smends vill satisfy the captain,
Lippo says as be 1e§vas,

And so all's saved for me, and for the church

A pretty plcture garined, Go, six months hence!

Your hand, sir, and good-by:s no lights, no lights!

The street's hushed, and I know my owa way back,

Don't fear me! Thore's the gray deginning. Zooks!
(11. 388-392)

The demands vhich Browning makes on his reader in "Fra lLippo
1ippi” are of three basie types. First, Brovauing makes numerous
allusions to places ia Florence, to the Catholic Church, its saints,
and its practices, and to events in art history that may not be
genarally known. Secondly, be utilizes unusual and irregular syntex
that sometimes necessitates careful reading. Thirdly, he gains such
of his effect in poetry through the association of disparate ideas
and sees relationships which the ordinary reader might not immediately
recognize.

Those who have explained the difficulties fn Brovning's poetry
as the manifestation of a psychological bloek {mply by their assertion

that the demands vhich Browning makes on his reader are not intentional.
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They imply that Browning wanted to write as cleerly as a poet like
Tennyson but that he could not bring himself to do it because of
a conflict within him. EHowever, that PBrowning found it psychologically
impossible to tell the reader that the setting of "Fra Lippo Lippi” is
Florence or that Browning could not write a sentence with a subject,
verd, and object 1s difficult to acqe'xzt. A more acceptable explanation
of the difficulty of Browning's poetry 1s that Browvning vas developing
his owm unique form and style that differed redically from that
to which the nineteenth century was accustamed -but vhich, in fact,
1s precisely vhat the twentleth century demands.

The form of dramatic monologue, 1f it 18 ueed at all, entails
certaln difficulties becauss of‘ its very nmature, Mr. S. 8. Curry esays

in Browning and the Dramatie Monologues

One who locks for mere effects and not for causes, for facts

and not for experiences, for a mere sequence of events, end not

for the laying bare of the motives and etruggles of the human

heart, will ba apt soon to throw the book dowa and turn to his

daily paper to read the accounts of stocks, fires, or nmrd.e:rn8

disgusted with the very name of Browning, if not with poetry.
The difficulty which results from the use of the dramatic monologue
is certainly intentional on Browning's part. Ie chose the form,
developed it, used it because he thought that it would best convey
the sort of poetry he wanted to write.

The dramatic monologue also necessitates that there be allusions

a3. S. Curry, Brown:lna and the Dramatic Monologue {Boston, 1908),

Pe 20
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which are not alwa;}s explained, Information can not be related to
the reader a&s it might be in & narreted work. The reader must rely
entirely on what might be natural for the speaker to say in his
particular situation. But Browning can hardly be condemmed for
obscurity if he does not explsin fully each allusion. John Press
writes,
Most of us feel & comforting glovw of intellectusal pride when
ve catch an oblique and esoteric allusion and commend the poet
for his fine sense of cultural tradition; but should his
references fall outside the field of our speclal interests
the temptation is to blame him for clogzing his poetry with a
mass of recondite knowledge.?
If one knows Renaissance history end art well, and 1s knowledgeable
in the history and customs of the Catholie Church, he will find fev
difficult allusions in Brownlng. One need only recall Eliot's

_ footnotes to The Wagte land to Ve reminded of the scceptabllity for

modern poetry and poetics of private allusion and allusion based on
special knowledge.

Browning's irregular syantax must surely present a problem to
most readers. However, since the dramatic monologue presents a
person’s ordinary speech, the language must sound like ordinary
speech, not like carefully planned, artfully contrived oratory, No
doubt Fra lLippo Lippi speaks in sentences without subjects and verbs
and in sentences with inverted order, dbut at the sams time, he speaks
naturally, as anyone speaks in ordinary languags. As G. K, Chesterton

9PI'GB“ Pe 52¢
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makes clear, there are those who find Browning difficult because of
his rugged syntax, but one can hardly condemn Browning for what is a
basic characteristic of his style. Chesterton says,

Now, to say that Browning's poems, artistically considered, are
fine although they are rugged, is quite as adsurd as to say

that a rock, artistically considered, is flas slthough it is
rugged « « « ¢ Browning had en unrivaled ear for this particular
kind of staccato music. The adbsurd notion that he had no sense
of melody in verse is only possible to peopls who think that
there is no melody in verse which 1s not an imitation of
Svwinburne « » « « the quaestion is vhether there are no. 10
certain things which can only be conveyed by that method.

The use of regular syntax is certainly secondary to presenting a
poem vhich reflects life honestly. In fact', Donald Davie points out,

What is common to all modern poetry is the agsertion or the
assumption (most often the latter) that syntax fn poetry is
vholly different from syntax as understood by logliclans and
grammarisns. When the poet retaing syntactical forms acceptable
to the grammarian, this 18 merely a convention which he chooses
t0 observe.

The irregular syntax, especially the omission of basle words
in a sentencs, is related to the last demand which Erowning makes
of his readers. Browning, says Robert langbaum,

break[g up conventional syntax and multiplylé] associations with
bevildering rapidity, in order to make us feel that the things
language has laid out in space and time and in order of succession
are really happening simultanecusly--in order to restore the '
instantaneous, orchestrated quality of the original perception.

10q T1vert/ K/eith/ Chesterton, Robert Browning (¥ew York,
1903)0 Pe 1045,

11 .
Donald Davie, Articulate Enersys An Inguiry into the Syntax
of Enslish Poetry (Londom, 1955), Ds 1%. :

1230bert langbaum, "Browning and the Question of Myth," PMIA,
LXxXx1 (1966), 579.
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Browning makes beavy demands on his readers, demands which the
eritics of the nineteenth century were not. willing to meet, But
modern eriticism recognizes that the poet, i1f he 1s writing anything
of merit, must expect the reader to be able to participate actively
in the poetic experience. As with the modern poets, in reading
Browning, says Vulhlm‘lyons Phelps,

active, constant cerebration on the part of the listener or the
reader is essential. This excludes at once & conaiderable

number of vhom_the effort of real thinking is as strange ss 1t
is oppreasive. .

The Victorians found Browning difficult to accept because they
desired that thelir poets teach some moral message in simple language so
that the masses could understand it., However, the charges of "obscurity"
which they made against Browning are not acceptable in the twentieth
century because contemporary poetics does not require that the poet
teach, but rather that he present his perceptions about the world in
language that moet effectively embodies his perception. COmxmication
i3 secondary to a successful embodiment of the perception in language.
Those characteristics of Browning's poetry that the nineteenth century
eriticized do not go beyond what is acceptable ia modern poetry, but
are instead, as this last chapter has attempted to show, those very
characteristics which mark his unique style. One may object to
Browning because he is difficult to read, but he must see the

131114am Iyon Fhelps, Robert Browninz, rev. cd.' (Indianapolis,
1932): P 65.
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difficulties as inherent in Browning's style, not as the manifestation
of a psychologicel inability of the poet to express himself clearly.
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