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CHAPTER I
INTROPUCTION

Fobert Browning knew early in 1ife that he wanted to be
& poet. Hlg entire career was devoted to poetry with & sin-
gular intengity. Even hie first yesrs in Itsly, seealngly
spent in trevel for ite own sake, were uged to lay the foun-
detions of fae? and background for much of his later literary
work. Yet, until the publieation of The Ring snd the Book In

1868-9, Browning had sehieved only elight eritlosl acclalnm &nd
very 1ittle popular succese, His published vorks hed gone
into & second edition enly once, and that in Dremetic Personse,

the volume which preceded The Ring and the Book.l His early

~-and deserved--reputation for obscurity had followed him dog-
gedly and injuriously. O©f his reputation for ebscurity he
was well aware, for he wrate to Leigh Hunt in 1886: "Of my
booke--I dare only reply to your ‘third’ note on them, that I
know they err in obseure and imperfect expression,--wishing
1t were not so, and trylng always for the future it mey be
less 80."2 MNine years later, in 1863, he wrote to Richard
Moneckton Milnes in much the same vein &s he refuted Milnee'

lyilldam Clyde DeVene, A Browning Handbeok, p. 250.

24111iam Olyde DeVene and Kenneth Leslie Knickerbocker,
editors, New Letters of Robert Browning, p. 95.
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charge that Browning had dealt too severely with & young poet:
*1 have for thirty years had my own utter unintelligibility
taught with such public and private zeal that I might be ex-
cused for faneying every young man’'s knuckles wanted ‘'dusting’
-~but I don't fancy 1t.*d

In 1885, Browning published Men and Women, & volume of

poems which represented ten years of work performed &t the
peak of his abilitles. The blow to hie pride was severe when
he read such reviews as that in the Athenseum: *Who will not
grieve over energy wasted and power misepent,--over fancies
chagte &and noble, s0 overhung by the 'seven vells' of obscu-
rity that we can oftentimes be only sure that fancies exiast?®4
DeVane suamerizes Browning's reaction thus:

Te say that Browning was disappointed at the recep~
tion of Men and Women is %o put it mildly. He knew the
worth of his work, and saw infinitely welker poets re-
ceiving great fcclsim. Moreover, he was in finanelal
streite. He Justly concluded that his poetry was too new
and original to appeal to the public, but he could not
#ee why intelligent people should not appreciate it.
Browning's next volume, Dramatis Personse, appeared in

1864. In the nine intervening years his reputation had made

some headway. That was evident when ﬁhe nev volume, which
today i1s oonsidered a lesser work than his Men and Women, went

into its second edition, largely on the strength of salaa‘ﬂn
students at Cambridge and Oxford Universities.® Thue, it may

B1ptd., p. 151,
4Athenaeun, Nov. 17, 1855, p. 1327.
Spevane, op. oit., p. 190. 61pia., p. 280.



have been that Brownlng undertook his greates:t poetic task, the
compesition of The Ring and the Book, with more than customary
sonfidence that it would be well received, for the publie or,
at leagt, the sosdemic world, seemed at last to be developing
an appreciation of hie value ag & poet. BSeven months after pub-
lication of Dramstis Personse, Browning wrote to his friend,
Isabella Blagden:
I feel such comfort and delight in deing the best I

otn with my own object of 1ife, poetry, which, I think,

I never could have seen the good of before, that 1t shows

me I have taken the root I did take, well. I hope to do

much mors yet: aad that the flower of 41t will be put into

Her hand somehow.

Following Dramatis Personse, Browning turned his atten-
tion to the 014 Yellow Book, a document he had owned sinece 1860,
and which had interested him profoundly in the interval. He
was four years in planning and composing The Ring snd the Book,
the poem for which the 0ld Yellow Book furnished most of the

rew materials., It was his most ambitious work by far, the long-
eet first-rate poem in the English language. And it was 2n im-
mediate success, both en the bookstands and in the oritical
reviews.8

Browning's later works, on the whole, have never matched

the success of his three publieations ending with | 4
the Book. He wrote woluminously for all of his long 1life, and
he had, indeed, much to give the world after 1868, But what

“Faward C. MeAleer, editor, Desrest Isn, p. 201.
8pevane, op. oit., pp. 306-306.



he gave served to sustain hie position rather than %o build
1t. The bullding wes seceomplished by 1868,

Book, thus, loome as the oapstone for hig labors, *the epit-
ome of all his thought and srtistiec habits.'® The oritiesl
recsption of this work, then, and the continuing oritical at-
tention te 1t, provide a prime key to the stats of Browning's
agoeptance by the orities down to this day.

After 1869, Browning began %o be recognized on both sides
of the Atlantic, occaslonally in odd waye, In 1872, nine
years prior to the formation of the first Browning soolety,
James Charlton, passenger agent of the Chicage and Alton rail-
rosad, contributed 1# & unigue manner %o %&a~grawing inkgfaaﬁ
in Browning: he published piecemeal ia the timetables of higs
raeilroad, from December, 1872, until Ostober, 1874, taayyzm_
rated contente of Smith, Eldsr und Compeny's 1868 mditién of
the complete works of BraVﬁing*lﬁ

This novel development foreshadowed & wave of Browning
popularity which was to reach tidal size in the closing years
of the nineteenth century and sweep on into the 1900's. Brown-
ing societlien, pioneered in lLondon in 1881 by F. J. Furnivall,

B1v1d., p. 506.

10psehard D. Altich, "Robert Browning Rides the Chicage
and Alton,* New Colophon, III (1950), 78~8l. Altich says that
Browning recelved Irom Texss reilroed man Hobert Avery the
first seven lssues of the timetables, and wrote in reply a
note expressing thanks and appreclation for the projest whieh
he salé had given him "not & little pleasure.® Browning asked
for subpequent lassues of the timetable. m

. Ay
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an sminent fhakesspersan gcholar, spréng up in both Tnsland
and America.ll The poet wae the lion of literayry clroles;
many of his Tollowere revered him 2g & great religlous and
morel temcher, It was & peried during which ¥the intellipent-
sle regerded 1t &a almoet eccentric not to admire Br@uﬁang.“lg
That the brillisnce of 1800 has faded to & gentle glow
15 1854 1e obvious. As Browming'se work has undergone inev-
iteble re-sppreaieal, mogt of the unressoning and wnauegtion-
ing worehip &t his shrine, for whiech the Browning scelsties
were notoricus, has disapneared, Despits the decline in hie
popularity, however, stich yemr produses ite quote of new
Browning studles, and the continued interest in him, though
not a2 voluminoue as 1t was 8t the tumn of the eentury, s2till
justities Faul Elmer More's ohsgervation of fifty yeoars ago
thet Browning gete & great desl of eriticsl attention, some
of 1t scarpely worth the trouble 1t hes taken, but offering
evidence, 2t lespgt, "thet Brewning iz the subject of wide ou-
rioetty.*3® By wey of 1llustretion, £t mey be noted that
sixty-one eritical and bdlogrephiesl plieces are listed for 18904

1l7romes B. Lounsbury, The Early

yrary Lareer of

12p. H, Bowers, "Sentsyane end Browning: A Postseript,*
) Guerieg, 194 (Doctober 1, 1948), 4335,

1%pau) Elmer Hore, *Why i Browning Popular? Shelburne
Eemaye (Third Seriee), p. 144,



in & Browning bihli&gr@phy;lﬁ in 108D, there vere geventsen
such works 1isted in the same bibllogrephy.l® And the "wide
eariwgty," though largely confined Yo scademlc clrcles today,
resalted in thirteen lletings of srtlcles on Browning in the
“Vietorian Bibllogrephy” eectlon of Modern Philolopy for My,

185G, Thlg duplicated the thirteen referances clited in
ﬁgﬁﬁ%@ﬁ’%&i&@ for 180Z%, hut it must be observed that the fig-

ures sre not really compiredbls, since the volume of publighed
meterial hes expended eso sreetly in the meantime,

& sgurvey of Browning's rise %o popularity shows that The
Ring end the Book wag net only ﬁha central work of bhie poetic

careey, 88 expleined sbove, but wes the work which, mors than
any other, broke down popular reslatence to Browning's poetry.
His contemporeries were 1ibers)l in thelr preiee; slmost with-

out exception crities have cited The Ming snd the Book 2s the

erowning achlevement of his preductivity. The Athenseunm.
which thirty-four years earlier hed glven Psracelsus ocurt end
Blighting comment, cérried this obeervation in 1ts eclunns!
We must reecord &t onee our convietion, not merely
that The Ring and the Book 1t beyond all parallel the
supremest poetiokl fchlevenment of ocur time, but that it

1z the mest preclouz and profound spiritusl tressure that
Englend hes produced since the asys of Shekespeare,.l8

The passing of time hes done little to change the opinion
of eritics, for sixty-five years later we are told that

1*&&311@ He then Brﬁﬁgh%ﬁn and others, awapilara snd edi~
tors, Robert Brownimg: A Bibliogrephy; 1$&é~;@5ﬂ, Ppp. E27-280.

181bid., pp. 518-319. 1BAthenseum, Mareh 20, 1869, p. 399.
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*yhether eritlee were spopreciative of Prowning or the reverse,

€11 egree thet The Riny and the Hogk e lle greateet echleve-

ment, thet 1t ie the work written vhen he wae et the rentth ef
hise ‘pt}ﬁﬁrﬁ,ﬂi? DeVane g8id, in 1938,
finece 1260 the poem heg been considered the crown of
Browning's work and & vast literature has gathered srocund
1¢., . . . In Browning'e day the posm mede him 2 nationsl
figure; 1% reised him in the popular lmsgiaation to & 18
grestneee, though not 8 populerity, eqgusl to Tennyson's, “}
AGd to this the testimony of Jomes Jtephens snd hie associntes
who edited an snthology which inoluded The Pinp and the Book

in 1948:

when he Finslly came to write, he wrote with the
richnees of years of brooding behind his work, and pro-
duoced whet is unguestionably ome of the great poene of
the centyry. . . . The story of self-murder in FHed (ot
ton Mght-Cap Country (1873) would have mede the repul
tion of any poet but the author of The Bing and the Book.
ATter that volume any book wea an anticlimsx,is ' -

Thip echoes Frances fusgell's 1027 sentiment: *It ia indeed
in The Ring snd the Book that the poet reaches the pesk of his

own mountain,*®0

Proceeding from the general judgment that The Ring epnd the

Book 18, indeed, Browning's greatest achievement, and that 1%,

mere LhEn any other of his works, wes responasible fop

~ 17ouies Snitslanr, Sidelighte on Browning's Ring end the
Boek, p. 13, ' ‘ '

laﬁ&?&ﬁﬁ; o - . 6&‘0 [ 4 'ﬁ - 59@;

19Jamee Htephens, Bdwin L. Bsck, and Royall H. Snow, ed-
itore, Vietorisn and Later ¥ngiish Poets, p. 228,

20Frances Russell, One Yord Morse on Prowning, p. 51.




establighing him in an extracrdinary pbaitian"et publie accep~
tance and ssteem, I propose, in this study, to examine the
four features of The Ring and the Book which have most Ire-
guently attracted oritical attention and to which the grester

portion of anslysls and review of The Ring and the Book have

heen devoted. The examination, of necessity, will not be ex~
haustive, for it uauld‘b§ beyond the soope of & thesls fto re-
view adequately all that has been written on the subjeoct,
even within the limits of tﬁo four selected features of
Browning's paém. However, differing points of view will be
presented in an effort to trace the tenor and trend of erit-
lcism of The Ring and the Book to the present, and to arrive

at a praotical synthesls of the eritiocsl evﬁlﬁltian of the
work ourrently prevailing. Oritics will be found to be in 41~
rect contradiotion &t times; at other times there will be a
conglderable harmony of jJjudgment. The tendensy to over-pralse
Browning'se work, for instance, has disappeared almost com-
pletely; thie tendency was remarkable in the early part of our
century. On the other hand, orities {mainly biographical) whe
have eveluated Ellzabeth Barrett Browning'e influence on
Browning's supreme effort show rather marked agreement in their
oconclusions. But through the body of critical writing runs a
pattern of inevitable change &s new insighte are added to old,
as new aspects of Browning assume imporiance in eritical ocon-
siderutian; replacing those agpects which may have compelled
the atténtion of earlier critics. Regardless of the changes



in specifioc interests and in aspecis of the pos? deemed most
glgnifiecant by bis erities, tho fealures discusased are the
basas from which eriticisa, in 1ts fluctuntion, has made %to-
day's opinlon. |
Fir»st to be eonsidered, in Chapter II, is the structure
of The Ring end the Book. The posm is & eerles of drematls

menologues, spoken by ten charscters. Eemeh of the poem's
twelve books, thongh retelling the stme story, presanieg it
from & different point of view. In The Ring &nd the Book

Browning put the drematic monologue to its most elaborate use
in literature; his sccomplishment has been appreised as te
ite effectiveness &s & single exsmple of gkill in uesing the
genre, 8 to its influence on the development of the form,
and ss an putgrowth of &n existing form to which he made sig-
rificant contributions.

Becond, Browning hes been gald to have felt the compul-
slon of e2dding %o his literary output & supreme magterplece
ag & tribute to hie decessed wife, Thie aspect of The Ring
and the Book hse interested critlcs end biegraphers. Asg new
biographioal deta were discovered, the oritics evaluated these
date an evidences ef Elizebeth's greater or lesger influenee,
peyehologlcelly, on Browning's greatest work. These opinlens
will be exemined in Chapter III.

Third, the subject matiter iteelf has been given B great
deel of ettention from both oritice and research scholars.
Browningts "01d Balley story, that might have been told in ten
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lines,* but whieh Browning expended to 21,116 lines of blank
verge, deale with humen natere in its rich variety, and, =a

such, possesser intrinsie interest. Browning'e hendling of

hie source materisl as he bullds his chhraocterizations, and

the degree to whioh he wae feithful to his sources, 22 seen

through the eyes of his ocritice, will be discussed in thap-

ter IV, ’

Finelly, in Chapter V, T shall examine critical opinion
of the worth of the morsl philosophy sad soeisl messsge wvhieh
energes from The Ring and the Book, & Testure of the work
vhich provokes grester change se¢ time passes than sny ather
single aspeet of the poem.



CHAPTER IX
FORM: THE DRAMATIC UCROLOGUE

One of the prime fields of continulng eritiesl sppreisal
of The Ring and the Book has been the form, that of a serles
of dramatle monologues, in which the poem is written, Brown-

irng's oholee ef form for his magnum opus wos mede neither
through expedieney nor sscident., The cholioe may be pmsamﬁ.
to have been & deliberate effort te capitalize on an ability
in & specific direction, dictated by his long practioce with
the form and ite varients, the requiremsnte of his materisl,
and the necesslty for providing a suitable means by whieh to
attack his story from 2 verliety of viewpoilnts., The resultant
work of art i1g, in ltself, the teat of the wielom of his
chelee of form. |

That Browning welghed other possibilities before selec-
ting the dramatliec menologue &z 2 suitable form for The Ring
and the Book is established by DeVane, who quotes from mg
diery of William Allingham for May, 1868, the record of
Browning's own testimeny: "I begen it in rhymed ocouplets,
« + « but thought by and by I might as well have my fling,
#nd so turned to blank versge, '£1

Zlpevene, op. eit., p. 286.

11
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Critics have traced the inspirstion which dletated
Browning's frequent relisnce on the drsmstic monologue &m
the ferm for his poetyy, end the gearch ususlly leads to the
poetle dlseppolinting cereer as & dremetlist.  For nine yesrs
Browning strove for recognition as & playwright. He gave up
his ambitione only when repeeted feilures had a%klﬁwt out
down his own high regerd for his work, He 1s almost aai§arw
p211y glven oredit for & high quality of dramatic instinet,?®
yet his endowment customirily is seen as belng more wisely
uged in the drsmtitie monologue than in dpeme $teelf. The
geeming inconslstency of this view of the poet &g belng &
failure &s & drematiet but a marked guecess in the drams of
the drampatic monclogue haeg been exemined by Hornbrooke ia
1903 and by Ruesell in 1927. Hornbrocks found thet:

Browning hed no experience of stage-craft, and he
wag ignorant of those devices by which plays are mude
effective ip pearticulsar parts &nd s & whole. The stage
wig something to which he brought hie play; he 4id not
live on it. . . . But %the true cause of hig fellure as 8
writer of plays lies desper then this., It is due to the
faot that his chersoters reflesct so much, and do go |
1i1ttle. We hesr what thsy say, but ws never see what
they do. They revesl every subtle train of thought snd
isy bare every hidden motive; even the most transient
enotions find utterance. All this renders them delight-
ful to the reader but, at the same %ime, unintelligible
to the hearer. . . . If he has not the genius for making
persons aot in relation to one another, hs has the genius
for dramatic monologue, in which & person through what
he says shows what he essentially 1s. It was a wige

£Pw11118m Morton Payne observed in 1907: "It has become
& critical commonplace to say that in Erowning the dremmtic
instinaet was more fully devsloped than in sny other English
poet sinee the Elizabethane." The Greater English Poets of
the Nineteenth Century, p. 206. -
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instinet, therefore, that prompted Br@w&&ng to abandon
the dramatic form for the dramatic spirit.<d o

Ruesell chooses to see Browning's use of the dramatic
monologue ag an adaptation toc form made to sult the aims of
the writer rather than &s & compromise which turned a fail-
ure into a success. But Browning's fundamental shertooming
ag a dramatist 1o traced to the seme root:

8o far as there is & discernible differsnce be-
tween the dramatist and the dramatic monologist 1t wounld
seem to lle in the aim of the artiet. The general intent
of the former i3 to portray life in action, whether ro-
mantic or realipstie. The baglie purpose of the latter is
to present 1ife in beling, to reach back to the cause in-
gtesd of conoentrating on the effect. Not only is his
dramatic situation statlic and his foous retrospective,
but his method is solely interpretative, whereis the
playwright's 1s more picturesque. Since then the one is
gifted with cobservation and constructive faney, &nd the
other with reflection and sympathetic imagination, it
follews that skill in the one branch of arg does pre-
clude to some extent ability in the other.24

Grierson sees Browning's faulte &8s & dramatist in much
the same light in 1946 as d1d the earlier eommentators, while
viewing the limitations &g not particularly injurious to
Browning's chogen poetlic technique. UGrlerson feels that:

Dreme demands 8 sustained plot. . . . Browning's
gtrees lay on the development of souls; but he values
gsouls not for what they are but for what they would,
whereas the drematist's business 1s to show charaoter

in action. That ig where he fails., . . . But such
lack of action is not fatal to dramatie lyrie and

23Pranecis Bickford Hornbrooke, The Ring and the Book,
rp. 7-8.

24Russell, op. olt., p. 94.
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monologue, and it wae ju g here that Browning was a3
lagt to achieve mwua.

The eritios, then, stem to present & undanimity of opinion
&g to the resson behind Browning's fallure as a playwright.
But perhaps more significant is their common belief that in
using the dramatlic monologue Browning turned his very weak~
zaew-é-ﬁ m%:ﬁ;m@xmmte by which he crested siromgly drametlo
_poetry. lafcadie Hesrn in 1900 praised The Bing snd the Book

%o & greter degree than have other oritice befors or since,
but his evaluation indicmates the direotion, il not the con-
fines, of the relstionship ’bétwea Browning's cologesl work
and genuine dvamm: "It 1s, therefore, even wmiﬁamé; ag &
dramatic composition, many times larger than any true &rm.
Buit no true drema, except Shakespeare's, is more real or uore
terrible, "26

While the foregeing oriticisms ars largely of Browning's
drematic monologues in generel, they may be viewed as echoes
of a specifis observation on The Ring and the Book recorded
by Hornbrooke in 1803 and indioating ﬁie wisdom of Browning's
cholee a? form:

In The Ring &nd the Book he hes dropped methods not
in harmony with his nature, which he could not effeo-
tively use, and has wmt@wzm it in & way that gives
ample socope to the full play of his characteristle power.

When we come to the poem everything hes been Jone ani we

261afendlc Hearn, on Poets, p. 192.
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&re agked only %o eee how the men and women who have

taken pert in the sotion make themselves known to us by

the way in which they give us their version of the story.27

It ceems cbﬁiaas‘fr@m analyeis that Bravniag, inﬁ&aﬁ;'
chose the drsmetic monologue deliberately for his magterpiece
knowing that in it lay his most outstanding skill, *"the natu-
ral outgrowth of the method of the dramatic monologue which

Browning had perfected in Men and Women and Dramstis Per-

nagnan.*aa Brockington's was not & lone volce erying the
merits of Browning's cholice of form for his poem when he ob-
served in 1922:

Having disckrded the play form he chome to write
the Dresatlo Lyrie, or, 8e it 15 now the oustom to oall
1t, the Dramatic Monologue, and this foram he gradunlly
perfected until he found i% ready to his hand {with no
danger of the "axe head flying back into h%g face®) for
bie mightiest work, The Ring and the Beok.

Although Browning may be given oredit for perfecting the
drematic monologue as 2 poetic form, he esnnot be gilven oredit
for its invention, as has been done repeatedly and qulte mis-

takenly.®® B. W. Fuson, in an exhaustive 1952 study of

E?Qernhraake. op. eit., p. 8.
E8pevane, ep. 8it., p. E86.

294, Allen Broekingten, Browning and the Twentieth Cen-

S0that the notion is widespresd may be deduced from the .
statement to be found in a 1952 edition of Lucis B, Mirrielees'
widely used textbook for prospective teachera of high school
English, Teaching Oomposition end Literature, WMirrielees
states on page 302 That 'bBrowning 18 given eredit for first
of the dramatie monologue , whieh has since

asing the form
become popular,.®
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Browning's predecessors in the use of that form, cites more
than one thousand poems prodused in the years 1790-1840 whiekh
conform to & definition of the dramatic monologue. Fuson says:

The trath is that Browning contributed virtually no
techniocAl innovation t¢ this genre; in fast, 1t may be
sald to have been established & generation before his
first drasatioc monologe appeared in 1836, Far from being
the inventor of the form, or even & ploneer in its exter.
nal mechanies, Browning took over & resdy-made vehiele
used by soores of preceding and contemporary poets,
Paredoxlieal ae 1t may sound, Browning's better monologs
actually exhibit a ecomparative restraint in the explol-
tation of the melodramatie potentialities of the genre;
it was chilefly & more ocomplex &nd brillisnt psychegraphy
permeating the 1inaslef his monologle poems that made
them appedr unique, ~

It was this "paychography® at which Browning excelled,
and it was by means of what Fuson defines 8s the "psycho-
dramatic monologue® that the poet was able to mould the erude,
raw ore of his 014 Yellow Book into a compelling and revealing
gtudy of human nature. In the light of Fuson's definition of
the modification schieved by Browning may be seen the happy
welding of intent and content with struocture:

A psychodramatic monolog is an isolated and satis-
factorily self-otntained poem successfully simulating a
spoken utterance by 2 specific and subtly delineated in-
dividusl olearly not the poet, uttered on a specified
cccaglon and involving & particular leocalized dramatioc
gl tuaticn of percepiible tensity, usunlly directed
toward an individualired snd respensive suditor, and af-

fording the reader righ apggrtanitias for insight into
the spesker's personallty,v-

Slgenjamin Willis Fuson, Browning and his English Pred-
ecessors in the Dramatic Monoleg, p. Y.
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¥ith whatever terms the drematie monologue is desoribed,
there 1g eritical opinion sufficient to establish that Brown-
ing's use of the genrs brought that art to a state of ripe
perfection, & perfeetion schieved by no other preceding or
contemporary poet. And, desplte the rather ocumbersome def-
inition developed by Fuson, the skeletal framework of Browning's
techniqus may be deseribed slmply, as 5. 8. Curry had sghown
in 1927: -

The monologue, as Browning exemplified 1%, is one
end of & sonversatlon., A definite spesker is conceived
in a definlte, drsmatic situation. Usually we find also
& well-defined listener, though his charteter is under-
s%cod entirely from the lupression he produees upon the
speaker. We feel that this listener has eald somethi
end that hls presence and character influense the spesk-
er's thought, worde, and menner, The conversation does
not eonsiat of sbetract remarks, but takes place in a
definlte situation as a part of human life, ,

We must realize the situation, the speaker, the
hearer, before the meaning can become clear; and it is
the failure o do §his which has caused many to find
Browning obseure, O¢
The matter of Browning's obsourity, already mentioned as

being of concern to Browning, 8lso wes of conasrn to his |
crities. Many of thesc oritlee feel, &8 does Curry, that much
of the difficulty of knowing what Browning has to say lies in
the form he chose. In addition, m&ny oritics, as 4id Curry,
place the blame for this leck of understanding not on the
poedt but on the reader. James McCormick, by 1840, had decided
that present-day readers find Browning less cbscure than did
thoss of eancther generetion:

333, 8. Curry, Browning snd the Dramstic Monologue, p. 7.
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Although Browning had achleved an &bsolube mastery
over hip medium, . . . well educated men experienced
real ifficulty in anderstspding him, 8 difficulty whleh
18 not present for the reader today. It was the lack of
narrative meterial to set the scene &nd explain the re-
lation of the single actor with his ggspaakiag fellow %o
which emoh o¢f thess oritics alluvded,” :

Browning reiterstes repestedly in The Ring snd the Eook

his thesizg that trath liee somevhere in the synthesls aziw&rn
lous sote of feotu &p seen From varlegsted viewpoinis, A eer-
ieg of drametle monclogues, then, ven though neoessarily
lengthy, secemed the most loglesl wenner in which to present
these divergent testinonies. Degpite the length of ekeh men-
ologue, Hornbrocke felt that Browning overcame the resulting
adverse effeets. Says Hornbrovke:
"Worcllessly voluble,” 4t has been called, and that
ia a gharge which Browning must meet sgalin and agailn,
But brilliently voluble &nd sloquently voluble 1% &lse
18, and parte of it--the books desling with Guido,
Ceponssicehi, P@mgil%@, end ths Pope~-give us Browning
almost a4t his best,' ‘
Later oritlics have been less inclined to see the virtues of
Browning® e lengthy expositions. Herbert Griersonm 1n 1046
takes particular exception to ithose pesssges which Horsbrooke
eliminstes when identifying Browning *at his beet.* OGrierson
saya:
| %Yhe views of the three psrtles in Fome &re drawn out
wzthég willful prolixity that gave point to Calverley's
parocy- ‘

And might, God blese you, in jJudioslisus hands
Extend from here te Hesopotany.

®41ames P. McCormick, &s & Flame Springs, p. 219.

Brornbrooke, eop. oit., p. 35,
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And the speeches of the two lawyers are mere tours di

force, crammed with bad law and bad Latin, In iratisﬁ

The whole poen is too like a gigsntiec four de forse.*C

Ins Beth Sessions insists that Browning, by oreating such
lengthy monologues, loses much of the effectiveness of his
chogen form. Writing in 1947, she obgerved that "best results
of such delineation are, for the most part, obtained in brief
pletures; lengthy character sketohes aAre more dirfiocult to
handle.*S? She then quesntions direotly the poesibility of
maintaining dramatic éxuztanant in such long poems &g those
in The Ring and the Book. But while she questions the drams-
tio effect of Browning's long monologue ghe gives the lapres-
glon of using them &g & yardstiek for her formula:

The beet dramatic monologues 8re concerned with &
cross sestion of life of more then paasing interest and
progressing toward results typifying universal experli-
ence., Here communication of trivial faets is no subgtl-
tute for character revelation,

As the oritic studies Browning's purpose in connection
with his form, he finds that the length of the monologues be-
comes more obviocusly defensible, As the story took shape in
the poet's mind, he saw the possibility of presenting 1t from
geverel viewpoilnts--a possibility directly esuggested by his
original source, since 1t, teco, contained pro-and-oon tesii-

mony from & variety of contributors to the sourt records of

38aprierson and Smith, op. eit., pp. 459-480,

37Ina Beth Bessions, "The Dramatic Monologue,® PMLA,
LXII (June, 1947), 511,

®87p1d., p. B11.
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the originsl surder %sa,aﬁ Erowning, convineced that all men
poesess & point of view, also belleved thet "no one ever lived
whoe hed not & 1ittle more to eay for himeelf then any formsl
syetem of justice ves likely to say for him *40

This effort to present the *1ittle more® bLeyond the
limite of formsl Justlce and the confines of aourt mﬁt&mn&
weg slso part of Browning's device for exploring the resl
truth of his source msterial, an effort which necessitated
the introduction of contrasting characters, each of whom had
to be glven time to etate his views 8% length. Chesterton
identified Browning's hendling of the problem 2s & n&jor
&chievement:

« » » Browning . . ., is the poet who had learnt to nm-

R o e X A TR R T

to mere chatterers, to systematic polsoners of the pind,
fi¢ the hardest lesson that humanity has ever been oet to

learn. The Hiag &aﬁ tha'saﬁk is the embodiment of this
temma'm%a . patience, I% is the eplic of
free speech,

This "epie of free speech® wasz Browning's selution to the prob-
lem of presenting all the fscts and all of the viewpoints in
his murder story in an effort to distill from the composite re-
sult the true story of life as experiencsd by his hisgtorieal
charscters. As Seeslons suggested, hig ecross section of 11fe
ir held up for minute inspection, not for trivial faets, but

%‘¥&ﬁ03 226 gétng ?w mu
40g, X. Chesterton, Robert Browning, v. 171.
41via., p. 173,
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for careful end complete character anslysis. Horeover, hs
viewse his particulayr cross-csestilon, not from firet one gide
and then the other, but from the outer periphery inward, with
each are conitributing its inwerd-pointing radil to indicate
the genter of the ring wherein lies trath, The very nature
of the treatment which Browning prey&r&&'%o use for hls atory
crested the "prolixity” with which he 1s so §fﬁaa eredited,

The Ring and the Bogk contains tem dramatiec monologues.,
Esch of the ten gpeccher relates the central story, but from
& different viewpoint. In three--Hslf Rome, The Other Hslf
Rome, and Tertium WQulid--the sposkers 8re involved only viear-
iougly in the drama, snd participate merely sas commentators.
In two, the speskers &re lawyers presenting the cages for the
opposing sidee in the trial. In one--The Pope~~the #p@&iaw
is required to pase Judgment on the sondemned man and to &§~‘
prove or withhold sentence. In four--Count Guide Prances
ehini, $iuseppe Chponsacchi, Pompilis, and Guido--the spaskers
aye persons fctively involved in the drama. The first and
l2st booka of the poem are regerved for comments by the author,
and se euch, although written in the form of the dramatie wan?
oclogue, may not be so classified beczuse they are words of the
author.

In this series of monologues, the stories all center on
the murder, ite preliminery events, orits aftermath. Browning
hag been criticized frequently for what many eritios consider
to be unnecessayry repetition. Brockington ebserves:
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It is uenally eaid that Browning tells the some
story over and over again., This is not quite true, be-
cauge in emch of the dramatie monologues the events &are
looked 8t from a2 different angle, and in each cape em-
phasie is 1814 on ene part or other--never the same part,
For example, Pompilia gives the impreseions of her ohild-
hood, whieh, of course, are not to be found elsewhers;
and Caponsicchl records the separate events, in close
detall, of the Flight. Pexpilia spesks of the Flight,
but her emphasis 1s on another sspeet of 1t. She ig
pregnant, and her view of s mother and a child she meets
at an inn remains as gm of the chief things in her so-
count of the Flight.%

This 1e the nature of viewpoint from which the various
stories are told, But the aﬁalyaia of the emotlionsl point
involved in ploking & time satting for the monologues has Leen
& subject for debate among critics; they heve outlined the
probleme sush & portrayal invelves for the poet and have dis-
agreed on the matter of the time element 2g 1t refers to the
moment of extreme criels in the emotions of the speaker.
YeCormick summed it wp thus:

| Browning's method was to teke 2 situation either

Just at 2 moment of crisis, or, more frequently, just

after the moment had pageed, end to give a direct por-

traysl of the charscter's feelings in such 2 panner that
the motives for them would be &pparent. The reader was
suppesed to be able to classify the experience zo clearly
that the background would develop itself fully in 2§u
aind from the merest hints supplied by the author.

Harlan Hatohsr, in 8 volume on Browning's versification
written 1n 1928, takes 8 mors specifie view of the "moment of
erisis.* He feele that;

Here for an instant the spotlight is turned upon
some soul in a oritionl moment; &and in thet ingtant the

4JMcCormiok, op. olt., p. £19.



gsitustion must be presented, the supposed sudience or

partners to the drame must be introduced (for slthough

they &re necessary to the situation they are never aotu-

ally in foocue), the motivation and course of the sotion

must be mede ¢lear~-all in the uninterrupted monologue

of & single chavecter who ie painting his own picture
while he speaks, 44

Brookington Joined solidly with those who gaw the mono~
loguer &g ooming Bt & highly oritical point. *The dramatie

personsae in The Ring and the Book speak &t & moment of oriels

-~~one might almoet sny, &t the top of &n emotional wave,
They 211 go through the events of the drsma in detail,"4d

But Fuson, looking on from the vantage point of 1952,
refined snd reduced the ettribute of ordieie sp it mppeare in
the monologuese, it8king a&n opposeed view:

Browning 444 not usuelly do whet he is populsrly
miprepresented g doing--catoh &n individusl &t the pre-
ciee moment of & major crisis which evokee in & "flash!
his whole personslity. The &djeotive should be "minor,®
not *major.* . . . Browning's Bishop ie not in the
throee of diseolution; he is ordering his tomb., ¥ra
Lippo Lippi hae not been caught in T ngggate‘ésiiaﬁﬁ
with & street wench. The twilight hour during whieh
Andrea 8el Sarto telks is long before his wife's amour
with the cousin beoomes sensational, snd long after the
noment when he emberzled the Frenoh king's retsiner,

The Duke of Ferrare is merely chatting with the middle~
man for & prospective seoond marrisge; what the oriels
invelved in *rll smiles stopped together® comprised, he
is too bored fo elucidate. The womsn poisoner in *The
Leboratory® is not sdminletering her potion to the vio-
tim; she ig Just watehing ite preparation. And se &
tinal illustration, Browning writes & monoleg to cever
the minute "before® and "sl%er® & duel, ignoring the
dremstically critical moment ltself.

o

44fsrlan Henthorne Hatcher, The Versifioation of Robert
Browaing, p. 38. | |

45Broekington, op. oit., p. 151. 46Fueon, op. eit., p. 91.
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To pursue Fuson's method of analyeles within fhe Ring and
the Book, 41t may be noted thet only in Gulido's eecond mono-
logue 4o we £ind the gpesker facing & majJor orisie--the "ex-
treme® of death. Pompilia knows she is dying, but the stage
of erisls 1s past. £he 18 reconclled to what 1g o come,
('aponasscchi's resotion 1s one of bitter rebelllon &1 injus-
tica, soarcely & major erislis, but rether & moment of revela-
tioh. Guido, in his first appearance, is far removed from the
"oripgis® point; he is & confident, oruel, sunning schenmer,
making maximum uge of rationslization,

Anether factor is involved in Browning's apparent aveldw
anoe of the point of mejor orisie in his dramatlic monologues;
sueh & moment at whish to relste the incldents neceesary to
his method wounld have spolled Brawaiﬁg*a method of %a&i&ag
his story in The Ring and the Book. Hince the three central

characters are thrown into & common dramatlc situstion, the
eriels would have been identiocal for all thres, But, by
choosing & soene of less than maximum dramatie significance
g8 & setting for emch monologue, Browning is &ble to glve Tull
rein %o the single charrcter whe, &s Hetoher hoe a&i@, iim
painting his own picture while he specka.® Moreover, says
Hatcher,

| These are heavy demands, and in order te meet them,

Browning resorts to interjections, replises, 8nd rejolin-

Aers which 81) but introduce dialogue; artful phrases,
sxplosives, parenthetical amides, ellipses, short broken



sentenceg which raveal) cheraetar and situation; #1l of
which help to give the lines thaelr Browmingergque enlor, 47

Paradoxieally, 1t 1s in the scene which comea most nesrly
to being tnld &%t 2 moment of major erleles thet Browning nekes
most notable use of the adventages of his chogen poetic genrs,
for in his portrayal of Guldo he has developed & villain of
truly heroie proportions, "The most smbitious study of shser
evil L8 that of Guido in The Bing and the Book," saye Comptan-

Rickett, *It is splendidly dome, full of ksen, intellestual
ptrokes sand flaghes of passlonate 1m&gﬁn&t&an.'4g Broskington
points out that:

The ezotien of Guldo in the last of the dramatie
monclogues mey, perhapes, he fccounted the most extreme,
becouse he is fese to fzos with almoet inevitable death,
. s o Thie fact of 2n emntionnl erieiz expleins the
vivid and detsiled exposition of evente, Browning ls
not only & suhtle-souled pryehologlaet, but the method
of tggégerfgﬁ%eﬁ drametic wonologue 1s selentifienlly
egound.,

Pzul Elmer ¥ore, ¥hile econcurring with the majority of
eritics who were to follew him in sccepting The Fing and the

Book 2% the most reasrkable and most obvious exaspls of
Browning's technique, goes hisg own way in his 18038 anslyele
of the poet's virtuoslity. ¥ore uses the term ®augpended pey-
chology® to degeribe the results Browning obtalns Ly using
the dromatis monologue, snd cites 2s evidence of the skillful

azﬁﬁﬁrﬁhur Compton-Rickett,
P .

Robert Brownling: Humenlst,

493 roekington, op. eit., p. 132,



use of the device the gsnte in which Caronsacchi tells to the
Julges his portion of Pompiliate piltiful story:

. « « He goes over the days in Arezzo, vhen the tempif.
tion firet esme to him, Pnd onos more takes the verilons
ride with Pompilia to Fome. He lives agein through thas
grest erisis, dlssecting 2ll his metives, belancing the
prog and econs of each stap; yet 211 the time he has in
nind the opinion of the world g personified in the Judges
he ig to Tace, The veychology le suspended dextersualy
between self-examination and open confession, snd the
reader who aceepts the sctunl dramatie situmntion ar sug-
gested by Browning loeee the finest and subtleet savour
of the speach, In many places it would be slwply pre-
nogteroug te supnose wga&re 1istening to werds reelly
uttered by the prisst. ,

Hore here indlreetly introduces ancther point on whieh
ar;taea»a&né Browming himgelf--peenm to dlsagree, Browning
remorkad of hig drematic niegep thet they were "so meny utter-
tnces of go many imegilnary persons, net mina. *5l T ve se-
cept More's denia] that ﬁa#ama&c@hi's warde reelly wers utltered
by the priest, then they antomatically beeome Browning's
words., Puseell aleoc hep auestioned Browning's ekill in keepe
ing his 1dees subservient to those of hie chersoters?

Tt wee inevitable thet Brovning'e pre-eninent endow-
ment chould disclose 1tself in his ohief contribution %o
srt, Yhetheyr or not he had & regl foeoully of gueselng
vhet people might esy 1f they could or would spesk, at
lenpt he found hie own greatest pleasurs in exeroclsing
what he took to be sueh & faoulty. He wieg 1iterally the
prophet, the speaker-for, the erticulate Asren glving
viecarious voices to hie dumb brethren, but always convey-
ing the ispression of furnirching them with utterances
rather then releasing their own. Sometimes he ls stari-
1lingly satisfactory in his shrewd and penetrating

5&%62‘@; g 2 « @1 %o # z}@‘v l“%s?*l&QQ

8larnekington, op, eit., p. 16,
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uxiéeﬁ*mgﬁ%ﬂmg; posetines more than cxfgpereting iln hls

undus intrusion of himself snd conseguent puppetizing of

his cherscoters., DBut the sffect lu ever the same, The

only way cut for any of Lis men end women lg through

Browning, &nd they are stamped with his sesl in treneit,5®

There 1s ingufficlent reasen to Accept Russellle argu-
ment &s sdequate, and there are several reasons for relecting
1%, No writer, other then the sorupulous scientific observer
reporting hie findings, occuld &vold intruding himeelf on what
is written. She ignores the polnt that the orestive writer ie,
by the very nsture of his 20t of erestion, putting hirselfl on
paper, The point would be, prefersbly, that the writer avolde
injection of eelf Just so long 8 he orestes &nd susisines the
111luslon of presenting the utteronces of hig cherscters, "Moo
Browning," eaye Hornbroche, "the ineldents of the poem zre of
glight importance, compsred wilth the knowledge of the persons
who relate them."5® Moreover, hie primery task is not the
fecetusl presentstion of the way in which a pesker fits his
1ife ‘role, but & searching analysis of the charseter of that
epenker, a1l of which must, by the nature of his art, be the
product of his own experience. 3ays Brockington:

Opontanelty, though it would seenm superflcelally to
have to 4o with the manneyr of an Art, is really sssocle
eted with the ustier &t lesst as much ag with the manner,
The objestlon that the matter of The Ring and sns‘ﬁ%gk,

for sxsaple, wap present to Browhing's hand in the form
of The 014 Yellow Book will not carry welight with these

BZruseell, gp, oit., p. 94.

%ﬁam?}m:ﬂw, op. ei%., v. 26,



who heve theurht themselves hask inteo the poeition of the

poet, The matter of hic own experisness wee &ls0 present

to Browning.”

Hesrn sew Browningte gift of mnelysis ms 8 great okill,
one which, perhaps becanse of his disgregard for the speocifie
1imitationg of type-crating on which Russell would seem to lm-
plst, took on qualities of universslity:

Hig migeion hae heen the migmion of & great drematie
peychologist. . . . He wes the grest Poet of Humen Cher-
acter--not of sharecter of any one time or vlece or
nation, but of all timees =nd places and pa%glaa of whioch
1t was possible for him % legarn anything.

Despite oritice who asee Browning's serien of monologues
ag redundsnt and in the fzoe of sondemnstlions tarfﬁrgxsxﬁﬁy,
Browning would enpesy to have shosen hie postie form wisely,
Bearn oberervee thet "2lpopt snything thet bappene in thie
world 1s ludged somevhat z%ter the Poeghion of the ndooente

delivered in The Xing 8nd the Book,*S6 And, using Browning's

own Toehnigue of examining the feots fronm A3ffering sngles,
welghing the &ravbacke of the drematlc monologue zoainet the
many sdvanterep inherent in the form when gemiied to such A
tsak ¢ the tzlling of the Romen murder, there is s0l114 zround
fron which to vxﬁé the acoomplishment s 2 happy unlon of
fganner &nd nettar® sn® to focept the jufgment of Broexinsgions
The justifieation . . . of Drowning's The Ring and
the Book 1z 1%s succees. That iz %o g8y, we GO ArVive

2%t 6 very olear snd full understending of &1l the people
of ths stery. We know them through the speskers, ve know

54prockington, gp. ¢i%., p. 16.
55§garn, on, elt., ». £10. gﬁxbiﬁ,. p. 201,



%

them sonetincz £% hird hand a0 the spedhers 2lsh up te
knovw them., But we knov them, &nd we knevw then much nore
thoroughly and subtly becsuse of ﬁhﬁqagnstant throwling

baek and retrieing and recolouring.

S73rookington, op, eit., p. 139,



CHAPTER 1IX
INSPIRATION

In recontructing the background of inoident and inspira-
tion which led Browning to write The Ring and the Book, critles

have seen the shadow of Elizabeth Barrett Browning as & major
--perhaps the ms jor--influence on the werk. Title, scope,
oreftemanship, plot detail--all sghow evidsnce of the consclous
desire in Browning to link his poen with the memory of his
wife. The wife and the work are so closely interlocked that
an evealuation of the work without mn sppraisal of the wife's
indirect contribution to that work would be misleading. Cone
versely, & wra!ﬁl review of the evidences of her influence
and inspiration show that her shadow waz ever-present as the
poem took shape,

Browning found the 014 Yellow Book, hles central source
for the work, in the year preceding Elizabeth's death, He was
immediately struck with 1ts potentimlities, \Mogmpham tell
us, but apparently 4id nothing to advence & work from the me-
terial until after the death of his wife., Her indifference %o
the story may have been the block which delayed his projesct,
for in 1868 he wrote to his friend, Julia Wedgwood: Yghe
never tock the lesst interest in the gtory, so much as to wish
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to inspect the papers.®58 Singe Klizabeth tended to aet as

& ococntrol valve for Browning's creative energies throughout
thelr married life, it seems probable that he would have been
reluoctant to take on & project with whiech she wes so com-
pletely out of sympathy. We may only eonjeoture vhat might
have happened to the contents of the 014 Yellow Book had
Elizabeth lived, but it seems entirely poseible that the in-
spiration to write hils monumentsl work never would have come
to Brownlng exeept for the death of his wife.

However, the suppressed impulse remained--a gnawing which
Browning could not resist indefinitely. The theme of the 014
Yellow Book, with its record of sordid erime and subsequent
sourt trial, wae one which had always interested him, The
link with Italian history alsc found him responsive; but thers
was something more, something personal, as Cundiff pointed out
in 1941:

The story of Pompilia became for Browning, the day
bs found it, an obsession. No subjeet had offered hinm

8o complete an opportunity to explain his theories of

1ife and poetry. In it were the Andromeds myth, the 85t.

George legend, the slippery villain, and a repetition of

the story of hie own life. Do what he eould, the story

continued to haunt him. 8o, after he found he could not

interest his friends in 1%, he finally concluded tha!
only way to rid himself of 1t wae to write & poem, "

58R1 shara Curle, editor, Robert Browning and Julias
Wedgwood: Thelr Letters, p. 1b4. -

%%paul A. Cundiff, *The Dating of Browning's Conception
of The Ei%géan& the Book," Studlies in Philology, XXXVIIX
(19417, 1290,
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Cunciff was, by no mesne, & ploneer in expressing the no-
tion that in The Ring and the Book Brownlng had written e

"repetition of his ewn 1ife.” Orr, one of the first Brownling

blographers and & personsl friend of the poet, said in 1887:

Bat ¥re. Browning'e spiritusl presence on this oo
casion was more than 2 presiding memory of the heart,
I am convinced that it entersd largely inte the coneep-
tion of Pompilin, and so far ms thie depended on 1t, the
charaster of the whole werk, 60

Chesterton, in 1803, went even further in establishing a
parallel between Browning's personnl history and the events of
the Poapllia-~Caponsacchl relationship vhen he noted:

There 1s one peculiarity about the story which has
more direot bearing on Browning's 1ife . . . the extri-
ordinary resemblance between the moral preblem involved
in the poem if understood in its essence, end the moral
problem which conetituted the oriesis and centre of
Erowning'e own 1ife. . . . Hig greatest work . , . was
the telling, under allen symbels and the vell of & wholly
different story, the ipner truth about his owvn great
trial and hepitation. He himself hsd in this gense the
game 4ifficulty &g Caponsacchi, the pupreme diffioculty of
having to trust himself to the reallty of virtue not
only without the reward, but even without the name of
virtue. He had, like Caponsscchi, preferred what wes
ungelfish and dublous tc what was selfisgh snd honorable.
« » « Browning had once, for what he gerliously belleved
to be 8 gresater good, done what he himeslf would never
heve haaﬁfha cant to deny, cught to be salled decelt and
avaglon.

Chesterton here refers to Browning's courtehip and even~
tunl marriege to Ellzsbeth Barrett under the disspproving eye
of Edward Barrett Noulton-Barrett., The marrisge wae performed

804irg, Sutheriznd Orr, The Life and Letters of Robert
ﬁrﬂm% s B. B70, 7 k '

6lcnesterton, gp, eit., pp. 107-108.
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without Rarrett's knowledgs or consent and with the sertain
forsknovledge of his diespproval. The decelt crested & bresk
between Ellzabeth and her father whioh never wee heeled.
Barrett never spoke to his daughter Ellrzabeth after her mer-
riag%. The "grester good® to which Chesterton refers wes the
act of salvation in which Browning seems %o have viewed him-
self 8s & resouing 8%, George as be removed Elirabeth from 8
household dopinated by the father, where Elizabeth, the chronie
invalid, was hopelessly resigned to nothing more than & con-
tinustion of thas illness and eventual death. In Browning's
treatment of Caponsacehi, then, the "St. George" characteri-
zation oame not from his source metsrial slone but from the
facte colored by his own persongl experiences and imsgination
ag he re~creeted the sconditisne, if not the airaumst&&a@a, of
his own aet of éﬁ&vat&aﬁ.
Anthony COreseley, in 1928, aleo saw the connestion bhe~
tween Browning's sotion and that of Caponsseohit ,
: I would ask the reader te turn up two pSseagss of
The Ring and the Book too leng to be guoted here. The
Tiret 1o where Uaponescchl, the Just priest, rolls out
eregcendo hig "inatinet 4in the metter® of Count Guidete
eventual fete. They conisin, perhaps, the mogt tremen-
doues vituperation 1n our lenguege; lines written in the
vwhite heat and furious speed of the utiter abandonment te
passion, ®Judas, mede monstrous by much solitude,” is
alone fit company for Count Guldo. There, in truth, be~
yond 211 humanity, "the cocetrice is vith the baplliek.®
Read 1t, Merk Browning's scorn, withering and tre~
nendous, the lie vefuted by one who hated hypoerisy sbove

all evils, who, like Caponsacehl himself, 4lsdainesd al-
Teetation "in thought, word, or deed." Can you not fTind




in the whole of the warrior priest's defence something

of & diedainful mesertion of right in Browning's own cofne

duet ever the sbduction of Elizebeth Barrett?®s

Bhaw, in 1928, also hed noted the dirset relationphip be-
tween the real-1ifs romance of the Brownings and the poetle
romance of Pompllia and Caponssechi, with the twin themes of

resous.55 The Ring snd the Book, esid Shaw, ig Browning's dra-

metie exposition of his theory of love, which ig in turn the
most lmportant pert of his entire gzmmaag&hy.“

Perhaps the most elaborate oritiocal study of the degree to
whieh ¥lizsbeth's shadow fell on The Ring snd the Book is to e
found in Marriet Geylord'e 1020 wvolume, Pompilis snd Her Poet.

The study is significani not only for 1ts sanelysis of the par-
8llels between Browning's poem srRd his 1ife stery, but slse as
an indication of the remarkeble human appeal inherent in the
Browning romence, MNuch of the litersture which hes developed
arcund the Browninge is fooused on the perfection of their love
and the ider)l nature of thelr fifteen years of marrisge. It
follows, then, that the personal ties which mey be detected in
The Ring and the book must also prove to be of considerablo in-

terest %o the publie., Caylord euphasizes the indisputeble evie
dence of Flizabelh's influence with these words:

6Z2anthony Croseley, "Browning as & Dramatis Poet and
Prophet,® The Speetator, CXLI (July 14, 1528), 4.

837, =, shaw, "The 'Donne Angelioata’ in The Ring and the

841p34., p. 73.
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It was warm, besutiful wiedom Rebert Browpning culled
frcm the lovely soul of his freil, retiring wile whose
last letter to him, written on the night she left her
father's house to join her 1ife to his, ended with theae
worde: "I begin to think there sre none go bold sg the
timid when they Are felrly eroused, ® .

In the first agonizing years after hig wife & dgath

~ when the poet had to learn to welk slone, he created

enother wonan,

* . . half apgel and half bind

Anéd 211 5 wonder and 8 wild desire.*®
¥hat metter 17 he hid that seyl in an ohsoure Iialian
child-wife? Timid Pompllis slec hed the segle heort and
soul vhen once she wap arpused, Browning etched her inte
nlg lofty epie in the szpirit of that stendard he himpelf
had set for the poet, that he must "ree 2o G0d goee,®
and so her gilven the world 2 portralt clear out in canes
beauty end possesping the vivid personal reslity which
mekes . . ., ereatieng of imagination wore &gthentie human
beings then wany whom we know in the flesh.® ’

But OGayleord dees not rely on her own words alone to prove
her point; che turne to Srowning as suthority for her observa-
tion:

To & friend 1ate in hie life Robert Brownlng spoke
dqulte definitely concerning the influence thes memory of
hig wife exerted in the creation of Pompllia: "I sm not
aorry now to have lived so long after she went awsy, but
T confess to you that all my types of women were mede
besatiful and blessed by my perfect knowledge of one
woments pare soul. ¥ed I never known Flizebeth, I never
could have written The Ring end the Book, *66

Aftey four yesrs of waiting following Flizabeth's death,

Gaylord telle us, "the Hand one morning @#g&in pushed him
aoroes to the shelf where the ghabby 0ld book was patiently
swaiting hie aiehﬁﬁy.*ﬁ? Then 1t followed that!

Little by 1ittle there was 8 pubtle hallowing of
hie conceptinn of Pomniliz inte the spiritus)l esbodiment

884.rriet Gaylord, Pompilis and Her Peet, p. 20,
861p1d., p. 20. 671pra., p. 27.
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of her at the shrine of whose memory the poet unremit-
tingly worshipped, As his angel had hallowed his 1ife,
his every thought, s¢ must Pompllia hallow those lives
that touched her own; so must she change the gay young
priest into the goldlier salnt; so in his death hour must
Guido call ocut for salvation from the clean soul he had
never been able to smirch with hie blackness; eo must the
noble Pope see in Pompllia:

® . ., this gift of God who showed for once

How He would have the world go white.®
All theese things must come to pAss, not because Pompllia
consolously tried to uplift, to wh&tgg, but by ths simple
fact of her being jJust what she waes. ‘

Gaylord alse traces the title of Browning'e poem to the
inspiration of his wife:

Just when Browning decided on the title for his
great work is uncertain, Here, %too, the inspiration
came indireotly from hie wife, ©6Ghe always wore a&n em-
bosged ring of Etrusesn gold wrought by the famous gold-
emith, Castellani, After her death her hueband wore 1t
on hie watoh-chain, and one day he reflected on the fact
that goldsmithe found the gold of Etruria too soft, teo
pure to be melleable and therefore had first of all to
mix 4t with alleoy to mske a combination hard encugh %o
be filed and hemmered into beauty. Finally a spurt of
the right sort of flery acid would draw out the alloy,
leaving the ring pure gold.

B¢ he would take this story . . . mix hie faney
with this gold. . . . When the eplo should be finished,
let the publie omat faney aside and find the pure gold
%iéau%g truth. The Ring and the Book should be his

~ The preceding observation is based on Browning's words
from the first and last cantos of The Ring and the Book. The

applicabllity of the 'ring metaphor ia dieocugsed in Chapter IV
of this study; here it is sufficient to note that Browning's
inepiration for 1ite use stemmed from hie constant awareness
of the spirit of his dead wlfe.




| Despite repeatsd oritiocal testimony to the modification
of fact Browning used in the characterizations of his poenm,
there wers théag, such as Breeckington in 1932, who felt that
Browning's portralis were authentio:
The background of Pompilie is the poet's vwife,
Elizabeth, and yet the charaster of Pompllia 1s there
Just 23 he found 1% in the apllection of documents now
called the 014 Yellow Book; (luseppe Capongseochi has for
background the kind of person Brownling himself hoped te
be, and yet Caponsac is also true to the character in
the 014 Yellow Book.¥0 o «
Al though oritics disagree on the extent to whieh Browning ad-
hered to faa% in using his gource paterial, there would de
general agreenent with other portions of Brockingtonts state~
ment, |
As hap been suggested in Chapter I, the death of Flizabeth

ﬁrewniag may have contributed to ﬁhe'wriﬁing’af gaﬁ_aigg.&ﬁﬂ

the Book in & subtle, inverted manner. It geems resgonable to
assume that, had she lived, Browning might aat'havg written
tha\p@em a8t all; and 4t is almost & sertalnty that the r#sult
would have been & much different work, Betty Miller, in her
1952 bilegraphy of Browning, discusses hipg visit te the Pyre-
nees in 1864~-a visit during which ¥Williem Rossettl records
that the wholes plan of The Ring and the Book fell inte plaece
~-and in the recount gives us 8 glimpse of what might not have
been 1f Ellzabeth had survived:

He 414 no work at Cambo, however: for the Southern
atmogphere, the ®mountains like those about Florence and

70Brockington, op, oit., p. 125,
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fiena," the 11t2le river . . . 811 coneplred to remind
bim of the pest; with the result that he compluined of

& conetent fesling of belng "somevhat walled sbout and
everlooked , . . though the obstructions are purely
gpiritusl in this case, the influences in the sir--for
nine times out of ten, I don't meet 8 soul.” Wes he
thinking, perheps, of Flissbeth'e dlsteste for the story
toléd in the "sguare 0ld yellow book®™ he had pleked up
for & lire on & gtall in Florense on znother summer's
dey, four years ago? Xis wife, he knew, had never shared
his paegion fér the "curious fepth below depth of deprav-
1ty* which he found ®in thie chence lusp taken &g &
sanple of the soll® of humen neture., On the contrery:
‘She never took the least interest in the story, se much
ag to wish %o inspeet the papers.® Her dletaste soems
to have aoted Ag 8 ban: Tfor four ymr& Browning kept
the boek by hio and mede no use of 1%,

Browning, in the meantimpe, had formed a friendship with
Julis Yedgwood, probsbly in 1863.72 Thelr correspondence,
which wes to extend over the next seven years, has contributed
much to the sags of the wmsﬁ.ﬁen of The Ring the Book
since 1t came %o light in 1936. There 1g 2 hint that the poet

&N

gaw in hie new friend some of the gusllties he had most sd-
sired in his wife, Yo cne, ¥iller telle us, could look less
like the fragile, be-ringleted Flizabeth, And yet "eomething
of the eame quality whioh he had discerned in Ellsabeth Barrett
wes to drew Bobert Browning into &n emotionel relationship

with this severe and eariaﬁaly gragelegs young bluﬁwaﬁﬁe&xug.‘?a
Like Elizabeth, Julis YVedgwood wag widely resd and deeply reli-
gious, ¥s highly intelligent woman wiose oritical coumentary

7lpetty ¥iller, B

?QGQ})‘KQQ OF s @it*i P viil.
7Siller, op, o01%., p. 227.
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on ?hﬁ»@?@ﬁﬁa gf the Bpecie

g Aroused the admiratior of Darwim

himgelf, "7% If, indeed, Browning sew in Julla certeln qual-
itles of intelleot and 2 portion of critiasal Judgment which
he had obsgerved in Elizsbeth, it mey have beesn that he gent
fhe Ring and the Book to Julla for srxaminstion prior to publi-

catlon in order to test, vicarisusly, what might have deen
Flizebeth's reuction to the poam, Xf 8o, he must heve been
Gleappointed, for Julie found the *long, dark, complicated
elaborate story of intrigue and crime® s grest dleappointment,
Thls she let Browning know, adding that she was dlsappointed
in her hope that the poem was %to be his %hest gift te thé
world, *75

Lo you remember,® she wrote, "once enying to me .
that your wife wag quite wanting in ., . , the setentific
interest in evil? . . . I feol ae 1f that interset were
in you unduly predominant.* What most dlstyessed her in
the poem, che 2ald, weg that "I felt as 1f I vere resd-
ing what you had lost in your wife. The sense of good
seenel dimmed." And she went on to erhort the poet to
give Elizabeth Barrett Browning *a monument more dursble
than that at Florenes--give something that 211 who read
may recognire as the utteranee of cne who has been taught
supremsly to belleve in gn$&neaa by the cloge neighbor-
hood of 8 beautiful soul,.®*t .

Browning, ¥iller records, retorted in defense of his work
and of his viev of the evile inherent in humsn nature;

Ve 4iffer apperently in our conception of n&aﬁﬁgraaa
wiokednees csn be effeoted by ocultivated mindpe-I believe
the grossest--all the more, by why of resotion from the
enforeed habit of agif*éggiaz whioh 18 the condition of
men's recelving oculture.®

?4131{1;; P ﬁ%, ?aﬁﬂr’l&g ﬁgz ; %J Ea; P 3.5%,
761i11er, pp. ei%., p. 244,  77Ipid., p. 248,
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But 37 Srowning's Jdesire had been to provoke, turough Julin'as
volee, an echo of Hlizabeth's, he had %o admlt thai the sttempt
wog successful., "By the wey," he wrote o Julla Yedgwood,

*ny vife would hove subsoribed % every one of your bed opin-
iona of the book. "8

The laportance Srowning attached to his new poes unguee-
tionably sisumed In part frox hiz desire %o crente a lasting
literary tribute to the mesory of his wife. ie had told Taa
Blagden, 1n & letter wileh has been reprodusced in part previ-
ously in this study,”? that s the work got under wey he finally
savw the good of the objlect of hig own 1ifew-psstry--and that
he hoped to put the "flower" of new and more perfect work inte
Elizaveth's hand somehow.

As the work grew, ss time moved on, the poes bHeoame in-
creaeingly imporient to him as & suprewme effort; 1t had bees
nine years in the msking, end wig sduittedly & wemorial of-
fort. His letters to lasa refleot, time snd agein, the growing
lmportance hie attached to the work es well ss the high hepes
he held for its succesns.

Thus, with bie wife eo cunstently on his mind during the
Ring and the Book, Drowning,
conselousg of the perellel betwsen the slowly f»m&m coneep-
tlon of the Pompillis-Caponsscdhl relationehip with hiz own

months of preparatory work on JThe

?gﬁarﬁ,&, aéz g&‘g:&} ﬁv lﬁ‘éu

7950 ». 3 above.
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love story, nmust heve remeplered every detall of ths histoxy
of his esrly vieits to Elizebeth Barreit, Thet Brownling should
follow his own concep? of intultive love in shuping the meet-
ing of Poumpilla end Csponscochl sesus only natursl, ¥, 0, 4,
Johneon in 1557 seld of thelr first meetling:

.« » « There coon be no doubt thel Pompllla and Capenscocchl

in Browning'e¢ concepiion loved ecech cther., Thelr moment

of recognition demonstretzs the poet's doctrine of eleow

tive effinity. Gulde's forged oorrespondence had pre-

pared sach to tehe the oheapest vliew of the other; but

&t the first meeting of thelr eyes &nd without the need

for & aspoken word, the two penetrate the deesption., &

flash of insight tells Caponsacchi that Pompilie could

not poesibly have written those billet-doux.

| Johnson, in this snslysls of the original Fowpllia-

Caponsacchi meeting, touches on another fecet of the Fomen
murder story which persllels the love atory of the Browninge,
For the poet Browsing, thoroughly convineed of the exlstence
of intuitive inglght, ssw in his first meetlng with the poset
Flizabeth Farrett this ssme realization of the doctrine which
Johneon labale "elective affinity.” In the courtship of the
Brownings, Robert was hopeleesly in love with Elizebeth after
one meeting--no much in love thet he proposed marrisage to her
in & letter befere they met for the second time. The Brownings,
like Pompilies and Ospenssochl, were tresding unfamilisr ground
in thelr initiesl meetlng; Srowning knew only that he adalred
Hiesn ﬁar@aﬁtigggggtry; ant thet he enjoyed B mesting of nminde
through the medium of sorrvespondence, and thet she wae & con-
firmed invslid, Thet first personkl sontaet served, se 414 the

15*{7‘?‘*. D. H., Johneen, The Allen Vislon of Victorian Poetrs
. 150. Ihe Allen Vis an Poets
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Tirst conteel of Fompills snd Coponsacchl, to prove (8t leoet
to Brownlng) thet hle intultive sense hed been rellsble, and
that this women was the one woman he could love and marry.

After Pompllis snéd Oaponeaochi meet, there le no doubd
in-the resder's mind thet the two will unlite %o thwert the un-
Just trestment society le sccording Fompllie, Saye Jehngon:

In her time of need Csponsaechl without & woment' o
hesitation brushes sside the proprieties, unsindful thst
his conduet in arvanging Pompilia's escRpe i on the face
of 1t & betraysl of hls prisetly function and of her
wifely duties. 4t Cectelnueve 1t 1z not only Gulde but

51% g@e&sﬁg wé%h 1ts outreged prefudicoee which comes

vetween them,

Perhapes the young priast\diﬁ come to Pompllis's ei¢ without
& wzoment's heasiteation in her time of need; his hesitation and
hiz soneideration of ithe possible results of the 2et had pro-
ceded the "time of need® Juet 8s had Erovning'e study of the
poeeible resulte of sn elopement with Flizabeth,

Srowning mast have ceen in the resulte of the two res-
cues something of @ parellel slso, though there wee much 4if-
Perence in degres of severity of the aftermath., Juido's utler
lack of & soolal gense led him to rationslize hle set of
marder; Elizebeth's father comaitted nc phyelfocal murder,

Guide erased Pompilias by an act of violence; Barrett oraged
Elizabeth by an sat of will, baniehing her forever from hle
presence and from hie house, TFilzabeth was Juet as dead to
Barrett after her "spoape” with Browning &s she eould have

been hed Sarrvett duplionted Guido’e viclensve,

8lrpida., p. 131,
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It i an lupoesible and pointless tepk to altenpt %o
guess whai 3rewning night heve done with thse contents of the
OLld Yellow Book had his wife's Influenve been lsss pronounced,

But 1t 1e & felrly elmple wAlter to look beek on The Aing and

the Book snd, by coupgrisen with hiographiecsl fect fres the
Browning eagh, deteraine that this obvicus influsnce of
Elizsbeth on the reauliant produot wap 2 me Jor <lement in the

waking of the poen,



CHAPTER 1V
SOURCE

Hach twentieth-century aritmim and regearch hae beén

devoted to Browning's source material for The Ring and the
Book and to anslyses of the how &nd the why--especially the
how--cT hle trestment of the materiel., Uritloien haes centered
sround the fidelity with whioch he stuek to historical ot in
presentation of his source materials snd on the resgons--
poetic, dramatie, and psychologlosl--which may explain his
obvious devimrtions from & strict interpretetion of literal
teetinony.

The extent to which Browning pledged himeelf %o adhere
to fact in his poem seems to be 8t the root of much of the
debate, Humerous crities take the position that Browning
vowed, in his search for trath, to tell the plain, wnvernished
deteils of hie Romen murder as & means of digging out the
truth. He peems to lay himself open to eriticleme on ﬁk@t
score by devoting much of the firet and laet books of The Ring
ané the Book to repeated affirmetions of hie dedleation to &

geirch for truth through the presentation of faot, ¥Hed he
been & 1ittle less emphatic in outlining hie sime, say hle de-
tractors, he would not heve been so cpen to eriticlam for vio-

lsating bistorienl socuracy.
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The Farpre over feet verdus fancy hoe Deen conlfined
lergely to the gurrent century Tor, &s rences Russell points
put, the 0ld Yellow Book wrs reloaflively unknown %o the publle
prior te the publication in 1008 of Charles *7, Hodell's Tro-
sluile of the document with his trenslation and notes,®®
Prior to thel Sime, Fuszeell sayg, reslderes &nd critlcs were in-

elined %o take Brownlng'e word Tor 1%, %o accept Iz renling

of the 0ld Ysllow Book ae detailed in The Flnu snd the Book
o be the litersl trath, “ecocepted wiﬁhenﬁfqu¢ﬁ%i@a.*ﬁa
Hodell, too, desplte the evidence of his translation of the
01d Yeilow Book on whdch he might érew, "herped ov the poet'e
Tfidelity to feet' and elmply reinforasd the preveiling
no tion, *H4

The next re-appraisel of the 014 Yellow Hook was padle by
John ¥ershell Gest in 1586, Gest 414 & more thorough Job of
digging out &igorepenclies belween source &nd poem than had
ever been done before. The signiflieance of hie commentary is
due 1in large messure to the metieulcus manner in whieh he
brings & tralned legsl minfl to Desr on the probleme of trane-
lation of the originel source and on interpretation of the
legel sepects of the osse, As & lawyer, he is incensel by
what Lie consldere $0 be & doropsatory Hrownlng portralt of com-

peatent, honeet Fowen lawyers, working st thelr profeselon fo

82Rugsell, gp. olt., p. 111,
‘831pia,, p. 111. 841pia., p. 112,
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the best of thelr considersbls abilitiss., After an szaaug-
tive snalysis of the lawyers s they must have been in rexl
1life, Geat tells us:

The lawyers concernsed in the Cld lellow Eook were,
therefore, erperienced men, learned in thelr profession
and of high standing; itbey were chirged with laportent
offielel éutles, and 8 careful and unprejudiced examiné-
tion of the record will ehow that they performed illose
duties with resl and conscientious industry, It 1g pein-
ful, therefore, to read the books “Dominus Hyselnthus®
&nd "Johannes BSeptista Bottinius® in The Ring and the
Bogk., DBrowning had the 01d Yellow Book Gefore nif,
ciaimed to heve mastered ite contents, mné that he had
resd 1t with sufficlent carse to scqueini hlmgelfl with
many of 1ts facts in detall is shown in hls poem, yet he
hee deliberately ireated these men with contempt and rid-
icule. Archangxell 1s portreyed &p & silly, concelited
pedant pre@arigg nie argument with & miand &lvided Letween
hie curly-hesnded boy, of course & figment of Browning's
imagination, and the fried liver with fennel and parsley,
and the laamb's fry that he expects tc heve for dinner,

. o +» In both books . . . Just about one half of the
text has reelly something to do with the subject, the
other nalf is frivolous or siupld, especlally when
Erowning indulges in 2 gertain kind of hetvy haggr yhich
in some plueces is sctually dlstreassing to read,™

Gest's ilnsistence on literal accuracy from Brownling in
this insiance would run conirary to the poet's artletfic slins,
Russell feels. OFf the lawyers, she says:

+ « « Ihe poet's trestsment of these two officlals is one
of his most artietie performances. Through them he has
schieved an expertly sffective dramatic coatrast, and has
&t the ssme time fulfilled his own pet purpose of szatl-
rizing thelr profession. In addition he h&s secured
through one the needed comie rellef, snd through the
other & more subtle vindication of ids hercoine than could
have been accomplished iu sny other way. The truth 1is
that any ellwination would have more nearly to end than
to begin, with these legsl lights; and that the only
valid protest ie sgainst Bhe injustlee that declared the
light that wae in them %to'be darkness., But the crities

85John Marshsll fest, The 014 Yellow Book, pp. 44-45.
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have taken the othar tack heeange srmerently they wonted
either eagy entertainment or moral api&tt,.%né the laat
thing they theught of wmp srtistic effect, B

The patter of Trowningts dletortian of foet Aner not ond
vith the lswyera, however, for fleet, ¥e mekon » coreful 2nel-
7aia of chernoter acelin, thle time for the centrel tric in the
gtary, end his Pindinoe are in movked contrest tn thage of

Browning,

.« » Guido, Foreilin, snd Oanonspechl 2nd *he others
wepe reRl pereone, of vhose savinge and doings we heve
£ veal Recount. Gulde wae merely = wenk and avarielous
men, viclous by force of clreumstsnces an well ae Fron
irherent defects of cherseter, Pompilis wee sn ordineyy
#irl, deprived of sadventagee in childhood, with suffic.
ient good leooke to sttract, snd insufficient charsoter
to resist temptation, and with instinets etronger then
har prineiples., %he vietim of an unhappy mevvifipe, she
is &an objeet of compsesion rather than of admiration,
Geponescohl wae # frivolous young felleow, orn the locksut
for sdventure, light in thought and unserupulous in aetlon,
Browning on the eontrary has Aepioted Guldo 22 2 humen
noneter, punk te the level of B brate; Caponsscohi is a
aoldier seint, & rhivalrous priegt, » Christisn hero, &
trus Baint Genrge. Pompilia is perfect in wvhitenene, the
paragon of virtue oand purity, snd strengely enough
Browning ie veported to have ssid, *I faﬁné,h§§ in the
book just g she sposke and acte in 2y poem,®

The portreits provided by Cest?s careful atudy are use-
Pul in the senge thet they show us the axtent %o vhich BErowming
exereined his fanay in chareoterizing hie drematie peroonse,
The eontraet esphesizes points mede aloevhere in thip vapere-
for exauple, the extent to which Browning ldentified himael?

anéd ¥ilzabeth in the plases of Ceponsacchl and Pomplliz-.-bul

ﬁﬁg?l@?ﬁ&l}»; ep. ﬁg‘tti P 130,
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does not Justify Gest’s inslstence on factual sccuracy in
aharmtmfaaﬁw. Thers is slight basis for adopting a work-
ing rule for authors and poete such as Geet has devised:

¥When & novellst introducss renl men and women into
hie poems, and there ig no resson why s poet should not
be pubjeot to the same limitations, he say properly be
allowed & certain latitude in his delineation of his char-
sotere and a certaln freedom 4in the invention of imegin-
ary events, in the manipulation ef the dislegue, and in
many cther matters that move in the artistic development
of his theme. But he must within somewhsat elastic limits
be true to hie originsles. These may be embellighed in
the story, but mot distorted, they may be viewed from
different angles, but the perspective must be preserved.
Otherwise instead of & portrait, more or less idealized,
we have & caricature, or ing %A of a nervative, we are
glven & panegyrie or & libel,

Gest's insistence here is predicated on the fact that
Browning had all the historic detalle at hand and consequently
had no valid excuse for perverting them. BErockington may have
had Gest's oriticlsm in mind when he wrote in 1932

Spontaneity, though 1t would seem superficlalliy to
have t¢ 4o with the manner of anm Art, is really sassoci-
ated with the matter at least 8¢ much a; with the mRnner,
The objection that the motter of £ &nd the Book,
Tor example, wag present to Emmng* 1o, 1 ie Tors
of the 014 Yellow Book will not carry we&@'k w&‘&h those
whe have thought themselves back inte the position of
the poet, The m’s%eg of his own experiences was &lso
present to Brownling.

Browning'e own words were used in 1926 by J, E. Shaw %o
{1luminate the faetutl errors surrcunding the dslineation of
Pounpiliate mraatqr.ga ghew set out to prove, by means of

wﬁas&, oD, ed.t., P ﬁ%. ,
895rockington, gp. oit., P. m. tee footnote B4,
90ghnv, gp. oit., pp. 56-81.
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eitations of contradictory testimeny from Csponsagchi and
Pompille on the events which tock plase during their briefl
stey 2% Gustelnuevo, that Brownlng bhie dlgregarded faots.

Shav added to this testimony & dlpoussion of Pompllie's abil-
1%y to write, or her 1&@&; of that sbility, upon whieh Browning
rests much of bis proof of the lnnecenes of her relations with
Caponsseshi &nd of the utter degredation of Guide in ferging
letteres to De passed off ag coming from Pompllia’e hand. Ehaw
ooneluded thet Pompllls obviously eoculd wﬁw and thet Brownling
uses inventiong of his own to show her £s not endowed with
ability to write. But Shew's argument lost much of iSe welight
&8 he went further afield to show the emotionsl link, for
Browning, between his wife Elizabeth and his poetie Pompllia,
Browning'se act of saving Ellzabeth Barrett becsme, after her
death, inextriesbly linked with his conetruction of Pomplilia's
rescue by Caponsacchi, said Bhaw, dheerving that:

¢ Bing and the Book 1z the dramatie exposition
of Browning's thecyy of love, which ig the most ilmpor-
tant part of his philesophy; &nd thls theoxy ag love
is fundsmentslly identieal with that of Dante, ™

fnav further emphssized the influenoe of Browning's poetie

predecesgers as gliving both insplration and sanctlon to the
license he exercised in developing truth from facl:

dhen he sew in the Cl4 Yellow Bock the opportuniiy
to dramatize the struggle of good and evil among men on
s larger secle than ever before, and to glorify the tri-
umph of good by mesns of unselfish love, he wis consclous
of the tradition of ennobling love for woman which bhad

11p1a., p. 73.
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been handed down by the dilstingulshed line of medleval
poets, and best of all by Dante. That tradition teught
i1ts precicus truth by means of an sestheiie lie, WiH
the authority of Aristotlie, the truth wag not endangered
by the lle; 1%t wze made to shine forth from the trans-
figured fects whioch otherwise would have obscured 1t.92

James MeCormiek in 1940 esme to Brmwniﬁg‘a defense for
disregerding higtorical sgoursoy im his treaiment of the 01d
Tellow ﬁaok.ﬁa Browning exercisged a combination of jfustice and
merey, said MeCormiok, dictated by the sction and motives of
the char=cters &s they were develeped in the poem, with esch |
actor drawlng elther reward or punishment to £1t his setions.
HoCorriek linked Browning!s method, as Shaw had done, to in-
fiuences he experienced in hie married life:

This is one retgon why the poet unconselously changed
the real story to meke his poem. His whole 11fe from %
day of his marpriage hed developed with ever Ainecreaaing -
slarity the negessity of Just auch an interpretatien. The
second resson for the lack gf historicsl securssy wes on
socount of the faet that as he thought and worked on the
poem Yonpilis beoane more and more identiflied with the
gpirit of Elirsbeth Berrett Browning., This, too, was in-
eviteble. fThe story wes indisesolubly linked with that
lagt *hepniest? year 2t Flerence and Rome,

MoCovmick's admigsion that Browaing lacked hlstorlesl
accurscy in The Ring and the Book wes fep removed rrem the
conclusion which Hornbrooke hed reached in 1903 on the same

point, and is indlcative of the tendency to amingle out the
cheraster of Pompilia &z belng the ares in which Browning exer-
eised most freedom with fact. Hornbroocke, defining hietorie

°%1p14., p. 80. Pgocormieck, gp. oif., p. 219.
847p1a., p. 211.
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eriticlsa ‘as that oriticien which viewg &1 event Irom many
possible angles while refusing to mly' on any single version
of the bhappening, seemed to generalize on the poem &2 & whole
and on Browning's cumulsative aims rather than on any single
characterization when he wrote: |

Hew in The Ring snd the Book we have an 1llusirs-
tion and menifestation of thie epirit of historiec eriti-
ciam which everyvhere prevells. The poet does not allow
the reader to resain satisfied with one version of the
story which underiiese his poen. He phows us how varlious
persong of different charseters and interests tell it
and he csuses thege to unfold themecelves in thelr nsrre-
tives. ¥We may not learn from them more sbout the actusl
facts, but we know Letter the thoughts of many hesrts,
The different storlies saleo enable up %o atisin to & Juster,
becsuse completer, knowledge of what setually bhappened.
In this way the poeg 1z & grand example of the spirit of
historic oriticiem.”d ~ |

Paul Belohner in 1943 not only singled out Pemplliz as

being & misrepresentation of the historie charsster but also
esitéﬁ the mesne by whioh Browning hed erred in giving an so-
curate charsetcrization.®® tnie ,aaiéhn&r proposed to do by
enslyeie of the oredibility of the testimony of Fre Celestine
ag to the charmneter of Pompilia, V¥With an obvious effort to
observe the confines of the Catholic eonfessicnel &s having

& hand in sheping the testimony of the clerle, Belchner pointe
out that Pra Celestinoe could have gaid nothing derogatory

about Poupiliats cheracter, even had he wanted to do so, He
eonld say only what he did say, and then not veluntarily, but

9bHornbrooke, op. oit., p. 11.

~ 98pau1 £, Belchner, "Fre Celestino's Affidavit and The
Ring and the Book,® MLN, LVITI (Msy, 1043), 335-240, |
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only by external persuasion. No matter how black her charao-
tor might have been, the priest who had been her oconfessor was
without offiecial sanciion to reveal anything which may have
transpired as he served his offliee.

H. B. Charlton, in 1944, added his volee to that of Shaw
and other critice who Tound fault with Browning's portrayal of
Pompilia.®7 Charlton uses Pompilis's ability to write and her
versions of the scene 8t the inn, Juet ag Fhaw does, to prove
that Browning is playing fast and loose with faot, But Charl-
ton does grant that Browning has presented true plotures of
his Pompilia, his Caponsacchi, and his Guldoe. Again Browning
is chided not so much for disregarding fmet &s for ilnsisting
that he is observing higtoriocal accuracy:

One may scouse Browning of confounding the issus by
letting his reason cbstruct his imagination in his state-
ment of the nature of poetis truth, and, consequently,
of seeming to require from his readers thelir assent to
unvonvineing, snd even confused, propositions. . . . But
our acceptance is sometimes hindered by Browning's en-
deavours to sesoure 1%t; in the end, moreover, it is not
&n scceptance of what explicltly he appears to offer to
ue. . . . A further obstacle is the modesty of his claim
for the poet's power over his raw materizl., In former
full enjoyment of his imaginative vitelity he had felt
that the poet's faoculty wae, of all human activities,
the one likest God's, the faoculty of creating, of mak-
ing something out of nothing. . . . But how he sets it
lower in the soale, g& is no more thanm "mimiec ecreation,
galvanism for life. "9
Charlton admite that there are two plausible views of

the truth ¢f the Pompilia-Caponsecchl relationship anrd

974, B. Charlton, "Poetry and Truth," Bulletin of the
John Rylends Library (Msreh, 1944), pp. 43-B7.

98Ipid., pp. 48-49.
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characters, but insiets that Browning has chosen te shut bie
eyes to one of the poeelibllities. He sees thlg one-slded

view as & distortion of the historieal truth to which Browning
hasg dedlieated hls efforts., But he emphasizes his original eon-
tention that Browning should have insisted on his artigtle
rights to & free rein for his lmsgination, and showld have
avolded poeing &g 2 historian,

Sioon after Charlton's study appeared, an unidentified
sommentator took exception to hls Tindinge in that the oriti-
clenm of Browning's treatment of the evidence destroyed the
book &ltogether, since it directly contradicted Browning's
claim that he had winnowed the *golden tv&t&* from the Gld
Yellow Book.%?

The applicability of Browning's *ring" metaphor, from
which he derives the title of the work, and to whieh he de-
votes, in part, two long seotions of the twelve booke whidh
make up The Ring &nd the Book, hse been gquestioned by his orit-

ies. This debate rises naturally from the sequence of examl-
nations of fastual acocuracy which followed publiecstion of his
gource material, Typieal of the middle ground whieh may be
found between thie extremes afyﬁhia debate is the position taken
by Paul A, Cundiff in 1948, Cundiff rejects the hypothesis
that the contents of Browning's geem, ingofer as truthful pres-

entation of the historical account is concerned, are “pure

990 gomment on The Ring and the Book," Notes and Queries.
(May 6, 1944), p. €IB. — |
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gold.® Rather, Cundiff feels, "“fanciful truth® is £ more op-
proprigte designetion for Browning's end result:

Az the contradietory fecte of any trial come to the
surface, so do the contradietory faots of the poem come
te the surface, Hever onca dees Browning esy thet he wes
faithful to the facts. . . . His purpose was %o present
the facts in ae many QAifferent lights ss they could be
presented. . . , Browning accepte Art ng the one poseible
way of speaking the truth, Hls eriistic way 1e through
the addition of "faney" or imagination, which is God-given,
like the gift of prwpha?ﬁgn& gear, and poesessed only by

those "called of God."
Here Cundiff has thrown light on & point by whieh all the
speculation, all the faoctual evidence, 8s to Browning's dlsre-
gard of historieal acouracy seems pointlees. Browning's Job
was not that of court reporter for a trial, as Gest would have
it, nor was it that of reporter for a periodical, &s Charlton
would seem to require. His task wag the creation of & po el
2 work of art, & produoct of intelleot, an off-ghoot of imegli-
netion-~{n which there oould de found something more than faet,
gomething of ues in the semrch for wniverssl truth. Browning
saw this 25 hils poetie task, 8nd he used his poetioc talent in
& manner clrocumscribed only by hie interpretation of artistie
restrictione. DeVane siw thie and pointed 1% out in 19342
We have seen what infinite paine Browning took %o
arrive a8t the truth. He resd the 014 Yellow Book sight
times; he seérched in Rome for more materials; he trav-
elled to Arezzo. All the knowledge of Italy and of the
Italien Renalesance, stored in hism through many years of
unconscious preparation, rushed to his ald, How vest

thet learning wes one ma&y see by sonsulting ¥r. A, K,
Cook's Commentary Uoon Browning's The Ring and the Book,

100pay1 A, Cundiff, *The Clarity of Browning'e Ring
Hetaphor," PMLA, LXIII (December, 1948), 1280-1281.



o
o

Yhat & tremendour effort the poet made to trangeribe the
truth of small detalls from his sources ocan only be ap-
preciated by one whe hasg vead the 014 Yellew Bock slmoet
as often as 414 Browning.

Yet Browing wes an Artiet, & crentor &nd Bn inter-
preter, and we may ssy boldly that the events of the Fran-
cegebint sffalir in Rome in 1667-8B were never enmcted by
the characters which Browning gives us., The guestlion in-
deed need never bave risgen seve that Browning beecsnme nore
&nd more eonvineed ¢ the years went on that he had merely
reed and reproduced the 0ld Yellow Book. Since hls own
gtatements, too, many enthusisste heive been go 111~
edviged as to push Browning's claime &8 &n hlstorisn at
the expense of his rights as & creative poet. The evi-~
denoe will make it eleay, I think, thet Browvaning was not
great ag an historian of aeventeenth-century Italy, but
as 8 poet of nineteenth~osstury England. . . . Browning
mede 8 seotion of obsecure Itailen h&s%ﬁ{g.iat@ & reading
of 1ife 68 he vieved 1t in hias own day,ibd

One of the most recent stulles of Browning's adherence

te faet in The Ring and the Book ie & comnentary on the

Corotona Codex, recently dlacovered secondary documents re-
lated to the 01¢ Yellew Book. The ﬁammenz&ﬁy gives new life
to DeVane'e olsim that Browning dug thoroughly inte the baek-
ground of his story but tock creative liberties with the frets
"he fournd., Of the several papere contalned in the cedex, 811
but two relate to the Mémparini side of the dispute, The ovi-
dence Trom the codex lendes weight %o the contention that
Browning dspicted Pompilia as much purer than sghe really was,
And the new findings indieste that considereble gupplementary
materizl is miassing still frem the ateory as 1t was known 1n
ite @ﬁn‘éay.lgg

10lpevane, op. eit., p. 299,

1023 eatriee Corrigan, "New Documents on Browning’s Roman
§ugﬁggaﬁa3@,” ftudies in Philology, XLIX (Cctober, 1B52),
g" ‘/*t o




06

Brovning's masterful accomplichment in developing frouw
the sordié detmils of & Romkn crine 8 poen of beeuty and of
tremendous human interest thus geemws to have been pousible
only through blg impglineative use of fret, Chesterton in 1803
gave & clue to one remson for the posm's Etirmction vhen he

urote:

The Ping and the Book ls of course, essentially
speaking, & Qeteciive story. Its difference from the
ordiinary detective story 1z that it geeks to establigh,
not the sentre of orinminel guilt, but the osentre of ‘
spird tusl gullt. But 1t has axsctly the same kind of
exolting cuslity thet & ﬁggectiva story hig, and & very
gzxecellent guality 3¢ is.*h

But the tremendous volume of time and ensrgy which have haen
spent in traekiﬁg down the dsgree tn which Browning deviated
from faet provides an inegcapeble indicatlion of the interest
inherent in his source materinl. & poet of leszer a2bilities
might have overlooked the poesibility of the materisl, or
might heve avolded the mountalinoue task its gummstion pre-
pented. A poet of lesser abillitise might have anticipated
the ingistenes of eritice upon adherence to fast. Browning
412 none of these ﬁh&ﬁgﬁ; but used hde srt according to the
Alctstes of his own frees will to turn %o maximum wtility the
gtrength that was inherent in hile source materlal., Nor wee
hie method 2 ssoret; he outlines 1t for hls readers in & Doy
tion of The Ring and the Book:

But Art,--vhereln man novwlss spesks Yo men,
Only to mankind,--Art may tell & trath

103tmesterton, op. eit., p. 168,
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Ubllguely, do the thing sbhell breed ihe thought;

Ror wrong the thought, missing the meﬁ.&ate word,
o usy you peint your pieture, twice show truth,

Beyond mere iuagery on the wall,-w

fo, note by note, bring muaic from your mim,

Deeper than ever e'en Beethoven dived,—-

8o write 2 book shell mean beyond the facis,

iﬁafﬂm the eye and suve the soul beglides,ll4

m‘%mmfz Browning, The Ring sund the Book, Beok XII,
11. 854-863.




CHAPYTER V
BROWNIRG'S "MESSAGE"®

Browning as 2 goclial critie and religious teacher has
occupied the attention of his commentators since the days of
hls comparative ¢bscurlity. He was taken seriously as 8 re-
ligious teacher during the height of the Browning socleties,
g0 much so that Edmund Gosse was prompted to ocbserve near the
turn of the century!

People are beginning to treat this vehement and
honest poet ag Af he were & sort of Marcus Aureliuys and

John the Baptist rolled into one. I have just seen &

book in which 1t irg proposed that Browning should super-

sede the Bible, that & set of hie volumes will teach
religion better than all the theologlies 3< the world,

Well, I 414 not know that holy monster.l

In the bibliography of Browning critioclsm may be found
liberal sprinklings of such items as “"8%t. Paul's Sermon on
Mars Hill and Robert Browning's Cleon," from Christian Thought
for 1890; "Robert Browning, the Typical Christian Poet of the

Age® in Christian World Pulpit for 1890; "Robert Browning as

& Religlous Teacher® in Good Words of 1890, and Henry Arthur

Jones' thrice revised and four times published Browning ss &
Philogophical and Religious Teacher, last publighed in 1812,

Since those earlier days Browning's message has been 1dentified

105The Critie, "Edmund Gosse on Browning,® XXVIII
{Marech 17, 1808, 187.
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by his critice &s *barbaric," as "Christian,” and as almost
all shades in between the two axtremen. *A man presents to
the world more than one hundred thousand lines of verse,®
says Frances Russell, "and straightway the world falls into &
quendary over the correct definition of his product, 106
Although there were occagional dissenters from the orit-
1eal ranks of those who viewed Browning as 2 great religious
teacher, it remained for Ssntayana in 1200 to write what
DeVane oalled, as late as 1936, *the most devastating oriti-
cism which Browning has yet encountered.*107 In an essay en
whet he termed the *poetry of barbarism,” Santayane, although
generalizing on Browning's poetry, mey well have hed in mind
The Ring and the Book as he contents thet Browning is &n ana-
lytic poet who seeks to revesl the elemental an opposed to
the @@ﬁvenﬁignal, reducing experience to the elements of pas-
sions, charscters, persons; that the world of Breowning is a
world éf history with civilization for its eetting and with
the caﬁéantieﬁal peesions for ite motlive forces.108 All these
ebseryhtisas may be mede of Browning's portrayals of Guide,

of Pompilla, and of Caponsatochi:

In Browning the barbariem is no leesz real though
disguised by 2 literary and sclentific language, since
the passions of civilized 1ife with which he deale are

106Rugeell, op. eit., p. 986,
107peVane, gp. oit., p. 528,

19&6@@9@@ Bantayansa, Interpretations of ?eatry and Re-
ligion, pPP. 188-£16.




trected as g0 many "barbaric yawps," complex indeed in
their conditions, puffings of an intricate engine, but
aimless in thelr vehemenece and mere ebulliticns of lueti-
nese in adventurcus &nd profoundly ungoverned souls.

~ Irrationality on this level ie viewed by Browning
with the same satisfaotion with which, on & lower level,
1t is viewed by Whitmen; and the admirers of emch hall
1t as the secret of & new poetry which plerces to the
gulck and awskens the imegination to & new and genuline
vitelity. It is in the rebellion sgainst discipline, in
the sbandonment of the ldesls of ¢leesle and Christian
tradition, thet this rejuvenation is found. Both poets
represent, therefore, and sre admired for represonting,
what mey be ozlled the poetry of barbarism in the most
scournte and desoriptive mense of thie word. For the
berberian is the men who regards his passions &8s thelr
own excuse Tor being; who does not domestloate them
elther by uﬂéeratggsing their cause or by concelving
their ideal goal.

Browning is the spokesman of Christianlity in name only,
Sentayena ineists, with a philogophy of life and 2 "habit of
imaginetion® which need no support of metaphyelonl theory.

Hie primery, self-sufficlent temperament suggests the fTevw

looee doctrines Browning pesgessas.llg

| And whzt does the temperament say? That life 1s an
adventure, not & discipline; that the exerclee of energy
is the absolute good, irrespective of motives or of con-
sequences. These are the maxims of a frank barbarisn;
nothing could express better the lust of life, the dogged
unwillingnese to learn frem experience, the contsmpt for
rationelity, the earelessness about perfection, the admirsa-
tion for mere force, in which barbarism s8lwaye betrays
1tpelf. The vague religion which seeks to Justify this
atiitude is reslly only another outburst of the eame irra-
ticonal impulse. :

In Browaing this religlcen takes the nams of Chrieti~
anity, and identifies 1ltself with one or twe ¢hristian
jdees erbitrarily selected; but at heart 1t has far more
affinity %o the warah&i gf Ther or of 04in than to the
religion of the Cross.+l

1091p14., p. 176. 1101p14., p. 205.

Blrpid., pp. 208-208.
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Twenty-nine years later BSantayana had not budged from
this opinion of Browning. In & letter to W. L. Phelps in
which he reviewed his easay quoted abeve, Santaysns said:

- ¥y disgust at Browning 1s not beckuse he loves life
or has it abundantly, but because he deesn’t love it {as
Dickens dces, for instance), for what 1s good in 1%, but
for what ie bad, tawdry, and pretentious. I protest
ageinset being onlled & gncb; what I love is simple,
humble, easy, what ought to be common, snd 1t is only

the hembffg of false ambition and falge superiority that
I abhor.*

-Paal Elmer More teamed with Santayana in denying Browning
the label of Poet of Chrietianity. More smees Browning's pop~
ularity as & direct result of the Vietorlian groping for an
angvwer to the epirlitusl and‘iatelleetual unrest brought on by
the growing materialiem of the &ge. Browning awoeke in Vio-
tarian and post-Victorien resders & new hope for intellectual
salvation, at least, BSays More:

There 18 another element in that popularity {(and
this, urhappily, is the inspiration of the cluba and of
the formulating eritice) which is concerned %too much
with this flattering substitute for spirituality. Un-
doubtedly, a good denl of restiveness existes under what
is oalled the materigliem of modern life, and many &re
looking in thie way &nd that for an escape into the
purer joy which they hear has passed from the world.

. « « Those who think they have found 1ts equivalent 1in
the poetry of Browning are mleled by wandering and futile
lights. The seeret of his more esoteric fame 1s Juet
this, that he drssses &5 worldly and easy phlilosophy in
the forms of spiritual falth afgaaa deceives the troubled
seekere after the higher life.

¥ore further reflects santayana‘s theme of barbarism in
Browning ag he points out that in all Browning's rhapsody

112y, L. Phelps, Autoblography with Letters, p. 54%2.
11%uore, op. olt., p. 188, |
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there i1s nowhere & hint of any break between the lower &nd
the higher nature of man, or between the human and the celes~
tial chsraeter. "Moot that his philoecphy is pentheistie,®
gays More, "for it 1s Hebraic in its vivid senge of Ged's dis-
tinet personality; but that man'e love iz itself divine, only
lesser in degree.®il4
Indeed, the point of the matter 1s not thet Browning
magnifies human love in its own sgphere of beauty, dut
thet he speake of it with the volce of & prophet of epir-
f1tusl things and proclalime 1t sg & complete doctrine of
salvation, Often, s I read the books on Browning's gos-
rel of humen passion, my mind recurs to thet scene in
the Gospel of 8t. John, wherein 1t ie told how a certein
Nicodemue of the Pharisees came %o Jegus by night and was
puzzled by the hard sdying: 'ﬁxsep% 2 men be born agsin,
he cannot see the kingdom of Ged.* . ., . I can not but
wvonder 2t the light message of the new prophet: *If you

desire raith~~thea 13&*?& fsith encugh® and “For God is
glorified in Man.*l

The Megnifieation of human love inte vhat More oalls &
"complete dootrine of salvation” 1s & theme common to several
of Browning's poems. In The Ring and the Book Browning leaves
no doubt that Caponsacchi, through his love zérﬁaa& resocue of
Pompilia, schieves & siate of salvation in the eyes of the
Pope. As the Pope speculates on man's goodness, strength, and
intelligence, he deduces thet only in goodness 1z & defioleney
spparent to the humen eye, a&nd ressons:

What lacks, then, of perfection rfit for God
But Just the instance which this tale supplies

Of love without & limit? 8o is strength,
fo e intelligence; let love be so,

1141Ipid., p. 163. 1151p14., p. 164.
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Unlimlted in its self-pueriflee, 16
Then 1e the tele true 8nd God shows complete.l

That Browning wes oritiocel of Church and state in The

Ring and the Book 1s evident to moet of his crities. Bantayens
gaw this dual coriticism of the social order ss etemming from
Browning's deficlent eduosition, lLacking that formsl tralning
traditione)l in his own country, Browning used to say that
Italy hed been his univeraslty. Whet Browning missed, says
Santayana, &s he gave rein to hie keen interssat In the super-
ficial ferment and worldly paesions of the Italisn R@n&iuﬁéaau,
was an insight into the elvilized heart of Itely, into the
fsogent ideal of virtue® and the trained imsginations of the
best Italien minas 117

Itely had e religion, &nd that religion permeated
211 1ts 1ife, and wag the beckground witheut which even
ite gecular art and secular passions would net be truly
intelligidble. The most commending &nd representative,
the deepest and most sppealing of Italian natures are
perneated with this religlous inspirvetion, . . . Yetl for
Browning these men and what they represented may be seld

not to have exleted., He saw, he studled, and he painted

& &ma&p&%ﬁt@& gtaiy. His vision could not meunt so high
&8 her hesd.l

Though Santeyena's oriticlien of Browning'e dlsregerd for
the virtuse of Italy might be juetified se 8 generel observa-
tion, it hardly seems 2dmlseible for The Ping end the Book,

since Browning's story was e&&plataly dependent on Just those

116gpowning, op. eit., Book X, 11. 1362-1367.
11?ﬁ&nt&yaaaf op. oit., pp. 198-200,
1181p14., p. 200,
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*worldly pzsegicns® which Santayant gees &g unworthy of the
poet's attention. His characters were foole and knaves with
attributes of greed, oynicism, wanton cruelty, and gelTish~
nese, Browning's ineglight ints these men and what they repre-
sented wee nat‘%ha éﬁme as the surface appearance, "'Learn
ene leseon hencs,' warne Browning, and recites that lesson as
the utter nothingness of human testimony and estimation.®119
The eritieclem of the asocikl order through pﬁ?@h@lﬁg&@al
spprotches to charecterizetion, 8 femrture of The Ring and the

Book which Johnson wes to analyze in 1962, impressed Hornmbrooke
sufficlently %to bring from hir this observation helf & century
eariler:

Fow it 12 the test of & great work of genius that
while 1t ie 2bove the thought of the time in which 1% wae
written, it &les responds to that thought. . . . Tt is
to be expected that & great poem belonging to the last
third of the nineteenth century should show in itz nethod
and spirit the dominance of the peychologleal interest,
and The Ring snd the Book fulfils that expeetation.

From beginning %o end 1% 1s an Insgight into, snd fygave~
lation of the helgh%e and deptha of huaan nature,

Frances Russell sees indictmente of the ﬁhurﬁh and of bench
and bar in The Rinz and the Book. Browning's anti-clerloal

satire, s2ys Ruspell, is more inoriminating when he deals with
groups rather than with individual werldly clerics whose world-
linese Browning makes rather zttraotive. But%, ahe observed

in 1927:

119Ruseell, op. oit., p. 51.
12050 rrbrooks, gp. 8it., p. 9.
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The indlotments are the same, so familisr in the
1nﬁiviﬁa&l«ah§§eari$y, fansatielsm, and inconsistency--
8eveloped in the group. It is characteristic of this
hater of cruelty &a an sotvtive viee and slugglishness se
& passive one that he should be doubly lmpatient with
the Ingulsition. In The Ring and the Book he Tulminates
egainet the organized dupllelty that permitted torture
under the plea, first, of preserving 8 saered inatitu-
tion pure &nd undefiled, and, second, of sn unintentionpal
lapse of vigilance, It is pﬁhliérmyinigg that forees
the Chureh into line with oivilizatien, 12l

But the Church, at lemst, says Russell, had Ceapongrcohd snd
the ?ap&. Bench end Bar suffar more &t the hends of Browning,
being represented only by two lawyers (one & fool, the other
& knave) and & tric of judges “whose unconscionable muddle ef
justice precipiitsted & terrible and gretultous celsmity."lZ2

What they get their flaying for is the purblind eyn-
ioism that could not conceive of 2 white motive for &
dublous~hued deed. Frecigely the ssme 1s the lov estéte
of the Juris Doctor Bottini, and that is undoubtedly the
csuse of Browning's Juvenalisn depleting of him, while
his treatment of Arcangell is Horetlsn, The one lg B
noxlous compound of misanthrople craft, vile-minded
trickery, and flippant emptiness; the cther, in spite of
his vulgar ounning, pompous vanity, slovenly spreavling,
shallew pseudo~gentizment, is somehow not unloveble. The
p&ir &re united only in the an%g%y bonde of wmercentry
motives end bombastic methods.

Anthony Crossley in 1928 saw Browning's fulminstions
against the socisl order as eentributing to progrese in ocertain
areas of reform. In his analysis he views the satire cited
by Russell as baving contributed to change:

For Browning was not content to sing. He must
tergh, He muset, if nesegsdry, condemn.

S0 far 88 he atisched himself to anything he &sso~
eisted himself with the aims of the 0ld Liberal optimlets,

121Rusaell, op. eit., p. 43. 1227p14., p. 44.
12%3%p1d., p. 44.



with ithe strengtoening of the laws snd the mitigation of
the penslties. Horeover, much as we have suffered from
uneontrolled Vistorian progresge, with ite sprewliing.
slums, and stunted olerks, and the new horrors of moldern
war, we have yet to remember in justiee %o those wls-
gulded enthusiasts that certain of them {and not less
the poet Browning than the philanthrepist Shaftesbury)
sowed the seeds in certain well-defined fields of prog-
ress that kre bearing frult todey in euch public benefits
as Rduoation, Prison Reform Bnd Junior Courfs, Oniveraal
Frﬁ&g&iae, and an ever-increaging desire te Toutlaw"
war,*%

Raymond in 1929 tock 2 new glanee 4%t Browning's religlous
views 28 expreseed in The Ring and the Boek. Brownlng, seye

Raymond, did not hold orthodex religlous views in the tradl-
tionel pense, but he wees highly antagonistie towerd Higher
Critieclsm'e rationsalistic interpretstion eof Ghristian&ty.1£5
Raymond sees Browning ae & typleal example of the mentally
restless Victorian: |

Amid the shifting cross currents of religlous cone
troversy in Englend during the middle yeurs of the nine-
teenth century, there are few points of view egual in
fysshness &nd interest to thet of Brownlng, Nor apong
is brother poete of the Vietorisn age le there one vhose
wark throws mors 1ight on the typleal attitude of the
English mind in reletion to philoeophy and rellglon,
Individuslism, subjectivity, lsick of systematic develop-
ment, absence of radiealism--attributes which have been
singled out as eminently cheracteristic of Inglish specu-
lative thought in the nineteenth century--are gtrikingly
iliastrated in Browming's reprﬁsanﬁ%giﬁn of the religious
probleme of the mid-Vietorien ere 12

Heymond 11stz the soliloquy of the Pope in The Ring and
the Book as “one of the greatest examples of constructlive

1346?953193, op. oit., p. 45,

125y, 0. Raymond, Ths Infinite Moment, p. 19.

128y+14,, ». 19.
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religious thought in ninetesnth-century pastry,“lg? end se
“the mest elshorate énd clonely reasoned gpologie fsor Chris-
tianity throughout Browming's p@etry.*lgﬁ ?hig‘ﬁameﬁa Hé-
lieves comes dilrestly from Prowningles sztrong sntivathy toward
the proponents of the Higher Criticten, But the words of
*the great good old Pope® whom Browning portrays 28 “the seme
of human wisdom end insight® are more than argument; Raymond
feels that "his utterances raepresent the higheat retgh of
Browning's own fA1th 8ad the most somplete expression of his
philcsophy of 1ife. 129

Dellas Kenmare, British poet-critic, in 1932 nadle mush
more slaborate appraisal of Browning's Chrietlan message,
Kenmare makes of Santsyane's "barbarian® the true Volee of
Christisnity, the spokesman of God, ths Vietorian Apestle who
enticipated Frsud by ten years with sound peyoholegy while
glvinz hls reafiers with unfailing consistency the trae Chris-
tian view of life's seomy side. Bhe uges ﬁaﬁa;ieé citations

to The Ring and the Book to dooument her visw that:

I4 wes Browning’s tack as 8 poet %o reveal 1ife, so
far &g he sould, in its entirety; he knew there were in-
nunerahle mental complexities, and aysteries of all
kinds, producing the wvarlous dramatiec situations he por-
treyed, Sonmevhere in the morass of confusion the truth
lay hidden, and through 511 the perplexlties and sine
and tormente, the sponles and errors, the one reality
shines stendfasgt, and Bod ig continually revealed, imma-
nent snd tranzcendent., There im secarcely a poem of
Browning's in which the name of (God does not oceour.

. . <« Thipg 18 reelly the sense in which Ged exlsts in

1271p14,, 5. 28. 128yp14., p. 33.
1291m1a., p. 137,



the lives of &1l true Christiang. Everything is spon-

tanecusly, inevi ?%‘ rwll%ad to the one centre, without

thought or effort.

Perhaps the most elaborate interweAving-by-analysis of
the three threads of religlon, psycholeogy, and soocial eriti-
oism which run through The Ring and the Book is that of

E. D, H. Johneon in 1882, Johnson grinte the sensational na-

ture of Browning's source material, but points out that:

For all its violence and sordid malignaney, the
cage invited moralistic interpretation, since 1t involwved
within & religlous framework all the fasilial relation-
ships~-~Tilisal p&aty, connubial faith, mother-lave. And,
indeed, The Ring and the Book has continued to be clited
as the final suns f those strenuous qualities of
optimiem and moral fervor whioh, acecording te the veceived
notion, made Browning 2 representative Victorian,

Ir The Ring and the Book is re-examined . . . it may
appear that tn reatment of the confliot between good
and evil in terms of domestic tragedy dramatizes certain
soncepis not altogether congenial to the sge in whieh it
weg written, . . . The Ring and th 3@&& needs to be ap-
proached on more than one leve its theme 1l to beconme
fully evident. The resder who bathars to leek below sur-~
face meaninge finds opening up wnexpected perspectives
into the author's mind, rarv§g§I§§%§;&nd ﬁhe Book not
only presents & full-goale eation of Browning's in-
tultional peychology, it-isge ombméies the suthor's moral
and aesthetie phllosophy.

Browning marshals anti-social testimony, eays Johnson,

on every level through introdustion of t&u gpeakers who osccupy
the stage in esch canto of The Ring and the Book. The speaker
in "Half-Rome"® shows how scolety terds to warp truth as he
sides with Guido, not from reason but from the susplcion that

130pallas Xenmare, Browni t, p. 194,
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he and &a&ﬁs’sharg the common injury of having baon made
cuckolds. The commentator in "The Other Half-Rome" 1s éﬁ#t
as wrong in & reverse direction; his fanoy colors truth to
produce the melodramatic and 1lllcit romance whieh appesls to
his sentimental nature. In *Tertium Quid, " the sophisticate
dedges any aitempt &t moral jJjudgment of the ocass, seelng
right and wrong as relative mattérs only. The sum of Brown~
ing's acousations against soclety is that mnn is so driven
by his own solfish motives &s %o be unsble to Judge the ac-
tions of his fellows.132

In the books devoted to the lewyers' arguments, Browning
shows that the "machinery of sooisl justice is 22 prejudloed
‘as public opinion, 2nd no more capable of distingulshing be~
tween right and wrong.'t5% e lawyers' primary interests
are, &s with other individuals, always predominantly selfish
interests; the search for Justice and truth is net even inel-
dental %c their pleadinge for thelr elients.

But Browning saves his severest striotures for the
Church and state, says Johnson. ‘ﬁhe governor of Arezzo, in-
terested only in preserving properiy rights and rank, returns
Pompilia to her husband when aa¢ appeals to him for merey.
The central government in Plorence sides with Guido, “"would
unhesitatingly have exonerated Guido and his companions had
they succeeded in escaping from papal tarritary.*la* The

1321m4., p. 125. 13314, p. 124.  1341pi4., p. 124



*gystem® aleo dominates the archbishop's declelon; he would
have eacrificed Pompllia reedily to this system, a&s would the
Augustinisn frier, efrald to endanger his own future by alding
Pompilisa, Likewlse, through Guide and the Pope, Browning ots-
tigates doclety, saye Johnson. The two men are £like in that
they are thinkers rether than 8oers, veeking & rational bsais
for intultive perception, But, vwhereza Guido's sceinl con-
gelence 18 of the mest rudimentary kind, that of the Pope,
through his spirituslity hae "peseed beyond the limitations
of conventien.*1®8

Hovwever, desplite the message Brownlag expresses 1n hie
poem, Johngon seee certalin mesthetie thebries still evident
in ths poem:

The elaboration of the meaning . . . leads the poetl
to acknowledge the double awAreness As & condition of
srtistlie expression. The orestive impulase, origineting
es imaginative insight in the individual consciousneszs,
imposes on the artist the obligatlon to find sultable
forms for its embodiment, sinee the process of arousing
men‘s deeper reeponses begins in an aAppeal to thelr super-
ficlal eympathies. The artist medistes between God and
humanity; and his art, 17 traly inspired, in giringl
vlerpgure becomes At the zame time & means of grace, 36
Browning doubtless will be Judged, sventually, &s A& poetl

and not as 2 preacher. But his oritigs etill have not emerged
from the practioss of gritieal appralsal which were current
at the turn of the century. Interest in his paychology hag
incresased, but even that ips new only in degree, He is ap-

praieged less often as & religlous teacher, but here, too, are

1381p14., p. 126. 1361p14., p. 136,
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tc be found continuing echses of oller views. Kor hes he
energed Trom the etigms which attached to the Yictorian age

in gener2), Scoording te Raymond:

Breownlng has suffered, along with Tennyeon, from
the general resction inimleal tc Victerianism and 81l
1te vorke vhich hag charseterized the cpening (eendes of
the twentieth century. There are signe that the nadir
heg been resched, snd that 2 jJuster 2nd truer apprecie-
tion of the Vietorisn epoch ig at hand, But we are still
in the wvake of that inevitable ghift ¢f literary evalu-
ation which mérks the transition from one generation %o
the next, The balting of vxetarianiggveamtinmes to he
B Tavorite sport of modern writere, i«

137y, 0. Rayzond, "Browning'e Poetry: FPifty Years After,*
University of Tovonto Quarterly, IX {1940), 128,




CHAPTER VI
CONCLUSIOR

Fifty years of twentieth-ocentury criticism of the poetry
of Robert Browning, with an accompanying addition of a sizable
bedy of blographical data and clues to source materials for
his works, heve done much to clarify his contribution %o
English literaturs. In a study limited to The Ring snd the

Book, it is evident, as Raymond pointed out in 1949, that, so
far as Browning's magnum opus ie concerned, "what has been
written after 1610 compsres favourably both in variety and in
significance with the historical and critiesl work of any pre-
vious perwﬁ..'ﬁa And the eritics, by volume of thelir atten-
tion, indieate that The Ring and the Book remains to the

present day the cornerstone of Browning's poetic edifice,

Algo, judging from the extent to which research has been
devoted to specific problems, the four eubjlects examlned in
thig study emerge ag those most worthy of attentlon.

Although Browning's use of the dramstic monologue has
drawn lengthy oritical comment in the past, 1t seems probable
that future studles on the subjeot will be infrequent. The
matter has been explored thoroughly; moreover, there emerges

& marked unanimity of opinion a.mng gcholars who gee his uge

138y, 0. Raymond, The Infinite Moment, p. 209.
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of the genre in and the Bock &s & representative ex-
ample of hie sompetence in use of the form, |

gimilarly, the influsnee of Flizabeth Barrett Browning
on her husbend's major poem sppears to have been novorded suf-
fiotent eritical trestaent, with little left to explore in ex-
ieting blographiosl data, In this ares, sgain, few of
Bpowning's eritice Geviste frow the comelusion that Elisabeth's
mx‘lugmea ¥as slgnificante-perhaps vital--in the composition
of hie masterpiece, Only in the blegrephiesl etudy by Betly
¥iller do we get 2 hint of & poasible new directlion for re-
sesreli; her disclosurs of Browning'e tone of dissatialfsotion
with the work he had done during hies married life, &g ex-
pressed in lettsrs of his last yesre, mey be & clue to frus-
trations the poet developed while his wife s%lll lived,

Meanwhile, debste may continus for yeare over the way in
whioh Hrowning trested meterisl in hie 0ld Yellow Book. Dure
ing ths firet helf of the twentieth century his th:x have
been sherply divided not only on the literslness of his inter-
pretation of fact but also on the grtietie Justifiostion for
his devintion from feot. As new lights on Browning’s source
sateriel Bre dlscovered, either through sadditionsl documente
which mey have been known %o Hrowning, or related materisl
sontemporsry with the 014 Yellow Book, the Tindings may be
sxpected to draw scholarly attemtion.

Browning's metaphysies, philosophy, and peyochology Are
i1ikewlise slunet oertsin %o merit continued erltlicsl appralsel.
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His metaphysioce long has been subject to searching examina-
tien, with praise tending %e outweigh cenpure. The tendeney
té anslyze his "message’ secms to revive periodically despite
the lack of novelty his vizwe offer to present-day readers.
This very lack of novelty may p?eﬁegtine & diminution of thet
phage of gnelysie. To & more ax;ens&ve degree critics may be
expeoted taftrgaﬁ,hi&;payah@lagy analytiocally becsuse 1t more
nearly coincldes with the interests of the age in which we
live. Browning's philosophy, tes, has retrsated in lapertance
becsuse so many of hie doctrines, shallow &nd ingufficisnt as
many of hisg earlier critics found them, hsve bscome part of
what might be termed cur philcsophiesl folk-lore, Ar &n ex~
emple, Brownlng's concept of ¥eleotive affinity,” held up to
ridicule by hie critice, is a concept common to contemporsry
mage thought, but socarcely eligible for sericus eritiesl st
tantésn todsy.

ABrawning vill very probably be exzmined sgainst his
Victorian baekground more extensively and more dispaseionately
by future critioce than he has been in pset years, The trend
is dlscernible in recently published works.

kg for the future of The Ring and the Bogk, there seems

11¢ttle likellhood that 1t will ever draw attention outside aca-
demic olrclea. Ite great length ig &n Blmost inaurmauntﬁbla

hendliesp; few todey undertake to read such long poems. Anthol-
oglists have managed some pelatable abridgments of iLts contents,
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but any falr treatment of the poem 3til) leaves 1t unetirac-
tively long for modern testes. o .
In the final snalysis, however, Browning muet stand or
fall as & poed, not mg & philosopher nor &s & mebtaphysiclan
nor £8 & pesychologist. Ae erities turn more &nd mors to the
tesk of analyzing his work, not so mach ag biogrephy or mets-
physics, but rather as poetry, Browning mey attain a more

firwly seeursd poeltion in English literciure.
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