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Browning's achievement as a dramatic poet comes from

his revolt against the auditor as a sheer mechanical device.

Browning employs the auditor in order to objectify the

poet's creative activity, to authenticate the speaker's

utterance, and to secure the reader's participation in the

poetic movement. This is most evident in his dramatic

monologues in which the auditor, as the superimposed

reality, serves as a substantial challenge to the speaker's

subjectively defined world. Through his confrontation with

the auditor, the speaker cultivates his social consciousness

and furthers his self-definition.

Chapter I maintains the critics' failure in recognizing

the significance of the auditor. As an index to evaluating

the auditor's poetic status and his silence, "Porphyria's

Lover" is discussed.

Chapter II focuses on Browning's conceptualization of

the auditor through his cross-genre experiments in his early

three works. "The emergence of the auditor" ranges from

Browning's awareness of the necessity for the auditor as an

agent of the objectification of poetry (Pauline) through his



extensive exploration of the auditor's role in the speaker's

development of the soul (Paracelsus) to his analysis of the

activity of listening (Pippa Passes).

Chapter III argues that interaction or lack of

interaction between the speaker and the auditor works as the

internal dynamics of Browning's dramatic monologues. "My

Last Duchess," "Andrea del Sarto, " "Fra Lippo Lippi, " and

"The Bishop Orders His Tomb at St. Praxed's Church" are

discussed.

Chapter IV spotlights on "Bishop Blougram's Apology" as

composing the stage of "the sophistication of the auditor."

In this poem, the displayed dramatic tension between the

extremely sophisticated speaker and the equally opinionated

auditor reaches to the extent that the clash of the will is

almost Nietzschean.

By presenting the auditor as a unifying principle that

links Browning's earliest works to his dramatic monologues,

this dissertation enhances the importance of the ever-

ignored experimental works in developing the dramatic

monologue technique. An exploration of the emergence and

development of the auditor has an additional, but never

ancillary, effect of proclaiming the originality and

inventiveness of Browning's dramatic technique.
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CHAPTER I

INTRODUCTION

The evaluation of the auditor in Browning's dramatic

monologues has long been subjected to a puzzling

inconsistency. Whereas the auditor has remained a haunting

figure in the speaker's as well as the reader's

consciousness, in Browning scholarship, he has virtually

become an anonymous figure who is easily forgotten but for

his name, "the silent auditor." Such inconsistency derives

not only from the "uncertainty as to what the essence of the

dramatic monologue may be" (Honan, Browning's Characters

106), but, more specifically, from different interpretive

points of view of the premise of the dramatic monologue that

the auditor is rendered to the reader through the speaker's

words.

This formal premise, as opposed to being the main

obstacle, seems to be the very key to determining the status

of the auditor, which is, in fact, more than ancillary and

subservient in constructing as well as conveying the poetic

meaning. From the perspective of verbal articulation, the

speaker's one-sided discourse with a reticent auditor is

certainly a manifestation of his power. However, from the

vantage point of the motivation and genesis of the

1
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articulation, the speaker's constant reminder of the auditor

and his presence can be a clue from which one can construe

the auditor's potential role in the rhetorical and

psychological movement of the poem.

In fact, reading Browning's dramatic monologues, the

reader is no less conscious of, nor less perplexed with, the

auditor's presence than the poetic speaker. He discovers

then that such uneasiness occurs because the very

particularity and multifariousness of the auditor in these

poems repudiate either an easy definition or a complete

disregard of his existence or of his role in the poetic

process. Furthermore, by virtue of Browning's skepticism

and uncertainty of the efficacy of language as an expressive

and communicative medium, the auditor's potential power

becomes more substantial and functionally credible.

Browning scholarship has divided into two conflicting

camps in the interpretation of the poetic auditor, neither

of which has done justice to the auditor's poetic function.

In the formalistic school in which scholars have tried to

define the dramatic monologue in terms of its components,

the auditor has been recognized as an essential constructive

element. Ina Beth Session's 1947 article entitled "The

Dramatic Monologue" has brought such an argument to the

climax. According to her, the auditor is a prerequisite in

constructing a "Perfect dramatic monologue"
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which has the definite characteristics of speaker,

audience, occasion, revelation of character,

interplay between speaker and audience, dramatic

action, and action which takes place in the

present. (508)

Nevertheless, compared to such an emphatic claim of the

importance of the poetic auditor in Browning's dramatic

monologues, the formalists' approach remains unattended by

extensive discussions.

Meanwhile, revolting against the rigidity of the

formalists, scholars in the inclusive school locate the main

dramatic element in "the speaker other than the poet." In

this school of scholars, the auditor is accordingly a

subsidiary figure, while remaining a sort of wooden stick

whose presence or absence makes no difference in poetic

implications. Scholars in this position, at best, have

interpreted Browning's incorporation of the auditor in terms

of his keen sensitivity to and craving for the reader's

responsive reception. They have viewed the auditor as an

agent mediating the tension between the self-indulgent poet

and the stubbornly unresponsive reader. At worst, they have

deleted the auditor from their discussions of Browning's

dramatic monologues. For them, what matters is either the

extent of Browning's involvement or the speaker's strategy

for securing the way to preserve his unique perspective.
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Robert Langbaum, the most prominent representative of

the inclusive school and certainly one of the most

distinguished Browning scholars, made a major breakthrough

in Browning criticism by formulating "disequilibrium between

sympathy and judgment" (The Poetry of Experience 75) as the

operational principle of the dramatic monologue. But his

study, however crucial, was not so comprehensive as to

include the poetic auditor in the discussion as an

independent poetic element. By excluding the interaction

between the speaker and the auditor in his discussion,

Langbaum has slighted the importance of the auditor in

conveying poetic irony. Instead, his interpretation of

poetic irony stems from the disparity between the speaker's

understanding and the poet and the reader's understanding of

the poetic situation.

Park Honan takes an eclectic position between the two

extreme attitudes towards Browning's auditor. In his study

entitled Browning's Characters: A Study in Poetic Technique

(1961), he has not completely ignored the role of the

auditor; rather, he has demonstrated his penetrating

insights into the complexity involved in "[the] constituents

and [the] character-revealing function of the auditor

element" (156). Nevertheless, by maintaining that "every

auditor exists only through a few, select, emphasized

characteristics" (156),, he has subordinated the auditor to
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the speaker as emanating from and "represent[ing] an

objectified representation of the speaker's own being"

(155). His emphasis on the auditor's partial and

fragmentary existence almost invalidates his acknowledgment

of the auditor's functional importance, consequently

devaluating the auditor as a somewhat mechanical device

supplementing and stressing the speaker's character traits.

A substantial challenge to the established critical

devaluation of Browning's auditor has come from Dorothy

Mermin. In her book The Audience in the Poem (1983), she

has, for the first time, probed into the raison d'etre of

the long-neglected auditor in terms of the Victorian poets'

post-Romantic ideal of poetry. In an exclusive treatment of

the poetic auditor represented in five Victorian poets,

including Tennyson and Browning, Mermin has traced the

genealogy of the auditor device to two eminent proponents,

one of Romantic and one of Victorian attitudes. According

to her, the auditor in Browning's dramatic monologue emerges

as an end-product of his dialectical effort to mediate

between Wordsworth's notion that "a poet is a man speaking

to men" (Wordsworth 165) and J.S. Mill's exposition, in his

distinction of poetry from eloquence, that a poet is

"unconscious of an audience, (thus making poetry) overheard,

not heard" (qtd. Mermin 12).

By grafting the poet's incorporation of the auditor to

the mainstream history of English literary thought, Mermin
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offers a theoretically authentic base from which further

discussions of the auditor can be generated. In her

detailed explanation of individual poems, Mermin credits the

auditor with functions revealing the speaker's power,

communication, and sincerity, but she has committed mistakes

similar to those of other Browning scholars by fixing the

auditor as a constant element without life, change, and

individuality. By not taking into account the individuality

and particularity of the auditor in Browning's dramatic

monologues, Mermin is not only unable to substantiate a

satisfactory answer to the initial question, "Why is the

auditor there in the poem?" but she also slights an

important point that the internal dynamics of the dramatic

monologue lie in the interaction between the speaker and his

auditor. For Mermin, the auditor's silence seems to mean

nothing more than silence itself.

Equally noticeable in the study of Browning's auditor

is Lee Erickson's 1984 book entitled Robert Browning: His

Poetry and His Audience. Erickson establishes a competent

thesis on Browning's life-long obsession with the problem of

communication and his consequent search for a responsive

audience. He claims that Browning imagined an ideal

audience that was intimately aware of and capable of

returning the poet's offered sympathy, and that the one

earthly audience for Browning was Elizabeth, his lover and

colleague, and beyond her, God. He concludes that until
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Browning wrote Men and Women, he had not discovered an

apporopriate poetic mode for addressing an audience and

that, after Elizabeth's death, he became more and more self-

indulgent, supposing that no audience really mattered except

God. Informative and exhaustive in its coverage of the

poems, Erickson's argument, however, depends too much on

Browning's biography to hold an objective evaluation of the

poems themselves. Besides, his use of the term "audience"

is confusing because he deals with two categories of

audiences--those who read Browning's poems, and the auditors

within the poems--without distinction.

Along with Erickson's emphasis on Browning's

psychological preoccupation with the intimate and responsive

auditor, Ekbert Faas' interdisciplinary approach to the

dramatic monologue (in his 1987 book entitled Retreat into

the Mind) opens a psychological or clinical definition of

the auditor. Tracing a parallel development between the

emergence of mental science and of the dramatic monologue in

nineteenth-century England, Faas compares the poet to the

alienist who, through his sympathetic imagination, listens

to the patients' innermost thoughts as therapeutic treatment

of mental illnesses. He further contends that with the

independent activity of listening, the auditor is credited

with the same alienist's role by his patient listening to

the eccentric and often psychologically abnormal speaker's
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oration, only to help the latter unburden his emotional and

psychological disturbances.

Meanwhile, Linda K. Hughes, author of a study of

Tennyson's dramatic monologues entitled Manyfaced Glass:

Tennyson's Dramatic Monologues (1987),, associates Tennyson's

and Browning's different uses of the auditor figure with

their specific poetic objectives. In the introductory

chapter of the book in which she succinctly gives a survey

of the theoretical criticism of the dramatic monologue, she

distinguishes between the poets' dramatic monologue

practices in terms of their use of the auditor figure.

According to her, since Tennyson is concerned with the

rendition of the "consciousness of the speakers," the

auditor (as well as the general atmosphere of the poem)

assumes an inherently amorphous, oscillating, and ambiguous

profile; meanwhile, Browning's auditor is "more emphatically

there" in conjunction with his rendition of "the personality

of his speakers" (14).

Hughes' incisive and thorough study of Tennyson's

dramatic monologues provides an exemplary way in which

Browning's poems are approached. In fact, an auditor-

oriented explication of Browning's poems demonstrates that

his employment of the poetic auditor is not only more

versatile but also more sustaining, extensive, and

multifarious than Tennyson's. The scope in which Browning

delineates his auditor figure includes Tennysonian precincts
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of character portrayal. Auditors in Browning's earlier

poems from Pauline to Pippa Passes assume characteristics

similar to those of Tennyson's, while rendering more of the

poet's consciousness than of the speaker's personality.

Portrayed in ambiguously vascillating characteristics,

Pauline, Aprile, Sebald and Ottima are all embodiments of or

indications of the speaker's (or the poet's) inner states of

mind or of his other selves, subject to his emotional

fluctuations. Meanwhile, in accordance with his focus on

the speaker's personality, Browning's later dramatic

monologues feature more individualized, particularized, and

distinctive auditors.

Reviewing and re-viewing the critical reception of

Browning's treatment of the auditor, this dissertation

focuses strictly on the auditor as a specific social being

who exists within the poetic context. Based on the same

question as Mermin's as to the raison d'etre of the auditor,

this dissertation explores two aspects of the auditor's role

in Browning's poems written before The Ring and the Book: 1)

the emergence and development of the auditor and 2) the

significance of the auditor's role in both psychological and

rhetorical movement of Browning's poems.

In regard to his poetic auditor, Browning's achievement

comes from his revolt against the auditor as a sheer

mechanical device: he activates the auditor figure by

assigning him specific roles in organizing, determining, and
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informing the poetic implications. This claim enhances not

only the ever-ignored importance of Browning's experimental

works in developing and conceptualizing the proper auditor

type, but it also provides a penetrating thread that would

connect his earliest works to his more mature dramatic

monologues. Thus, unlike Erickson's claim that Browning did

not try to search for the auditor in his early poems, this

dissertation demonstrates that, even in his earliest auditor

figure, one can envisage the highly individualistic and

characteristic figures portrayed in his mature works.

Indeed, an exploration of the emergence and development of

the auditor figure provides a yardstick with which the

originality and inventiveness of Browning's dramatic

technique is measured.

Although any kind of development or growth denies

narrow categorization or a clear-cut definition, the

evolution of Browning's auditor seems to fit into a three-

stage division. I have called the stages "the emergence,"

"the activation," and "the sophistication" of the auditor,

each of which constitutes a chapter of the main body of the

dissertation. The emergence of the auditor is traced back

to Browning's first published poem Pauline and stabilized

with his proto-dramatic monologue practice in Pippa Passes.

Meanwhile, Browning's well-known dramatic monologue poems

present a stage on which intersubjectivity between a more

objectified speaker and a more individualized auditor
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functions as the internal dynamics in determining poetic

meanings. Poems such as "My Last Duchess," "Andrea del

Sarto, " "Fra Lippo Lippi, " and "The Bishop Orders His Tomb

at St. Praxed's Church" are discussed in this chapter.

Among his dramatic monologues, the casuistic poems

represented by "Bishop Blougram's Apology" display an acute

dramatic tension between the extremely sophisticated speaker

and equally opinionated auditor, constituting the stage of

the sophistication. In this stage of development, the clash

of the will between the speaker and the auditor is, as

McGowan mentions in his book, Representation and Revelation

(1987),, "almost Nietzschean" (161).

Indubitably, the problems involved in determining the

status of the auditor in Browning's poems are more delicate

and complicated than we usually have considered and, because

they are crucial in the interpretation of Browning's poetry,

they deserve close attention. In handling this issue,

critical speculation revolves around a set of questions: to

what effect does Browning incorporate the auditor into his

poems? to what extent is the auditor real? and, in

particular, what does the auditor's silence imply? To a

certain extent, Browning's challenge as a dialectical poet

depends on his technique 1) to delineate the auditor as a

vivid and influential individual without ever verbally

engaging him in the poetic argument, and 2) to successfully
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manage the layers of the audience, represented by both the

poetic auditor and the general reader.

Browning's poems present three occasions in which the

auditor's silence is recognized as valid, appropriate, and

even inevitable: 1) it may arise from situations in which

the auditor does not have opportunity to express his own

opinions because of the speaker's endlessly-sustained

utterance; 2) it may happen when the auditor's response is

not recorded within the poetic context by the limitation

(or, the convention) of the genre; 3) it may imply the

auditor's conscious act of non-speaking or his resistance to

respond. Silence in the first and second category is built

into the poem as a formal property of the dramatic- monologue

in which the speaker is supposed to carry on a one-sided

discourse with a muta persona. Without doubt, it is an

indication of weakness and impotence of the auditor whom the

speaker may appropriate to his own advantage by manipulating

the poetic rhetoric. This situation could be carried to the

extent that often the speaker's mastery of rhetoric and

command of language turns out to be just another version of

his self-serving garrulity, insincerity, and exploitation of

others.

In spite of such potential disadvantages of the auditor

in terms of the dramatic monologue convention, one cannot

deny the fact that, in reality, the auditor exerts great

influence upon the speaker's rhetorical and psychological
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strategy. Evolved from such a context, the third conjecture

leads one to the interpretation of silence as an indication

of the auditor's resistance to any one-sided perspective, or

any limited view of the world and life. Silence then

implies the auditor's potential interpretive and imaginative

power rather than indicating the absence of meaning or his

debility. On the one hand, it enriches the poetic

implications. Conveying Browning's message of the

sympathetic imagination of a chameleon poet, it elicits

poetic effect similar to that of the poet's practice of

"negative capability" or of God's all-embracing silence. On

the other hand, when silence applies to the disapproving

auditor, it intensifies the dramatic tension, revealing and

fortifying the embedded poetic irony (e.g. "The Bishop

Orders His Tomb at St. Praxed's Church" and "Andrea del

Sarto"). Especially irrefutable to the speaker, silence in

this case speaks more eloquently than verbal articulation.

"Porphyria's Lover": "Yet God has not said a word"

Browning's first full-fledged dramatic poem

"Porphyria's Lover" offers a pre-text for one's

interpretation of the auditor and the auditor's silence.

The poem is spoken by Porphyria's lover who has murdered

Porphyria so as to possess her forever. He actually stopped

the "rare moment" in which Porphyria seemed to "worship"

him. The poetic situation is after the event. The speaker
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has been sitting with the dead body on his shoulder all

night long, while disguising his restlessness with his

pseudo-reasoning of God's sanction by referring to God and

His silence: "Yet God has not said a word" (1.60).

The Lover's unexpected mentioning of God and His

silence at the very end of the poem takes the reader by

surprise. In the Victorian context in which one has

witnessed the dissolution of faith and the consequent

spiritual vacuum, the Lover's return to God as the formal

conclusion of the poem is perhaps almost unconscious,

habitual, or obsessional. But the very unconsciousness and

suddenness of such a remark is telling evidence that the

speaker is taken by a compelling sense of the necessity for

somebody who shows response to his action, somebody who is

to be termed "a responsive auditor." The Lover's dilemma is

based on two incompatible desires between his longing for

power and, at the same time, for social recognition. In

order to gain his power of action, he has to get rid of his

only possible auditor, Porphyria. Meanwhile, when he is

finally able to demonstrate his power, he does not have

anybody who can witness it. This single passage thus

functions as a cumulative index to Browning's speculations

about the auditor, silence, communication, power, and God.

Browning raises questions: to what effect can the speaker

exploit the auditor's silence? to what extent does a man

need other beings' existence for the sanction of his own
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activity or further of his existence? and to what extent is

human speech an embodiment of human power?

The poem is in fact an illustration of the extremis in

which the speaker exploits not only the ultimate auditor,

God, but also His silence for the verification of the self

and its (his) criminal activity. A close reading of both

the external action and the internal rhythm of the poem

reveals that not only the last passage but also the entire

structure of the poem is waged between speaking and

listening. The poem starts from the Lover's listening to

nature and ends with his listening to the ultimate listener,

God, the entire activity of which modulates into a poetic

frame in which the Lover assumes the role of the speaker.

Through this poem, Browning tackles the very subtlety

involved in the act of listening. He has a fair grasp of

the fact that listening activity produces interpretation

which, in turn, brings out actions. Here he pursues the

extent to which such cognitive activity is subversively

exploited by the narrator's abnormal psychology.

From the Lover's stance, this poem is primarily a

chronicle of his shifting roles from the listener to the

narrator of the poem, featuring various relationships in

which he is involved. It is noteworthy that, except for his

relationship to the reader, the Lover constantly assumes the

role of a passive and restless listener. Especially in his

relationship with Porphyria, his status as the listener is
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closely linked to his subservience and inferiority and the

consequent deprivation of his power of speech.

The Lover's first listening activity registers and, at

the same time, questions the Romantic paradigm of the

communion between man and nature. In the first section (11.

1-5), the four seemingly descriptive lines are subsumed into

the Lover's mental activity by the use of the verb

"listened" (1.5): "The rain set early in to-night,/The

sullen wind was soon awake,/It tore the elm-tops down for

spite,/And did its worst to vex the lake:/I listened with

heart fit to break" (11.1-5). Setting a heavily destructive

and melancholy atmosphere of the poem in terms of the

Lover's "pathetic fallacy," Browning presents the Lover's

listening as an act of self-reflection. That is, the

Lover's interpretation of nature is, to a considerable

extent, a reflection of his own emotional state of mind

which, with its "sullen[ness], " "tear[ing], " "spite,"

"vex[ation]," and imminent "breakiing], " embues nature with

tonalities of the same gloom, pessimism, self-degradation,

and melancholy. From an interpretative perspective, this

passage provides itself for a hermeneutic text exposing "how

morbid individuals . . . tend- to misread reality through

their emotions" (Faas 149). Nature here serves not only as

an expressive and representative text in which the Lover

releases his emotional state of mind, but more importantly,
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as a symbol, it foreshadows, and offers a "remote

justification" (Kelly 127) of, his murder.

The second part of the poem (11. 6-41) presents

Porphyria from the observer-Lover's point of view. It

proceeds from Porphyria's "gliding" into her lover's room,

through her engaging in a strange ceremony of love-making

which is predominantly one-sided, to her death by her lover.

Meanwhile, the Lover's activity is marked by his passive

listening to Porphyria's confession of love (or lack of

love) in which she "murmurs" her love for him, but which

also informs him, probably not for the first time, of her

social pride and vanity that keeps her from loving him.

Although originally uttered by Porphyria, her confession

bears pathetic undertone by her lover's interpretive and

communicative interruption: it is in fact a reverberation

of his inner voice, resonant to and indicative of his

pitiful situation, his sexual impotency, and his social

incompatibility.

In the Lover's relationship to Porphyria, affirmative

intersubjectivity is paralyzed by his extreme passivity vs.

his misconceived self-aggrandizement. The Lover's passivity

reaches its climax with the predominant passive voice of the

sentences (including four sentences using the obvious agent

for passive, "made"), his loss of initiative in which he is

constantly acted upon by Porphyria, and his morbid self-

consciousness disguised by his assumed detachment in which
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he reports, or rather, "paraphrases" (a term which allows

the listener's interpretive space), Porphyria's exposure of

his impotency. For instance, his pretended objectivity in

his reference to himself as "one so pale/For love of her"

(11. 28-9) cannot be more self-piteous. With such disguised

detachment, the Lover might have aimed at the reader's

lenience in judging not only his pathetic situation but also

his murderous activity. Later in the poem, this assumption

is intensified by his pretension of heroism in which he

believes that he performed what Porphyria could not do in

her weakness.

In his third stage of listening (11. 42-60), the

fantasizer Lover confronts God and His silence. After

conquering the "rare moment" of Porphyria's worship and

surrender by strangling her, the narrator is no longer

listening to the external voice that reminds him of his

frustration. Instead, in full confidence and satisfaction

(which is obvious in his use of several diminutive terms for

Porphyria), he listens to God's silence. He even outruns

his role as a listener and tries to evaluate the adequacy

and effectiveness of his previous act of listening: in a

mock-heroically patronizing tone, he speculates that "she

(Porphyria] guessed not how/Her darling one wish would be

heard" (11. 56-7).

The last passage is open to several possible

interpretations. The morbid speaker might have wanted God's
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sanction for his criminal action, and got his psychological

security and confidence that he did the right thing, for

"God has not said a word [of accusation]." Or, he may have

an illusion that he has silenced even God by demonstrating

his masculinity and his overwhelming power over Porphyria.

By silencing Porphyria for good, he has reached self-

complacency in which he demonstrates his initiative in

speaking by assuming the narrator of the poem, which was

inconceivable in Porphyria's presence.

The original title, "Madhouse Cells," under which

"Porphyria's Lover" and "Johannes Agricola" co-appeared,

offers a crucial key to interpreting the ultimate

implication of the poem. In fact, Browning's presentation

of the insane lover eliminates the intensity of the

speaker's last-moment self-complacency. Instead of

condoning the Lover's delusion in which he justifies his

murderous action by God's silence, Browning reverses the

entire stream of the poem, shapes poetic irony, and pursues

the extent to which one can interpret or misinterpret the

auditor's silence. After the original title was displaced,

the last line was loaded with all the interpretive weight.

In addition to several interpretative approaches implied in

its ambiguity, the last line might also indicate Browning's

editorial intrusion, even without the reader's recognition,

in which he questions, like other Victorians, the existence

and potency of God in human affairs. Whatever it means, the
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ominous impression of the speaker's insecurity and

restlessness disguised by his self-sufficiency prefigures

the characteristics which Browning's other monologuists

commonly share.

Browning puts the Lover's final acquisition of the

right to speak in the same ironic exposure. The Lover's

role of the poetic speaker does not indicate his power; on

the contrary, Browning suggests that the Lover's exhibition

of the initiative in speaking, especially when it is

achieved through stifling another's voice, is nothing more

than a mere delusion. Likewise, Browning's interpolation of

the interpretive and imaginative space in God's silence

might unmistakably be taken as his skeptical notion of the

credibility and efficacy of speech.

In its thematic implication, this poem carries, as

Erickson observes, Browning's message of intersubjectivity

in which "One should not establish one's own sense of self

at the expense of others, for, finally, to demean or destroy

another is to undermine the foundation of one's self" (18).

At this point, Edward E. Kelly's disclaimer of the Lover's

status as speaker is unusually provocative and illuminating.

In his brief note, entitled "Porphyria's Lover: Fantasizer,

Not Speaker" (1975), Kelly argues that "Porphyria's lover be

called a thinker or fantasizer rather than a speaker" (127)

because
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The poem is the thought, not the speech, of

Porphyria's "lover" some hours after the murder.

He has spoken to no one: not to Porphyria, not to

God, and not even to himself in any honest, sane

way. (128)

Emphasizing the "merely mental aspect of his 'expression'

and upon the completely self-enclosed nature of his

disturbed psyche" (127)," Kelly argues that it is natural

that "God has not said a word" to the Lover, but "he must

think that God approves" (128) because "divine judgment was

excluded from the beginning" (128).

After all, this poem is Browning's condensed

manifestation of his notion that the auditor's existence,

whether he is God or other human beings, is imperative to

the verification and validation of one's self and one's

existence as a social being. By presenting an extreme case

in which the speaker turns to the ultimate existence, God,

in the uncontrollable vacuity after the murder, Browning

stresses intersubjectivity as prerequisite for shaping,

confirming, and reaffirming of the self. At the same time,

by showing that the act of listening entirely depends on the

listener's interpretive ability, he conveys the latent power

as well as the implied danger involved in the auditor's

decoding of the speaker's message. In his later dramatic

monologues, such consciousness is represented in the

speakers' underlying fear of and anxiety about the auditors'
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mis-reading of the intended message, which, in turn,

sharpens their alertness of the auditor figures,

preconditions their psychological readiness, and dictates

their linguistic strategy in handling the poetic situation.

Contextually, "Porphyria's Lover" seems to be an

appropriate place to start a discussion of the auditor and

his silence. Not only does this poem mark a turning point

in Browning's development from the earlier experimental

stage to his mature stage epitomized by the dramatic

monologues, but it shares several common characteristics

with other earlier or later poems. The main event of the

poem, the Lover's strangling of Porphyria, is an elaborated

reminiscence of a passage embodied in Pauline: "one look/As

I might kill her and be loved the more" (11. 901-2). At the

same time, it prefigures "My Last Duchess" in which the

proud and possessive Duke "stopped" and framed the

incompliant Duchess' generous "smile" into a lifeless

artwork on the same ground of his incompatibility, either

social or sexual. Meanwhile, this poem offers itself as a

counterexample to "Andrea del Sarto" in which the inactive

male speaker's extreme self-piteous delusion resembles the

Lover's pre-murderous state of frustration and self-

deception.



CHAPTER II

THE EMERGENCE OF THE AUDITOR

Browning's auditor emerges from the vortex of the

Victorians' artistic dilemma between two conflicting claims,

the Romantic legacy of expressive subjectivism and the new

demand for objectivity and social enlightenment in poetry.

Each major poet confronted the same dilemma and had to find

a way through which he could come to terms with the two

equally demanding claims. Tennyson sought a solution in his

acceptance of the poet laureateship, reconciling his

inclination to aestheticism with his public role as the

national bard. Disappointed by the inadequacy of poetry in

coping with social requirements, or more accurately, by the

unreadiness and inappropriateness of Victorian society for

accommodating poetry, Arnold had to shift his profession

from a poet to a social commentator and a prose writer.

Browning's solution came with his discovery of a

dialectical mode of poetry with the posthumously attached

terms, "dramatic monologue." His effort, tracing back to

his first published poem Pauline (1833) and reaching its

apex in his mature dramatic monologues, takes a two-way

track: on the one hand, he objectifies the poetic speaker,

gradually eliminating the poet's subjective elements in the

23
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poem; on the other hand, he incorporates the auditor figure

into the poetic context in an effort to objectify and

authenticate the speaker's poetic utterance and to procure

the reader's participation in the poetic process.

Upon such basic premise, Browning explored various

poetic modes and techniques, ranging from the lyrical

effluence of Pauline through the dramatic composition of

Paracelsus (1835) to the "proto-dramatic monologue" practice

in Pippa Passes (1841). If his poetic experiment is intent

on a gradual deviation from extreme Romantic subjectivism,

his practice in dramatic writing, though ended in failure,

bears a positive impact on his exploration of the auditor.

Through his dramatic experiments, he could not only

functionalize but also categorize the characters into the

corresponding roles of the poetic speaker and the auditor.

Besides, an exploration of the full capacity of the dramatic

speech might have given him a sense of the limitation of

language in communicating human perception. In short, the

dramatic monologue is an end-product of Browning's

dialectical synthesis of the two traditionally incompatible

modes, lyric poetry and drama.

A penetrating issue underlying Browning's experimental,

therefore highly unstable, stage is his search for, and

conceptualization of, the auditor-type which would later

develop into the auditor as we find him in the dramatic
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monologues. With each poem constituting a unique phase for

a more objective treatment of the "development of a soul"

(Browning 156), Browning's shaping stage presents various

aspects of relationships between the speaker and the auditor

in such a way that, according to the roles assigned, the

auditor is identified as the "reader's friend" (Shaw 14),

the dopRelganger of the speaker himself, or the subject of

the speaker's artistic activity. Whatever role he assumes,

the very inconsistency of the auditor figure bears a

testimony to Browning's persistent search for the proper

auditor.

Pauline: "To shut me in with thee"

In his first published poem, Pauline, Browning tackles

the afore-mentioned Victorians' artistic dilemma by means of

the objectification of the speaker and the incorporation of

the auditor into the poetic context. Neither the dramatized

poet nor the imposed auditor, however, satisfies his

pressing consciousness of the need to modify his Romantic

subjectivism toward a more objective treatment of the poetic

material. This consciousness indeed outbalances his ability

to meet it. As a result, the poem stands on an intricate

structure of tensions between expectation (or desire) and

reality, between self and others, and, in its poetic form,

between Browning's self-professed dramatic principle

(Browning 3) and the manifested subjectivism.
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In relation to such implied discrepancy, one of the

essential tasks is to clarify Browning's relationship to the

poetic speaker, a poet termed "I." On this issue, Browning

scholarship has diverged into two distinctive camps.

Traditionally, Pauline has been considered as a lyrical and

subjective poem, which is, in De Vane's expression,

"thoroughly autobiographical" to the extent that "Browning

is the speaker, hardly disguised at all" (Browning Handbook

42). Represented by Roma A. King, Jr., Park Honan, Patricia

Ball, and Michael Hancher, recent criticism has tended to

veer in the opposite direction and maintain that the poem is

objective, dramatic, and not personal, representing "the

interior life of a character, not that of the poet himself"

(Roma King, Focusing Artifice 3). Both views, though

contradictory, seem to be equally valid. Indeed, the two

positions attest to Browning's internal conflict and

discrepancy between his inclination and his sense of

responsibility and between his intention and his

achievement. They demonstrate that, although Browning

intended to write the poem by the dramatic principle, he

could not objectify his emotional experience to the extent

that verifies his intended aim. Eventually, what the reader

actually sees in the speaker-poet of the poem is Browning

himself thinly dramatized so as to be immediately detected.

It is then easily acceptable that Browning scholarship

endorses Pauline as the manifesto in which Browning declares
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his departure from Shelleyan Romanticism. What needs

further investigation is, however, that only a few have

noticed Browning's strenuous effort to associate this issue

with the auditor. In fact, Browning makes a remarkably

versatile use of the auditor for conveying his changing

attitude towards the Romantic legacy: he expresses and, at

the same time, transforms his inherent Romantic tendency in

terms of the shift of the auditor figures in the poem.

The first auditor, Pauline, appears as a modified muse

who, instead of being an abstract and divine entity, assumes

the role of the speaker's lover. The opening passage, with

its emotional intensity and pictorial vividness,

commemorates Browning's ambitious launching of the auditor-

device. Although it intimates the invocation of the muse in

traditional epic poems, this passage stresses and, more

accurately, defines the auditor, Pauline, in terms of a

physicality that verges on Keatsian sensuality:

Pauline, mine own, bend o'er me--thy soft breast

Shall pant to mine--bend o'er me--thy sweet eyes

And loosened hair and breathing lips, and arms

Drawing me to thee--these build up a screen

To shut me in with thee, and from all fear;

So that I might unlock the sleepless brood

Of fancies from my soul, their lurking-place,

Nor doubt that each would pass, ne'er to return
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To one so watched, so loved and so secured.

(11. 1-9)

Pauline's irresistible physical presence with her "soft

breast," "sweet eyes," "loosened hair," "breathing lips,,"

and encircling "arms" brings in several points that make the

poem unique in Browning's career. Certainly, the emotional

immediacy and emphatic corporeality of the auditor not only

become the very source of the dramatic quality of the poem,

but they also provide a norm to measure Browning's

divergence from, even more than his overall indebtedness to,

Shelley.

To several scholars, Pauline's physicality offers a

clue for the originality and inventiveness of Browning's

dramatic technique. Comparing Pauline to its alleged

matrix, Shelley's poem, "Alastor, " Park Honan has linked

Pauline to the "veiled maid" by their commonly-shared

multiple-roles "as a lover, as a source of protection, and

as an alter ego" (Browning's Characters 15) to each poet-

hero. Meanwhile, in his unpublished dissertation entitled

"The Premises of Browning's Dramatic Monologues" (1979),

Carl F. Bandelin has also identified Pauline with figural

characteristics of the Shelleyan maid. Nevertheless, as

Honan has emphasized, "Browning's significant innovation was

the introduction of a living audience for his hero's story

in the shape of Pauline" (my emphasis, 15). As the poetic

auditor, Pauline occasions the speaker's confessional
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narrative in which the latter can "lay his soul bare in its

fall" (1. 124) and "strip [his] mind bare" (1. 260).

The dramatic immediacy and pictorial vividness of the

opening passage, however, soon yield to involuted sentences

and ambiguously complex poetic structure which accompany the

speaker's rather tedious outpouring of his personal history.

Instead of persuading Pauline, the speaker absorbs in

confession of his pride, sin, and moral confusion. At the

same time, the speaker's expressive outpouring of his life

circumscribes the rhetorical aim to an effluence of his

subjective emotion. As David Shaw claims, "his aim is not

to persuade Pauline but to get his own uniqueness uttered"

(The Dialectical Temper 10). Along with the speaker's

confessional stream of speculation, Browning, perhaps

unconsciously, lapses into the typical Romantic expressive

tendency from which he tries to escape so consciously and so

eagerly.

More noticeable than the ultimate stylistic unevenness

and the complexity of sentence structure is the impact that

such stylistic change has brought to Pauline's poetic role

as the auditor and to the speaker's rhetorical aim. After

the opening passage, the vitality of Pauline's role as the

poetic auditor is suspended. In the ensuing narrative,

Pauline remains as obscure as any poetic image, existing

more as an "emanation of the speaker's buried life" (Shaw

10) or "a prolongation of the [speaker's spiritual] dilemma
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into the present" (Honan 16) than as a distinctive auditor

figure who is capable of responding. In such a rhetorical

scheme, Pauline's special status as the speaker's lover

might especially invigorate his articulation, even more than

her role as the poetic auditor. By continuously reminding

Pauline of her maternal devotion and constant love, the

speaker might have intended to gain the rhetorical

initiative, while suppressing Pauline's potential to resist.

In spite of the speaker's initial address and several

concomitant allusions to Pauline, Browning does not engage

her in the main narration in any substantial way.

Rather than being the immediate object of the speaker's

persuasion, Pauline undertakes a role which is more closely

linked to the speaker's creative activity, in particular,

his creation of this very poem, entitled Pauline. By

charging Pauline with a crucial role in the creation of this

poem, Browning complements her role as the poetic auditor

which is hampered by the speaker's romantic lapse into

confession. Judging from the title of the poem, Browning's

incorporation of Pauline in what Honan refers to as the

"organizing center" (15) of the poem is explicitly

intentional. As the speaker himself declares, he

"dedicate[s]" the poem to her, beginning and ending it

"through [her)" (1. 871). In the speaker's poetic

inception, it is Pauline who occasions his "Fragment of a

Confession," guiding, directing, and more often challenging
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his perception of self, poetry, and faith. Weaving the

poetic irony through her comments in French which are added

to the speaker's self-indulgent effusion after line 811,

Pauline provides an external frame for the poem. As Clyde

de Ryals emphasizes, her main function may be to become, in

a sense, "the editor" (Becoming Browning 26) of the poem.

More significantly, by putting his narrative center in

Pauline, Browning achieves another poetic objective: he

sketches his future poetic orientation through Pauline.

This is explicit in the speaker's plea to Pauline in which

he wants her to be what Shelley had been to him and is now

to the world (11. 189-90, 403-09). Throughout the poem, the

speaker mystifies Pauline's imagined role, while partially

discrediting his previous hero Shelley. From the speaker's

point of view, the entire poem is thus an enactment in which

he changes his position from Shelley's listener (11. 410-13)

to a speaker with Pauline as his listener, and in which

Pauline's position changes from the speaker's unrewarded

lover to his lately-acclaimed lover and listener. In other

words, the poem presents a process of the speaker's

"defamilialization" of his past life, which has been

overshadowed by Shelley, in favor of reconstructing the self

back from the alternative source to Shelley, i.e. through

Pauline.

Browning sets about such a transition by means of the

speaker's invocation of another auditor, Shelley, in
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extremely idealized terms, the "Sun-treader" (1. 151). By

this invocation, the speaker's disclaimer of Shelley takes a

form of panegyric appeal and personal case-making, while

introducing a new rhetorical mode. The basic reasoning is

simple: since "[Shelley is] gone from us" (1. 152), "never

to return" (1. 159), Browning (and the speaker) inevitably

has to turn away from him. Still not quite believing that

Shelley ultimately left him (11. 161-71), the speaker

attempts to find his consolation in Pauline whom he deserted

in his youthful pursuit of the Shelleyan ideal--the rather

abstract search for universal love and social justice. In

this regard, his apology for poetry is declared in terms of

"set[ting] [the] final seal/To [his] wandering thought" (11.

207-8), while "supply[ing] the chasm/'Twixt what [he is] and

all [he) fain would be" (11. 676-77).

In contrast to Pauline's physicality, Shelley appears

as a spirit, pure and unreal, a non-historical or legendary

figure. His spirituality, that is, his physical absence,

however, fits the poetic scheme in the same exquisite way

that Pauline's physicality works as an apt demonstration of

Browning's innovative treatment of the auditor figure. With

relation to the speaker's transition, it has more to do with

Browning's ambivalent attitude toward Shelley than with

Shelley's non-presence by his premature death. On the one

hand, by presenting Shelley as a spirit, Browning (the

speaker) implies his deliberate distancing of himself from
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Shelley, both emotionally and poetically. On the other

hand, Browning expresses his reluctance and unwillingness to

accept Shelley's physicality at all, even at the time of

Shelley's living, because he was for Browning such an ideal

in itself.

Browning's extreme idealization of Shelley is, in part,

a reflection of his preoccupation with man's mortality.

This preoccupation becomes overt when the speaker

articulates Shelley's immortality in such wishful passages

as "life and light be thine for ever!" (1. 151), "one so

pure as thou/Could never die" (11. 208-9),, and "live thou

forever" (1. 1027). For the same reason, the "fear" from

which the speaker wants Pauline to protect him might imply

his fear of death--death as has become reality by his

departure from Shelley, the embodiment of immortality. Even

the speaker's final wish that Shelley "be ever near [him] "

(1. 1024),, "chiefly when (he] diess" (1. 1025),, can be

interpreted as an expression of the same repulsion from

death and his consequent reluctance to part from Shelley as

the source of immortality.

Juxtaposed, the two auditor figures, Pauline and

Shelley, embody polarities of the speaker's attitudes

towards faith, love, and poetry. Shelley has been

Browning's spiritual mentor with his professed atheism, his

pursuit of love for love's sake, his single-minded quest for

redemption through self, his subjective approach to poetry,
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and his dream of universal emancipation from all kinds of

tyranny. On the contrary, with her unique status as the

speaker's lover, Pauline represents practicable domestic

love, faith in God (possibly, Browning was influenced by his

mother's devoted Non-Conformist faith), a more objective

treatment of poetic subject (as is represented by Pauline's

notion of a perfect bard as one who "chronicled the stages

of all life" (1. 883)], and above all, his "soul's friend"

(1. 560), "breath, life, a last/Resource, and extreme want"

(11. 907-8) and "a help" (1. 930). In the speaker's

transitional process leading to his final declaration of his

belief in "God and truth/And love" (11. 1020-21), Pauline

turns out to be an instrumental figure.

Interpreting the poem as a record of Browning's

practice of what Harold Bloom calls "anxiety of influence,"

Bandelin has substantialized Pauline's functional

significance as the speaker's poetic audience. According to

him, Pauline fulfills a double-auditor role for the speaker,

replacing two kinds of listener:

She replaces the sun-treader as an intimate

companion, creating a scene of discourse in the

natural world that corresponds to the imaginary

scene in which Browning stood with Shelley in some

more sublime imaginary realm. She also replaces

the larger public audience that Shelley has pre-

empted. (81)
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In spite of his perception and critical insight,

Bandelin slights the speaker's lingering indeterminacy

represented in his alternate return to both Shelley and

Pauline. He has not taken into account Browning's

ambivalent attitude toward either Pauline or Shelley, nor

has he considered Browning's inner motivation of such an

attitude that is buried deep in his psyche. Consequently,

he disregards the emotional subtlety and internal conflict

involved in the speaker's transition from Shelleyan

Romanticism to contemporary poetic demands.

A valid ground for the speaker's necessity for and

vacillation in his departure from Shelley may still be

explained in terms of Bloomian "anxiety of influence," but

with its cause and effect reversed. According to Bloom, the

original notion of the "anxiety of influence" is the

posterior poet's "deepest desire . . . to be an influence

rather than to be influenced" (A Map of Misreading 12) by

the precedents. This notion presupposes the posterior

poet's initial revolt against the inherited poetic

convention or influence in order to become an influence

himself. Of course, the result of final independence might

be the same, but Browning's motivation seems to be

predominantly emotional rather than rational, based on the

sense of loss rather than on the philosophical or poetic

speculation, and thus more arbitrarily self-directed than

supported by logic.
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David Latane's explication of Browning's motive for his

departure from Shelley is further illustrative of the

speaker's emotional situation. In an article entitled

"Shelley's 'Baneful Influence"' (1983), Latane contends that

Browning's turning away from Shelley may be an

instinct to jump off a crowded bandwagon, one

associated publicly with an embarrassing cult, and

privately with a youthful though anonymous folly,

rather than a complete or systematic repudiation

of Shelley's art. (33)

In conjunction with such emotional, rather than

systematically reasoned, weaning, the poem illuminates two

things. On the one hand, the speaker's departure based on

his private motive helps elevate Pauline's to a more solid

and functionally credible status than she might otherwise

have had. For, it is no other than Pauline who is

emotionally involved with the speaker by love. On the other

hand, the speaker's emotion-based determination conditions

his position to be vulnerable and tenuous, which causes, and

partially excuses, his lack of commitment. Lurking behind

his oscillation between the two auditor figures lies his

emotional unrest and psychological indetermination.

Likewise, despite his self-imposed voluntariness, the

speaker's departure is situationally enforced by Shelley's

world-wide recognition and by Browning's indisposition to

share his idealized personal idol publicly.
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The first stage of the speaker-poet's swerve from his

poetic and spiritual mentor, Shelley, assumes his

revisionist approach to the latter's imagery--especially,

the image of a fountain. Browning borrows this image from

Shelley's poem "Mont Blanc" and modifies it to suit his

theme, the speaker's belated learning of Shelley's public

fame and influence. In Pauline, the spring, instead of the

original tenor for mysterious poetic origins, or for the

symbol of the Platonic Idea, becomes the poet's secret and

private source of influence and inspiration which he

cherishes

As one should worship long a sacred spring

* 0 S 0 0 0 * 0 0 0 -0 0

And then should find it but the fountain-head,

Long lost, of some great river washing towns

And towers . . . . (11. 172-180)

In a more direct but equally figurative passage, the

poet-speaker is compared to a star-watcher who is now

"altered," "worn," "weak," and "full of tears" by Shelley's

worldlyl] renown." The very helplessness and passivity of

the context renders the intensity of the shock and of the

irremediable sense of isolation, loss, and betrayal that the

speaker undergoes because of Shelley's public fame:

And now when all thy proud renown is out,

I am a watcher whose eyes have grown dim

With looking for some star which breaks on him
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Altered and worn and weak and full of tears.

(my emphases, 11. 226-229)

The main signifier, "watcher," is crucial in linking the

speaker to Pauline who is also described as one "so watched,

so loved and so secured" (my emphasis) in the opening

passage of the poem. Through his employment of the common

signifier for two different subjects, Browning puts the

speaker in the same position with Pauline as a sort of

passive victim.

Meanwhile, Browning carefully and gradually builds a

close kinship between Shelley and Pauline in terms of their

relationship to the speaker. In an extended simile,

Browning presents Pauline as a sort of Freudian counterpart

to Shelley. In the first two quoted lines, he substitutes

the speaker's sense of guilt for an irreducible sense of

loss and unabated nostalgia:

And I, perchance, half feel a strange regret

That I am not what I have been to thee [Shelley]:

Like a girl one has silently loved long

In her first loneliness in some retreat,

When, late emerged, all gaze and glow to view

Her fresh eyes and soft hair and lips which bloom

Like a mountain berry: doubtless it is sweet

To see her thus adored, but there have been

Moments when all the world was in our praise,
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Sweeter than any pride of after hours. (11. 191-

200)

The remainder of the quotation is concentrated on Browning's

meticulous construction of the affinity between Shelley and

Pauline in the speaker's life. The girl in the poem who has

"silently loved long/In her first loneliness in some

retreat" appears to be an unmistakable reminder of Pauline.

When she came out from the secret retreat, this girl is

transformed into worldly "adored," going through the same

process that Shelley has experienced before he became

"renown[ed]." Inferring from Browning's parallel of Shelley

and Pauline by simile is the speaker's synchronic fusion of

his previous and future objects of commitment into one. As

Bandelin argues, this figural assimilation of Pauline and

Shelley might be "an attempt to impose coherence on the

psychological turmoil" (76) of the speaker-poet. By

juxtaposing the two figures, Browning creates an illusion of

seamlessness in the speaker's life, a sense of continuation

that facilitates his psychological transition and adjustment

from one to another.

The speaker's preparation for a new adjustment assumes

emotional repentance and regret. In his self-

disentanglement and swerving away from Shelley, he might

have felt the necessity for self-abasement, though perhaps

in gesture only, before the lately-found source of

dependence, Pauline. As if ritualizing the rite of passage
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to maturity, the speaker regrets his past deviation from

Pauline in an overstatement:

But, doubting nothing, had been led by thee,

Thro' youth, and saved, as one at length awakened

Who has slept through a peril. Ah vain, vain!

(11.36-38)

In a more positive level, however, the speaker's

compensatory effort for the loss of a private idol, the

"Sun-treader," is documented in his search for a unique

poetic style. Browning transforms the speaker's reluctant

but unavoidable compromise of his personal idolatry with

public hero worship into a fit opportunity for confirming

his independence and equal standing with other poets. Then,

he could not only stand on his own, but could become

renowned just like Shelley himself. After all, a new

discovery of his compatibility and ability to create his own

visionary world might mean more compensation and exaltation

of self than anything else:

. . . so I sought to know

What other minds achieved. No fear outbroke

As on the works of mighty bards I gazed,

In the first joy at finding my own thoughts

Recorded, my own fancies justified,

And their aspirings but my very own.

With them I first explored passion and mind,

--All to begin afresh! I rather sought
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To rival what I wondered at than form

Creations of my own; if much was light

Lent by the others, much was yet my own. (my

emphases, 11. 383-93)

With recurrent uses of the first person possessive pronoun,

"my own," Browning commemorates the speaker' s departure from

Shelley with an initiation into original and independent

art. In the speaker's compensation of emotional loss with

his poetic gain, Pauline and Shelley respectively become the

emblem of two opposing notions of the Romantic and the

Victorian attitude, the abstract ideal and the practicable

reality, and physicality and spirituality.

The transition proposed in this poem, however, entails

considerable risk of generating poetic imbalance, for the

speaker tries to enwrap his poetic divergence from Shelley

with extremely subjective effluence of emotion. More

precisely, he contradicts himself by putting the message of

his departure from the Romantic legacy in the very Romantic

mode of expression which is ostensibly disguised by the

dramatic context. In addition, his redirection of the lived

past and revision of the upcoming future based upon imagined

experience involves an unrealizable premise, that is, the

necessity of remodulating the notion of time and re-

arrangement of already accumulated experience. Without

doubt, an expectation of its fulfillment is, from the first,

presumptuous.
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Such difficulty is, in part, externalized as poetic

incoherence between the speaker's self-professed intention

as to the importance of the auditor and his failure to

fulfill that intention. In its external frame, the poem is

dramatic in that a poet-speaker confides to his lover his

own life of the past; but in the core of the message lies a

purely subjective, self-indulgent, and egoistic

reconstruction of the speaker-poet's self. The gap between

a poem which is "always dramatic in principle" and the

embodied subjective message thus seems to be a natural

result, exposing the embedded irony of the poem.

The poetic imbalance even calls into question the

effectiveness of Pauline's poetic presence. The flexibility

and multiplicity of her role (e.g. the speaker's guardian

angel, a mother figure, an alter-ego, and a lover)

counterproves Browning's inability to substantiate an

auditor figure that fits his poetic aim and the necessity

for a further search for the proper auditor-type. In the

same way, Pauline's amorphous quality and hazy profile

attests that the auditor is not quite integrated into the

poetic context so as to exert any real impact on the

speaker.

The speaker's ambivalent attitude toward his auditors

appears more explicitly self-contradictory. Also it has

more serious impact on the poetic effect than one might have

thought. Pauline's position shifts "from a redemptive
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figure to a supportive figure" (Morse Peckham, "Browning and

Romanticism" 74),, from a benefactor to a beneficiary, from a

protector to a follower, from a mother-image to someone who

is subject to the speaker, and who "loves" the speaker but

whose love cannot be reciprocated. Although her lack of

individuality supports the claim that she stems too much

from the speaker, she actually exists as a mere external

frame or, at best, an "enclosure" of love under whose

protection the speaker languishes in an indulgent search for

the self.

The speaker's attitude toward Shelley is equally

ambivalent. Though initiating his departure from Shelley

and all that Shelley signifies, he still needs Shelley to be

near him, especially when he dies. As Peckham speculates,

"the Sun-treader was only a temporary interruption" (67),

who, addressed again in the final paragraph (11. 1020-21),

is reduced to "a supportive figure" (75).

Such a disparity is to a certain extent inherent in the

speaker himself, in other words, in his lack of self-

identity, or of the clear notion of the self. On the one

hand, the speaker confesses that he is

made up of an intensest life,

Of a most clear idea of consciousness

Of self . . . . linked, in [him], to self-

supremacy,

Existing as a center to all things,
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Most potent to create and rule and call

Upon all things to minister to it. (11. 268-76)

On the other hand, he acknowledges "a principle of

restlessness [in him]/Which would be all, have, see, know,

taste, feel, all--" (11.277-78). Although he later finds

out that "[He] cannot be immortal, [nor] taste all joy" (1.

810), the inconsistency between narrow contraction and

immense expansion of the self and between ego-supremacy and

the necessity for self-disclosure reflects, and is reflected

in, his treatment of the auditor.

Inferred from such a situation, Browning's notion of

intersubjectivity is defined as a condition in which,

without recognition of the existence of other people, one's

identity cannot be established, and vice versa. In the

poem, the speaker cannot conceptualize his auditor figures

who would fit their appointed roles, because he does not

have a clear self-identity. In the same way, he is unable

to see himself clearly, because he does not have the proper

notion of the distinctiveness of other people. Even the

very fact that he delineates, as his speaker, an old poet

who recalls his past on his death bed, manifests Browning's

premature, thus inconfident gesture of surmounting his

inclination toward Romantic subjectivism. For a young and

inexperienced poet, the portrayal of the speaker as an old

poet is as unrealistic and precipitous as his effort for the

transformation of his little-practiced subjectivism.
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Pauline provides an index not only to the relationship

between the speaker and his auditors but also to the

interrelationships among the auditors when there are more

than one. To put it in more general terms, the poem is an

exploration of intersubjectivity between self and others.

Although it ends in failure, Browning's employment of double

structure as well as a double-track for poetic

objectification attests to his effort to mediate the

problems involved in the relationship between self and

others.

In this poem, Browning's awareness of the auditor's

functional importance precedes his conceptualization of what

the auditor should be. Browning was indeed full of

expectation of the auditor's role even before the latter was

born. Ironically, such rash expectation as to the role of

the auditor generates a highly ambiguous and hazy profile of

the auditors whom the speaker invokes at his disposal

whenever he thinks they are needed. The arbitrariness and

self-induced motivation of the speaker's treatment and

presentation of the auditor sets a conspicuous mark of the

inchoate stage of the auditor's emergence.

In spite of Browning's incomplete realization and lack

of practicability of the auditor figure, his search for the

proper auditor as well as his fulfillment of the portion of

his original intention deserves positive appraisal. He is

fully entitled to one's appreciation for what he has
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achieved through his versatile use of the auditor figures in

the poem. King's comment on Browning's employment of

Pauline seems to summarize such a position: "The creation

of Pauline, in spite of her insubstantiality, is a genuine

triumph" (9).

Thematically, Pauline occupies a significant position

in Browning's career that exceeds the poem's initial

importance as his first published work. In it, Browning

rehearses his departure from and transformation of the

Romantic legacy, which is expressed in more definitive terms

in another of his poems, Sordello (1840). In terms of the

poetic mode, Pauline marks a transition of Browning's

interest from a strict traditional dichotomy between lyric

and drama to a dialectical form, the dramatic monologue.

However untenable and incomplete, the status of Pauline as

Browning's seminal effort for his envisioning of the

dramatic monologue is crucial.

Paracelsus: "Are we not dissevered halves?"

In his search for the auditor, Browning's experimental

spirit is manifested more in diversity (which, permeating

his works, prefigures the scope of his later poetry) than in

steady adherence to a specific type or genre. Resisting a

one-way development of any single entity, each work

constitutes a self-contained laboratory in which he
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experiments not only with a new genre but also with a new

type and role of the auditor. If one experiment does not

produce a satisfactory result, he unhesitatingly moves to

another mode and tries all over again. In fact, Browning

takes a revisionist position not only in his reception of

Shelleyan Romanticism, but also in his approach to his own

works. He is a constant self-revisionist who resists a slow

and steady pursuit of a certain literary entity. By means

of such persistent search, Browning may have come across the

dramatic monologue. Or, perhaps, he might have had a quite

clear notion of what would be later substantialized as the

dramatic monologue. Whatever the situation, in his early

stage, he might have been unable to conceptualize his notion

into a visible and graspable shape.

A juxtaposition of Browning's two earliest successive

works, Pauline and Paracelsus, supports such a conjecture.

If in Pauline, the auditor figures are generated more from

the speaker's self-centered motivation than anything else,

in Paracelsus, they clearly represent external forces which

voluntarily move towards the speaker, affect his

perspective, and serve his long-term change of the view of

self and reality. Whereas the auditor's relationship to the

speaker makes a centrifugal movement in the former, it forms

a centripetal movement in the latter.

In both poems, the poetic center is the speaker, but

what distinguishes one from the other is whether the speaker
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is static or dynamic. The poet-speaker of Pauline remains

static and mobilizes his auditors whenever he thinks it is

necessary; meanwhile, Paracelsus, the protagonist of

Paracelsus, is a dynamic character, who is constantly on the

move toward his self-transformation. In Pauline, the

auditor's appearance is arbitrary, subject to the speaker's

whim and self-imposed demand. On the contrary, in

Paracelsus, the auditors stay in the center of reality

against which the speaker initially revolts, with which he

gradually assimilates himself, and to which he ultimately

returns with a newly-acquired vision of life.

From a conventional viewpoint, Paracelsus is on the

borderline between poetry and drama. Its structural pattern

follows conventional drama, with five divided sections

proceeding through dialogue among its characters. But

Browning disclaims its label as a drama: "I have

endeavoured to write a poem, not a drama" (Browning:

Poetical Works 38). Certainly, through this hybrid form,

Browning launches one of the most revolutionary experiments

in the history of drama, resolving two important auditor

archetypes that would determine the nature and role of the

auditor in his later poems.

In the conversational progress of the narrative, an

application of the term "auditor" presupposes Browning's

original approach not only to the dramatic action, but also

to the role of the characters. That is, his dramatic works
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offer a two-way channel to innovate the notion of the

dramatic action and of the hero. On the one hand, by means

of maintaining the formal deployment of conversation in

drama, Browning authenticates the characters' alternate

role-playing between the speaker and the auditor. On the

other hand, by exclusively concentrating on the main

character, he substitutes the hero's internal and

psychological problems for the conventional dramatic action

and pursues the extent to which psychological subtlety and

profundity of human motivation is brought into a dramatic

form. With such innovative effort, Browning initiates a

transformation of the dramatic hero into the speaker, while

effecting a corresponding match of the minor characters with

the auditor in the dramatic monologue. Characters other

than the hero/heroine are thus charged with qualities of the

auditor which consist of passive responses, positive

acceptance, revelation of the irony of character and

situation, and critical comments on the protagonist's

action.

Referring to the minor characters of Paracelsus,

scholars such as Roma King and Patricia Ball are ready to

use the term "auditor" or the "listener" without hesitation.

Comparing Paracelsus to Pauline, King contends that in this

poem, Browning

. . . depicted his persona more clearly . . .

The auditors, too, are more clearly conceived and
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more organically related to the central action.

(my emphasis, The Focusing Artifice 14)

Arguing Browing's presence in the poem as the "central self"

represented in Paracelsus, Ball mentions a group of

listeners(s]:

With the next presentation of a mind engaged in

self-search, we find the listener has multiplied

into four persons . . . . (my emphasis, The

Central Self 203)

In Paracelsus, Browning's continued effort to divert

from Shelley becomes more active and assumes a more

confident tone. It is ingrained in his conception of the

protagonist and remains organic to the thematic construction

of the poem. In contrast to the anonymous poet-figure in

Pauline, Browning features a specific historical figure who

has a distinctive name: "Paracelsus (Philippus Aureolus

Theophrastus Bombastus ab Hohenheim) ." As a scientist and

empiricist, Paracelsus prevails over the Shelleyan poet,

Aprile, who assumes an auditor-position as against

Paracelsus' role as the speaker-protagonist.

Paracelsus indeed takes a primal position in the poem.

He assumes an undeniable centrality in terms not only of his

predominant presence throughout, but also of his position as

the thematic focus. This is even explicit in the subtitles

of each act, subsequently entitled, "Paracelsus Aspires,,"

"Paracelsus Attains," "Paracelsus, " "Paracelsus Aspires,"
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and "Paracelsus Attains." The penetrating concern of all

five acts is the dialectical development of the hero

Paracelsus' soul, tracing "the mood itself in its rise and

progress" (Browning 38). Discernibly, the entire poem

registers the undulating, but gradual development of the

soul of the hero, concentrating on how Paracelsus,

originally a romantic hero, comes to terms with reality and

the existential condition of life.

Browning's poetic challenge with relation to the

protagonist's struggle for self-evolution seems to be quite

obvious. He concerns not only the content and quality of

the quest but also the way to achieve the desired goal. In

the poetic argument, he interweaves these issues by use of

three auditor figures in such a way that each auditor

represents a certain aspect of either the substance of the

quest or the means to achieve it.

Each act spotlights at least one main influence on

Paracelsus in the form of an auditor who accordingly assumes

figural characteristics of the way in which Paracelsus

pursues the intended objective. More noticeable than the

structural arrangement of the auditor figure in each act is,

however, Browning's double-edged sketching of the auditor's

influence upon the protagonist's self-development. While

exploring the paradigm of the auditor's role in the

speaker's self-search, Browning endeavors to portray in

precise detail the full scope as well as the limitation of
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the influence one exerts upon another's internal growth. In

more specific terms, the auditors of the poem--Festus,

Aprile, and Michal--function as the main agents of procuring

Paracelsus' spiritual growth. At the same time, they

ultimately become the instrument of revealing the limitation

of one's power and influence upon another's self-

development.

These auditor figures occasion Browning to activate and

reinforce his notion of intersubjectivity between the

speaker and the auditor, and by analogy, between human

beings. Such practice is of course an extension of what

Browning first incorporates into Pauline by means of its

failure. In Paracelsus, Browning's egalitarian notion of

mutual influence between human subjects is further expanded

to the point that the reader emerges as a major determinant

of the poetic meaning, extracting as well as shaping it from

the given data. In the Preface, Browning emphasizes the

reader's "co-operating fancy." He remarks that it is the

reader's collaboration that, figuratively, constitutes

constellations such as "Lyre" and "Crown" from scattered

stars (Browning 38). Unprecedentedly striking, Browning's

assertion of the reader's participation has a direct impact

upon the open-endedness of poetry which puts him in a

pioneer position in the rise of modern poetry.

The role of each auditor is unique, characteristic,

vital, and, as a whole, cooperative in Paracelsus' self-



53

evolution. Aprile is recognized by Paracelsus as the other

half of himself. As most overtly a figural character,

Aprile assumes this complementary aspect of Paracelsus not

only in the ideal he pursues but also in his symbolic

implication. Focused in Act II, the relationship between

Paracelsus and Aprile shifts from contrast through parallel

to identification. In the ideal they pursue, the two

figures form a striking contrast: Paracelsus "aspired to

KNOW" (II, 384), whereas Aprile "would LOVE infinitely, and

be loved!" (II, 385). However, such contrast is not

consistently maintained as the plot unfolds. If the hero

had been Aprile, an Alastor-figure who pursues Love for its

own sake, the general stream would have been the same,

because Aprile and Paracelsus, in their exclusive and

extreme pursuit of the ideal, commit virtually the same

error. As William 0. Raymond elaborates,

Though the one seeks knowledge, the other love as

revealed through beauty, both are idealists and

transcendentalists, with a thirst for the

absolute, an unquenchable desire to surpass all

finite limitations, a vision of perfection which

forbids them to rest content with any finite

attainment. (The Infinite Moment 168)

In spite of the polarity between knowledge and love, as

Priestley mentions, "the parallelism of Paracelsus and

Aprile is more strongly enforced than the contrast" (73).
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With Paracelsus' declaration of the interdependence

between Aprile and himself as "dissevered halves," the

parallel situation is transformed into assimilation. Upon

this enunciation, Aprile's role as the auditor is formally

established. As complementary and compensatory figures to

each other, Paracelsus and Aprile each want answers for his

own problems from the other. Paracelsus perceives that

Aprile "seemed/To echo one foreboding of my heart/So

truly,,..." (II, 407-09) and asks Aprile to answer "what thou

wouldst be, and what I am" (II, 419). Likewise, Aprile

requests that Paracelsus "reveal'st [his] soul" (II, 381) in

order to answer his failure. Alternatively exchanging the

roles between the speaker and the auditor, Paracelsus and

Aprile reciprocally assume the role of alter egos who need

to be reconciled and dialectically combined into a better

third.

The increasing necessity of a dialectical synthesis

between Knowledge and Love (and between Paracelsus and

Aprile) is expressed in Paracelsus' anxious desire for a

union with Aprile. The resistant tone implied in his

exclamation near Aprile's death is resonant to such

yearning:

Part? never!

Till thou the lover, know; and I, the knower,

Love--until both are saved. (II. 635-37)
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Ultimately, as Keenan contends, "what Paracelsus learns from

the ordeal is that the 'knowledge' he sought apart from

mankind and the transcendent 'love' that was Aprile's quest

must be interdependent" (128). Paracelsus' final warning to

mankind on his death-bed is interpreted in the same context:

Let men

Regard me, and the poet dead long ago

Who loved too rashly; and shape forth a third

And better-tempered spirit, warned by both . . . .

(V. 885-88)

From a biographical standpoint, this fusion of the two to

"shape forth a third" is indicative of Browning's "deeply

sublimated (and wishful) thinking regarding Shelley and

[himself]" (Keenan 128).

Festus, another auditor, appears as Paracelsus' friend

as well as "the friend" of the reader (Shaw 14). As a

reality figure, he fits Henry James' notion of the character

of "ficelle" in its most congenial way. As "An acknowledged

elder, calmer, wiser,/More gifted mortal" (III, 81-2),, he

exerts sustained influence upon Paracelsus throughout his

life. In Act I, he is a typical advocate of tradition,

history, convention, and transmission of knowledge through

books and learning. He rebukes and dissuades Paracelsus

against his solipsistically subjective notion of the world

and his journey to an unknown and uninhabited region in

search of Knowledge. In particular, he advises Paracelsus
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not to exclude humanity and human love as the primal agent

of his quest:

for, though I hold

With you, the setting forth such praise to be

The natural end and service of a man,

And hold such praise is best attained when man

Attains the general welfare of his kind--

Yet this, the end, is not the instrument.

Presume not to serve God apart from such

Appointed channel as he wills shall gather

Imperfect tributes, for that sole obedience

Valued perchance! He seeks not that his altars

Blaze, careless how, so that they do but blaze.

(I, 300-10).

Against Paracelsus' exclusively single-minded quest for

Knowledge, Festus' role as reminder of reality and reverence

for humanity might be compared to that of "chorus, (who]

give expression to reality or truth so as to provide a

developing pattern of irony" (Priestley 69). Given "a

fuller grasp of the situation than [Paracelsus]" (Priestley

69), he presages and fosters the poetic irony which remains

effective to Paracelsus' last-moment self-illumination,

elevating his role to a prophet. To the extreme idealist,

Paracelsus, nothing would be more lacking than common and

communal sense in order to make a proper response to

reality.
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In the ensuing acts, however, Festus gradually changes.

Instead of convention-ridden timidity, he voices a strong

defence for Paracelsus, a hero unbefitting to the

contemporary society. Stripped of his timid adherence to

and passive preservation of the existing value system, he

becomes a spiritual supporter of Paracelsus, inspiring his

role as a leader of society. Such a positive change in

Festus' role exerts an important thematic contribution as

well as enriching the dramatic quality of the poem. Sitting

by Paracelsus and waiting for him to regain consciousness,

Festus says, in words that recall Aprile's:

I am for noble Aureole, God!

I am upon his side, come weal or woe!

His portion shall be mine! He has done well!

I would have sinn'd! reward him or I waive

Reward! If thou canst find no place for him,

He shall be king elsewhere, and I will be

His slave for ever! (V. 406-12)

Promoting further Festus' integration with Aprile,

Browning merges the two auditor figures into

indistinguishable one in Paracelsus' delirium. Browning's

naive figuration of Paracelsus' last-moment hand-grasping,

simultaneously, one with Festus and the other with Aprile,

might indicate the quality of Paracelsus' final achievement

which establishes "the link between the truth of mankind and

the transcendent spirit" (Keenan 129). This synthetic and
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dialectical fusion of the two auditor figures--one as the

speaker's alter-ego and the other as the reader's friend--

further anticipates the auditor in Browning's dramatic

monologues, who encompasses both qualities. As Raymond

contends, the synthetic quality of Paracelsus' final

illumination is such that

In the last words of the dying Paracelsus, love is

conceived of in a way that cannot be regarded as a

mere reiteration or enforcement of that romantic

ideal of love embodied in the impassioned reveries

of Aprile. (170)

Michal, Paracelsus' friend and Festus' wife, appears as

the least expressive and vital auditor in the poem. Except

in Act I, she appears as an implied background figure,

further devitalized by her informed death in Act IV. As an

extension of Pauline or a Shelleyan maiden figure, she

functions as the source and symbol of enduring love and

domestic peace. Based upon such symbolic qualities, she

prewarns the danger involved in Paracelsus' single-minded

and indulgently anti-social quest for knowledge, which has a

resounding impact on Paracelsus, being reminded by himself

in his failure:

Stay with us, Aureole! Cast those hopes away,

And stay with us! An angel warns me, too,

Man should be humble; you are very proud:

And God, dethroned, has doleful plagues for such!
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--Warns me to have in dread no quick repulse,

No slow defeat, but a complete success:

You will find all you seek, and perish so!

(I, 700-06)

Michal is, above all, a full embodiment of the notion

of change and vicissitude in life. With her particularity

and unique figural characteristics in the poem, she

represents the principle of life, herself going through

major changes such as marriage, motherhood, and death. In

Act III when Paracelsus meets Festus, he asks about Michal

and expresses surprise at her becoming a mother of three.

To Paracelsus who "detest[s] all change,/And most a change

in aught [he] loved long since" (III, 44-45), Michael takes

an opposing position. It is natural then that her

acceptance of life's changes "unsettle[s] the pure picture

in [Paracelsus'] mind" (III, 39).

Against Paracelsus' notion of stasis and completeness

of life, Michal's experience in the fluctuation of life

offers a thematic contrast in one's way to respond to

reality. Witnessing the inevitable and absolute reality of

human existence through Michal, Paracelsus has an access to

the law of change in organisms, which composes an

indispensable knowledge of life, the essential part of

Knowledge which he sought everywhere except in his own

vicinity.
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In her life time, Michal is a symbol of domestic love

and of a shelter for peace; with her death, she becomes an

embodiment of the eternal presence of the soul and human

immortality. In Act IV, the news of her death offers

Paracelsus the ground for reassuring the soul's immortality:

I think the soul can never

Taste death. I am, just now, as you may see,

Very unfit to put so strange a thought

In an intelligible dress of words;

But take it as my trust, she is not dead. (IV,

678-82)

If Browning illustrates the extent of the influence one

has upon another's self-evolution through the three

auditors, he indicates and supplements its limitation in Act

III. Subtitled "Paracelsus, " this act presents Paracelsus

teaching at a university in Basel as "life's

dispenser,/Fate's commissary, idol of the schools/And

courts" (III. 14-16).

Paracelsus' participation in the real life situation,

beyond the influence of the three auditors, prompts him to

accept knowledge as a living experience instead of an

abstract and conceptual notion. His revolutionary but

finally dejected teaching experience instructs him with the

limitation of one's power and influence upon others. Only

through becoming an influence himself, is Paracelsus able to
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learn the transmission of knowledge whether it is academic

learning or a practical lesson of life.

Such experience of failure in Basel provides an

opportunity for Paracelsus to put on the other's shoes and

to cultivate sympathetic imagination in which he is capable

of identifying himself with others. As the poet of Pauline

learns others' suffering only through his own embittering

sense of loss, so does Paracelsus come to learn about

himself more through his own experience of expulsion and

rejection than through a passive reception of the external

influence.

The final act features a kind of spiritual synthesis

working through all those diverse elements. Mixing,

combining, and re-integrating various operative elements,

Browning forges a new body of experience in Paracelsus'

awareness. In this act, Festus says what Aprile might have

told about Paracelsus. Paracelsus, in turn, shows mental

confusion between Aprile and Festus, a symbolic

manifestation of the dialectical fusion of the two. Just as

Aprile sees poets in his vision near death, so does

Paracelsus imagine Aprile's presence at the final moment of

his life.

Paracelsus' final illumination is, however, not a

mechanical juxtaposition of those various elements, but a

dialectical evolution of them. It is "the better third"

that exceeds technical integration and mechanical fusion of
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the opposing forces, embedded or presented. Paracelsus'

final achievement appears as a culmination not only of his

various experiences of aspiration and achievement but also

of the efforts of Festus, Aprile, Michal, and his living

experience in reality.

To a certain extent, such an ultimate message is

insipidly common-sensical, but, by virtue of Browning's

transforming imagination, it becomes special, unique, and

lasting. Perhaps, the entire poem is itself an illustration

of the way in which a dialectical operation among poetic

elements is carried out and performs its intended objective

in a work of art. And in this process, the auditor emerges

as a central influence.

Pippa Passes:

"to be called by the names of the Happiest Four"

The predominantly lyrical voice of Pauline and the

overtly dramatic mode of Paracelsus take a synthetic form

and generate "an extraordinary medley of conventional drama,

closet drama, narrative, and lyric" (David G. Riede, "Genre

and Poetic Authority in Pippa Passes," 49) in Pippa Passes.

Such a shift of the poetic mode has a direct relevance to

Browning's conceptualization of the poetic auditor. It is,

in other words, a reflection of Browning's incessant

experiment with various aspects of the auditor. His

experiment encompasses a series of different points of
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interest ranging from the poet's awareness of the necessity

for the auditor as an agent of the objectification of poetry

(Pauline) through his extensive exploration of the auditor's

role in the speaker's development of the soul (Paracelsus)

to his analysis of the activity of listening (PipaPasses).

Especially noticeable in Pippa Passes is Browning's effort

to define the auditor in terms of the act of listening and

its operation in the characters' conversions.

In the Victorian context, Browning's cross-genre

combination in Pippa Passes and other works might be a

reflection of "the historical uncertainties, the

multitudinousness, of the early Victorian age" (Riede 49).

In the emergence of the auditor, however, such inter-genre

experiment, with its unprecedented flexibility, allows

Browning to engage in an intensive and active search for the

auditor. By presenting the complex and unconscious workings

of the external influence from the vantage point of the main

character's act of listening, Browning stresses, as Donald

Hair argues, "the complexity of human motives and the

uncertain nature of moral insight" (Browning's Experiments

with Genre 49).

Pippa Passes is composed of four disconnected episodes,

interrupted by brief "talks by the way" and accompanied by

proem and "Epilogue." The unity of the work rests on Pippa,

who is "less a character than a disembodied lyric voice"

(Riede 53), and her passage through each scene, singing a
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lyric that functions as "a catalyst to action" (Riede 53).

In its narrative pattern, each episode follows conversation

or free-flowing dialogue between characters. A careful

examination of the narrative knot, however, reveals that the

assumed conversation does not do justice to the term.

Within the ostensibly conversational frame, each character

indulges in his or her own speech (or speculation) regularly

interrupted by the other's, without substantial interaction.

The "conversation" is nothing more than a character's

meditation or monologue that is spoken loud enough to be

heard (or overheard) by the other.

In each of the scenes, the situation is resolved by the

moment of insight or of Joycean "epiphany" evoked by Pippa's

songs. In such narrative and structural formation, Pippa's

action upon the character as a collective group emerges as

important as inter-character influence. In each episode,

the construction of the plot depends on the characters'

listening to Pippa's timely songs as much as their

influencing one another. In the same context, the entire

operation of the characters' unpremeditated conversions is

represented as God's interruption into human affairs in the

shape of Pippa, accompanied by each character's renewed

moral insight.

In its resolution, the poem depends on a double irony.

As James Korg mentions, not only is "the world of Pippa

Passes a cryptogram" in which "its people cannot read the
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book of their experience" (7), but, more significantly, what

they experience is decided by their unconscious mis-reading

of Pippa's songs in a way that fits their own egotistic

purpose. As defined by Eleanor Cook, the chief aspect of

the ironic pattern of Pippa Passes is in "the irony [and

unintelligibility] of God's ways when regarded from man's

point of view" (462). Such irony is embodied even in Pippa

herself who unknowingly plays a crucial role in the change

of others' lives, without knowing her own fate.

This ironic operation of hierarchical influence-

structure generates a triple layer of the auditor. In each

episode, the main character, i.e. Sebald, Jules, Luigi, and

the Monsignor, is paralleled to Paracelsus in his centrality

in the poem, thus assuming the speaker's opposing his or her

counterpart who plays the auditor's role. In regard to the

characters' collective relationship to Pippa, however, it is

both the main and the minor characters who assume the role

of the auditors who listen to Pippa's songs. Still at

another level, it is Pippa who, in her "fancy's fullest

games" ("Introduction," 110), initially intends to "[be]

called by the names/Of the Happiest Four in our Asolo" (112-

13). Herself a poet figure who is capable of sympathetic

imagination, Pippa engages herself purposefully in the lives

of the people of Asolo. Even Browning's adoption of the

passive mode in the passage, "be called," is intentional and
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indicative of Pippa's initial effort to put herself in the

position of a listener.

With such a triple employment of the auditor, Browning

brings in a two-fold notion of reality to each main

character's self-contained world. To a certain extent, the

auditors in each episode, i.e. Phene, Luigi's mother,

Ottima, and the Intendant, have a closer link to the world

of reality than do the main characters. Portrayed as an

embodiment or reminder of the reality principle, they assume

the role of an intruder or an extension of reality, who

challenges the main character's self-contained

egocentricity. In the first episode, with contrast to

Sebald's romantic notion of life and love, Ottima's world is

an extension of her egotistic narcissism. From such a

solipsistic view of the world, nothing appears important but

herself. Romantic love is divested of its illusion and

degraded into sordid and ugly indulgence. In the second

episode, Phene is herself an extension of reality that is

replete with intriguing plots, jealousy, and deceitful

designs. In the third episode, it is Luigi's mother who

sees through her son's ego-centered patriotism and questions

the quality of his love for country. To the bishop, the

Intendant called Ugo is not only the author of his family

trouble and intrigue, but also the key to revealing and

resolving such disgraceful reality. Despite the specific

points of difference, these auditors are assimilated to a
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common role as a reminder of the base and unpleasant

reality.

In the larger frame of the work, the self-directed

auditor, Pippa, functions as an instrument of the ultimate

reality, God's omnipresent supremacy. Her passage through

the sordid reality of Asolo singing and unconsciously

touching the lives of the people is identified as an act of

restoring order in the morally anarchic world, resuscitating

God to the position of supreme sovereignty, and revivifying

the characters' will power for choice.

Among the four, the Ottima-Sebald scene, especially,

deserves attention--not only to the quality and nature of

the characters' conversions, but also to the way in which

they interpret the reality and convert themselves. In this

scene, Browning sets a paradigm of the characters' sudden

conversions by dramatizing the miraculous and mysterious

workings of God in almost graphic visuality. In concrete

and specific terms, he renders a series of operations going

on in the lives of Sebald and Ottima, registering how

Pippa's song occasions the characters' transformation by

eliciting a chain reaction in them. In Browning's

conceptualization of the auditor, this episode comes closest

to the dramatic monologue, which is explicitly represented

in the narrative progress of the scene.
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In this scene, Browning singles out the post-murder

psychology of the adulterous couple, Sebald and Ottima.

Without deploying external action, he concentrates on the

unfolding of their spiritual futility, sense of guilt, and

moral vacuity. As Riede describes, the presented world is

so dislocated and decentered that

the dialogue of fallen perception between the

adulterous murderers Ottima and Sebald seems at

times almost theater of the absurd as they try to

get hold of truth in a world without God's

presence. (55)

One of the most argumentative points in this episode

has been about the plausibility of Ottima's last-moment

conversion. Unable to provide any causal explanation,

scholars have turned to either the melodramatic construction

of the poem or the unique feasibility of the Victorians'

dramatic conversion, as is represented in Thomas Carlyle's

Sartor Resartus, John Henry Newman's Apologia Pro Vita Sua,

and J. S. Mill's Autobiography. Neither of these positions

are so comprehensive as to give justice to Ottima's

unexpected change, nor is their reasoning based upon the

poetic context. By attributing the characters' motivation

of conversion to the extra-poetic elements, scholars

legitimize a possible disintegration between the artistic

work and its characters.
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The clue for Ottima's conversion is, in quite precise

detail, incorporated into the poetic context. It seems to

lie, in part, in the operative principle of God's providence

and, in part, in the characters' unconscious efforts to

search for the self. The episode is composed of three

sections which, in all, contribute to the characters' last-

moment conversions. The first section shows them groping

for meaning in the world of moral stagnation; the second,

their sexual-indulgence, while consciously repudiating

repentance and redemption; the third, with Pippa's song a

climax, their sudden conversions and the consequent

foreshadowing of a double suicide.

In the first section, Browning's main concern is a

rendition of the characters' responses to the disintegrated

world with its natural cycle and chain of being shattered.

The act of murder, instead of confirming the characters'

role as "lovers in romances" (I. 142),, destroys the very

source of order and value-system that maintains human

society and procures the systematic circulation of nature.

Divesting themselves of their perceptibility, both Ottima

and Sebald confront a strangely disfigured world. Their

interpretation and reception of such reality not only

represents the personality and character traits of each, but

it also assumes an opposite direction. If Sebald's attitude

is rendered in more direct and guilt-stricken terms,

Ottima's response is wrapped with a thick veil of ego-
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centricity and obtuseness to the events and people around

her.

The characters' contradistinctive approaches to reality

are manifested in their reception of the cyclical movement

of nature as well as of language and human perception. The

scene opens with Sebald's song which is overshadowed by his

sense of guilt, desire for escape, and lack of confidence in

confronting reality which is now disfigured by his murder of

Luca Gaddi, Ottima's husband and his master. For him,

morning is just like "a night with a sun added" (I, 32).

Compared to Sebald's conscience-stricken perception of

morning, Ottima's interpretation is more devastating: it is

generated from her rejection of any romantic implication at

all. Upon Sebald's song, Ottima responds as if nothing had

happened. Her pretended normality and feigned text-book

regularity are emphatic indications of her psychological

restlessness and discomposure: "Night? Such may be your

Rhine-land nights perhaps;/But this blood-red beam through

the shutter's chink/--We call such light, the morning" (I.

4-6). For her, "morning" is no more than a mere natural

phenomenon, a result of the mechanical circulation of stars,

without having any specific implications, emotionally or

metaphorically.

Such opposing receptions of reality are conveyed in and

reinforced by the disjointed narrative connection. Browning
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is extraordinarily skillful in his treatment of the

narrative pattern, which is, in fact, nothing more than the

characters' turn-taking in speech. A linear arrangement of

all Sebald's speeches and of all Ottima's proves that both

characters are so preoccupied with their own thoughts that

they do not allow themselves to listen to the other's

thoughts. Each is absorbed in his or her own speculation

which is articulated loud enough to be heard (or overheard)

by his/her counterpart. Along with the narrative

disjunction, the characters' self-absorption provides itself

as the metaphor of isolated self in the fragmentary world.

The characters' approaches to language and verbal

articulation assume the same contradiction. Guilt-stricken

Sebald tries to repent his irredeemable act by a recurrent

articulation:

Best speak -again and yet again of it,

Till words cease to be more than words. 'His

blood,

For instance--let those two words mean 'His

blood'

And nothing more. (I. 43-46)

Ottima's position is exactly the opposite. Instead of

recurrent utterance, she thinks it "Best never [to] speak of

it" (I. 42). She tries to cover her murderous action in

terms of indifference and overly consistent pursuit of
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sensual indulgence, in the same way in which one tries to

close his eyes in order not to see the fact that he knows is

there.

The impulsive, sporadic, and unconscious operation of

Ottima's associative and imaginative power, however, brings

in scraps of the clue from which the reader may construe her

last-moment conversion. Throughout the narrative, Ottima,

unaware, articulates several crucial terms, putting them

into Sebald's mouth, and unconsciously furthering his and

her repentance. The first cue comes from Ottima's use of an

abstract term for the murder: "Assuredly if I repented/The

deed--" (my emphases, I. 46-47). Reminding one of an

antiphonal process, Sebald echoes her clipped speech

instantaneously: "Repent? Who should repent, or why?/What

puts that in your head? Did I once say/That I repented?"

(my emphases, I. 48-49). The repetition indicates the

characters' almost neurotic obsession with the murder and

further with the necessity of repentance. Ottima's answer

to Sebald's accusation is more interesting and more directly

alluding to the murder: "No, I said the deed . . . " (my

emphasis, I. 50).

Such crucial terms reverberate in Sebald's

consciousness and elicit his effort (although initiated

reluctantly) to define his role in the murder of Lucca:

'The deed' and 'the event'--just now it was

'Our passion's fruit'--the devil take such cant!
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Say, once and always, Luca was a wittol,

I am his cut-throat, you are . . . . (I. 51-54)

Clear from this passage is Sebald's awareness, for the first

time, of his role in the murder of Luca: instead of the

romantic hero who sins for his impulsively strong emotion of

love, he is nothing but a "cut-throat," a tough reality

replete with disillusionment of the self.

The second noticeable term is articulated in Ottima's

reminiscence of her love affair with Sebald on one "May

morning." Recollecting the "green ascent of sycamores"

under which they "two stole," she immediately associates a

sculpture, "Venus' body" (I. 102), with "Lucca Gaddi's

murdered corpse" (I. 103) in a hypothetical sentence: "If

we had come upon a thing like that/Suddenly . . . " (my

emphases, I. 100-101). With this utterance as a cue,

Sebald's attitude is one more step removed from Ottima's

enchanting hands. Upon Ottima's imaginative holding of

[Luca's] two dead hands in order to confirm her hatred,

Sebald says, as if electrified: "Off, off--take your hands

off mine,/'T is hot evening--off! oh, morning is it?" (I.

112-13). Considering that "hands" are the most immediate

instrument of human action, Sebald's refusal of Ottima's

hands might further be conjectured to his disdain of the

murderous action.

The source of Ottima's conversion might also be

attributed to her associative and imaginative faculty.
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Embedded in her subconsciousness, such associative power

becomes the very agent of her final redemption, in addition

to its promotion of Sebald's conversion. Such a claim

offsets what Thomas Fish interprets as Ottima's symbolic

role as "a projection of Sebald's desire to avoid

ackowledging the sordidness of his behavior" (29). Rather

than voicing Sebald's desire to avoid reality, Ottima gives

voice to Sebald's guilt-stricken consciousness in a way that

would clarify it and, in the long-run, she helps,

unconsciously and unintentionally, his leading up to the

final conversion.

Nevertheless, it is not until he listens to Pippa's

song that Sebald arrives at a total rejection of his

previous actions and salvages himself from self-abandonment

which reaches its climax in his mesmerical giving himself up

to Ottima's sensual allurement. Pippa's passage and singing

not only authenticate her primal but unconscious

participation in the changes of the characters' lives, but

they also convey Browning's notion that a mere reminder of

human reality is not enough to convert characters. In

addition to seeing through the ugly reality, the characters

still need the absolute standard upon which they can

discern, as Sebald articulates, "which is the better, never

fear,/Of vice or virtue, purity or lust,/Nature or trick!"

(1. 264-66). Along with her initial step to assume a

listener, Pippa's passage offers a momentum in the
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characters' perception of reality. The world, distorted and

defiled by their murderous activity, is rejuvenated through

Pippa's song and restored to its "morning," its dew and

freshness, and reconstructs its orderly chain of being.

Throughout the poem, Pippa appears as God's unconscious

agent. And in such a context, her lack of individuality and

incompletely realized profile fit into the poetic scheme in

an excellent way. In fact, "as a personality, Pippa is

inconsistently portrayed" (Fish 25),, but even if she had

been portrayed consistently, it might have not been

particularly significant to the poem as a whole.

Especially, in the prologue, Pippa's voice assumes "an

impersonal, oracular voice describing the life-force of

nature" (Fish 26). It is her song rather than her character

that effects an immediate change in Sebald's apprehension of

reality. As Fish states, "through Pippa's song, the

external, natural world intrudes upon Sebald's

introspective, unnatural self-deception, and he experiences

a 'true' epiphany" (30).

Sebald's sudden awakening to reality comes along with

his unexpected disillusionment with Ottima's physical

attraction. Upon his repetition of Pippa's phrase, "God's

in his heaven!" (I. 228), his view of Ottima undergoes a

miraculous change. Now, reduced to a mere object, Ottima is

"emptied of" all the strange grace which she had once (I.

241-43). Such stripping off of Sebald's romantic illusion
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takes two steps: his third-person reference to Ottima which

effectuates his invalidation of her presence, and his

"speak[ingJ of," instead of, "to" her. Sebald's changed

perception of Ottima is devastatingly disintegrated:

Why, the blank cheek hangs listless as it likes,

No purpose holds the features up together,

Only the cloven brow and puckered chin

Stay in their places: and the very hair,

That seemed to have a sort of life in it,

Drops, a dead web! (I. 244-48)

Along with Ottima's pleading to Sebald to "Speak to me--not

of me" (I. 247),, Sebald's speech assumes an interior

monologue which is not stopped, but only intermittently

interrupted by Ottima's desperate cry for a sanction of her

presence, literally and metaphorically.

The momentum for Ottima's conversion is the same

Pippa's song, especially, the last phrase, "God's in his

heaven!" which is repeated by Sebald again in line 270.

This passage, with its solemn reality in which God's

sovereignty is fully accepted, incites Ottima to recognize

"[her] whole crime" (I. 272) and the ultimate insignificance

of body and emptiness of physical attraction. Such

recognition is represented by Ottima's rejection of her

breast as "a breast" (I. 275-76),, her acceptance of "death"

(I. 277), and her prayer to God for beingn] merciful!" "to

him," and "not to [her)" (I. 283).



77

By incorporating the chain reaction in which the

influence goes from unseen God through Pippa--His "puppet"

("Conclusion," 114)--to Sebald, and to Ottima, Browning

expresses ultimatum of his artistic principles of poetry

which he once wrote to Ruskin: poetry is "a putting the

infinite within the finite" (Collingwood 200). From such

perspective, the entire scene records, in its circular

movement, how the characters' ego-centric desires dislocate

human relationships and generate a distorted vision of

nature and reality, and how God, intervening in human

affairs through Pippa and her songs, redeems and corrects

reality--reality in both human and divine senses.

Sebald's continuous interior-monologic speech after

Pippa's song has a special bearing in the evolution of the

dramatic monologue technique. In it, Browning explores a

new territory of poetic rhetoric in which the speaker is

"unconscious of" the auditor so that his speech is overheard

by the auditor. This rhetoric is later merged into the

dramatic monologue, especially in those poems in which the

speaker engages in internal debate as a way of processing

his self-illumination. Such a method makes possible the

retrieval of the speaker's deeper level of consciousness.

In Pippa Passes, Browning classifies the speaker's

rhetorical objective by subdividing the act of listening

into two modes of hearing and overhearing. In the situation

in which the speaker directly persuades his auditor, his
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speech is unquestionably "heard" by the auditor; but when

the speaker exceeds that step and submerges himself in self-

examination, the incorporated auditor comes to "overhear"

the speaker's oration and participates in the poetic context

in an indirect way. Such overhearing of the auditor further

anticipates the role of the reader in the dramatic monologue

where the reader's presence is defined by the same act of

overhearing.



CHAPTER III

THE ACTIVATION OF THE AUDITOR

If, in his early poems, Browning concentrates on the

conceptualization of the auditor suitable for his aim, such

an experimental stage is crystalized in his dramatic

monologues. Epitomized in several masterpiece-volumes, such

as Dramatic Lyrics (1842), Dramatic Romances and Lyrics

(1845), and Men and Women (1855), his dramatic monologues

feature a unique form of the discourse of persuasion in

which usually a solipsistic speaker attempts to convey his

specific perspective or view of the world and life to an

auditor or a group of auditors who remain silent throughout.

In such poetic discourse, a chapter called "the

activation of the auditor" sounds rather self-contradictory

and provocative, because apparently what happens to the

auditor is the loss of speech within the poetic context.

While implying its relative differences (e.g. a comparison

between Pauline and Lucrezia might justify the term

"activation" in one's argument of Lucrezia's role in "Andrea

del Sarto"), this expression presupposes a direction

opposite to the established notion of the auditor in

Browning's poetry. For, as I mentioned briefly in the

introductory chapter, Browning scholars--both formalists and

79
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those who support internal approaches to poetry--have

ignored the auditor's functional significance in the

rhetorical and psychological movement of the poem. Whatever

reason they claim, a basic mistake of Browning scholarship

is in its devaluation of the auditor who occupies an

important position in shaping the poetic experience.

Certainly, Browning would not incorporate the auditor

into his poems for no reason. He must have had some purpose

or reason for such a unique experiment. He might have

attempted to compensate the deficiency of language as a

communicative and expressive medium by potentializing it

through the auditor's silence. By immersing one party of

the discourse in silence, he might have wanted to reinforce

the psychological tension between poetic characters, a

definite distinction from purely conversational or merely

lyrical poetry. Or, he might have aimed at using the silent

auditor as a substitute for the Romantic poets' "nature"

which, without speech, fulfills a perfect communion with the

lyric speaker. By processing the poetic discourse one-

sidedly, Browning might have wished to provoke the reader's

active imagination and to prepare a channel for the reader's

response to his poetry.

Whatever his undisclosed motive, it seems beyond

question that, by submerging the auditor's speech into the

speaker's subjective listening perimeter, and further into

the reader's imagination, Browning internalizes the
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auditor's potential action. This process results in

diversifying the poetic effect without sacrificing the

kernel message. The auditor's silence indeed emerges as

crucial as the speaker's speech in interpreting Browning's

dramatic monologues. An interpretation of the silence thus

seems to be the main key to an access to the internal

dynamics of the poem.

Once having fixed on the dramatic monologue mode,

Browning pushes the form further and pursues the

verisimilitude and plausibility of the auditor's silence.

He does not incorporate the auditor's silence into the poem

as mere mechanical device or technical convention. He makes

it happen as naturally as, in Keats' terms, "the leaves of

the tree": it originates as an outgrowth of the poetic

situation, more specifically, of the cooperative workings of

the speaker's personality, the main issue at hand, and the

auditor's relationship to the speaker within the context.

Part of the task of this chapter lies in bringing the

motivating threads of the auditor's silence to a logical

conclusion.

In this regard, Christopher Ricks' remark especially

appeals to the cursory reader. In a book, entitled The

Force of Poetry (1984), Ricks unveils one of the most

tantalizing misconceptions one might have as to the nature

of the dramatic monologue and articulates what is to be the

basic research premise of Browning's activation of the



82

auditor. Viewing the dramatic monologue as a product of the

tension between "strong speech" and "strong silence" (154),

Ricks suggests, in a rather evocative and epigrammatic tone:

Tolerate the fact that a dramatic monologue is a

dialogue in which only one party speaks, and it is

intolerable; make it a strict rule of the game,

and you can feel the tension and the responsible

revelatory economy of the form. (155)

Based on such a presupposition, four of Browning's

poems, i.e. "My Last Duchess" (1842),, "The Bishop Orders His

Tomb at St. Praxed's Church" (1844 or 1845), "Andrea del

Sarto" (1853-55) and "Fra Lippo Lippi" (1853-55), are

discussed in this chapter. Especially pertinent to the gist

of the chapter, they are selected on two grounds: 1) their

common form as dramatic monologues and 2) their diverse, but

equal contribution to illuminating the significance of the

auditor which increases as the auditor becomes more

individualized and particularized.

In these poems, Browning endeavors to portray the

auditor's undeniable poetic presence and growing

individuality. Such an effort has direct relevance to the

speaker's increasing adherence to a self-enclosed world of

subjectivism that often goes as far as eccentricity and

absurdity. The underlying assumption is that, as the

speaker's contact with reality becomes scarce, the necessity

becomes more urgent for interaction between the speaker and
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the auditor--the auditor as the "super-imposed reality"

(Iser 19). In the poem, the auditor functions as a juncture

that facilitates the speaker's contact with reality, either

by constantly challenging the latter with real world issues

or by reminding him of the limitations of his subjective

world.

Along with the auditor's particularization, interplay

between the speaker and the auditor appears unusually

dynamic and vigorous, so much so that, according to the

auditor's roles and poetic positions assigned, the entire

structure of the poem undergoes a radical change. The

auditor exerts cardinal influence upon the speaker's

psychological and rhetorical handling of the issues under

consideration. In more specific terms, he has substantial

power either to accept or to disapprove the speaker's self-

defensive speech in a way that his silence itself is

transformed into the speaker's reading text. For a

solipsistic speaker, the auditor is often recognized as an

intruder into a self-contained world. For this reason, the

speaker often "manifest[s] a veiled hostility" (McGowan 161)

towards the auditor, but since it is the auditor's existence

that verifies the substantiality of his world, the speaker

is extremely sensitive to the auditor's response and

scrupulous in his speech.

In general, the speaker receives a double challenge

from the auditor: one from what the auditor represents and
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the other from the situation fostered by the auditor's

silence. In other words, the speaker's task is two-fold.

First, he has to win over his auditor through his speech.

Second, he has to convince himself in the situation in which

he, due to the auditor's silence, inevitably confronts his

internal self as well as the reality. Likewise, in many

poems, the auditor's silence occasions the speaker's

"conscious confrontation with himself which would either

lead to the necessary degree of security for his present

position, or to the self-discovery or, at least, self-

knowledge" (Iser 21).

"My Last Duchess":

"Who'd stoop to blame this sort of trifling?"

This poem occupies a unique position in Browning's

canon. Not only is it one of the most acclaimed among his

dramatic monologues, but, in regard to the interaction

between the speaker and the auditor, it characterizes a

preliminary stage in Browning's activation of the auditor.

In the poem, the speaker, the Duke of Ferrara, is fully

aware of the auditor's presence and potential power, but,

instead of accepting this fact, he attempts to suppress or

ignore the auditor and to disguise such consciousness in

terms of power and confidence. By presenting the speaker's

behavior as being extremely conscious--"protest[ing] too
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much about his innocence throughout . . . [and]

orchestrat[ing] his case too self-consciously" (Pinsker 71)

--Browning counterproves the auditor's potential in the

psychological and rhetorical progress of the poem. Through

his poetics of irony, Browning demonstrates that the

speaker's mastery of rhetoric entails its own limitation,

such as the speaker's deficiency as a social being as well

as the limited power of his speech.

The critical speculation on "My Last Duchess" revolves

around several contradictory issues: for instance, whether

the duke is "witless" (B. R. Jerman) or "shrewd" (Lawrence

Perrine), whether his self-revelation is "intentional"

(Ralph Rader) or inadvertent (Robert Langbaum), or whether

his speech is a manifestation of his power (Dorothy Mermin)

or an indication of his garrulity (Robert Langbaum).

Browning scholarship contains widely varied arguments about

those issues, but most of the arguments remain incomplete

and partial.

The basic step to evaluate the poem is to understand

that both Browning and the Duke of Ferrara display ingenuity

in constructing the rhetorical structure precisely for what

they intend to convey. This does not deny the discrepancy

between Browning's perspective and the duke's, because the

duke's command of the situation is, at best, subordinated to

the masterhand of Browning's art. By arguing the affinity
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in their handling of the issues, I intend to emphasize the

eventual discrepancy of perspectives.

Whereas the duke gains his rhetorical point by means of

insinuation and delayed exposure of the main intention,

Browning gains his by positing a revisionary space within

the poetic context. The text itself envisages its own

reversal, consequently eliciting a double response from the

reader. Even prior to experiencing the ambivalence

expressed in Robert Langbaum's "sympathy and judgment" (75-

108) or Ralph Rader's concept of the reader's "imaginative

act of conflation and comparison [with the poetic speaker])"

(135), the reader confronts a double stratum of the poetic

structure which is meticulously designed and framed for a

double response.

The first reading (based upon an immediate,

superficial, literal, and first-glance assessment) reveals

the speaker's circumspect stipulation of the poetic

situation through his command of language and mastery of

rhetoric. In this rudimentary stage of understanding, the

poem is ostensibly a manifestation of the duke's power,

freedom of speech, and confidence in controlling other

people, especially, his last duchess and the envoy from the

Count.

A closer look at the poem, however, calls such a

reading into question and occasions a modification, while

casting doubt on the very power of the speaker and on the
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efficacy of language as an embodiment of thought. Closer to

the ultimate implication of the poem, this revisionary

reading shows that the very power and mastery of the duke

reveals his shortcomings as a social being: this informs

that the duke's defect, characterized by his jealousy,

villainy, possessiveness, and material greed, is narrowly

counterfeited by his social superiority and rhetorical

pretension. With such a double frame, this poem becomes

what Pinsker calls, "a demonstration piece in the gaps

poetry makes between what a speaker 'says' and what he

communicates, between his conscious intention and its ironic

results" (71).

The first revisionary task is related to determining

the rhetorical purpose of the duke's speech, a crucial hint

of which is incorporated in the penultimate passage. In it,

the duke mentions the Count's munificence once again and

reminds the envoy of the main objective of the meeting:

I repeat,

The Count your master's known munificence

Is ample warrant that no just pretense

Of mine for dowry will be disallowed;

Though his fair daughter's self, as I avowed

At starting, is my object. (my emphases, 48-53)

Especially noticeable in this passage is the rhetorical

delay as well as the psychological delicacy implied in the

duke's statement. In contrast to the casual and colloquial
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style of the preceding passages which are distinguished by

the duke's voluble accounts of his last duchess, this

passage voices his back-to-business formality and extreme

punctiliousness. As a "masterpiece of diplomatic

circumlocution" (Perrine 158), the duke's word choice as

well as his style are exquisitely wrapped in social decorum

and euphemism, which is reinforced by the snobbishly-

elongated terms such as "munificence," "warrant,,"

"disallowed," and "avowed."

By indicating that the duke "repeat[s]" his concern

about the dowry, this passage almost invalidates, or, at

least, diminishes the presumed significance of his speech

about his former wife. (While claiming as his "object" the

Count's "daughter's self," he ravishes the dignity and

individuality of the prospective duchess in the same way.)

Rather, through this passage, Browning reveals the duke's

failed effort in which the latter pretends, by deviating

from his main focus to the portrait of his former duchess,

psychological munificence and confidence in securing the

calculated amount of dowry. As a telling evidence of the

limitation of the duke's social pretension and psychological

make-believe, this passage exposes the duke's limited, thus

unsuccessful effort. In an almost visual clarity, Browning

conveys that, at the last moment of his utterance, the

overbearing duke cannot help taking up the matter of his

central concern.
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From this passage, one can substantiate at least three

claims: 1) the speaker's primary interest lies in the dowry,

rather than showing off his art gallery or warning the next

duchess of her behavior by telling a previous episode; 2)

the Duke of Ferrara, instead of enjoying freedom and power

of speech, undergoes extreme psychological tension and

pressure, perhaps, much more serious and intense than one

might have imagined; 3) conjecturing from these two facts,

one can clarify the auditor's position, whose presence is

imperative--not "to let the speaker speak aloud" (Mermin

53), but to reveal and further to intensify the implied

poetic irony. His acquiescence is not "passive" (Mermin

53): it is a rich reservoir for the reader's response.

While promoting the reader's participation in the poetic

world, he makes the best use of the immense imaginative and

interpretive space that the auditor's silence provides. In

fact, viewing the situation from the auditor's perspective

helps to enhance the intensity of the poetic tension and

pressure latent in the relationship between the duke and the

emissary.

In addition to revealing the duke's rhetorical aims by

the ascending degree of importance, such a reading

contributes to interpreting Browning's multi-functional use

of the metaphor which is incorporated in the last passage.

As a classic example of the economical use of poetic
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language, this passage conveys Browning's multi-layered

message condensed in a single metaphor:

Nay, we'll go

Together down, sir. Notice Neptune, though,

Taming a sea-horse, thought a rarity,

Which Claus of Innsbruck cast in bronze for me!

(11. 53-56)

Striking in this passage is the way Browning transforms the

initially ambiguous metaphor into a multi-functional channel

to his ironic revelation of the duke's deficiency as a

social being. Creating layers of poetic implication in a

condensed use of metaphor, Browning offers a rich and

profound poetic text.

Granted that the duke mentions the statue of Neptune as

the second noticeable objet d'art in his possession, it

indicates more of the duke's cruelty than of his

connoisseurship. By juxtaposing his wife's portrait to the

statue, the duke not only devaluates but also deprives his

last duchess of even the last-remaining dignity and

individuality. As B. R. Jerman observes, "he has no more

feeling for the one than for the other" (492). There is no

priority in significance between the duchess' portrait and

the statue in the duke's appraisal.

"Neither merely a decoration nor an illustration of the

Duke's love for art" (King 69), these lines serve more

properly as a reference to the power-game at work in two
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relationships in which the duke is involved, both as a

husband and as a host and poetic speaker. From such

perspective, the entire poem records a process in which the

duke tries to establish a valid ground upon which he proves

his social and aesthetic superiority both to his last

duchess and his auditor, only to betray his keen

consciousness and lack of confidence in dealing with both of

them.

As a vehicle of the metaphor, "Neptune" is apparently

associated with the duke whose effort to control his last

duchess has been compared to Neptune's "taming a sea-horse."

But an alternative, although equally valid interpretation

stems from the opposite viewpoint from which the duke is

seen as powerless as the "sea-horse," and the duchess, as

prevailing and invincible as "Neptune." As Pinsker argues,

"unfortunately, the Duchess is not a sea horse and the Duke

hardly a Neptune" (73). This is further supported by an

earlier poetic allusion to the last duchess who "rode (the

white mule] . . . round the terrace" (11. 29-31). Bearing a

visual parallel to the statue by Claus of Innsbruck, this

vignette indicates that the last duchess is more likely to

be in Neptune's position than the duke is.

In the present poetic situation, this same metaphor is

equally applicable to the duke's relationship to his

auditor. To a certain extent, the Machiavellian duke's main

concern lies in the way to control his auditor so that the
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latter reports him to the Count in such a way as to bring

him material prosperity in his next marriage. For the

highly political and astute duke, the sea-horse signifies

the auditor, whom he tries to win over but, nevertheless,

whom he cannot completely ignore, nor conquer.

More evidence is found in Browning's use of the

subordinating conjunction "though" in the two last sentences

in which no explicit thematic contradictions are posited.

Before he mentions the statue, the duke assumes an equal

posture with the auditor by condescendingly insisting the

envoy "go together down" with him. In the next passage,

leading to the statue of Neptune, however, the duke puts an

emphatically concessive conjunction, "though," as the

transitional mark, yet in a delicate way so as not to draw

any special notice. It effectuates the duke's return to his

initial social superiority, or his taking the preceding

concession back. Reversing the duke's attitude toward his

auditor, this conjunction suggests the duke's effort to

restore his essential and ultimate superiority to the

auditor in all the artistic, social, and circumstantial

senses. His metaphorical identification with Neptune is

intent on such recovery of his privileged self.

The reader's second revisionary task has to do with the

rhetorical indirection. And in this regard, the entire poem

might be construed as a drama which is thoroughly planned

and precisely performed by the duke himself. His
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manipulation is so extensive that it ranges from his almost

neurotic concern with the emissary's posture, such as

standing and sitting, to his own word choice, accommodation

of the voice and tone, and the employment of metaphor.

The duke's theatrical skill represented in his

histrionic performance has attracted the attention of

several scholars such as David Shaw and Warwick Slinn. Shaw

particularly stresses the duke's performing skill as

reflected in his use of words and tone. According to him,

the duke, being conscious of the beginning and the end of

the scene, puts the entire situation at his own disposal

(The Dialectical Temper 96-104). Though largely indebted to

Shaw's, my interpretation puts more emphasis on the gap

between the appearance of reciprocity and the duke's

intentional blocking or inversion of such reciprocity

through his manipulative rhetoric. Eventually, this

discrepancy provides an index to measure the degree of the

duke's manipulation as well as his preoccupation with self.

From the very first passage, the poem is heavily

controlled by the duke's maneuver which is camouflaged by

social courtesy and euphemistic gestures of reciprocity.

The very first deictic signifier "That" immediately plunges

one into the middle of the poetic situation, extending the

context to the extra-poetic territory in which the auditor

is likely to question, "Who is that person in the portrait?"

After opening the poem in such a convivial and reciprocal
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way, the duke perhaps had felt the need for orienting the

auditor's attention to the direction of his own intention.

By using several evidently-intentional terms such as "by

design" (1. 6),, "strangers like you" (1. 7),, and "if they

durst" (1. 11),, the duke expresses not only his superiority

in aesthetic and social position, but also the consequently

depreciatory, or at least skeptical, attitude toward the

auditor's appreciative ability and intellectual power.

Apparently, such rhetorical strategy derives from the

duke's studied impromptu to estrange the auditor so as to

make him a real "stranger" who needs guidance and

explanation in every detail. Such an effort of

estrangement, provided the duke succeeds, not only makes his

control easy but also authenticates his dominance over the

auditor. Likewise, expressed in half-invitation and half-

command, his almost neurotic concern with such a minute

thing as the auditor's posture--as is represented in "Will't

please you sit and look at her?" (1. 5), ""Will't please you

rise?" (1.47), and "Nay, we'll go/Together down, sir" (1.

54)--aims at the suppression of the auditor and the

consequent self-immobilization. As Joshua Adler argues,

"Throughout the interview the duke is, in effect,

manipulating his guest as if he were a puppet--sit down,

stand up, look at this, notice that" (221).

Upon such groundwork, the second strategy is the duke's

self-serving adaptation of the auditor's response. In the
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next passage, he directs the emissary's attention to the

"spot of joy" (11. 14-15) preserved in the last duchess'

portrait. But he does this in such an astute way that the

initial "depth and passion of [the portrait's and further

the duchess'] earnest glance" (1. 8) changes into a kind of

metaphor for sexual fun or flirtation. Noticeable here is

the duke's persistent attribution of the imaginative speech

to the present auditor, to the previous visitors, and to Fra

Pandolf, which, in turn, allows him to fabricate and frame

the situation to his advantage. By excluding any direct

quotations from any of them, he usurps the opportunities for

their speaking for themselves. To be sure, the emissary,

not to mention the previous visitors, only seems to ask how

that spot of joy comes to the portrait.

In his recollection of his former wife, in particular,

the duke creates for himself a space for interpreting her

behavior and passing judgment on her character. Contrary to

the place that the last duchess holds in the duke's

consciousness as well as in his speech, she is delineated,

rather suspiciously, as a silent person. Carefully avoiding

what may possibly get in the way of his complete control,

the duke engages himself in such a garrulous and

uninterrupted speech that his underlying maneuver is likely

to remain undetected.

The whole argument about the last duchess, however, is

designed to indicate the extent to which the duke orients,
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misinterprets, distorts, and appropriates the situation so

that the information of the duchess is reversed, criticized,

and covered by the curtain which "none puts by" (1. 10) but

the duke himself. As McGowan sees through, "the duke can

tell his story indirectly, and the duke can make his

rhetorical point indirectly" (160). Not only is his account

of his former wife a digression from his real concern, but

this digression is rendered in indirect and theatrical

skill. The whole discourse is, thus, twice removed from the

duke's real intention.

The embedded irony of the poem derives from the

discrepancy between the speaker's histrionic manipulation of

the situation and "a vital, living reality that eludes his

efforts" (McGowan 167) to include it in his artificial

world. Merged with Browning's ironic glance at the duke's

limited pretension, reality reveals the opposite truth.

Consequently, the duke's absolute control, his faultless

social manner as well as his marvelous linguistic skill,

"put the listener on guard" (McGowan 160). In particular,

his disavowed skill in speech, the "prime argument for (his]

shrewdness" (Perrine 158), becomes, at the same time, the

very factor revolting against his "rhetorical trick

(adopted] to throw the listener off his guard" (Perrine

158).

The rhetoric of insinuation emerges as Browning's major

medium to expose the duke's anxiety, rather than ratifying
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his psychological pretension of power and superiority.

Indisputably, the duke suffers serious psychological

imbalance and self-division in which he pretends control and

power, only to reveal his inability to maintain such a

counterfeit because of his restlessness, anxiety, and even

desperation as to his intended goal. Granted, he succeeds

in diverting his main preoccupation by speaking about his

last duchess, yet his extreme eloquence and patronizing tone

deny such conjecture. Although the poem is neatly wrapped

by rhetorical and psychological pretensions, the very

tidiness of style is counterproof of its vulnerability. In

fact, Browning's real achievement hinges on his maintaining

the poetic tension, while elevating latent conflicts or

discrepancies of the situation to the very power and energy

that keep the dramatic vitality of the poem unfaded.

The sustained structural inconsistency serves as an

additional enhancement of the poetic irony. The most

conspicuous example is displayed in the duke's vaunting

account of his "never-to-stoop" spirit. His treatment of

his deceased wife for her generous smile to other people is

marked by his increasing devaluation and depreciation. In

order to validate his maltreatment of his former mate, he

misinterprets her spontaneous joy and unpretentious human

love as her indiscretion, lack of self-esteem, and

particularly, a disgrace to her husband's "nine-hundred-

years-old" (1. 33) pedigree. In his justification, however,
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he adopts a gesture of uncertainty and hesitance in tone and

terms that obscures the explicit point:

She thanked men,--good! but thanked

Somehow--I know not how--as if she ranked

My gift of a nine-hundred-years-old name

With anybody's gift. Who'd stoop to blame

This sort of trifling? (11. 31-35)

A masterful rhetorician, the duke conveys one of his most

convincing messages through the most uncertain words and

hesitating voice, such as "somehow," "I know not how," and

"as if," as well as the disturbingly frequent use of the

structural frills such as dashes and hyphens. Specifically

illustrative of the structural inconsistency is the last

sentence in which the duke's rhetorical question implies his

broad-mindedness, or at least, his lordly generosity. In

quite a casual and imperturbable tone, the duke notes that

stooping in such a trivial event is likely to be a grave

offense to his aristocratic ego and manly pride, probably,

even as far as degrading the norm of the dukedom. After

all, he is not so narrow-minded as to "stoop to blame/This

sort of trifling?" (my emphases).

The next passage, however, reveals that this is

deceptive. The duke is neither tolerant nor open-minded to

such a "trifle." The initially "trifling" event is changed

into a deadly conviction:

--E'en then would be some stooping; and I choose
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Never to stoop. Oh sir, she smiled, no doubt,

Whenever I passed her; but who passed without

Much the same smile? This grew; I gave commands;

Then all smiles stopped together. (11. 42-46)

Along with the obvious textual inconsistency, striking is

the duke's gruesome monomania, self-serving cruelty, and

unbounded possessiveness. With its brief, definitive, and

determined tone, the last sentence, in particular,

reinforces his inflexible pride and cruelly-economical and

cold-heartedly causal inhumanity manifested in his treatment

of his late duchess. Its three-chopped-sentence

construction is a further support for the duke's merciless

command to stop the duchess' smile.

At the next moment, the situation reverses once again.

As if it puts the final punctuation to the duke's treatment

of his previous wife, the ensuing sentence indicates his

ultimate failure. Even though the duke's "command"

diminishes his wife into a lifeless artifact which he alone

controls, "There she stands/As if alive" (my emphases, 46-

47). Possibly, the realistic representation of the duchess,

along with his monopolized control of her portrait, might

convey the aesthetic exaltation the duke enjoys.

A more plausible interpretation of this passage,

however, should be tested against the duke's personality.

For a jealous and possessive duke armed with a reserved,

sophisticated, but egotistically distorted vision, the
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portrait might also mean the eternalization of the "spot of

joy." As "the infinite goodness [made] into a single

symbolic moment" (Erickson 83), it might inscribe the duke's

eternal defeat and failure rather than registering his

triumph and artistic satisfaction.

Perhaps, it is in such a context that he mentions Fra

Pandolf "by design." Originally, the duke drops the

distinguished name, "Fra Pandolf" as "testament to the rare

quality of his taste" (L. Robert Stevens 20). But, in

regard to the duke's relentless pursuit of ego-superiority,

the deliberate clarification of the painter by his name

might also indicate the duke's attribution of the

responsibility and the blame to him. For the duke, who is

impatient with the duchess' democratic distribution of smile

and innocent joy, Fra Pandolf's masterful restoration of the

"spot of joy" in her cheek might be offensive enough to put

it in an emphatic quotation, "by design." After all, his

monopoly of the curtain hardly puts him in a tenable

position. His control of the portrait does not guarantee

his eternal control of his former wife, nor prove his

predominance over her while she was alive. It is certainly

a frustrating situation similar to what Porphyria's lover

might have experienced before he strangled Porphyria, or

akin to what the duke himself might have felt before he

"gave commands" for the duchess' smile to stop.
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The monomaniacal duke's basic attitude is a total

rejection of any kinds of interrelationship, whether it is

between husband and wife or between the speaker and the

auditor. His negation of reciprocity derives from his

solipsistically privileged ego which feeds on a "nine-

hundred-years-old" name and determines "never to stoop."

Nevertheless, a more serious problem that the duke confronts

is that he cannot fully conquer either his wife or his

auditor. Rather, through his obsessive adherence to a

narrowly defined identity, he spoils his relationship with

his former wife and generates an abnormally domineering

attitude toward his auditor. Even though he puts his former

wife to death, he cannot deny her invincibility which keeps

her portrait "stand[ing] as if alive," nor can he maintain

his self-imposed confidence and convincibility as to the

expected dowry without repeatedly reminding the envoy of the

Count's munificence. As he "reveals just enough about the

duchess . . . that she would not allow the curtain to be

drawn over her while alive" (Shaw 99), so does he bring

himself to "stoop" by the very act of mentioning to his

auditor his inordinate pride manifested in his "never-to-

stoop" attitude.

To a certain extent, the duke's dilemma is existential.

It is based on the incongruity between his "self-satisfied

ego ordering the world to fit its desire" (Erickson 84) and

reality which resists stagnancy and stasis. Unconstrained,
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reality is endlessly flowing, becoming, and heading toward

something that is even undefined and infinite. As far as

the duke seeks for his dominance over others at their

expense, all the others except himself--the last duchess,

the envoy, and even the prospective duchess--would appear as

eternal threats for his subjectively confined world.

The duke marks Browning's culminating effort to

dramatize what his early heroes have commonly shared: the

conflict between the self's desire for sanction and

recognition from others and the equally strong desire for

predominance and privilege over others. Reluctant as well

as unable to establish an equal relationship with others,

the characters undergo extreme restlessness and anguish. In

the duke's case, this phenomenon turns out worse. Because

of his unyielding sense of self-superiority and class-

consciousness, he does not accept even his social alertness.

Intrinsically, such a narcissistically-fostered and -defined

ego is incompatible with a natural and positive affirmation

of the self. Unable to become the authentic self, the duke

achieves() only madness and moral blindness" (Erickson 84).

Illustrating the speaker's failed effort to suppress

others' individuality and potential to resist, Browning

presents a stage in the character's development in which the

speaker, through his speech, reveals more of himself than of

either his last duchess or his auditor. The duke is indeed

too conscious of his dominance over others to turn his eyes
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into his innermost self and to further his self-

understanding. "The absence of [the duke's) struggle for

significant self-discovery through the recognition of

others" (Erickson 84) puts a conspicuous mark for the

preliminary stage of the interplay between the speaker and

the auditor. One of the most dangerous premises impeding a

genuine human relationship, the duke's ego-centered vision

of the world and life is exactly what Browning attacks and

undermines through poetic irony. Through the duke, he

conveys what Erickson stresses: "to see the self as the

source of order in life leads to moral fascism" (84).

"Andrea del Sarto":

"You turn your face, but does it bring your mind?"

At first, the centrality of Lucrezia in Andrea's life

seems to provide a ground for envisioning, in this poem, one

of the most active and positive interplays between poetic

speaker and his auditor. As Erickson notes, Browning's

central concern might likely be, through the speaker

Andrea's pleading, a search for "a private, comforting

audience" (165), a counterpart to Elizabeth Barrett in

Browning's life. Such initial expectation, however, yields

to disappointment (as intense as the expectation) because

what the poem really presents is the opposite. It reveals

that the interaction between the speaker and the auditor is

not, and has never been, successful, nor does it have any
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promise to be so. The expected intimacy and responsiveness

of the relationship is "toned down" into the twilight of

Andrea's life and art, leaving an unusually loud

reverberation of the "cousin['s]" whistle from the street

below. Exploring the nature and quality of interaction--

between the speaker and the auditor, between husband and

wife, and further between human beings--Browning illustrates

that ideal reciprocity is conditioned neither by legality of

the relationship, nor by common interest, but only by the

mutual respect and reciprocal effort to preserve the other's

individuality.

For this reason, "Andrea del Sarto" has a significant

bearing in formulating Browning's notion of

intersubjectivity. The speaker's basic strategy is to

secure a tenable position, rhetorically and socially. If,

in "My Last Duchess, " the duke's strategy lies in his

insinuation and psychological pretension, Andrea's main

tactics lie in his playing victim. As the embodiment of the

inflexible self, both the duke and Andrea wear masks, the

former, one of strength and power, and the latter, one of

impotency and debility (Garratt 118).

Ostensibly, Andrea's rhetorical purpose is to persuade

Lucrezia to stay with him for the evening. Reiterated

several times during his discourse, this appears the most

immediate and directly articulated aim which, perhaps, is

easy to comply with from Lucrezia's position. That this
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request is not accepted, not to mention its not being

attentively heard, brings in a more complex motivation for

Andrea's speech. In fact, a close reading of the poem

reveals that his plea for Lucrezia's evening-stay with him

is neither the only, nor the ultimate goal. Rather, such

temporary request functions as a prelude to a more

fundamental issue which Andrea has intended for a long time

to address. It is related to Andrea's more instinctive and

more fundamental demand as a human being, i.e., the

preservation of his self-esteem. As Clyde de Ryals

speculates, his speech is designed to "present himself in

the most favorable light, to his auditor and to himself, as

infinitely injured but eternally faithful" (212). In his

self-affirmation process, Lucrezia's role is to acknowledge,

recognize, and give sanction to his role as a lover and an

artist. Just like Pauline's lover, he wants Lucrezia to be

the first source of inspiration and encouragement and the

last shelter for protection and preservation of the self-

image.

Lucrezia thus appears not only as the auditor with a

double duty, but also as the ultimate auditor whose

importance in the poetic context exceeds that of Andrea

himself. As "a richer auditor than either Gigadibs or the

Watchman" (King 22), her reaction is a guide to measure the

quality of reciprocity, its full range as well as its

limitations. In the poetic context, her silence and her
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enigmatic smile have a significant thematic implication.

Even her minutest physical movement and subtlest turn of the

head stimulate Andrea's intricate response, a condition that

intensifies the dramatic tension and activates the dynamics

of interplay between characters.

In terms of effective communication, no other of

Browning's poems presents the speaker's speech as powerless

and ineffective, and the auditor's silence as powerful and

intractable as this poem. Actually, the speaker Andrea's

oration has neither brought any visible impact on Lucrezia's

behavior, nor produced any lasting illumination for Andrea's

self-knowledge. Furthermore, Lucrezia's silence does not

necessarily mean that "she no longer has anything to reply

- - . [nor] that she has nothing to say for herself" (Ricks

155).

In addition to her immediate power as the poetic

auditor in stimulating Andrea's reaction, the range of

influence she exercises on Andrea's life and art is

extensive, deep, yet ambivalent. "Symbolic of the whole

pattern of Andrea's life" (King, The Bow and the Lyre 22),

Lucrezia is, and has been, the very center of his life and

art. In Andrea's logic, it is Lucrezia, even more than

Andrea himself, who determines the direction of his art and

shapes the pattern of his life. She exists as the epitome

of his past glory: in the "background" (1. 163) of his

golden days at King Francis' court, she was "waiting on
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[his] work,/To crown the issue with a last reward!" (11.

163-64). At the same time, she is the reminder of his

criminal embezzlement of the money from King Francis: it was

Lucrezia who "Had grown restless," thus initiating Andrea's

desertion of his generous patron and furthering his

ingratitude to his poor parents. In the twilight present,

she is, on the one hand, the symbol of his "faultless"

craftsmanship with her "perfect" physical appearance. on

the other hand, as Kaplan views, she is "the personification

of the death of [Andrea's] creativity" (105) and of the

sterility of his inspiration. In Andrea's imaginary Heaven,

the New Jerusalem, she registers his eternal defeat and

inferior status to Leonard, Rafael, and Agnolo, while

evolving as the monument of his constant fidelity and

devoted love.

In Andrea's life, Lucrezia's existence is as

destructive and illusive as it is important. She is needed

as long as she can provide herself as the very source and

excuse of his present predicament. As the alleged

controller of Andrea's life, Lucrezia is repeatedly

associated with images of a temptress or a "snare." In his

uxoriousness, Andrea esteems her opinion: at her "call," he

"came home to her heart" (1. 172) and to give her "the

thirteen scudi for the ruff" (1. 241) is "what's better and

what's all [he] care[s] about" (1.240). If, then, Andrea

could have Lucrezia as a responsive and arresting auditor,
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how much psychological security and professional confidence

he might gain! If she could play a more active and

responsive role in his life and art, or show even a bit of

real interest in his art, if she could only figure out how

much he loves her, then through her, he might be released

from the artist's fear of, and burden for, his unknown

audience, not to mention the immeasurable psychological

comfort that she could bring to him.

While pleading for Lucrezia's attention, Andrea must

have been aware of the ineffectuality of his request, as

unrealizable and exorbitant as a vain dream. For his

marital relationship with Lucrezia is marked by sterility

and perversion. Worse still, the most assured reciprocity

rests on the market-value system, the proffer of labor--she

"saves model" (1. 25)--and its corresponding wage--Andrea

"shut[s] the money into [her] small hand" (1. 8) which, in

turn, goes to "Cousin" to pay his "gaming debts" (1. 222).

The only thing that combines them is a pecuniary concern, a

far cry from love or marriage. Even in her modelling,

Lucrezia is "an ambiguous muse who delimits as well as

inspires" (Slinn 62) his creative activity. With her

"perfect" physical presence, she circumscribes as well as

incites his imagination (Slinn 62).

In the internal structure of the poem, Lucrezia's

failure in the roles anticipated by Andrea seems to be quite

natural, inevitable, and even requisite. Just as she is
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anxious to join the "Cousin" who whistles below on the

street, so "(she does not] understand/Nor care to understand

about [his] art" (11. 54-55). Disillusioned, although

Andrea insists that she "hear at least when people speak"

(1.56) and "judge" (1. 64) his reputation, he knows that she

will not, and that his request is only his wishful

expectation. His appeal to Lucrezia to sit with him when he

draws his last picture, not as a model, but as a listener to

Michel Agnolo's evaluation of his work, is interpreted as

the same wishfulness for an intimate and responsive auditor.

In order to persuade Lucrezia and to impress her,

Andrea employs versatile tactics. On the one hand, he

accuses Lucrezia of her inefficiency as a model, while

resigning himself to God's rule and a deterministic view of

life. On the other hand, he admits, though indirectly and

sporadically, his responsibility for his failure in art and

life: he accepts that "incentives come from the soul's self"

(1. 134) and that, in his artistic creativity, he lacks "a

truer light of God" which is burning in his contemporaries

(1. 79). If, by accusing Lucrezia, he intends to elicit

Lucrezia'a sense of guilt, a short way to control her, by

resigning himself to fate and God's rule, he cajoles her,

while withdrawing his accusation. Securing his control in

both cases, Andrea restrains and, at the same time, relieves

the intensity of the poetic tension.
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Evidently, Andrea's utterance of the deterministic view

and God's rule is so emotionless, placid, and monotonous as

to unveil the lack of its credibility. In expressions such

as "Love, we are in God's hand" (49),, "a man's reach should

exceed his grasp" (1. 97), "All is as God over-rules" (1.

133), "God, I conclude, compensates, punishes" (1. 141),, and

"God is just" (1. 213), the tone betrays the content, as if

indicating Browning's authorial intrusion and Andrea's

mimetic recitation of such an implied text. His

articulation of these epigrammatic phrases is neither a

result of his reasoning nor logical thinking, nor his

intuitive grasp of revealed knowledge. The passivity and

lack of assertiveness of the tone indicate that these

passages are only "intellectual images] rather than reality

of sensibility" (Slinn 61) to Andrea.

In order to direct his point precisely to the way he

intends, Andrea is both tightening and loosening the rope in

the tug-of-war of rhetoric. His random acceptance of his

responsibility is a mark of the versatility and astuteness

in his rhetorical strategy (as Robert Langbaum, Davis Shaw,

and Robert Garratt support), rather than an indication of

his self-illumination (which Roma King and Richard Altick

view). It is directed toward Lucrezia's lenience, sympathy,

and pity. Besides, his admittance of the responsibility for

his failure in art and life does not necessarily mean his

acceptance of it.



111

Andrea engages himself in performing a role in the play

that happens to be autobiographical. Although he is the

hero, he keeps distance from his own life, not for the

purpose of a serious self-investigation and introspection,

but only for the imputation of responsibility to others,

alternatively to Lucrezia and to God. By attributing his

failure to both Lucrezia and God, Andrea is controlling

Lucrezia's emotional balance between hurt pride and sense of

guilt and psychological relief of such depressing image of

her self. Appropriately, he modulates his tone from

harshness to consolidation, from condemnation to flattery,

and vice versa.

Certainly, Andrea is not a weakling who, as Langbaum

notes, "has not even the moral courage to make his

accusation squarely, so as to antagonize [Lucrezia] and

cause her to defend herself" (150). Instead, he is, as

Robert Garratt schematizes, a master of manipulation: in

order "to salvage a victory out of his failure with his wife

and in his art" (118), he wears a mask of weakness and

impotency. Andrea's avoidance in antagonizing Lucrezia,

instead of an indication of his moral weakness, is a measure

of his meticulous calculation. A sophisticated

intellectual, he would not provoke her instinct for self-

defense for nothing. To be sure, Andrea pushes his

accusation only to the extent that Lucrezia can bear it

without rushing into an infuriating counter-attack.
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In the same context, Andrea's nostalgic recollection of

"that long festal year at Fontainebleau" (1. 150) has

rhetorical rather than emotional validity. It holds a

significant place in the rhetorical chart of the poem,

mainly by the way the issue is conveyed to Lucrezia. In

Andrea's exploitation, the "golden" past appears not as a

direct object of reminiscence but as a locus for his

imputation of Lucrezia's participation in the criminal

activity. If his self-proclaimed glory and reputation had

been true, Lucrezia, the co-creator of that past, might have

been in a precarious position. In fact, in the sequential

formation of the event, it was Lucrezia who initially

"called [him], and( [he] came home to [her] heart" (my

emphasis, 1. 172). By formulating a structure of the

stimulus-response paradigm, Andrea insinuates his

responsibility for his breach of commitment to King Francis,

a sure and short way to elicit her sympathy and

responsiveness. Even when Andrea discloses his innermost

proclivity to timidity and intoleration to a life that grows

"too live" (1. 168), he does not use a direct expression,

but a metaphor of "a weak-eyed bat" (1. 169). A figurative

expression, in spite of its enrichment of the experience, is

an indirect way of telling truth: it deprives the subject of

vividness and immediacy coming from a direct encounter with

reality. On Andrea's part, it is an exquisite way to evade

his full responsibility.
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If Andrea's claim is not completely true or half true,

he still achieves his rhetorical purpose on the same ground

as Robert Garratt contends. His semblance to, or pretension

of, a typical feeble-minded person locates him at a safe

place in his maneuver. A mask of weakness enables him to

insinuate and secure his manipulation unnoticed and

unsuspected.

Probably, through his rhetoric, Andrea is doing to

Lucrezia what he attributes to God as doing to man: he

laysy] the fetter" for Lucrezia who seems "so free," but is

"fettered fast" (11. 49-52) to Andrea's rhetorical net.

Andrea's forged martyrdom is apparently a step of

withdrawal, designed to procure two or more steps. His

stipulating consciousness governs his adoption of images and

metaphors. Indicating his passivity, helplessness, and

proclivity to darkness and a self-contained world, he is

constantly compared to small, passive, and helpless animals,

such as "the weak-eyed bat" (11. 170-71) and "a bird" that

"follows to the snare" to "the fowler's pipe" (11. 124-25).

Resorting to the mentality of a self-pretended victim,

Andrea is much too bold and sophisticated in his handling of

the situation. Perhaps, more calculating and astute than

the Duke of Ferrara, he knows "both what [he] wants) and

what might gain" (1. 100) and even acknowledges the vainness

of his effort: "how profitless to know, to sigh/Had I been

two, another and myself,/Our head would have overlooked the
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world!" (11. 100-103). His "apology for failure" (Garratt

119) works as successfully as the Duke's vaunting display of

his social and aesthetic superiority.

Andrea's concept of the self, as Kaplan (96) and Slinn

(64-65) note, is essentially static. What he is doing

through his poetic articulation is to confirm and maintain

his static self intact by means of a strong adherence to,

rather than attempting to change or improve, the status quo.

His inclination to a self-enclosed world, his bat-like

proclivity to darkness and inactivity, his intolerance of

life that grows "too live," his general lassitude--"I often

am much wearier than you think,/This evening more than

usual" (11. 11-12)--his lack of the "truer light of God" (1.

79), all attest to his concept of the self as stasis. The

twilight zone of the autumnal landscape is a symbolic

representation of his internal state of mind. In this

effort for preservation of the static self, his

overstatement of the past is a strategy of locating the

basis, while his envisioning of the heroic defeat in the

imaginary Heaven is a further extension, of the stasis.

In conjunction with such main purpose, the circular

structure of the poem is legitimized. Without presenting

any progress or change in Andrea's consciouness, the poem

registers his emotional fluctuation in an anti-climactic

stage of the life and art. Andrea's argument revolves

around a few issues that are closely associated with, and



115

reflective of, his life. operating in the same way as

musical leitmotifs, these issues are juxtaposed, contrasted,

and intermingled, but in such a way that each fragmentary

bit of information works as a piece of jig-saw-puzzle which,

put together, composes a whole picture.

one of the most emblematic of the failed interactions

between the poetic speaker and his auditor is incorporated

in Andrea's complaint of Lucrezia's superficiality in

performing her role as the auditor: "You turn your face, but

does it bring your heart?" (1. 4). As a summary expression

of her attitude toward Andrea, this passage has ample

implications that range from her attitude as the poetic

listener, through her indifference to Andrea's reputation,

to her overall insincerity and infidelity to her husband.

Applied to Lucrezia's modeling, this passage illuminates her

ineffectuality and lack of inspirational passion and

subsequently, the lack of spirituality and imaginative leap

in Andrea's artistic creation.

The most literal and first-hand message of this passage

is Andrea's urging for Lucrezia's more active involvement in

the poetic speech. Chiding her indifferent and tepid

response to his request, Andrea appropriates this

opportunity as an excuse to continue his speech which is

immediately shifted to his plea for Lucrezia's recognition

of his reputation among his contemporaries. He would

exploit every clue and thread, if only he could incite
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Lucrezia's interest in him. Instead of his patriarchal

tolerance and assumed maturity, this passage exposes only

his restless anxiety and desperate yearning.

Lucrezia's failure as Andrea's most desired auditor is

only a reflection of her ineffectuality as a model. The

same passage is equally applied to Lucrezia's unsatisfactory

performance. Besides, what Andrea expects from Lucrezia is

more than modeling: it is her role as a spiritual

inspiration. Remarking that his "work and self/And all [he]

was born to be and do" (11. 47-48) "fall into a shape" of a

"twilight piece" (11. 46-49), Andrea attributes the lack of

spiritual vitality in his paintings to Lucrezia. Instead of

accepting his lack of transformational imagination, he

accuses Lucrezia of not bringing her mind: "Had you, with

these the same, but brought a mind!" (1. 126). His

accusatory voice is, however, as delusive and unappealing as

the hypothetical syntax that wants a definitive sense of

reality.

Closely related to Lucrezia's limitation and

ineffectuality as a model, this passage further elucidates

Andrea's artistic failure. On the one hand, Andrea is of

course proud of his faultlessnessss" as a painter (as is

obvious in the subtitle of the poem, "the Faultless

Painter") who is able to do "what many dream of, all their

lives,--/Dream? strive to do, and agonize to do/And fail in

doing" (11. 69-71). For he draws with "No sketches first,
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[and] no studies" (1. 68). On the other hand, he is aware

of the deficiency of his painting. He knows that "less" of

draftsmanship is "more" of spiritual inspiration and

imaginative leap: he is nothing but a "low-pulsed forthright

craftsman" (1. 82). Climaxed by his recognition that

"incentives come from the soul's self" (1. 134),, his

analytical intelligence recognizes, however tentative, the

mimetic stage of his artistic creation which entails a re-

presentation of the object without aid of any

transformational imagination. Andrea's dangerously mimetic

concept of art is explicit even in his twice-mentioned

"ready made" picture of Lucrezia's beautiful appearance (11.

33-34, 175-76). He paints Lucrezia as she is, "binding his

art to reality, to a literalness of perception and a mundane

materialism" (Slinn 62): his artistic creation is an act of

subordination to, instead of an imaginative tranformation

of, the raw material.

In the same context, Andrea's high-voiced claim of the

golden past comes under revisionary scrutiny. According to

Andrea, his days in King Francis' Court marks his artistic

pinnacle both in his performance and in his procuring of a

responsive auditor with King Francis' being a generous

patron as well as an attentive audience. But, as Fred

Kaplan points out, Andrea's over-emphatic reminiscence is

based on "his delusion [or at best, his confusion) that

patronage, financial and social success, are related to



118

artistic success" (102). Even in his artistic climax,

Andrea's art seems to have lost its integrity. This is

justified by Browning's juxtaposition of Andrea's "golden

days" with the commercial images Andrea uses in the final

section to depict his relationship with Lucrezia.

The imagery of gold indeed has ambivalent implications

in the poem. Considering that it is one of the most

precious metals with its splendid light and color, it

implies glory and success. Browning, however, delicately

links the gold image with Lucrezia's "golden hair," a symbol

of temptation and physical beauty, which is further extended

to the money which Andrea "shuts into" Lucrezia's small

hands. Now, the image of gold, instead of glory and fame,

is an indication of mundane materialism and gilded

formality, a far cry from spiritual enthusiasm,

encouragement, and genuine warmth working between human

beings.

The same degradation of the poetic image occurs in

Andrea's description of Lucrezia's "perfect" physical

appearance. In order to emphasize her beauty, and further

to legitimize his misdirected commitment, Andrea employs

overstatement and self-devaluation. He so abuses the word

"perfect" in describing Lucrezia that he delimits the

concept of perfectionon" into something less than

"perfect[ion]." This is most obvious in his portrayal of

Lucrezia's beautiful mouth which is "more than perfect" (11.
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27-28, 122-24). By adding a comparative form "more," he

actually degrades the supremacy implied in the word

"perfect."

Lucrezia's beauty might still be a valid reason for

legitimizing Andrea's innocent adherence to her: it would

square his blind constancy and loyalty on emotional ground.

The problem rises when he mentions her beauty as the

immediate cause of his artistic failure. In the ensuing

passage, Andrea deviates from the reader's sympathy for his

loyalty to Lucrezia by claiming that if, "with the same

beauty," she had brought her mind, and if she had encouraged

him to seek for fame and reputation instead of material

gain, he would have been in equal position with Rafael.

Transforming his high-voiced exclamation of Lucrezia's

beauty into a derogatory accusation and condemnatory

imputation of the responsibility, he turns her "perfect"

physical appearance into the very reason for his artistic

failure. After all, all his flattering and over-evaluation

of Lucrezia's beauty is done only to condemn her!

Andrea's attribution of his own problems to Lucrezia is

a serious violation of her individuality, not to mention a

manifestation of his own immaturity. But more important,

the deepest irony of the poem is that, in spite of his

failure in art and life for his illicit love for Lucrezia,

she is "indispensable to sustain his self-image" (Slinn 65).

However wayward and insincere, she is the only object of his



120

choice: she is "his" as (he] "chose." Her presence

guarantees his psychological survival: his denial or

denunciation of Lucrezia's presence means his loss of self

which has been established and defined solely by its

relation to Lucrezia. Likewise, however indifferent and

inattentive, she is still the only auditor to turn to with

inflating expectation of her responsiveness.

The uniqueness of the poetic situation generates a

vital dramatic tension between the speaker and the auditor.

Especially, the silence mediating between Andrea's speech

and Lucrezia turns out to be a constructive force in

Browning's rendition of both characters and the situation

involved. According to each character's interpretive

ability and individual necessity, it assumes different

implications. Perhaps for Andrea, Lucrezia's silence is not

only appropriate but also necessary for his continuation of

self-defense which is nothing more than deliberate self-

delusion. In the context in which he accuses Lucrezia of

being the very source of his failure, it seems more likely

that he has not expected any positive response from her.

And if she could (and would) not give him an expected

answer, then her silence would be more welcome to him than

any speech. Meanwhile, for Lucrezia herself, silence means

more than obscurity of position or absence of opinion. It

exists "beyond Andrea's power of interpretation" (Martin

139), in the same way as her smile does. It is conceivably
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an indication not only of her strong resistance to any

verbal response to Andrea's speech but also of her denial of

that role in Andrea's life which he attributes to her.

Indeed, her silence speaks more eloquently and more

extensively of her position than any definite verbal

articulation.

In this poem, Browning presupposes a stage in the

development of intersubjectivity in which an unconfident

speaker's self-discovery and -introspection produce more

frustration and negative impact on his perception of the

self and world than they might otherwise have done. After

all, one's awareness of inability and incompatible desire,

when he is not ready to grow internally, brings only pain

and suffering to him.

Ironically, Andrea seems to be quite aware of this

possibility. In the accurate sense of the word, he never

tries to diagnose his real situation: he is busy with

excusing, rationalizing, blaming, and attributing his lack

of confidence and frustration to his wife-model-auditor

Lucrezia and to God. Instead of honestly examining and

professing his inability, he abuses Lucrezia's

individuality, by transfering all the responsibility to her.

Even though he momentarily approximates the reality, he

lingers around the edge of the matter, not quite embracing

it. He avoids a direct encounter with the heart of the

matter.
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By failing Andrea's pleading, Lucrezia fulfills her

poetic role magnificently, which might indeed be the very

role that Browning assigns her. In a rather ironical

position, she functions as both the very source of Andrea's

internal conflict and the witness of his struggle to

reconcile between what he is and what he might have been.

The irresistible poetic tension and unceasing attraction is

mainly established by the existence of Lucrezia and her

indisputable remonstrance. Credited with a double auditor

role reminiscent of Pauline's, Lucrezia is more active and

more strongly involved in the poetic situation than Pauline

is.

"Fra Lippo Lippi":

"Let's sit and set things straight now, hip to haunch"

This poem opens to a vivacious poetic landscape with a

robust speaker, a vivid dramatic context, and an active

interplay between the speaker and the auditor. With brisk

vitality, it records the extent to which interplay between

the speaker and the auditor produces a positive result in

the speaker's self-reconciliation. As a main element of

procuring such success, Browning postulates an unusual

degree of the speaker's readiness and effort for

reciprocity.

In the poem, it is the speaker, Fra Lippo Lippi, who

initially stimulates, determines the direction of, and
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constantly encourages the auditor's response. Through him,

Browning expands and exemplifies his concept of

intersubjectivity which he enunciates in Pauline that the

speaker's attitude toward his auditor is determined by his

notion of the self and surroundings. As a sort of Browning

mouthpiece, Fra Lippi documents what Browning perceives as a

proper condition to achieve an active interplay between

human beings: that is, if the speaker's notion of the self

is confident, yet flexible and viable to change, his

attitude toward his auditor would always be open and

reciprocal, without being indiscreet.

In many respects, Lippi is properly equipped with

qualities that enable him to perform the role of the speaker

in a way that satisfies Browning's notion of reciprocity.

First of all, his world is far from self-contained: it is a

world in which his self is excluded, or, more accurately,

his self is divided into two inherently incompatible roles,

i.e., a monk and a painter. If Andrea and the duke of

Ferrara suffer from self-imposed confinement of their

solipsism, Lippo is confined, physically, within the walls

of the monastery and, spiritually, by the monastic ideals.

In T. S. Eliot's terms, he is forced to suffer "dissociation

of sensibility" in which his natural spontaneity contradicts

his social duty--his compliance with the imposed asceticism

and self-renunciation. He is forced to adjust his value

system to the monastic ideals without making any choice or
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exercising free will. Beyond doubt Lippi's perception of

the self is suppressed, depressed, frustrated, and in

constant conflict. Far from being solipsistically oriented

or ego-centrically formed, he is so underprivileged that,

from his childhood, he has totally depended on others' mercy

for sustenance. His entrance into the monastery and his

endurance with its norm is partly explained in the same

terms of the compromise for survival.

A natural outgrowth of such adversities, Lippi's

trained susceptibility to and sharpened sense of the looks

of the people not only offer a basis for his adaptability to

any situation, but also his discretion and selectivity in

his relationship with other people. He knows not only how

to open himself to new experience, but more notably, he

knows exactly the kind of person who might make a proper and

responsive auditor for his speech.

In the rhetorical paradigm, the opening section

provides a touch-stone against which Lippi's versatility of

rhetoric and linguistic skill and virility of character are

tested. The scene portrays an embarrassed monk, Fra Lippo

Lippi, who, escaped from the suffocating confinement of the

monastery and the drabness of work, plunges into another

jeopardy threatening his self-identity. Reinforced by the

dramatic immediacy, the economy of expression, and the

intensity of the tension between the two parties--Fra Lippo

Lippi and the Night Watchmen--such crisis reaches a climax
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with the guards clapping torches to Lippi's face, taking

Lippi by the throat, and inquiring his identity.

I am poor brother Lippo, by your leave!

You need not clap your torches to my face.

Zooks, what's to blame? you think you see a monk!

What, 't is past midnight, and you go the rounds,

And here you catch me at an alley's end

Where sportive ladies leave their doors ajar?

(11. 1-6)

The way Lippi handles such a baffling situation

betokens his flexibility: his countermovement is swift,

versatile, and to the point. It entails his accommodation

of tone, language, and socio-economic consciousness. His

tone ranges from flippancy, agitation, and rebuke to

cajolery and appeasement; his language is colloquial,

vulgar, but alive; his mentioning of the name of Cosimo di

Medici is effectively threatening and pretentious of

dignity; his bribe with a quarter-florin is timely. As Park

Honan observes, "Lippi's shrewdness and quick wit . . . his

robustness, self-control under tension, his awareness of

human nature, his ability to cope with society" (154-55) are

most effectively demonstrated in this part. With such

versatile tactics, he is released from the watchmen's grip.

Having secured his safety by mentioning the name of the

Medici, he tries to descend to the level of the guardsmen,
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an obvious search for a further relationship based on human

sympathy.

One of the main critical inconsistencies about this

poem is the adequacy and appropriateness of Lippi's

elaborate account of his life after his dismissal of the

guards except the Chief. This is directly linked to the

problem of defining his rhetorical objective. If we limit

the rhetorical aim of the poem to Lippi's release from the

guards, then the remainder of his speech might be construed

as a manifestation of his garrulity and gratuitousness

unrelated to the immediate situation and, despite Langbaum's

claim, Browning would not create such useless superfluity.

Several scholars have tried to provide plausible

rhetorical objectives for Lippi's speech after settling the

matter by mentioning the name of Cosimo di Medici. Viewing

the dramatic monologue as an opportunity for the speaker's

self-confrontation and further self-discovery, Roma King

extends the objective of Lippi's speech to "a clearer

understanding of himself and his mission" (The Bow and the

Lyre 51). Revising King's contention in terms of Lippi 's

acknowledgment of his mission and himself prior to his

speech, Park Honan defines the aim of Lippi's speech as

procuring "the sympathy and lenience from his audience that

he must win in order to escape sad consequences" (Browning's

Characters 145), that is, his misdemeanor being reported to

the Prior. 'Dorothy Mermin's reasoning is based on Lippi's
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profession as a painter. Viewing Lippi's speech as a

necessary process to "communicate to others his vision of

the world" (The Audience in the Poem 55), Mermin explains

his articulation as an artistic performance: "what Fra

Lippo does in the poem with words is what he does in his

paintings" (55).

Similar to Mermin's in linking Lippi's speech to his

painting, but more comprehensive and directly relevant to

the poetic experience, L. Robert Stevens views the poem as

registering the entire process of artistic integration of

the living experience. Interpreting the poem in terms of

Browning's exploration of the "role of aesthetics in the

scheme of life" as its "testament" (19), he concentrates on

Lippi's role as an artist who transforms and mythologizes

his life's experience into a work of art. According to him,

if the first part, which comes to an end with Lippi's

dismissal of the guards except the Chief, offers raw

material for art--the monk's living experience in which he

has engaged himself in "the back-alley business of life"

(22)--the remainder of the argument is an effort to

conceptualize and further transform that experience into an

artpiece. Stevens considers Lippi's proposed picture as his

redemptive work that not only makes() amends" for his so-

called misdemeanor, but, more important, corrects the

incongruity between his artistic activity and his real

experience of life, an artistic dishonesty imposed by the
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monastic bias. In his view, the poem registers the whole

creative process in which Lippi draws a picture in words, a

picture as a direct reflection and exposition of real life.

In this view, what King claims as the poetic objective, i.e.

the speaker's self-discovery and self-illumination, is

attained as a by-product of his effort to clarify his

artistic vision and substantialize it into a work of art.

Browning modulates this aesthetic process proposed by

Stevens into the rhetorical scheme of the poem and organizes

it in terms of the change of the number and the roles of the

auditor within the context. The first auditor is the

witness of Lippi's nocturnal experience. Composed of the

guards as a group, they appear as a threatening mass who may

arrest the overstepped monk, report his behavior to the

monastery, and even apply physical violence. They are, as

Park Honan notes, "an embodiment of the robustness,

earthiness, even the crudeness" (158). The second auditor

emerges as a witness and auditor to Lippi's justification of

his behavior, and his conceptualization and transformation

of that raw material into a form of art. As the Chief of

the group, he is not only more discriminating, but, with a

face that Lippi likes "at first," also "makes amends" to his

officers' rudeness to Lippi. He is sensible enough to

"style" Lippi as a "painter" at his mention of "a bit of

chalk,/A wood-coal or the like" (11. 37-38). "Far more

sophisticated and worldly" (Honan 158) than the first group
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of the auditor, he is interested in and informed of Lippi,

his profession and "[his] doings, up and down" (1. 40): "You

know them and they take you? like enough!" (1. 41). Later,

when Lippi explains his redemptive work, this auditor

becomes a chosen audience, a spectator of that piece of

picture.

Remarkable is Browning's skill in rendering the

speaker's chameleon tendency in which the latter changes

tactics and rhetorical aims to fit the specific situation

and the auditor component. As the auditor changes, Lippi's

rhetorical aim shifts from his release to his communication

of the artistic vision, and so does his attitude toward his

auditor from a cynical confrontation to an appealing self-

vindication. In turn, if he feels being threatened by the

auditor in group, he becomes psychologically relieved,

earnest, and comfortable with his second auditor. His

sending away of the "hangdogs" with a quarter-florin is a

deliberate act of precluding the possible hostile group from

being his auditor. Likewise, his ardent interest in reading

the faces of the guards is not sheer play of an idle gamer

it implies not only Lippi's discretion and alertness in his

relationship with other people, but it is also an act of

sorting out his auditor. He must have recognized the very

congeniality and familiarity from the face of the Chief that

constitutes a necessary precondition for opening oneself up.

When alone with the Chief, he confides to him: "'Tell you, I
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liked your looks at very first" (1. 43), a preliminary stage

necessary for building up of further confidentiality.

In regard to interplay between the speaker and the

auditor, the entire process of the poem is a movement from a

sense of crisis to a sense of freedom and release, from

confrontation to reconciliation, from self-enclosure and

-constraint to self-disclosure and -expansion, and from

opposition to consolidation and assimilation. In this

rhetorical movement, the image of the auditor shifts from a

threat to a long-sought confidant who can agree and accept

Lippi's philosophy of life and art, and who, above all,

listens to him, understands his situation, and even shares

his frustration and his instinctive longing for freedom.

In Lippi's rhetorical interest, the second auditor, the

Chief of the guard, is one of the most disinterested, whom

Lippi chooses in order to convey his vision of the world and

art. As an auditor in the most neutral sense of the word,

the Chief's disinterestedness puts him in the position of

"the modern psychoanalyst toward his patient" (Faas 151),

who, by listening, helps release, to a considerable extent,

the patient's psychological and mental complaints. "Both

the painter's subject and his chosen audience" (Mermin 55),

he fulfills his role by listening to Lippi's honest account

of his artistic dilemma, the goals and obstacles of his

creative activity. Furthermore, his constant expression of

his opinion and response either through his gesture or
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through his nodding or twinkle of the eyes gives the poem an

unusual degree of reciprocity. Indeed, silence does not

silence the auditor's reaction because extra-verbal

communication is actually going on between Lippi and his

auditor. Above all, as a third party, the Chief may be

neutral about art and life, or, he would not, at least,

impose his prejudice upon others.

Lippi's loquacious and free-flowing speech is based on

what we often experience in our encounter with friendly

strangers, i.e., the psychological relaxation rather than

alertness. For, often one's acquaintance, especially if he

is fastidious and heavily-biased just like the monks in the

monastery, may bring psychological tension rather than

affectionate familiarity and mental platitude.

Matched with the auditor's disinterestedness, the

speaker's unpretentiousness evolves as a main factor to

promote the interplay between the speaker and the auditor.

Considering the possibility that, with a stranger, one can

manipulate the poetic situation to his own advantage by

making stories of his own, Lippi's honest and sincere effort

to understand himself and his situation deserves more

compliment.

Incited by psychological confidence and comfort,

Lippi's speech occasions an introspection of his vision of

the world, its scope as well as its limitation, and he comes

to further his self-understanding. Processed in "Socratic
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discourse" (Shaw 156), his speech is not only therapeutic--

as is represented in allusion, "Never was such prompt

disemburdening" (1. 144)--but through the process of

articulation, he arrives at a dialectical resolution of two

equally demanding claims between flesh and soul, between the

worlds of the street and of the monastery, between art and

reality, and between realism and didacticism in art. The

whole process thus contributes to change the speaker's

image, in the reader's as well as the auditor's mind, from a

sensual monk to an "ethical and religious philosopher" (Shaw

163).

The most conspicuous change in Lippi's vision occurs in

a series of his re-definition of the self. As Thomas Fish

emphasizes, this effort goes through several stages. He is

alternatively referred to a "rat," a "friend" of the

Medici's, a "painter," a "monk," and a "beast" (90). With

relation to such an effort, it should be noticed that the

poem is, as Stevens points out, "simultaneously [Lippi's)

apology at one level to the guards and at another level to

himself" (23). This double operation of Lippi's apology,

bestowing the poem with exceptional immediacy and vividness,

indicates the extent to which one's identity is established

through his recognition of other people and surroundings.

A gradual illumination of Lippi's character is in part

built around his effort to comprehend, rather passively, the

situation he is in. In the opening passage, he summarizes



133

the situation in a matter-of-fact, detached tone, as if he

repeats the guards' accusatory speech. The terms are quite

straightforward and even formally emotionless: "you think

you see a monk!/What, 't is past midnight,and you go

rounds,/And here you catch me at an alley's end/Where

sportive ladies leave their doors ajar?" (11. 3-6). The

rough factual details of the events, though described by

Lippi himself, give an impression that he is doing what

Browning has to do in order to establish the poetic setting

and inform it to the reader.

Lippi's second account of the same situation (11. 45-

76) is addressed to the police Chief who has later arrived.

Intent on securing the auditor's sympathy and lenience, the

description is more detailed and more appealing to the

auditor's emotion. Lippi's focus in this account is his

confinement for "three weeks-within (his] mew,/A-painting

for the great man, saints and saints/And saints again" (11.

47-48). Not only the triple repetition of the same word,

"saints," but also the impatiently irritating voice is

clearly intended to prompt the auditor's instinctive

agreement or sympathetic response. Combined with Lippi's

exuberant, exciting, and vital curiosity of life and of "a

hurry of feet and little feet,/A sweep of lute-strings,

laughs, and whifts of song" (11. 51-52), his account of the

confinement in the monastery and the dreariness of the work

helps justify his nightly promenade in the back-alley.
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Here, Lippi appeals to the auditor's (as well as the

reader's) innate longing for freedom and instinctive sense

of self-preservation.

In a more active level, Lippi's strategy is focused on

expanding the realm of commonness between his own life and

the guards'. He attempts to draw the auditor into the realm

of his world, not the monastic world, but the counter-

monastic ideal, a third realm to which the auditor and he

might commonly belong. If his frequent mention of the

"betters," whether they are the monks or the Medici,

indicates his sensitivity to the social classification, his

biographical account of the street life and his lack of

learning in Latin is designed to evoke the same sensitivity

from his auditor, while building a feeling of affinity with

him. If the police are accustomed to the street life for

the performance of their jobs, Lippi actually lived in the

street for survival. As Lippi claims, "[they) are [his]

man, [they've] seen the world--The beauty and the wonder and

the power,/The shape of things, their colors, lights and

shades,/changes, surprises,--and God made it all!" (11. 282-

85). They know the "world," its beauty and joy as well as

its ugliness and sordidness, a clear distinction from the

confined Prior and monks.

If the street provides a common field of activity

between Lippi and his auditor, Lippi's limitation in Latin

solidifies the bond on the intellectual and social level.
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It is far more contributory to establishing a social

affinity between himself and the guards: "You speak no Latin

more than I" (1. 281). As a "metaphor for the Prior's

pretentious vocabulary of 'spiritual' motivation" (Shaw

157), Latin appears as a purely conceptual language that

would be inappropriate to rendering the rich tonalities of

the world which is replete with wonder, beauty, and

surprise. Moreover, it is a language that marks socio-

economic stratification: it stands as an emblem of

aristocracy and privileged class. By accentuating his

unlearnedness in Latin, Lippi not only distances himself

from the upper-class Medici and the Prior but also brings

himself closer to the guards.

In addition to his conscious efforts for eliciting

sympathetic imagination, Lippi actually communicates his

notion of the self and the world in terms that are

acceptable to his auditor. He articulates his physicality

that goes as far as animality. His frequent use of animal

imagery and his straight-forward definition of himself as a

"beast" attests to his honest acceptance of his humanity.

The picture proposed by Lippi serves as Browning's

final commentary on the effect of the interplay between the

speaker and the auditor in this poem. By suggesting this

redemptive work, Lippi achieves a double purpose. On the

one hand, through this reconciliatory piece, he unifies the

two inherently conflicting roles into one, the monk and the
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painter. The picture holds its significance as marking a

culminating stage of Lippi's artistic activity which

accommodates the entire process of living experience (e.g.

Lippi's encounter with the guards, and before that, with the

"sportive ladies"), conceptualization of the experience

(e.g. his rationalization of his waywardness), communication

of his artistic vision, and his imaginative transformation

of his self-improvised raw material (i.e. his nocturnal

revelry) into an art form. On the other hand, by sharing

his vision with the auditor who is beside him throughout,

Lippi transforms the poetic auditor into a chosen audience

for his painting.

"The Bishop Orders His Tomb at St Praxed's Church":

" . . . but I know Ye mark me not!"

Browning seems to set his notion of intersubjectivity

in full motion in this poem. It is clear from the title of

the poem, which was changed in 1849 from "The Tomb at St.

Praxed's" to the present one. While intensifying the

implied poetic irony to its maximum effect, the interpolated

verb, "order," presupposes two parties involved in the

action, the one who issues and the other who receives the

order. It is inherently a term for relation. One of the

most pressing tasks of the reader is to evaluate to what

extent the Bishop holds his position to "order" his sons.

More specifically, what his command is and how effectively
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it is carried out by his sons, if it works at all, emerge as

a gauge to measure the effectiveness of the communication

between the poetic speaker and the auditor.

The poem presents a Renaissance Bishop who is on his

death-bed waiting for the imminent and inevitable reality to

happen. The central argument is arranged around the

Bishop's instruction concerning his tomb--its location and

decoration--to his illegitimate sons, euphemistically called

"nephews." If the operational center of the poem is the

verb "order" in the title, the bishop's imminent death and

the subsequent request for a gaudy tomb provide the thematic

center of the poetic action.

Browning's incorporation of a death-bed scene as the

poetic setting carries important information about the poem.

In terms of the poetic effect, it creates the dramatic

urgency and desperation that the speaker undergoes on the

verge of an imminent death. It accentuates the poetic speed

and reinforces the intensity of poetic experience.

Thematically, this death-bed scene helps convey the Bishop's

obstinate adherence to self and self-image, ironically, by

unburdening his mind with absolute freedom. In the same

way, the haziness of the Bishop's consciousness contributes

to revealing, as Browning says, what "he would not reveal .

S. .as he does but for it" (qtd. King, The Bow and the Lyre

54). Browning uses the situation in such an effective way
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that it renders the Bishop's obsessive burden of the

privileged self which hampers even his last moment release

from conflicting human affairs such as jealousy, rivalry,

material and sensual pursuit, and ego-supremacy. At the

same time, the Bishop's imminent death impedes an effective

transaction between the rendition and the performance of the

Bishop's "order" to be taken seriously. By incorporating

the Bishop's command in the context of a rather typical

phenomenon prior to dying (i.e. mental delirium), Browning

diminishes the utmost gravity and seriousness of the issue.

As a result, the pity and compassion that the poem elicits

in the reader offset the solemnity of the topic.

The Bishop's speech hinges on two central issues that

occupy his mind, the idea of death and the command of the

grandiose and showy tomb. By interlocking these two issues

in the Bishop's mental delirium, Browning illustrates not

only the Bishop's Renaissance spirit--which is properly

summarized in John Ruskin's evaluation of the poem--but also

his inherent fear of death. Constituting a sort of

chiaroscuro in the Bishop's articulation, these two issues

epitomize the nature and quality of the Bishop's request in

a way that envisages, in turn, the quality and the direction

of the auditors' reaction.

A traditional view of the poetic incongruity is

centered around the gap between the Bishop's conscious

speaking of the immediate rhetorical aim and his unconscious
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lapse into habitual and professional utterance of religious

cliches. In his unconscious utterance of the catchphrases,

the Bishop is, however, shown almost persistently to be

preoccupied with a single theme, that is, the vanity of life

and the inevitability of death, whether it takes the form

of a deterministic view of life or of philosophical

speculation. This preoccupation has a direct relevance to

the Bishop's command of the showy tomb. Indeed, his order

of the tomb is nothing less than an expression of his

yearning for immortality, and, behind that, his fear of

death.

Such thematic connection provides a logical ground for

construing the meaning of the auditors' inattentiveness to

and disregard of the Bishop's remarks, and the crippled

interplay between the speaker and the auditor. As in

"Andrea del Sarto," the sons' unresponsiveness is both

imperative and inevitable in this poem. It is imperative in

that, through his acknowledgment of the sons' silence,

perhaps, even more than his encounter with the sons

themselves, the Bishop's internal conflict is vividly

dramatized. As a clear indication of ignorance and

indifference, the auditors' attitude manifests something

that supersedes their temporary refusal to execute the

Bishop's command: it reveals their culminating view of their

father. For the Bishop, more devastating than his sons'

momentary refusal of his request is his newly-awakened sense
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of reality in which, after all those years of illusion, he

has been neither respected, nor recognized, not to mention

his never being accepted in the real sense of the word.

In fact, the auditors' silence goes far beyond the

formal convention of the dramatic monologue: it appears

inevitable. It has a direct relevance to the quality of the

Bishop's "order," being directly drawn from, and grafted to,

the poetic theme. In a strict sense, the auditors' silence

is not sheerly an arbitrary action which is fully subject to

their decisions or whims. Its more fundamental validity

lies in the quality and nature of the Bishop's request, the

fulfillment of which is beyond the auditors' capacity. As

an example of a "hungry ego, [the Bishop] is intent upon

guaranteeing [the] 'immortality' [of his ego] by making his

tomb a work of art representing the extension of his

consciousness into the afterlife" (Earl G. Ingersoll 7).

Misconceived and distorted by the Bishop's limited

perspective, the luxurious and rich decoration of the tomb,

with its "choice Latin," "picked phrases," and dazzling

gems, offers him "a form of physical immortality" (Ryals

215). The Bishop's limited notion of death is clear even in

his confusion about the presence of Gandolf, who has long

been dead. This confusion further complicates the auditor

component of the poem, letting scholars such as Park Honan

count Gandolf as one of the auditors of the poem (149-150).

Through the Bishop's rather naive, simple-minded, and
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sensual grasp of death, Browning not only addresses the

ultimate mystery of death, but he also exemplifies the

difficulty of confronting one of the most obsessive concerns

of human beings, the inevitable encounter with death. By

burlesquing the Bishop's limited perception of death in

which he understands death in terms of an extension of

life's appetite, erotic qualities, and hostile rivalry,

Browning gives a comic touch to the serious matter in a way

that alleviates the utmost seriousness and gravity of the

topic itself.

At the same time, by means of the auditors' silence,

Browning counterbalances the Bishop's farcical grasp of

death. Bearing a sharp contrast to the Bishop's idle

expectation of immortality and his misconceived, limited

notion of death, the sons' silence not only reveals the

poetic irony but also fortifies it to the extent that the

Bishop cannot choose but accept the futility of his request

and confront death in a more realistic way.

Stimulated by his sons' silence, the Bishop uncovers

layers of his illusion one by one. In a renewed insight, he

realizes his limited perspective and, though not willingly,

admits the reality that he is not, and has never been, the

person that he thought he was until this moment. His

awareness of the ineffectuality and absurdity of his request

occurs simultaneously with his acknowledgment of a shift of

the controlling power from himself to his sons. The
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gradually descending quality of the decorative gem--from

lapis lazuli, to agate, to gritstone--attests to this shift

of the controlling power. Even in his relationship with the

old rival Gandolf, the Bishop's position changes: his

superiority yields to his humiliation and further to self-

pity.

The auditor's power in this poem is more concrete,

substantial, and action-oriented than that of any other

dramatic monologues. Naturally, the Bishop is more anxious

to induce his sons' filial duty than the speakers of other

poems. He employs various tactics such as selecting a

specific individual as a principal character among several,

solidifying his relationship to his auditors by narrowing it

to a common denominator, and forming a space of enclosure

which can include only the Bishop and his sons, with

exclusion of others. Among his auditors, Anselm occupies a

central position whom the Bishop conceives as the

controlling power over the rest of his sons, or, as his

wishful auditor whom he expects to comply with his command.

In order to proceed with his speech and to promote his

auditors' responsiveness (that has a direct relevance to the

fulfillment of his desire), the Bishop demands Anselm's

special attention. Nevertheless, wishful auditor that he

is, Anselm is "keeping back" from the very beginning of the

Bishop's speech. Around him the sons perhaps make some sort
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of intriguing plot ("What do they whisper thee,/Child of my

bowels, Anselm?" (11. 63-64)].

From the rhetorical point of view, the Bishop's

frequent mentioning of his mistress emerges as a strategy to

consolidate his relationship to his sons whom he might have

called "nephews" all along and whom he might not have

contacted because of the requirement of his profession. In

the Bishop's relationship with his sons, his mistress stands

as the common denominator that connects him to his sons and

unifies them, while facilitating the fulfillment of his

request.

The Bishop's creation of the space of enclosure by

telling his sons to "draw round (his) bed" (1. 2) or to

"draw close" (1. 34) may still be another effort to secure

as well as exclude his audience. It is mainly to

accommodate the psychological distance through controlling

physical distance between himself and his sons. By calling

his sons close to him, the Bishop, on the one hand, tries to

procure an intimate listening zone, while conservingn] his

strength in speaking" (Crowell, Reader's Guide 87). On the

other hand, by creating a private space with his sons, the

Bishop effectuates an exclusion of other possible auditors,

conceivably, the "brethern in Church (who might be]

listening at the door" (Crowell 87). This fits the occasion

in which he is apprising his sons of the spot where his ill-

gotten treasure, i.e. the lump of lapis lazuli, is buried.
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The Bishop's discretion and caution is further supported by

his apparently hesitating tone and obscure voice represented

in "ah God, I know not, I. . . ." (1. 39).

The poetic irony stems from the Bishop's failure to

hold his power to "order" his sons in a way that his wish is

performed. The sons' ingratitude and inattentiveness change

the quality of the Bishop's request from an "order" to a

special plea and compromise. In this regard, Erickson's

accentuation of the tomb as a symbolic mediator between the

Bishop and his sons (and their possible animosity against

him) is amusingly provocative. According to him, the Bishop

wants to reconcile himself with his sons through an exchange

of the conditions between the decoration of the tomb and the

villas, baths, gems, and mistresses with smooth marbly limbs

(97). The decoration of the tomb and the corresponding

reward is nothing but a bait to draw the sons' attention to

him, which nonetheless results in total failure as in

Andrea's case.

To the extent to which it renders Browning's notion of

intersubjectivity, this poem occupies a singular status in

Browning's dramatic monologues. On the one hand, it is, as

Roma A. King points out, "the only poem the title of which

directs attention more to an action than to a character"

(53). On the other hand, it enacts the poetic message

through the very context of the poem. That is, if the title

indicates the poetic irony involved in the interplay between
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the speaker and the auditor, the first line of the poem is

an axis around which the poetic action is constructed.

Indeed, the entire poem is an exemplum of the first line in

which the Bishop mentions the "vanity" of human activities

in a rather habitually homilectic tone: "Vanity, saith the

preacher, vanity!" (1.1). As Clyde de Ryals contends,

as an exemplum, a sermon by example, on the text

"Vanitas vanitatem." . . . "The Tomb at St.

Praxed's" is thus a sermon unknowingly preached by

the bishop; which is to say, the preacher proves

his text by the revelation of his own character,

and his plea for sympathy becomes a literary form

--a sermon--that stands in judgment of him.

(216)

Predominant though the poetic irony may be, the speaker

is "incapable of irony himself" (Shaw 104). For this

reason, the Bishop's final understanding of himself and

death is miserably pathetic. It is most explicit in

Browning's dramatization of the Bishop's gradual recognition

of death's reality as well as the reality of his life. In

an almost symbolic sentence, Browning registers the process

in which the Bishop's imagined state of death interfuses

into an actual fossilization. As if the entire poem records

the Bishop's dying process, the gradual change of the real

situation and the reality of death in the Bishop's
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consciousness is drastic and compelling. And at this point

he witnesses his petrification:

There, leave me, there!

For ye have stabbed me with ingratitude

To death--ye wish it--God, ye wish it! Stone--

Gritstone, a-crumble! Clammy squares which sweat

As if the corpse they keep were oozing through--

And no more lapis to delight the world! (11. 113-

17)

Browning's use of the definitive term, "corpse," and of the

clear present perfect tense ("ye have stabbed me with

ingratitude") seem to convey the Bishop's King Lear-type

resistance to, and resentment of, the devastating reality in

the presence of death.

Even the Bishop's final consolation serves as an

additional crescendo to the poetic irony. In a total

disillusionment with his longing for a luxurious tomb, he

adheres to the only object that he is still confident to

control, that is, his mistress and the sons' mother:

That I may watch at leisure if he leers--

Old Gandolf, at me, from his onion-stone,

As still he envied me, so fair she was! (11. 123-

25)

Consolatory though it is, this last shelter for his self-

esteem is not sufficient to sustain his illusion of power

and superiority. Not only has his mistress long been dead,
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but also he mentions her only because Gandolf envied him for

having her, rather than because he loved her. Being dead,

she has become a kind of collectible item which he can

possess forever without being rejected or disillusioned.

The Bishop's last-moment consolation, instead of securing

his psychological survival, echoes the most piteous

situation of the mostly rejected and hardly-accepted bishop.

Although the Bishop comes closest to the Duke of

Ferrara in his sensual grasp of life and death as well as

his aesthetic ability (William Whitla 56), he bears polarity

to the Duke in his relationship to his auditor. The two

speakers embody two extremes in their consciousness of and

attitude toward the auditor, the duke overbearing, the

Bishop miserably beaten by the auditors. Nevertheless,

whereas the proud duke does not have opportunity for

redemption, the loser Bishop arrives at a kind of self-

understanding, a potential for spiritual salvation. In

conveying this paradoxical message, Browning's incorporation

of the speaker's double task is particularly effective. In

the poem, the speaker has to gain his auditors' sympathy

and, at the same time, he has to come to terms with the

newly awakened sense of reality. Difficult though it is to

cope with, the speaker's double confrontation, as the source

of the extraordinarily acute tension and strong dramatic

effect of the poem, renders him indisputably realistic and

pathetically attractive.



CHAPTER IV

THE SOPHISTICATION OF THE AUDITOR

"Bishop Blougram's Apology": "So, you despise me"

In Browning's poetic career, "Bishop Blougram's

Apology" occupies a unique position. Essentially a dramatic

monologue written in the same time period as "Andrea del

Sarto" and "Fra Lippo Lippi," this poem bears several

conspicuous marks that command a special treatment. Its

main divergence from the other dramatic monologues lies in

the speaker's casuistry that often jeopardizes the

poeticality and makes the poem "perilously near the absence

of poetry" (Brooke 394), in its departure from the

Renaissance and Italian setting and characters towards the

contemporary setting and topic, and in the intensity of

tension and antagonism between the speaker and the auditor.

Taken together, these distinctive elements provide either

resource or impasse to the auditor's poetic substantiality.

The first step in measuring the auditor's poetic status

in this poem is to understand the considerable degree to

which Browning depends on poetic realism in creating his

fictional world. One aspect of poetic realism appears as a

unique dependence of the poem upon verisimilitude. Compared

to the dramatic monologues discussed earlier, this poem

148
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incorporates poetic plausibility to the extent that the

presented text emerges, as a rupture, from on-going reality,

being retrieved, externalized, and concentrated on the

speaker Blougram's self-vindicative speech. Defining the

dramatic monologue in terms of the retrieval of.a part of

the speaker's "internal dialogue," J. H. Miller provides a

supportive observation:

Many of his so-called dramatic monologues . .

are really internal dialogues. . . . The only

thing certain is that the inner dialogue will go

on indefinitely, only arbitrarily brought to a

conclusion, and chopped off into a poem.

(Disappearance of God 87)

The reader meets only the minimal portion of the iceberg,

but through such a short encounter, he comes to experience

the entire world of the poetic characters.

The unique interdependence between the poetic mode and

reality generates another aspect of poetic realism which is

rhetorical as well as psychological. It is pertinent to the

auditor Gigadibs' pre-poetic role which initiates the poetic

movement and incessantly enters the speaker's consciousness

and oration. More specifically, the poem starts to take its

shape by Gigadibs' charge against the Bishop's professional

integrity as a spiritual leader. And this pre-poetic text

brings about and explains the difference that this poem

manifests in comparison to the other dramatic monologues.
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As the poetic auditor, Gigadibs outgrows the role of

the passive respondent. Bearing an acute polarity to the

speaker in terms of his notion of belief and skepticism, he

preconditions the poetic content, without which the poem

loses its ground of existence. Such initiative action makes

the poetic situation extraordinarily compelling and

plausible. In turn, expanding the text into the realm of

reality, the auditor's primordial text endows the poem with

the reciprocity, continuity, and fluidity necessary to

create the sense of an on-going debate or a panel

discussion. Setting the tone for relations between the two

characters, such a pre-poetic act serves as the speaker's

working text, an operational center for the speaker to react

against, to counterattack, and to modify and revise in order

to establish his own. In need of explaining and vindicating

himself, Blougram tries to convince Gigadibs that belief is

worthwhile and that he is not so despicable a figure as

Gigadibs thinks he is. Itself unformed, the extra-poetic

substance shapes the pattern of the poetic argument and

determines its direction. Through such provision of the

pre-poetic text, Browning replaces the arbitrariness and

self-motivating impulsiveness of the speaker's utterance

with acute dramatic tension and a compelling sense of

inevitability, necessity, and psychological urgency.

Apparently, Gigadibs' poetic status is established

through a three-stage formation, ranging from his pre-poetic
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role, through his continuing influence upon the speaker's

main argument, to his completion of the poetic action

conveyed by the epilogue. His solidity as the auditor lies

not only in the continuity of his involvement in the main

argument, but also in the scope and range of his influence

as its shaping force. It is not sheer exaggeration to say

that the poetic action is initiated by Gigadibs, progresses

with his constant engagement as the underlying control-

power, and ends with his decisive acting out of his will.

Gigadibs' irresistible poetic presence indeed works as a

penetrating principle that activates the organism of poetry

and forms its full circle of action.

Browning's challenge as a dramatic poet reaches its

climax with this poem. Browning reverses the order of the

experiments in his early works such as Paracelsus and Pippa

Passes in which he transforms the conventional drama into

the dramatic monologue. Upon the basic structure of the

dramatic monologue, Browning now launches a drama of the

clash of wills between the speaker and the auditor. If he

pursues psychological depth and internal probings of human

action in Paracelsus, he focuses on dramatic plausibility,

topical contemporaneity, and intellectual polarity between

the two characters in this poem.

Browning stretches the dramatic monologue to its

maximum capacity and estimates the poetic weight of each

constituting element. On the one hand, allowing full
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license to the speaker's exclusive right to speak, he

subordinates such poetic license to the speaker's

consciousness of the auditor. This is certainly designed to

stress the substantiality and particularity of the auditor's

poetic presence. On the other hand, in order to secure the

causality within the dramatic monologue convention, Browning

resuscitates the auditor's function to the extent that his

silence does neither inhibit, nor paralyze, but rather

promotes his power to react. In his interaction with the

speaker, the auditor plays a crucial part similar to that of

a character in a novel. Meanwhile, Browning portrays the

speaker in his close contiguity that the speaker is

frequently identified as Browning himself in his verbal

expressiveness, his awareness and appropriation of the

dramatic monologue convention, and his erudition and

intellectual power.

Such expansion of the dramatic monologue poses a

concomitant test of Browning's ability as a poet. In the

poem in which his intellectual faculty couples with his

emotional sensibility, Browning has to keep an acrobatic

balance between the lyricism and the "aridity of gray

argument" (Raymond 129). His philosophical inquiry is to be

pursued without sacrificing concrete elements that

communicate the poeticality and lyricism. In addition, the

logical continuity of the speaker's argument should be

preserved without ruptures or breaks that conversation
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necessarily entails. Likewise, colloquial vividness and

vital interaction between poetic characters must be

maintained without hindering the logical reasoning that the

seriousness of the topic requires.

Ostensibly, Browning attempts an anatomy of Victorian

religious society by means of the speaker's elaborate speech

about the nature and use of belief. It registers a one-

sided argument addressed by a highly materialistic prelate,

Sylvester Blougram, to a literary journalist, Gigadibs. A

more psychological approach, however, shows that this poem

is equally related to the nineteenth-century intellectual's

internal conflict between an extremist position which

endorses a "whole faith, or none" (1. 598) attitude and a

relative and compromising reception of religion based upon

"the fruit it bears" (1. 609). To a certain extent,

Blougram's reasoning comprises both of these aspects. It

may after all be Blougram himself who is "torn

psychologically between opposing forces [such as belief and

uncertainty, and strength and weakness], to both of which he

owes some allegiance" (King 78).

The interpretive variability has direct relevance to

determining the position of the poetic auditor, Gigadibs.

Ever since F. E. L. Priestley articulated the long-neglected

Gigadibs' primal importance in the poem as one who

"dictate[s] its whole course" (168),, a persistent division

has existed regarding his poetic identity and function.
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According to Priestley, Roma King, David Shaw, and R. G.

Collins, Gigadibs--a thirty-year-old journalist working for

Blackwood's--is a rare challenger to Blougram's life-style

as an ecclesiastical leader. For the first time among

Browning's auditors, Gigadibs is referred to as an

"antagonist" (Thomas 167), a strong "opponent" (Priestley

169, Shaw 207),, a "caviller" (1. 998), and an intractable

adversary and enemy. The poetic interpretation accordingly

presumes an even-matched tension between the two egos, the

speaker and the auditor, which McGowan properly termed (in

lieu of "Mr. Sludge, 'the Medium"') as the clash between

Nietzschean will-powers (161). Meanwhile, more recent

critics such as David Ewbank, Susan Gilhead, and Thomas

Fisher contend that Gigadibs is Blougram's doppelganger, an

emblem of Blougram's own discomforting voice of skepticism

and unbelief. Identifying him as Blougram's younger, more

ideal, and "unrealized best self" (118)., Fisher interprets

the poem as Blougram's "ghost-dialogue" with himself. On

the same ground, Ewbank claims that "the conversation

between Blougram and Gigadibs is not an exchange between two

debaters, but the illusion of dialogue that a ventriloquist

creates with his puppet" (260).

Such a polemical contrast is in part modulated in Park

Honan's eclectic position in which Gigadibs has both

particularly individualistic and generally representative

qualities. According to Honan, Gigadibs is simultaneously
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an independent individual with his own predilections and

prejudices, "a representative of mid-nineteenth century

intellectual thought--sometimes as the whole age itself"

(159),, and "the embodiment of the Bishop's own doubts that

have been nurtured by the age" (160). On the part of the

Bishop, the difficulty arises as much from a casual young

man's criticism that tries to "oppugn" his life as from his

confrontation with "an integral element of his own

character: his own doubting intellectuality" (Honan 160).

Honan's position, in spite of its final proclivity to

subordinate the auditor to the speaker, is comprehensively

illuminating and to the point. For, such an intricate

relationship between Gigadibs and Blougram elucidates the

complexity, ambiguity, and disparity of the psychological

and rhetorical movement of the poem, while pushing the

poetic challenge to the extreme. By maintaining the duality

of Gigadibs' poetic identity, Honan introduces a double

challenge to Blougram's rhetoric. In this scheme, Blougram

has to beat his opponent, Gigadibs--a reminder of the

uncertain and largely skeptical mass; at the same time, he

has to reaffirm his value system by winning the reality

within--the internal voice of his conscience, his presiding

self embodied by Gigadibs. While distinguishing Gigadibs

from other auditors we have previously discussed, such an

observation helps locate Gigadibs on a dialectical center.

In Gigadibs, various functions and identities of the
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preceding auditors, such as Aprile, Festus, Lucrezia, and

the police chieftain, are culminated and synthesized. More

precisely, Gigadibs evolves from these precedent auditors.

In such complex interlocking between the speaker and

the auditor, the term "sophistication" not only presupposes

Gigadibs' compatibility to a speaker who is as

intellectually armed and rhetorically sophisticated as

Bishop Blougram, but it also implies his contribution to the

internalized and complicated poetic situation. In fact, the

constituting elements are so inextricably interdependent

that, by claiming "the sophistication of the auditor," one

has to undergo the labyrinth of critical controversies in

which most Browning scholars have been involved. He might

possibly run a risk of adding more questions to the already

knotty poem. In order to establish the auditor's poetic

status, he has to determine his interpretive position in

regard to the authenticity of the epilogue of the poem, the

credibility of Gigadibs' opinion as attributed by Blougram,

and the consequent reliability of Blougram's personality as

the poetic speaker, and further his sincerity as a human

being. Conceivably, one has to come to terms with the

following highly ambiguous questions: Is the narrator in

the epilogue Browning's mouthpiece or a disembodied voice?

That is, is the epilogue an articulation of Browning's

authentic position toward his fictional characters? Is

Gigadibs' emigration to Australia a manifestation of his
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blunt refusal to accept Blougram's value system (as Arnold

Shapiro, Ian Jack, and Rupert Palmer claim) or of his defeat

followed by a reluctant exile (as Priestley and Shaw

contend), or of his exploration for a more healthy

environment and a more creative way of life (as King

contends), or of his search for instant material prosperity

and acquisition of wealth (as Collins maintains)? Often the

reader has to be involved in a rather precarious situation:

he has to trust Gigadibs' opinion as expressed in Blougram's

words, while rejecting Blougram's view of the nature and use

of belief, not to mention his personality, as insincere and

self-servingly distorted.

Noticeably, the very core of critical debates about

"Bishop Blougram" has been the same matter of deciding the

authority and authenticity of the text, morally as well as

rhetorically. Scholars have questioned the reliability of

Blougram as the poetic speaker, his sincerity as a person,

the acceptability and sobriety of his view of belief and

conduct, and of Gigadibs' position, the degree of his

involvement in his fictional world, and the credibility and

implication of the poetic epilogue. In their efforts to

match Blougram and Gigadibs to the historical prototypes,

they are even concerned about the veracity of the poetic

characters compared to their original models.

Ironically, such fervid interest in poetic authenticity

has generated an unprecedented critical incongruity. Taken
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by the Bishop's eloquent oration, earlier critics such as

Priestley have completely ignored the poetic epilogue.

Recently, doubting scholars have consistently expressed

skepticism as to the reliability of Blougram and the

authenticity of his argument, while accepting, perhaps too

easily and readily, the poetic epilogue as an articulation

of Browning's final attitude towards his characters. If the

earlier position is wrong for its total disregard of an

important portion of the poem (i.e. the epilogue), the

recent enthusiasm exclusive to the epilogue is also mistaken

because the narrator's explicit antagonism against Blougram

cannot be the only standard for crediting the epilogue with

authenticity and discrediting the main body of argument.

A welcome corrective to such a maze of critical

inconsistency is given by Sarah Gilhead. In an article

entitled "'Read the -Text Right': Textual Strategies in

'Bishop Blougram's Apology"' (1986), Gilhead interprets the

poem in terms of an elaborate game of reading in which the

characters' articulations form disfigurative or revisionary

readings of the prior texts established either by other -

characters or by their own narrations. She views the poem

as a chain of rhetorical "revisions and rejections of,

reactions and responses to" (53),, the previous texts, the

claimant of which shifts from Gigadibs, to Blougram, to the

narrator, and to the reader. This view, while liberating

the text from any dictatorial authenticity of one element,
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lays the groundwork for establishing Gigadibs' position as a

tenable one equivalent to Blougram's.

For the time being, such disengagement of the text

allows the reader to discount not only the distinction

between the speaker and the auditor but also the advantage

of the speaker's exclusive right to speech and the potential

disadvantage of the auditor's silence. Paradoxically, this

suspension of the dramatic monologue activates its very

dynamics. No sooner is its operation discontinued than we

see the emergence of what Ricks mentions as the tension

between strong speech and strong silence, opening our vision

to new vistas of interactions between the speaker and the

auditor.

Previously ignored, the speaker's inordinate

consciouness of the auditor's poetic presence, the heavy

pressure imposed on the speaker, his suppressed hostility,

his consequent intentionality, and his stipulated

manipulations may now be exposed. The situation is

intensified by Blougram's disconcerted self-proclamation

that Gigadibs despises him. Whether he argues on Gigadibs'

premise or on Christian ground, Blougram's discussion

revolves around his hurt pride coming from such self-

consciousness. This baffling awareness stands as "the

[Bishop's) strongest rallying point" (Shaw 214): it starts

and ends his argument, forming a rhetorical circle. It

seems evident that, in such a circular construction, the
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argument remains trapped and stands still. A crucial clue

is offered by Blougram's final remarks in which he asks

Gigadibs "To discontinue--not detesting, not/Defaming, but

at least--despising me!" (11. 969-70). The message is that

he would not mind Gigadibs' "detestation" or "defamation,,"

unless Gigadibs "despises" him. The difference between the

words in these two groups is, as R. G. Collins remarks, "one

of ego" (7), which again is etymological and psychological.

The terms, "detestation" and "defamation," are ordinarily

applied to the social impact brought in originally by the

difference or opposition of opinions or positions. But the

term, "to despise," is more adequately applied to a

devaluation, degradation, and humiliation of one's self-

esteem as a human being. It is to regard someone as

"worthless" (Longman Dictionary of Contemporary English

298). Without doubt, it leaves a deeper scar upon the

accused than "detestation" or "defamation," and thus

requires more conscious effort to restore than it otherwise

might have done.

As the Bishop's overriding concern, his excessive

sensitivity to the impression he makes upon his social

inferior, Gigadibs, reflects and is reflected by his

rhetorical anguish and anxiety in which he constantly

imagines what Gigadibs would reply to his oration [e.g.

"You'll reply" (1. 340), "You'll say" (11. 676, 713), "You'd

find" (1. 749),, etc.]. His desire for Gigadibs'
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responsiveness is such that it creates a vent in his

perverted confidence that Gigadibs respects him and envies

his "Status, entourage, [and] worldly circumstance" (1. 26).

Blougram even asserts in his imagined conjecture that

Gigadibs would "turn (his dinner with the Bishop] to such

capital account" (1. 30), making it "the highest honour in

your life,/The thing you'll crown yourself with, all your

days" (11. 916-17).

Beyond doubt Blougram is a masterful rhetorician. His

treatment of Gigadibs rests on his calculated ambivalence

between his elevation and deflation of Gigadibs, or more

accurately, the elevation of Gigadibs in order to rebut him.

Intriguingly, Blougram's constant effort to establish

Gigadibs in a position that is both intellectually and

rhetorically compatible with his own takes a double track.

On the one hand, he shows an extreme concern for the

condition of discussion, that is, the fairness and

appropriateness of the situation in which both the speaker

and the auditor participate on equal terms. On the other

hand, he proclaims his descent to Gigadibs' premise in his

argument: "I mean to meet you on your own premise:/Good,

there go mine in company with yours!" (11. 171-72). This is

certainly Blougram's gesture of concessive assimilation of

himself with Gigadibs, except that it turns out to be sheer

condescension intent on securing a rhetorical safety-zone.
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Blougram's manipulation is obvious from the very first

line in which he sets the stage for the discussion: "No more

wine? then we'll push back chairs and talk" (1.1).

Notable in this line is the tension between plural pronoun

"we" and the speaker's initiative in setting the time and

atmosphere of the argument. It indicates the Bishop's

monopolized control carried out in disguised mutuality. In

the next stage, this strategy is further advanced. Not only

does Blougram create the impression of Gigadibs' equal

participation in determining the process of the argument,

but he makes it a willing "engagement" agreed upon by two

parties: "Beside 't is our engagement: don't you know,,/;

promised, if you'd watch a dinner out,/We'd see truth dawn

together?" (my emphases, II. 15-17). In the same way as the

first line, but in a more explicit intentionality, Blougram

discloses the emphatic ".I promised" with "our engagement"

and "we . . . together." He tries to establish Gigadibs in

the position that is worth refuting: "So, you despise me,

Mr. Gigadibs./No deprecation,--nay, I beg you, sir!" (my

emphasis, 11. 13-14). Tinged with histrionic flattery, the

tone of the quoted sentence is openly humiliating and

mockingly satirical.

Blougram manifests himself to be a traditionalist, an

institutionalist, and an adherent to the established

convention, far exceeding Gigadibs, the narrator in the

epilogue, and probably, even most of the readers. This is
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most remarkable in his "extra-fictive consciousness"

(Christopher J. Rogers viii) in which, as Langbaum notes,

"he has one foot inside the poem and one foot outside"

(204). More specifically, Blougram, a poetic character,

endeavors to authenticate the generic condition of the

dramatic monologue form. While entertaining and fortifying

his license to speech--"Such as you know me, I am free to

say" (1. 310)--he justifies the auditor's silence in terms

of a "fair" exchange of speech rights: "It's fair give and

take;/You have had your turn and spoken your home-

truths:/The hand's mine now, and here you follow suit" (11.

46-48).

The progress of Blougram's argument rests on the

principle of dichotomy. The way he handles the issue is

indeed extraordinarily skillful and suspiciously purposeful.

In the main, he depends on oversimplification of the issue

by means of dichotomizing it. He schematizes the rather

intricate and subtle matter of belief vs. unbelief in a way

that the speaker and the auditor each represent one side of

the categorized opinions and ideas. For instance, as

Raymond explicates, "Blougram widens the chasm between

belief and reason in two directions. If the maximum of

belief is represented by an absolute form of it in Roman

Catholicism, the maximum of agnosticism (is represented] by

a complete intellectual scepticism" (139).. Then, as King

believes, Blougram pushes Gigadibs "to commit himself to an
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extreme position and then to turn his argument against him

in the form of a countercharge" (87). Not only does he

dichotomize whatever issue he handles, but also he

repeatedly attributes "the privileged terms [for himself],

while reserving for Gigadibs unprivileged terms" (Gilhead

55). Blougram's oversimplification, as an easy means of

appropriating Gigadibs' position, helps effectuate his self-

vindication, but at the cost of his honest self-scrutiny.

Such schematization of the issue perfectly fits the

Bishop's dichotomized view of the world in which people are

divided into two groups, the Carlylean heroes and the hero-

worshippers (Susan H. Aiken 31-33), the Bishops and the

"rough purblind mass we seek to rule" (1. 756),, and the

winners and the losers. In his reasoning based on the

standard of material prosperity and complacency, the Bishop

himself supersedes the literary hero (Shakespeare), the

political hero (Napoleon), and the religious theorist

(Strauss) except for Luther. His main strategy is to

demolish one by one the historically-esteemed figures in a

way that deprives Gigadibs of the ground to base his

opinions upon.

In fact, Blougram's keen consciousness of Gigadibs'

power to "protest" and the accompanying anxiety control his

rhetoric so much that they preclude the otherwise extensive

speculation on the issue at hand and on himself. His

rhetoric is built around a set of fragmentary ideas and
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notions of belief and skepticism, most of which, improvised

for "argumentatory purposes" (1. 993), are represented as

"fixtures" (1. 986). This is evidenced by Blougram's

multifarious and off-handed use of metaphors and similes. A

representative example of his arbitrary improvisation of

metaphor is found in his argument for "[a life] of faith

diversified by doubt" (1. 211) over "a life of doubt

diversified by faith" (1. 210). In order to illustrate his

point, he invents a metaphor of the "way over the mountain"

(1. 198). Noticeable is the way in which an accidental

articulation of the word "way" functions as a cue for

improvising the metaphor of the "way over the mountain." To

a large extent, the entire operation of the metaphor depends

on a chain of echoing sounds, from "some way," through "The

Way, the Truth, the Life," to "That way/Over the mountain":

If so, when, where and how? some way must be,--

once feel about, and soon or late you hit

Some sense, in which it might be, after all.

Why not, 'The Way, the truth, the Life?'

--That way

Over the mountain, which who stands upon

Is apt to doubt if it be meant for a road;

While, if he views it from the waste itself,

Up goes the line there, plain from base to brow,

Not vague, mistakable! what's a break or two
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Seen from the unbroken desert either side? (my

emphases, 11. 194-203)

As Blougram himself says, the presented metaphor registers

how "some way must be,--/Once feel about, and soon or late

you hit/Some sense, in which it might be, after all" (11.

194-96). Technically ingenious though his recording of the

cognitive/creative process, it renders the arbitrariness and

contingency, rather than the necessary credibility and

sincerity, upon which Blougram's argument is built.

Likewise, instead of bearing his confidence and assurance,

Blougram's garrulity accelerates the poetic speed and

intensifies the sense of urgency, desperation, and

uneasiness involved in his self-defense.

The Bishop's display of "sophisticated self-

consciousness" (Slinn 61) qualifies the rhetorical aim,

restrains the scope of the argument, and cripples the poetic

development. Blougram's speech, far from being "a

systematic defense of faith" (Shaw 213), does not present

much substantial progress. His protest/defense based on his

emotional injury blocks the progress of the argument and

keeps his deepest self untouched. Unmistakably, Blougram's

every effort veers to reiterating the same story in slightly

varied versions until it squares with his exorbitant pursuit

of worldly power. For Blougram, such verbalized

consciousness is modified into a valid excuse for a

deliberate inhibition from confronting the core of the
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matter, "the issue of spiritual realisation" (Slinn 61).

From the beginning, Blougram obscures whatever is Gigadibs'

actual challenge by accentuating the sentiments that he

thinks Gigadibs personally holds about him. His frequent

repetition of, and return to, "the first fact" (1. 49) and

"the starting-place" (1. 144) belongs to the same conscious

act that allows him to deviate from an opportunity for a

more sincere and honest self-confrontation.

The Bishop's argumentum ad absurdium appears most

obvious in his use of the figure of speech. The most

predominant and most noticeable fallacy in this provision is

his degradation of lofty themes by means of a bathetic use

of the metaphor, which is intensified by his proclivity to

measure spiritual value in terms of "the fruit it bears" (1.

609). Particularly open to criticism is his use of the

cabin image in which he confines the passage of human life

to a material condition (e.g. "snug and well-appointed berth

like mine") and "what might be" to "what is" (1. 346). For

him, only the accommodation en route makes an ideal journey;

neither the motivation, nor the direction, nor the

destination of the journey matters.

That he is prone to figurative speech evidences his

intellectual power, possibly featuring him as "a man of

reason, practical and realistic" (Slinn 60). What detracts

from this extraordinary ability is the way in which it is

exploited sheerly to emphasize his worldly success and
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power. Versatile and multifarious, images he employs are

the very means of bathos by which he denigrates the

otherwise elevating and lofty theme into triviality, the

fundamental and essential into contingent and peripheral,

and the spiritual and abstract into tangible and incidental.

At the same time, they contribute to "evad[ing] his inner

life, the prospect of emotional or spiritual reality" (Slinn

60). Just like the monks' comprehension of soul [in terms

of "fire, smoke . . . vapour done up like a new-born babe"

(11. 184-5) in "Fra Lippo Lippi"], Blougram's metaphorical

grasp of the spiritual reality is insubstantial and

degrading. His undue concern with this world and its value

renders him no less egocentric than non-believers who are

afraid of committing themselves to any objects of belief.

Intriguingly purposeful, Blougram's intentionality

provides an index to measure Gigadibs' irresistible poetic

presence, Blougram's compulsive perception of Gigadibs and

his role, and consequently the tension between the two.

Undoubtedly, the Bishop shows a more advanced social

consciousness than that of any speakers previously

discussed. Far superior to his auditor than any other

speakers to theirs (e.g. Andrea del Sarto, the dying Bishop,

and even the Duke of Ferrara), he struggles to instill a

good impression in Gigadibs who he believes envies his

worldly influence. He proclaims his concession in which he

argues on Gigadibs' premise at the beginning and
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consistently returns to that position. He is certainly much

more sophisticated and better aware of the importance of the

auditor's poetic equality than other monologuists. Being

nourished through his professional performance, the Bishop's

social consciousness, however, operates under the assumption

that the elevation of his opponent's position is not to

degrade, but to elevate his own. Blougram acknowledges that

it is a necessary means of his self-aggrandizement, of the

fulfillment of his egocentric desires.

It is in such effort, however, that a double irony is

superimposed and finally takes over the poetic meaning.

Blougram's choice of a concessive position in which he

argues from Gigadibs' premise contributes to revealing his

very nature, which seeks "power, peace, pleasantness and

length of days" (1. 237) and hungers for "the creature-

comforts" (1. 766), instead of persuading Gigadibs. More

crucial to the poetic effect is yet another layer of irony

derived from the first irony. It is the discrepancy between

Blougram's inadvertent self-revelation and his inability to

comprehend such a situation. He creates the poetic irony

without recognizing it and, more seriously, without learning

from it. Apart from his self-addressed incompatibility to

"those exceptional/And privileged great natures that dwarf

mine" (11. 934-35), his virtual inability to be a self-

ironist causes the stagnation of the poetic development.

His ultimate problem lies in the incongruity between the
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speciousness of his self-knowledge and his actual inability

to grow, to participate in "the evolution of successive

spheres" (1. 786) through "ever trying to be and ever being"

(1. 785).

In conjunction with such disparity, ambivalency, and

irony in the Bishop's rhetoric, Browning's imposition of a

double subtlety in which the Bishop engages in the argument

on the premise of his public role should not be slighted.

The publicity which locates him in a socially influential

place betokens his vulnerablility in accepting his innermost

self. After all, his public-oriented argumentation endorses

and often encourages his double removal from reality, hence

determining the quality of his self-understanding, and

further the resolution of the poem. As Slinn mentions,

"through focusing on the reality without, [Blougram] is not

required to confront the reality within" (60). At stake in

such a case is his earnest self-illumination. If he

perversely engages in double talk or deliberate self-

delusion, he becomes double removed from reality--one from

legitimately predominant ideas and general perspectives, and

the other from his essential self--hence a double difficulty

of his honest self-scrutiny. Robert Garratt's notion of the

"double mask," in this sense, seems to find its most

illustrative example in the casuistic speakers.

Blougram's resistance to growth and change might be

viewed as a reflection of the difficulty of conversion.
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Resorting to a self-sufficient world which includes networks

of believers and priests, Blougram does not even try to

bring changes upon his life: "I'm at ease now, friend;

worldly in this world,/I take and like its way of life" (11.

797-98). Although he is aware of "how narrowly and grossly

(he) views life" (1. 765), the tone betrays such awareness

and his ultimate complacency vitiates his desire for change.

For a reason different from Andrea's, but as strong as

Andrea, the Bishop sticks to the status quo. As he himself

says to Gigadibs, "If I prefer remaining my poor self,/I say

so not in self-dispraise but praise" (11. 495-96). His

"business is not to remake [him]self, /But make the absolute

best of what God made" (11. 354-55).

If the earlier monologuists' solipsistic view of the

self impedes their relationship with their auditors, Bishop

Blougram's excessive conformity to his public role poses the

same danger of inhibiting a sound development of

intersubjectivity. The Bishop contrasts sharply to the

earlier monologuists such as the Duke of Ferrara and Andrea

del Sarto in that he is too absorbed in his social role

which, in fact, is nothing but a camouflaged egocentricity.

Though he shows an advanced social consciousness upon

claiming his, argument on Gigadibs' premise, his ultimate

directive nullifies such concession as ego-oriented.

The Bishop's appropriation of his public position for

his egocentric fulfillment is most apparent in his disclosed
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reason for choosing the ecclesiastical profession. Not only

does he understand belief in terms of worldly wisdom, but,

for him, the motive and effect of his bishopric is reversed.

While insisting that belief is a matter of willful choice,

he confides that he "happened to be born in" (1. 302)

Catholicism and took his bishopric as nothing more than the

"best and readiest means of living by" (1. 304). It serves

as an effective means of satisfying "the power in me and

will to dominate/Which I must exercise, they hurt me else"

(11. 322-23) and "exalt[ing] me o'er my fellows in the

world/And mak[ing] my life an ease and joy and pride" (11.

317-18).

The undisclosed proportion of the potential threat and

intimidation that Gigadibs imposes upon the Bishop might,

though only in part, legitimize Blougram's strong adherence

to the present state. What immediately matters to Blougram

is to win over his opponent, Gigadibs, even prior to

exerting any effort to review his notion of belief and

himself. According to Ewbank, engrossed in his self-imposed

pressure to beat Gigadibs, Blougram is busy with demolishing

Gigadibs' position, rather than constructing a logically

infallible argument (260). In the same way that the

anonymous Bishop's imminent death (in "The Bishop Orders His

Tomb at St. Praxed's Church") both incites and restrains his

effort for self-understanding, Gigadibs here serves as

simultaneously the path and the impasse to Blougram's self-
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scrutiny. Initially, by questioning the integrity of his

role in performing his ecclesiastical profession, Gigadibs

elicits Blougram's urgent need for self-defense, while

engendering his possible self-introspection. At the same

time, Gigadibs' charge stimulates Blougram's instinct for

self-protection and the subsequent withdrawal from whatever

effort Blougram could have made for self-search. Here,

Blougram's consciousness of Gigadibs as a "caviller" (1.

998) that needs to be beaten outweighs his effort for self-

understanding: he recoils on his social self which is, in

worldly terms, far superior to Gigadibs' and arms himself

with it.

The ambivalence of Gigadibs' poetic function might in

part be responsible for the prevailing critical confusion,

while openly and intricately engaging the reader in the

evolution of poetic meaning. To a considerable degree, the

critical assessment of this poem rests on each individual's

view of the nature and use of faith. In the same way as the

Bishop and Gigadibs create a polarity, readers will be

divided into two camps. Those who endorse the practicality

of faith might take Blougram's compromising posture as a

proper means of coming to terms with contemporary society;

those who support the absolutist position will certainly

consider Gigadibs' charge against Blougram valid. More

intriguingly, granted that one accepts Blougram's position,

he undergoes oscillation not only between sympathy and
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judgment but also between responsiveness and revulsion. As

Mermin says, "it takes casuistry almost equal to the

speaker's own" (60) to figure out Blougram's character and

to decide one's own attitude toward him. Browning, in this

sense, does not offer any fixed text, nor "a firm place (for

the reader) to stand, [nor] a stable structure to construct

[from)" (Gibson 204). The poem presents various

perspectives of faith and unbelief without voicing any

authenticity of a certain position. Not only the polarity

of the issue, embodied in two poetic characters, but also

the degree of Browning's involvement remains ambiguous and

opaque until the end of the poem.

It is in such vein that taking Gigadibs' point of view

as purely Blougram's fabrication becomes a risky assumption.

Not only does it weaken the dramatic tension, but it also

disavows the poetic details applied to Gigadibs. In the

poem, Gigadibs is a particular individual with clear

opinions based on his specific perspective, intellectual

sensibility, and reasoning ability. He is not a lightweight

opponent to the Bishop. Although Blougram avoids an

accurate rendition of Gigadibs' original charges against

him, the textual obscurity serves all the more to fortify

the density and power of the blow Gigadibs inflicts upon

Blougram.

What should be clarified here is the distinction

between Blougram's morality and his rhetorical effectuality.



175

Although Blougram exploits Gigadibs' position through his

exclusive right of speech, Gigadibs' undeniable

individuality is still maintained. This is evinced even by

Blougram's specific and detailed rendition of Gigadibs'

reactions, responses, and opinions, which encompass direct

quotations, conjectural or imagined quotations and

narration, description of gestures or expressions, and

paraphrases of Gigadibs' words. If we disregard such

specific details as morally invalid just because they are

sheerly the product of Blougram's wit and conceit, then we

might be likely to repudiate the fictionality of the created

world, which, in turn, leads to a total rejection of the

poem itself. Of course, I do not insist that we have to

take whatever Blougram imputes to Gigadibs. Acknowledging

that Blougram ingeniously exploits and insinuates Gigadibs'

points of view, we should distinguish the solidity of

Gigadibs' poetic status from the misappropriation of his

opinions by the Bishop. Furthermore, it is the specificity

and vividness of Blougram's description of Gigadibs'

position that bear irresistible testimony to the

substantiality and concreteness of the poetic world, which,

in turn, serve to maintain the tension, tight and even-

matched between two strong powers.

The presented perspective is, nevertheless, not

unattended by Browning's own views, and this explains the

unusual critical confusion and controversy over the poem.
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Norton Crowell notes, though in reserved terms, that

"Blougram's argument is not markedly inconsistent with

Browning's known anti-asceticism, love of good living, and

faith in the function of doubt as a text" (The Triple Soul

198). In particular, several passages in which Blougram

bursts into impulsive lyricism (e.g., the passages about the

necessity of faith and about the interdependence between

faith and doubt) are indicative of Browning's notion of

certain aspects of belief. What undermines their

credibility is the way Blougram misapplies originally well-

intentioned intuitive passages and religious ideas to his

egoistic purposes. Blougram is ready not only to "sa[y]

true things but call them by wrong names" (1. 996) but also

to distort Browning's ideas "until they mean much the

opposite of their original intent" (Crowell 201). Within

the poetic context, the ultimate function of those lyrical

passages becomes at best dubious and egocentric, drawn to

justify Blougram's worldly success.

If Blougram's proclaimed concession of arguing on

Gigadibs' premise indicates the extent to which he

manipulates the poetic situation, Browning's incorporation

of additional perspective through the epilogue reveals the

limitation of such manipulative tactics. To a certain

extent, a main controversy about "Bishop Blougram"

perpetuates the interpretation of this portion in which a

narrator intrudes in seemingly authorial voice. In terms of
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the dramatic monologue technique, the existence of this

post-script might easily be construed as superfluity. A

well-meant justification might be that, with the dramatic

monologue mode, Browning could not accommodate his message

effectively, thus inevitably interpolating the additive

explication through the epilogue. As Hoxie Fairchild

maintains, Browning the psychologist may need Browning the

moralist (221). If not Fairchild, one with a similar view

would think at best that, with these superfluous lines,

Browning intends to compensate whatever unskillful

workmanship he commits in his application of the dramatic

monologue to a highly intellectual issue.

Persuasive though it is, such a position easily lends

itself to the conclusion that this narrative is thus

Browning's "artistic flaw" (Jack 206). It presupposes not

only an absence or fallibility of Browning's plan for the

poem but also the paucity and ineffectuality of his

revision, which is not true. On the contrary, Browning

painstakingly revised the manuscript several times and never

thought of this poem as a negligible product of

improvisation (Rogers 163-64).

In order to do more justice to Browning's meticulous

construction of the poem, this epilogue should be seen from

other interpretive points of view, for instance, in its

contribution to enrichment of poetic perspectives and the

overall scope that the poem encompasses. Or, perhaps, it
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embodies Browning's misgivings of being pre-emptied by his

fictional speaker who has grown unacceptably closest to him

among monologuists in his "extra-fictive" ability

represented in his understanding and abuse of the dramatic

monologue convention.

While tantalizingly attracting, the epilogue baffles

the reader with several possibilities that the narrator

might be viewed other than either as Browning or as

Browning's spokesman. In a strictly neutral sense, the

narrator is a disembodied voice who, in his god's eye view,

informs the post-poetic situation in which the Bishop

comfortably settles in his now-smoothened consciousness and

Gigadibs leaves for Australia with settlers' implements. In

the rhetorical structure of the poem, the narrator might

simply be what Sarah Gilhead contends as a claimant for the

speech right protesting against the Bishop. The narrator's

explicit antagonism against Blougram might be his way of

appealing for a usurpation of that right. Or, the narrator

might represent a certain reader group who, unpretentiously

indignant at Blougram's religious view, censure his worldly

exploitation of spiritual leadership. If the poem is

interpreted in terms of Blougram's self-confrontation, then,

the narrator may embody Blougram's own discomforting voice

of honesty and sincerity that is buried deep in his psyche

and that, after all his eloquent self-defense, is still

unreconciled with his social self. Whatever his identity,
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it is certain that the narrator emerges as a strong opponent

to the Bishop, perhaps, even stronger than Gigadibs.

With such variety of possible identities, the narrator

launches major challenges to the authority of the poetic

text, the speaker, and the reader. First, the most

noticeable and certainly the most immediately relevant to

the auditor's poetic status is the narrator's denial of the

authenticity of Blougram's argument and the consequent

dislocation of the poetic text. His strategy is to attack

the Bishop's rhetorical fallability, lack of authenticity

and causality, and contingency of the rhetorical ground. It

is directed against Blougram's arbitrary and whimsical

construction of the argument. He maintains that Blougram

represents certain improvised metaphors and eccentric

conceits as "fixtures"(1. 986) for "argumentatory purposes"

(1. 982). According to him, unable to reach the "hell-deep

instincts" and "not having in readiness/Their nomenclature

and philosophy" (11. 990-95), Blougram could not properly

articulate some crucial points: "He said true things, but

called them by wrong names" (1. 997). Second, the narrator,

while showing explicit antagonism to Blougram, assumes

himself to be Gigadibs' sympathizer, and even his accomplice

in his protest against Blougram. In his final statement, in

which he wishfully imagines that Gigadibs now "has tested

his first plough,/And studied his last chapter of St. John"

(11. 1013-14), the reader even detects a tone of patronizing
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seniority and affected privity. Nevertheless, his report of

the post-argument situation substantiates Gigadibs' reaction

in terms of the latter's execution of his potential to

resist. Deferring these new perspectives to the reader, the

narrator appears as a new authority replacing Blougram's

long occupation and eloquent argument and disqualifying his

authoritative position.

How far we have to take the narrator's view as

Browning's own remains uncertain and depends on each

individual, but, with this epilogue, we are relieved from

the heavy authenticity that Blougram's text loads us with.

The narrator emerges, in this respect, as a liberating

force. He introduces a critical spirit revolting against

the established authority of the Bishop.

Gigadibs' action-oriented reaction coming from "his

sudden healthy vehemence" (1., 1007) indeed stresses his

power to resist, to act out his will. No other poem

features the auditor's reaction as unequivocally as this

one. It goes beyond his repudiation, by keeping silence, to

reply: it is carried out in a specific movement of the

geographical location and profession. In particular, that

Gigadibs left for Australia with "settlers' implements"

rather than "cabin-furniture" attests to Gigadibs' long-

range vision and fore-sighted perspective. Rather than

indicating the auditor's loss of speech right or his

incompatibility, his silence allows him a space for
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speculation in a way that provokes him to carry out what he

esteems as an ideal style of living. Crystalizing the stage

of the auditor's sophistication, such reaction completes the

cycle of the poetic action which the auditor has extra-

poetically started. As Laird points out, whereas "the

Bishop is no closer to becoming one of those 'privileged

great natures that dwarf mine' at the end of the dinner than

he was at the beginning" (308), Gigadibs becomes active, at

least "beginning to struggle upward toward his ideal" (308).

Gigadibs' action-oriented response has an effect of

significantly vitiating the Bishop's superior rhetoric and

invalidates his well-organized and meticulously performed

argument.

At the same time, Gigadibs' emigration to Australia

counterproves the extent to which the Bishop's unresolved

conflict between a person and his role stifles his power to

act. Blougram himself envisages such internal conflict

through the metaphor of an actor who played "Death with

pasteboard crown, sham orb and tinselled dart,/And called

himself the monarch of the world" (11. 68-69),, only to be

touched by Death himself immediately after the performance.

The Bishop's dilemma is that his over-conformity to his role

paralyzes his power to act, to activate his personality to

the full, and that this deprives him of his genuine self

from which he can speak sincerely. Too accommodated to his

public image, the Bishop is incapable of "be[ing] himselfl,
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imperial, plain and true" (1. 77). Through Blougram,

Browning raises a question directed to the existential

condition of human beings--whether one's genuine self is

ever compatible to his socially cultivated image or role.

The speaker's problem of consistency and sincerity is

closely related to the efficacy of language and veracity of

verbal articulation. Perhaps, this offers the raison d'etre

of the post-script epilogue: through this epilogue, Browning

might have wished to convey what Blougram could not

represent, i.e. "certain hell-deep instincts" because "man's

weak tongue/Is never bold to utter in their truth" (11. 990-

91). Hardly released from the web of Blougram's stipulated

intentionality, the verbosity of the poetic argument is

after all nothing but a means of concealing the deepest

thoughts and the most subtle perceptions that are congenial

to his innermost mind.

The embedded irony is then that "the better the speaker

controls his words to fit his purpose, the more deceitful he

is and the more estranged from himself" (Mermin 65).

Reminiscent of the situation of "My Last Duchess," the

Bishop's eloquence is the very proof of his limitation and

his defect as a social being.

As a casuistical poem, "Bishop Blougram's Apology"

presents a special type of discourse in which the

interaction between the speaker and the auditor and between

language and truth raises a serious question of verity. In
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such discourse, the speaker's verbal articulation could not

be more fluent, more sophisticated, or more (pseudo)logical,

but at the same time, it could also be quite deceptive,

delusive, and insincere. Meanwhile, the auditor's silence

after a pre-poetic initiative could not be more impotent,

but it could also be pregnant with meanings.

In this poem, Browning seems to push the ever-

conflicting issues of speech and silence to their maximum

edge and measures the poetic weight of each activity.

Perpetually casting doubt upon the speaker's sincerity as

well as the efficacy of verbal expression, Browning

transforms such suspicion and uncertainty in the poetic

rhetoric into strong evidence for the certainty and

fortification of the auditor's potential to resist and

further to deflate the speaker.



CHAPTER V

CONCLUSION

Once Browning's poetic mode is fixed in the dramatic

monologue, the poetic speakers increasingly resort to

subjectively prescribed values and the self-contained world.

In his pre-monologuian works, Browning renders Pauline's

lover, Paracelsus, and the main characters in Pippa Passes

as living in a world in which moral standard exists,

regardless of what they actually do and follow. There are

some criteria against which these characters could weigh the

moral implications of their actions, and upon which they

base and re-build their visions of the world and life. Such

criteria often contribute to eliciting the characters'

conversion. In his dramatic monologues, however, Browning

does not attempt an analysis of the morality of the

characters' behavior, nor legitimize certain perspectives as

absolutely right or virtuous, nor exemplify the characters'

personal redemptions. Instead, through these poems, he

illustrates, as Langbaum expounds in his remarkable work,

The Poetry of Experience, a radical change in the cosmic

vision and value system from the absolutist to the

relativist position. The Duke of Ferrara, Andrea del Sarto,

and Bishop Blougram, all reside in a self-enclosed world,

184
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each entertaining his own perspective. Persistently

adhering to the status quo, each strives to win over, in

order to assimilate, his auditor with his unique view of

life. Intriguingly engaging the reader's interest, the

speaker's oration reveals the subtle existential dilemma in

which one's adherence to his subjective and often

idiosyncratic perspective couples with his inherent yearning

for communication and social sanction.

The monologuist's recourse to the individual world and

the consequent failure to accept changes, on the one hand,

work as imperatives for maintaining the acute tension of the

mode. If the speaker were ready to yield his position to

the auditor, then the dramatic monologue would considerably

lose its vitality and energy and degenerate into a lifeless

convention. On the other hand, the speaker's persistence to

a self-regulated world strengthens the poetic status of the

auditor. If the speaker's closed view of the world puts him

in the position of the constant, the variety and imaginative

scope of the auditor's poetic role puts him in the position

of the mover. Consistently having been labeled by many

Browning scholars as a disfunctional poetic element, the

auditor now emerges as the controller that determines the

scope and flexibility and changes the internal structure of

the dramatic monologue. According to the degree and

intensity of his involvement, he diversifies the color and

flavor of the mode, expands its overall capacity, and brings
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changes to its contour. Such substantiality of the

auditor's poetic role then provides an index to classify the

dramatic monologue into subcategories such as a pure lyric,

a dramatic lyric, a lyrical drama, a drama, or a novel.

Enlarging the imaginative space of the dramatic monologue by

his reticence, the auditor serves as a significant indicator

through which the internal topography of the dramatic

monologue is explored, visualized, and expounded.

Meanwhile, in Browning's poetic career, the auditor

emerges as a crucial instrument which enables him to cope

with different sensibilities, with limitations of language,

and with fractured vision of the modern predicament. His

dramatic monologue with the auditor hinges on the poetics of

the tension between speech and silence, between the

speaker's solipsistic world and the external world of

reality represented by the auditor, and between language as

an essentially expressive and communicative medium and

articulated words as inadquate and limited carriers of

thought and perception. Personally, the auditor might help

offset Browning's ambivalence between his deep yearning for

a responsive auditor and his inner frustration and fear of

confronting the stubbornly unresponsive reader.

What positions the dramatic monologue with the auditor

in the dialectical center and endows it with historical

significance is the transitional context in which the

predominantly Romantic lyric is challenged by the new demand
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of the Victorian society for the objective and socially-

functioning literary works. By inventing the auditor as

well as by fictionalizing the speaker, Browning mediates

such transitional instability and conflict between

Romantics' and Victorians' notion of poetry, and of

literature in general.

Not only is the auditor a product of the changing

literary climates, but he himself reflects the crisis in the

notion of the self--the crisis caused by the dissolution of

the traditional value system and the disintegration of

faith. As the reality-principle that enters the speaker's

rather self-complacent world, the auditor provides a link

between human beings who are not only alienated from each

other but also disconnected from the internal source of the

self. Though often piqued and irritated by the immense

pressure that the auditor imposes on him, the speaker's

communal sense is confirmed only through such a clash. More

important, through his conscious encounter with the auditor

--the necessary antagonist, aggressor, and even enemy--the

speaker is given a rare occasion to reaffirm, through his

access to, the genuine self--the essential entity that

endows his existence with meaning and significance.

As the speaker's resistance to change and growth

increases, the certainty of his self-understanding

diminishes. For one's self-understanding premises his

susceptability to and reverence for other existence. It
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sometimes demands the speaker's defeat and frustration in

front of others; other times, as Fra Lippo Lippi testifies,

it requires the speaker's open-hearted initiative and

eagerness for self-discovery. It is the speaker's

flexibility and readiness--his objection to conformity,

stasis, and stagnancy--that secure his transformation.

Whereas the dying Bishop and Fra Lippo Lippi arrive, however

tentative and momentary, at a kind of self-knowledge, the

seemingly strong Duke of Ferrara and Bishop Blougram do not

appear, after all, so strong in their self-confrontations.

Rather, they deliberately avoid such an encounter by

manipulating the poetic situation through their masterful

rhetoric. In such cases, Browning incorporates the moments

of awareness into the reader by exposing the speakers'

defect as social beings. He reveals that the very privilege

that the speakers entertain through their social, aesthetic,

and intellectual superiority inhibits their internal growth

and renders their quality as human beings deficient.

Conspicuously, Browning's construction of the poetic

world is governed by the underlying principles of reversion,

revision, and irony. Where the character appears the

strongest and the text the most scrupulous does he

interpolate the most flawed humanity and the least

infallible argument. To characters who are diastrously

fallen, he allows the light of redemption and restoration.

Even adulterous murderers like Ottima and Sebald have a
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touch of redemption, while the dying Bishop is surrounded by

mockery and, at best, engrossed in self-pity. In this

poetics of irony, the auditor evolves as the main witness

and intensifier of the speaker's illusive grasp of reality

or his desperate fidelity to the status quo.

In the same way, the unique poetic realism that the

dramatic monologue perpetuates helps substantialize the

auditor's poetic status. Different in its degree and

intensity from poem to poem, it informs that poetry does not

exist outside the perimeter of life, but constitutes, is

extracted from, and envisions life itself. That Browning's

dramatic monologue starts in medias res is an undeniable

clue not only to its close connection to reality but also to

the solidity of the auditor as an extension or an embodiment

of external reality. As the dramatic monologue develops,

the auditor takes in the speaker's internal reality, too.

Its inchoate, thus uncouth example is incorporated in the

form of Aprile and its sophisticated version is displayed by

Gigadibs.

Strong reminder of reality as he is, the auditor

participates, though circuitously, in the poetic situation

and orients the step-by-step movement of the poem.

Outwardly, the auditor serves as a channel to the reader's

response. He assumes a point of contact or a junction

between the narcissistically veered speaker and the world of

reality, the general perspective, the social consciousness,
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and the sense of community. By the auditor's poetic

presence, the speaker is doubly, and the poet triply

removed, from the reader. In consequence, the poetic

objectivity is confirmed, the dramatic tension is

heightened, and the vitality and vividness are immensely

enhanced. Besides, Browning's envisioning of the "implied

reader" in the shape of the auditor adumbrates, as an

unacknowledged precursor, the recently prevalent reader-

response theory.

The dramatic monologue is essentially a mode of

interrelationship, of mutuality, rejected, frustrated, and

appropriated, but, in spite and perhaps because of that, it

is indispensably needed, required, and constantly demanded.

Compared to the intersubjectivity endorsed by this mode, the

Romantic poets' notion of the communion with nature and

further with God is nothing but a naively optimistic

premise--a fantasy properly satirized by the terms,

"pathetic fallacy." Instead of perpetuating the fusion of

man and other entities including nature, the dramatic

monologue distinguishes, as J. H. Miller points out,

"between man and the rest of God's creatures":

All creatures are limited to their own

perspectives on the world, but man alone is aware

of this limitation, and, in order to be aware of

it, he must be aware that there is something

outside his circle. on this "ignorance
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confirmed/By knowledge" all else depends. . . .

This knowledge of ignorance and limitation is the

only solid standing-ground in the incomprehensible

flux. (my emphases, Disappearance of God 139)

The dramatic monologue is, unequivocally, a mode

commemorating the privilege of being human. Inciteful

though it is, Miller's statement leaves a missing link: he

is unaware of the significant role that the auditor

undertakes in constructing such a premise. Unable to

connect the "something outside" to the existence of the

auditor, Miller seriously enervates the vitality of the

form.

The energy of the dramatic monologue indeed lies in its

intersubjectivity in which one's own identity is defined,

confirmed, and re-formed by his encounter with other people

and through the latter's acceptance, recognition, sanction,

and even provocation of his perspective. With the auditor's

existence, such an assumption becomes an assurance, a

reality, an experience, and a rejuvenation. Accentuated by

the speaker's psychological urgency and necessity for

communication, the dramatic monologue is established as a

genre that is unable to be upheld without human

interactions--between the speaker and the auditor, between

the poet and his characters, and between the reader and the

poet and the poetic characters. As Browning himself

articulates in the Epilogue to Pacchiarotto, with Other
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Poems, human correspondence constitutes the basis of one's

perception of the self, of others, and of the society:

"Man's thoughts and loves and hates!/Earth is my vineyard."

An open-ended and spaciously baggy form, the dramatic

monologue owes its continual existence to interchange,

exchange, reciprocity, co-operation, and even mutual

hostility and antagonism. In the same context, through

their encounter with layers of successive readers, the

characters achieve a sort of immortality, while constantly

being reshaped and renewed.

The fulfillment of such intersubjectivity hinges on a

multi-channeled practice of sympathetic identification which

includes "process[es] of simulationss" (E. D. H. Johnson

92) and presumes layers of ever-widening consciousness. Not

only does the poet create characters and their worlds

through his exercise of sympathetic imagination, but the

reader has to practice his imaginative faculty in order to

decipher the poetic implications. While constantly engaging

himself in sympathetic identification with the raw materials

that he would feature in his poetry, Browning calls for the

same commitment from the reader. After all, only through a

thorough self-engagement in the presented perspective can

the reader discern its appropriateness or inadequacy and its

acceptability or ineptitude. The reader's exertion of such

effort is the very path that brings forth his ability and
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assurance by which he evaluates the characters' morality and

determines his own.

Within the poetic context, it is the speaker's

expansion of consciouness to the auditor's realm that

enables him to come to terms with his internal self. A

counter-example is shown in the failure of Pauline in which

the speaker-poet's uncertain decision to "shake off self-

consciousness [which is] dictated not . . . by social

awareness . . . [but] by an intimation of . . . imaginative

being" (Johnson 73) impedes his apprehension of the self.

Reiterated in Paracelsus, this strategy assumes a voice of

precaution of Paracelsus' exclusive and anti-social quest

for knowledge.

Particularly noticeable is Browning's gradual immersion

into, and assimilation with, the lives and perspectives of

his characters. Carefully retrieving the auditor from

extra-textual reality and from the fathomless recesses of

human consciouness, Browning continuously submerges himself

until he can proclaim, in The Ring and the Book, that "I

disappeared; the book grew all in all" (I, 687) and that

"art [or an artist] may tell a truth obliquely" (XII, 855-

56). Intent on a complete detachment from his created

world, Browning endows the speaker with more and more of the

authorian scope of consciousness, while replenishing the

auditor with critical faculties that would deputize his or

the reader's judgment. Interestingly enough, even the very
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inflexibility and limitation of the speaker's world is the

ironical product of Browning's most prolific and creative

imagination.

In close analysis, Browning's practice of sympathetic

imagination, an exquisite way of detaching himself from the

poetic world, assumes a double track. In the pre-creative

stage, Browning takes in whatever of the perspectives and

personalities that he would create in his poems.

Biographically, his avid reading from his father's library

might also be counted as one such activity. Then, in his

creation of the poetic world, he lends the expanded self out

to the characters. His gradual self-immersion into the

fictive world progresses to the extent that the distinction

between himself and the characters becomes obscure and

opaque. By analogy, it also elucidates the paths which the

would-be-auditor might have followed before he is

conceptualized as the particular auditor in the dramatic

monologue.

It is in such strenuous effort for self-detachment that

Browning overreaches the reader's expectations and

convention-ridden approaches to the text. For Browning's

part, the speaker's extra-fictive consciousness (as is

represented by Blougram) is fit evidence of his removal from

the created world. Paradoxically, such retreat appears to

the reader as the very manifestation of Browning's heavy

involvement in the poetic situation. In Browning criticism,
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such extreme cases frequently occur in the scholars'

identification of the fictional speakers with Browning

himself, generating an incredible interpretive complexity

and confusion.

Likewise, the ultimate raison d'etre of the dramatic

monologue is inferred from its power to elicit the reader's

sympathetic imagination in which he could stand in another's

position. Presenting a variety of perspectives and ideas

without pre-judgment, Browning endeavours to produce a sense

of the objective truth that evolves from a dialectical

synthesis of those multifarious facets. As he says, he

wants to create the prismatic hue exploded into the "white

light" (The Ring and the Book, I, 916). By envisioning an

ever-expanding circle of consciousness, Browning purports an

access to the utmost profundity and mystery of what

constitutes humanity.

The exercise of sympathetic identification and the

immense emphasis on intersubjectivity, however, do not

guarantee a promotion of intimacy between the speaker and

the auditor. It does not narrow the distance between, nor

release the speaker from disconcerting alertness and uneasy

precaution in his treatment with the auditor. Instead, the

characters' interaction remains temporal, contingent, and

rudimentary. Although the speaker's keen sensitivity to the

auditor occasions and continuously orients his oration, it

occurs without any elevation of the relationship or widening
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one's vision. Except for the enhancement of the tension and

polarity between the two parties, one does not notice any

development between the characters so much at the end as at

the beginning of the poem.

Of course, such stagnancy of the purported

intersubjectivity is attributable to the speaker's

preoccupation with his own world and the concomitant

inflexibility. A more serious reason, however, lies in the

inherent discrepancy of the dramatic monologue between its

pursuit of a sharp tension between the characters and its

incapacity to envision the ultimate standard of human

action. Browning's original intention might partly

legitimize this inherent limitation of the mode. It is

invented, as Browning proclaims in his preface to Strafford:

An Historical Tragedy, to render "Action in Character rather

than Character in Action" (Strafford iii). It is

essentially a mode fit to explore the motivation of human

actions, rather than to provide solutions to human problems.

Concentrating on the analysis and presentation of the

situation as it is, Browning limits the aim of the dramatic

monologue to a rendition of the multifarious perspectives

and points of view without authenticating any specific

vantage point. By creating an acute tension, he could

fulfill such purpose in a more effective and impressive way

than he might otherwise have done.
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Considering the generic limitation, it seems obvious

that Browning's dramatic monologue could not give him a

satisfactory answer for the modern predicament of human

beings, the unalleviated modern sickness of despair,

isolation, frustration, and fragmentation. More

significantly, it could not help prescribe any remedy for

the disintegration of faith and the dissolution of the

absolute value system. His inability to find the expected

"white light" because of the inherent limitation of the mode

might have caused his discontinuation of writing in the

dramatic monologue in his later poems.

Limited to Browning's mid-career though it is, the

dramatic monologue with the auditor deserves a positive

appraisal. Above all, the passage of the auditor records

the extent to which Browning's poetry is objectified. A

comparison of his earlier works, for instance, Pauline, and

his more mature poems, "Bishop Blougram, " reveals an

explicit technical discrepancy. In Pauline, Browning

invents the dramatic frame and tries to conceal his

subjective tendency with a formally dramatic context. In

other early poems, in which he is incapable of distancing

himself from the poetic characters, he employs far-away

settings and by-gone times, represented by his Renaissance

and Italian settings and characters. By exploiting the

historical and geographical distance, he tries to impose

objectivity from outside. However, when he is able to
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command the poetic material in confidence, he does not

display any lingering hesitation in adopting the

contemporary issues and characters. Approximating the poem

to the domain of the novel, Browning's skill at objectifying

and fictionalizing the contemporary world (represented in

"Bishop Blougram's Apology") opens a new axiological

dimension to the "sacred spring" of conventional poetry. At

the same time, his bold involvement in the social issues

through a unique practice of poetic realism helps expand his

reader-group, not to mention unprecedentedly inspiring the

reader's participation in building and interpreting the

poetic meanings.

In such an endeavor for poetic objectification, the

auditor emerges as a living witness for Browning's

originality as a dramatic poet. The gradual and steady

individualization of the auditor attests to Browning's

relentless pursuit of the objectivity of the poetic world

and the disinterested rendition of the multifariousness and

diversity of democratic and individualized society. An

exploration of the auditor's rise and development provides a

yardstick with which Browning's originality and

inventiveness are measured, witnessed, and proclaimed.



WORKS CITED

Adler, Joshua. "Structure and Meaning in Browning's 'My

Last Duchess'." Victorian Poetry, 15 (1977) : 219-27.

Aiken, Susan Hardy. "Bishop Blougram and Carlyle."

Victorian Poetry, 16 (1978): 323-40.

Altick Richard D., ed. Robert Browning: The Ring and the

Book. New Haven & London: Yale Univ. Press, 1971.

. "'Andrea del Sarto': The Kingdom of Hell is

Within." In Browning's Mind and Art. Ed. Clarence

Tracy. Edinburgh & London: Oliver and Boyd, 1968. pp.

18-31.

Armstrong, Isobel, Ed. Writers and Their Background: Robert

Browning. Athens, Ohio: Ohio Univ. Press, 1975.

Baines, Barbara J. "'My Last Duchess' and The Duchess of

Malfi." Studies in Browning and His Circle, 11 (1983):

23-30.

Ball, Patricia M. The Central Self: A Study in Romantic and

Victorian Imagination. London: The Athlone Press,

Univ. of London, 1968.

Bandelin, Carl Frederick. "Browning and the Premises of the

Dramatic Monologue." An Unpublished Dissertation.

Yale Univ., 1979.

Bloom, Harold & Adrienne Munich, Eds. Robert Browning: A

199



200

Collection of Critical Essays. Englewood Cliffs, NJ:

Prentice-Hall, Inc., 1979.

Bloom, Harold. A Map of Misreading. New York: Oxford Univ.

Press, 1975.

Blythe, Hall & Charlie Sweet. "Browning's Ferrara: The Man

Who Would Be Neptune." Studies in Browning and His

Circle, 7 (1979): 17-20.

Brennan, Stephen C. "Andrea's Twilight Piece: Structure and

Meaning in "Andrea del Sarto". " Studies in Browning

and His Circle, 5 (1977): 34-50.

Brooke, Stopford. The Poetry of Robert Browning. London:

Isbister and Co., 1902.

Browning, Robert. Poetical Works 1833-1864. Ed. by Ian

Jack. London, Oxford, New York: Oxford Univ. Press,

1970.

Christ, Carol T. The Finer Optic: The Aesthetic of

Particularity in Victorian Poetry. New Haven and

London: Yale Univ. Press, 1975.

Victorian and Modern Poetics. Chicago and

London: The Univ. of Chicago Press, 1984.

Collins, R.G. "Browning's Practical Prelate: The Lesson of

"Bishop Blougram's Apology"." Victorian Poetry, 13

(1975): 1-20.

Collingwood, W. G. The Life and Work of John Ruskin. 2

vols. London: Methuen, 1893.

Cook, M. Eleanor. "The Meaning and Structure of Pippa



201

Passes." University of Toronto Quarterly, 24 (1955):

410-26.

Crowell, Norton B. A Reader's Guide to Robert Browning.

Albuquerque: Univ. of New Mexico Press, 1972.

The Triple Soul: Browning's Theory of

Knowledge. Alberquerque: Univ. of New Mexico Press,

1963.

DeVane, W. Clyde. A Browning Handbook. 2nd ed. New York:

Appleton-Century-Crofts, 1955.

Dupras, Joseph A. "Reader-Auditor Coordination in

Browning's "A Forgiveness"." Victorian Poetry, 27

(1989): 135-50.

Erickson, Lee. Robert Browning: His Poetry and His

Audience. Ithaca and London: Cornell Univ. Press,

1984.

Ewbank, David R. "Bishop Blougram's Argument." Victorian

Poetry, 10 (1972): 257-63.

Faas, Ekbert. Retreat into the Mind: Victorian Poetry and

the Rise of Psychiatry. Princeton, NJ: Princeton Univ.

Press, 1988.

Fairchild, Hoxie N. "Browning the Simple-Hearted Casuist."

University of Toronto Quarterly, 18 (1949): 234-40.

Fish, Thomas E. "Between the Man and the Masks: The

Developing Epiphanic Mode of Browning's Casuistic

Monologues." An Unpublished Dissertation: The Univ. of

Kansas, 1981.



202

Garratt, Robert. "Browning's Dramatic Monologue: The

Strategy of the Double Mask." Victorian Poetry, 11

(1973): 115-25.

Garrett, Marvin P. "Language and Design in Pippa Passes."

Victorian Poetry, 13 (1975): 47-60.

Gemmette, Elizabeth V. "Browning's 'My Last Duchess': An

Untenable Position." Studies in Browning and His

Circle, 10 (1982): 40-45.

Gibson, Mary Ellis. History and the Prism of Art:

Browning's Poetic Experiments. Columbus: Ohio State

Univ. Press, 1987.

Gilead, Sarah. "'Read the text right': Textual Strategies

in 'Bishop Blougram's Apology'." Victorian Poetry, 24

(1986): 47-67.

Hair, Donald S. Browning's Experiments with Genre. Toronto

and Buffalo: Univ. of Toronto Press, 1972.

Hassett, Constance W. The Elusive Self in the Poetry of

Robert Browning. Athens, Ohio: Ohio Univ. Press, 1982.

Hawthorne, Mark D. "Paracelsus Once Again: A Study in

Imagery." Browning Institute Studies, 3 (1975): 41-60.

Healy, David. "'Fra Lippo Lippi' and 'Andrea del Sarto' As

Complementary Poems." Studies in Browning and His

Circle, 12 (1984): 54-75.

Hancher, Michael. "The Dramatic Situation in Browning's

'Pauline'." The Yearbook of English Studies,, 1 (1971):

149-59.



203

Honan, Park. Browning's Characters: A Study in Poetic

Technique. New London, Connecticut: Yale Univ. Press,

1969.

Hughes, Linda K. The Manyfaced Glass: Tennyson's Dramatic

Monologues. Athens, Ohio: Ohio Univ. Press, 1987.

Ingersoll, Earl G. "Perversions of Artistic Sensibility in

the Dramatic Monologues of Robert Browning." Studies

in Browning and His Circle, 16 (1988): 7.

Irvine, William, & Park Honan. The Book, the Ring, & the

Poet: A Biography of Robert Browning. New York, St.

Louis, San Francisco, Dusseldorf, Mexico, and Toronto:

McGraw-Hill Book Co., 1974.

Irvine, William. "Four Monologues in Browning's Men and

Women." Victorian Poetry, 2 (1984): 155-64.

Iser, Wolfgang. The Implied Reader: Patterns of

Communication in Prose Fiction from Bunyan to Beckett.

Baltimore and London: The Johns Hopkins Univ. Press,

1974.

Jack, Ian. Browning's Major Poetry. Oxford: Clarendon

Press, 1973.

Jerman, B. R. "Browning's Witless Duke." Publications in

Modern Language Associations, 72 (1957): 488-93.

Johnson, E.D.H. The Alien Vision of Victorian Poetry:

Sources of the Poetic Imagination in Tennyson,

Browning, and Arnold. Princeton, NJ: Princeton Univ.

Press, 1952.



204

Kaplan, Fred. "Browning's Painter in Wasteland." Miracles

of Rare Device: The Poet's Sense of Self in Nineteenth-

Century Poetry. Detroit: Wayne State Univ. Press,

1972. PP. 94-108.

Keenan, Richard C. "Browning and Shelley." Browning

Institute Studies, 1 (1973): 119-146.

Kelly, Edward E. "Porphyria's Lover: Fantasizer, Not

Speaker." Studies in Browning and His Circle, 3

(1975): 126-28.

King, Roma A., Jr. The Bow and the Lyre: The Art of Robert

Browning. Ann Arbor: The Univ. of Michigan Press,

1957.

The Focusing Artifice: The Poetry of Robert

Browning. Athens, Ohio: Ohio Univ. Press, 1968.

Kirk, Carey H. "Checkmating Bishop Blougram." Victorian

Poetry, 10 (1972): 265-71.

Korg, Jacob. "A Reading of Pippa Passes." Victorian

Poetry, 6 (1968): 5-19.

Laird, Robert G. "'He did not Sit Five Minutes': The

Conversion of Gigadibs." University of Toronto

Quarterly, 45 (1976): 295-313.

Langbaum, Robert W. The Poetry of Experience: The Dramatic

Monologue in Modern Literary Tradition. New York:

Norton, 1963.

Latane, David. "Shelley's 'Baneful Influence'." Studies in

Browning and His Circle, 11 (1983): 31-36.



205

Levine, Richard A. Ed. The Victorian Experience: The Poets.

Ohio Univ. Press, 1982.

Litzinger, Boyd and K.L. Knickerbocker, eds. The Browning

Critics. Univ. of Kentucky Press, 1965.

Longman Dictionary of Contemporary English. Essex: Longman

Group Ltd., 1978.

MacKay, Carol H. Soliloquy in Nineteenth-Century Fiction.

Totowa, NJ: Barnes & Noble Books, 1987.

Martin, Loy D. Browning's Dramatic Monologue and the Post-

Romantic Subiect. Baltimore and London: The Johns

Hopkins Univ. Press, 1985.

McGowan, John P. Representation and Revelation: Victorian

Realism from Carlyle to Yeats. Columbia: Univ. of

Missouri Press, 1986.

Melchiori, Barbara. Browning's Poetry of Reticence. New

York: Barnes & Noble, Inc., 1968.

Mermin, Dorothy. The Audience in the Poem: Five Victorian

Poets. New Brunswick, NJ: Rutgers Univ. Press, 1983.

Miller, J. Hillis. The Disappearance of God: Five

Nineteenth-Century Writers. Cambridge, Mass.: The

Belknap Press of Harvard Univ. Press, 1963.

Palmer, Rupert E., Jr. "The Uses of Character in 'Bishop

Blougram's Apology'." Modern Philology, 58 (1960):

108-118.

Peckham, Morse. "Browning and Romanticism." Writers and



206

Their Background: Robert Browning. Ed. Isobel

Armstrong. Athens, Ohio: Ohio Univ. Press, 1975.

Perrine, Laurence. "Browning's Shrewd Duke." Publications

in Modern Language Association, 74 (1959): 157-59.

Pinsker, Sanford. "'As If she Were Alive': Rhetorical

Anguish in 'My Last Duchess'." Concerning Poetry, 9-2

(1976): 71-73.

Priestley, F. E. L. "The Ironic Pattern of Browning's

Paracelsus." University of Toronto Quarterly, 34

(1964): 68-81.

"Blougram's Apologetics. " University of

Toronto Quarterly, 15 (1946), 139-47.

Rader, Ralph W. "The Dramatic Monologue and Related Lyric

Forms." Critical Inquiry, 3 (1976): 131-51.

Raymond, William 0. The Infinite Moment and Other Essays in

Robert Browning. Toronto: Univ. of Toronto Press,

1950.

Riede, David G. "Genre and Poetic Authority in Pippa

Passes." Victorian Poetry, 27 (1989): 49-64.

Rogers, Christopher Joseph. "Self-Reflexivity in Robert

Browning's Poetry." An Unpublished Dissertation. The

Univ. of Toledo, 1983.

Ryals, Clyde de L. Becoming Browning: The Poems and Plays

of Robert Browning. 1833-1846. Columbus: Ohio State

Univ. Press, 1983.



207

Sessions, Ina Beth. "The Dramatic Monologue." Publications

in Modern Language Association, 62 (1947): 503-16.

Shapiro, Arnold. "A New (Old) Reading of Bishop Blougram's

Apology: The Problem of the Dramatic Monologue."

Victorian Poetry, 10 (1972): 243-56.

Shaw, W. David. The Dialectical Temper: The Rhetorical Art

of Robert Browning. Ithaca, New York: Cornell Univ.

Press, 1968.

. "Browning's Unheard Words: The Poetry of

Silence." Victorians and Mystery: Crises of Representa

tion. Ithaca and London: Cornell Univ. Press, 1990.

PP. 196-220.

Sinfield, Alan. Dramatic Monologue. London: Methuen & Co.

Ltd.; New York: Barnes & Noble Books, 1977.

Slinn, E. Warwick. Browning and the Fictions of Identity.

Totowa, New Jersey: Barnes & Noble Books, 1982.

Stevens, L. Robert. "Aestheticism in Browning's Early

Renaissance Monologues." Victorian Poetry, 3 (1965):

19-24.

Thomas, Donald. Robert Browning: A life Within Life. New

York: Viking Press, 1982.

Whitla, William. The Central Truth: The Incarnation in

Browning's Poetry. Totonto: Univ. of Toronto Press,

1963.



208

Wordsworth W. & S. T. Coleridge. Lyrical Ballads 1798. 2nd

ed. Ed. W. J. B. Owen. Oxford: Oxford Univ. Press,

1969.


