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Character and Philosophy in "Fra Lippo Lippi" W. David Shaw



The Victorians valued Browning as a poet of doctrine, whereas



modern critics, even when sympathetic to Browning's art, are usually suspicious of his "philosophy." They praise Browning for his psychology and style and try to discount his ideas. But if the Browning Society was often a cause of embarrassment to the poet, there is no question



that Browning would have been even more alarmed by the misplaced



emphasis of the "New Critics." A Victorian like Arthur Symons may have exaggerated the importance of ideas in poetry when he praised Browning's characters for their power to think.1 But when such a perceptive scholar as Robert Langbaum tries to read Browning as an English Mallarme, asserting that his "ideas" are "not to mean but to be evoked,"2 we feel that the



fashionable doctrine of "pseudo-statements"- as well as the tendency to glorify a poetry of implication at the expense of a poetry of explicit statement- has betrayed the critic into the opposite extreme. We may



find Professor Langbaum's Browning more congenial than the Victorians'; but one of the functions of a liberal education is that it enables us, in Matthew Arnold's phrase, "to see the object as in itself it really is." We cannot be content to revaluate Browning merely from the point of view of our own time. Browning the dramatist-philosopher, the poet of "Fra Lippo Lippi," is confronted by a difficult problem- one we must first understand if



we are to appreciate the triumph of this poem. It is important to remember that Browning the thinker, the Victorian philosopher of art, religion and morality, believes in his ideas, and is eager to persuade his readers. But there is also Browning the psychologist, the dramatist manque, who had found his genius in the monologue convention, and



who knew that "doctrine" without "art" meant dullness. As an artist-



philosopher, his object is to combine the two roles. To this end Browning makes Fra Lippo's rhetoric alternate between ingratiation with his auditors and forms of philosophic speculation. Arthur Symons, "Is Browning Dramatic?" Browning Society Papers (London,



1885), VII, 6: ^"Shakespeare makes his characters live; Browning makes his



characters think/'



2Robert Langbaum, The Poetry of Experience (London, 1957), p. 207.
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realm of spirits and and all pains, so nos of the world," irres the night air, surge



soul revolves, the c Old Testament lang level of mocking se grass is to make ch fable give way to t sermon:



You You You You



tell too many lies and hurt yourself: don't like what you only like too much, do like what, if given you at your word, find abundantly detestable.



The monk parodies the Prior's ridiculous hypocrisy in language of his opponent's windy and dogmatic manner. caustic satire Fra Lippo mounts to a sonorous pronounc always see the garden and God there / A-making man's wif solemn utterance, so general and impersonal, yet so wonder



timate, too, is just the kind of truth that would be perfectly



to the monk. Fra Lippo is probably the most genuinely



sensualist in English literature. His vision of God creating E instinctively, and releases that incorruptible and childlike i glorify God and His creation- that passion for spontaneous which Browning has so brilliantly dramatized in earlier secti poem.



A moment later, as this lofty rhetoric breaks down, Fra Lippo confides in the officers: "You understand me: I'm a beast, I know." Throughout the poem, Browning is constantly creating a keener sense



of character in order to support and generate new ideas. Fra Lippo steps aside for a moment to marvel at "The shape of things, their colors, lights and shades," then speculatively prods his auditors: "Do you feel thankful, ay or no?" or "What's it all about?" His outspoken exclamations: "Oh, oh, / It makes me mad," alternates with the most oracular solemnities: "Interpret God to all of you!" Fra Lippo's irrepressible appreciation is a form of gratitude, of voracious hunger for new experience, almost as pronounced in Brown-



ing as in Henry James, and the closest secular equivalent in the monk (as in his creator) to the traditional religious motive of glorification. The monk's almost poignant sense of the identity of individual



phenomena- "A laugh, a cry, the business of the world," "this fair



town's face ... / The mountain round it and the sky above"composes a veritable paean of thanksgiving, and is indissolubly linked
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with that conception Middle Ages. Like every primitive sensibility, Fra Lippo is instinctively a "realist." He posits a universalia ante rem, a "meaning" behind the "world" ("To find its meaning is my meat and drink"), and in his crusade for the supreme value of the single thing he projects every



object as "an entity . . . [upon] the heavens":3 "God made it all!" Whereas the sensual monk is orthodox in his theology, the ascetic Prior, with his pretensions to sainthood, stands convicted, if not of



heretical nominalism, at least of a radical perversion of the realist philosophy. In order to discharge their pious "rage" the Prior and his disciples have "scratched and prodded" Fra Lippo's picture of the



pagan "slaves." Their holy concepts, like the Spanish monk's idea of the Trinity, have hardened into mere externalisms. Like nominalists who reject the universals, these pious "fools" have failed to penetrate the surface. Because their "simplistic" theology is rooted in a defective formalism, it is not, ironically, the ascetic Prior or his followers but the high-spirited "realist," Fra Lippo, who is able to discover the religious meanings.



Browning critics4 keep insisting, with weary iteration, that the poet's characters never change, that they remain substantially the same from beginning to end. Though this is true of the early monologues, it is radically inadequate in describing the dramatic action in "Fra Lippo Lippl." Near the opening of the monologue there is a reference to Fra Lippo as a "beast." But as the monk lifts the dialogue to a philosophic plane by using the same conceit of man's physical nature: "Being simple bodies," we see that the "beast" is not simply a metaphor for sensuality. Fra Lippo passes from his intercourse with "the girls" to his Socratic intercourse with the officers on the sacramental status of man's creatural realism: "The value and significance of flesh, / I can't unlearn." His celebration of the flesh is developed in systematic contrast to the anemic spirituality of the Prior. The highest level is reached, and the dialectic of flesh and 3J. Huizinga, The Waning of the Middle Ages (London, 1924), p. 186.



"Every primitive mind is realist, in the medieval sense, independently of all philosophic influence. To such a mentality everything that receives a name becomes an entity and takes a shape which projects itself on the heavens." For an excellent discussion of this whole question see chap, xv, "Symbolism in its Decline," pp. 182-194. 4See Langbaum, p. 146, for example: The speaker of the dramatic monologue starts with an established point of view, and is not concerned with its truth but with trying to impress it on the outside world." Professor Langbaum seems to suggest that one difference between a soliloquy and a dramatic monologue is that in the first instance the speaker is a "free" character and in the second case a "fixed" one.
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sacramental doctrines of nature as is the non-artistic world that we



inhabit to the aesthetic space of his painting. The genius of this "violation" is that it is also a way of being consistent. For it preserves



the dialectical condition and prevents the drama from becoming a



philosophic disquisition. Once a character discovers the "truth," the



dramatic action is complete. Because we can predict what such a character will say, he is seldom entertaining as a person. This paradox



helps explain why Browning's increasing preoccupation with the "truth" could prepare the way for the tedious exposition of his later period. The final picture of Fra Lippo as a blushing sensualist, hiding for very shame among the "company" of the blest, is Browning's unobtrusive way of reminding us, especially after the monk's lofty discourse



on the sacramental status of nature, that the interaction between flesh
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