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PREFACE 

It is my purpose in this thesis to show that Robert 

Browning in writing the three art poems, "Pictor Ignotus," 

"Fra Lippo Lippi," and "Andrea Del Sarto," depicted each 

artist as be ing repres e ntativ e of certain definitiv e char­

acteristics of the Italian Re naissance. 

In chapter on e , , I hav e d e alt with the factors that 

contribut e d to Robert Browning's interest in art. Chapters 

two, three, and four e xplain the three art poems "Pictor 

Ig notus," "Fra Lippo Lippi," and "Andr e a Del Sarto," 

respectively, in r e lati .on to their time in th e dev e lopm e nt 

of Italian Re naissanc e art. I h a ve conclud ed with a brief 

s ummation. 

Many hav e he lp ed me during the time I hav e been in 

graduate school--fri e nds, family, teachers. Non e , how e ve r, 

ha s h e lp ed mor e than the following three teachers: 
~ 

Dr. Autr e y 

Ne ll Wil e y, Dr. J. De an Bishop, and Dr. El e anor Jam e s. 

Dr. Wil e y first smooth ed the way for me to e nt e r graduate 

school; since then, she h as taught and advis e d me. Dr. 

Bishop, with unfailing tact, pati e nc e , and humor, has guid ed 

this thesis to completion. Dr. James, in cons e nting t o read 

my t h esis , has help ed me gr e atly. 

exp ress my gratitud e . 

iii 

It is a pl e asur e to 
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CHAPTER I 

INTRODUCTION: ROBERT BROWNING AND 

ITALIAN ART 

A statem e nt to th e e ffect that Robert Browning was an 

e rudite man can cause little controversy. The quality of 

hi s mind and the quantity of his information ar e evident 

in th e d e pth and br e adth of his charact e rizations, in the 

v a riety and auth e nticity of his backgrounds and s e ttings, 

and in hi s in e xhaustibly larg e vocabulary and his div e rs e , 

fr e sh us e of words. Ind e ed, from the p e n of Elizab e th 

Ba rr e tt Browning, th e p e rson who, p e rhaps, kn e w him best 

and who was, h e rs e lf, no int e ll e ctual non e ntity, com e s 

prai se of Rob e rt Browning, '' who talks wi s dom of all things 

in h e av e n a nd e arth."l It is, howev e r, to a consid e ration 

of only on e phas e of Rob e rt Browning's knowledg e that I 

wish to dir e ct this th e sis -- to his knowledge of Italian 

Re naissanc e art and to his thr ee art po e ms that correspond 

to th e thr ee p e riods in th e d e ve lopm e nt of Italian art in 

th e Renaissanc e , 

1Th e Le tt e rs of Elizab e th Barr e tt Browning, e d. by 
Fr e d e rTz-G. Ke nyon~(N e w York: Th e Macmillan Company, 1897), 
I, 301. 

1 
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At this point, on e might well ask how Rob ert Browning's 

int erest in art was fostered and what caused hi s int e r est to 

strengthen to lov e. For the answ e rs to inquiri es of this 

n at ur e a look at Rob e rt Browning's father and a knowl edge of 

so me fac e ts of t h e poet's childhood prov e h e lpful. Undoubt-

ed ly, the fath e r of Rob e rt Browning e xe rt ed the beginning 

inf lu e n ce on hi s so n in t he development of the young man' s 

i n terest in art. In addition to the fath e r's influence, 

three oth er factors co ntribu ted to the growth of Rob ert 

Bro wning' s int e rest in, and knowl edge o f , art, particularly 

Ita lian Re n aissa n ce art . A book in his fath e r's library 

prov id ed a n induc e me n t to young Browning's budding int e r e st 

in art; trips to n e arby Dulwich Gallery f urth e r inc reased 

hi s knowl ed g e . Lif e in Flor e nc e amid the art treas ur es of 

t he pa st proved t h e c ulminating forc e in d e ve loping t he 

po et 's exte n s iv e knowl e dg e of Italian Re nai ssa n ce art. 

A sc hol ar in hi s own right, Rob e rt Browning, Se nior 

h ad b ee n given an exce ll e nt e ducation; he kn e w Gre e k, La ti n, 

Fre n c h, Spa ni s h, Ita li a n, and He br e w. 2 His half-bro t her 

Re ub e n, in attesti ng to th e br e adth of th e e ld er Browning' s 

l ear ning, wrot e th e f ollowing tribut e : 

Hi s wond e rful store of information might r ea ll y 
be co mpar ed to a n in ex hau stib l e min e . It comprised 
no t me r e ly a t horough sc hol ast ic outlin e of th e world, 

2w. Hall Griffin, The Li fe of Rob e rt Browning, c ompl ete d 
a nd ed it ed by Ha rry Christopher Minchin (London; Met hu e n & 
Co ., Ltd., 1938) , p. 7. 
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but the critical points of anci e nt and modern history, 
the lore of th e Middl e Ages, all political combinations 
of parti e s, th e ir d e scription and consequences. 
In short, he was a living e ncyclopaedia,3 

Al t hough h e had bee n plac e d in the Bank of England, Rob e rt 

Browning, S e nior me r e ly e ndur e d th e work b e cause, at hear t , 

h e was an artis t . 4 That banking was a sacrifice he made for 

h is f amily i s v e rifi e d by his son's words in a l e tter to 

El iz ab e th Barr e tt: "My fath e r on his r e turn [ from the We st 

I nd i e s ] ha d t h e in te ntion of d e voting hims e lf to art, for 

whi c h h e had many qu a lification s and abund a nt lov e --but th e 

qu a rr e l wi t h hi s f at he r,--who married again and continu e d 

t o ha t e him till a fe w yea r s bef or e hi s de ath,--induc e d him 

t o go a t on ce and c on s um e hi s lif e aft e r a fa s hion h e always 

d e t es t e d." 5 On ce Ro sse tti s pok e of th e arti s tic achi e ve me nt 

of t h e e ld e r Browning and d esc rib e d him a s having "a r e al 

g e niu s f or dr a win g ."6 Not only wa s Rob e rt Brown i ng' s 

fa th e r a we ll- e du cate d man wi t h ta l e nt and in te r e s t in 

pa i n t ing,7 h e was al s o an av i d r e ad e r and book coll e ctor. 8 

3 c it e d in Gri ff in, p. 8. 

4 william Clyd e De v a ne , A Browning Handbook (N e w York: 
Ap p l et on-C e ntury-Cro f t s , I nc . , 193 5 ), p. 3 . 

5Let t e rs Q_i Rob e rt Browning and Elizab e th Barr e tt 
Br owning 18 4 5-18 46, with a not e by Rob e rt Barr e tt Browning 
(N e w York: Harp e r & Broth e rs, Publish e rs, 1899), I, 4 74 . 

6cit e d in Griffin, p. 12. 

?Al e xandr a Le ighton Orr, Lif e and Le t te rs .Ql. Rob e r t 
Br owning (N e w York: Houghton Mifflin Company, 1905), p. 11. 

Borr, p. 13 . 



Re ub e n Browning said of his brother's love of books: 

Th e lov e of reading attracted him by sympathy 
to books; old books we re his delight, and by his 
continual s e arch after them he not only knew all 
th e old bookstalls in London, but their contents, 
and if any scarc e work wer e spoken of, he could 
t e ll forthwith wh e re a copy of it could be had. 
Nay, h e would e ve n describe in what part of th e 
shop it was plac e d, and the price likely to be 
ask e d for it. Thus his own library be cam e his 
tr e asur e .9 

4 

I t is no t too diffi c ult to skip twenty ye ars into th e futur e 

a nd in t o a noth e r country to s ee th e son of su c h a man 

" p i ck in g up pictur e s at a f e w pauls e ach, 'hol e and corn e r' 

p ic tur es whi c h th e 'd e al e rs' h a d no t found ou t ." 10 Ev e n l e s s 

dif f ic ul t t o imagin e is th e fact t h a t Rob e rt Br owning, S e nior 

wi t h hi s sc holarly background, his e xt e n s iv e knowl e dg e , his 

lov e of book s and int e r e st in c oll ec ting th e m, and, partic­

ul ar ly, wi t h th e sp ec i a l valu e he pla ce d on p a inting e x e rt e d 

a po we rful influ e n ce on his s on and provid e d th e firs t of a 

ser i es of s timuli th a t r es ult e d in th e writing of s om e of 

t he fin e s t po et ry abou t painting in th e Engli s h languag e . 

Although th e e ld e r Browning initiat e d his son's int e r e s t 

in ar t , th e Browning hom e lif e al s o provid e d a s t rong imp e tu s 

t o th e boy's att e ntion to ar t , for among th e thousands of 

book s in hi s f a th e r' s libr a ry to which th e young man had 

unlim ite d a cce s s was on e ve ry s p ec ial on e --Th e Art o f Pain t ing 

9c it e d in Griffin, p. 8. 

lOTh e Le t te rs of Elizab et h Barr e tt Browning, I, 44 8. 



in All its Branches.11 This book, the work of t he Flemish 

artist Ge rard de Lairess e, affected to a great degr ee the 

young Browning, who wrote, years later, on the flyl eaf of 

5 

t he volume: "I r ead this book mor e oft e n and with gr e ater 

delig h t when I was a child than any oth e r; and still rememb e r 

th e main of it mo st grat e fully for the good I s ee m to hav e 

g ot fro m th e prints and wonderful text,"12 In addition to 

d e Lair e ss e 's book, Browning also had Pilkington's Dictionary 

of Paint e r s , from which h e l e arned som e thing about the 

h istory of art, and Vasari's Liv e s _Q_f. the Pain te rs, from 

whi c h h e gain e d mat e rial for many of his poems.13 

Furth e rmor e , in th e days of the poet's youth, Browning' s 

vi si t s to Dulwich Gall e ry add e d sti mulus t o his burg e oning 

lov e of art, for i n 181 4 Dulwich Gallery, th e c hi e f e xisting 

a rt gall e ry t hat was op e n to the public, provided a spec i a lly 

co n structed building for viewing pictur es a nd afford e d a 

represe n tativ e sa mpling of Dut c h, Fr e n c h, Spanish, Italian, 

and Engli s h works of art . It was in t he Dulwich Gall e ry 

that Rob e rt Browning first be cam e acquaint e d with th e work 

of s om e of t h e Ita li a n Re nai ssa nc e paint er s abo ut whom, 

ye ars lat e r, h e wa s to writ e : Gu e rcin e , Giorgion e , Albano, 

llwilli a m Clyd e De Va n e, Jr., Browning's Parl e yings (N e w 
York; Yal e University Pr ess , 19 27) , p. 215 . 

12cit e d in Griffin, pp. 9-10. 

13 
De Van e , Browning's Parl e yings , p. 2 14. 



Andrea del Sarto, Raphael, Titian, and Guido Reni.14 In a 

letter to Elizabeth Barrett years later, Robert Browning 

wrote of his excursions to the gallery: 

I so love and am so grateful to the gallery-­
having bee n used to go there wh e n a child, far und er 
the age allowed by the regulations--those two Guidos, 
the wonderful Rembrandt of Jacob's vision, such a 
Watteau, the triumphant three Murillo pictures, and 
'Jupit e r's nursing' --and--no end to the 'ands' --I 
hav e sate before one, some one of thos e pictur es I 
had pr e dete rmined to se e , a good hour and then gon e 
away •. [sic] it us e d to be a gre e n half-hour's 
walk over th e fields,15 

6 

Thus, we can conclud e that Rob e rt Browning's ea rly int e r est 

in painting and be ginning knowl e dg e of painting r e sulted 

from thr ee forces in his lif e --from his father who loved and 

valu e d art, from books in his father's library, espec ially 

the tec hni cal Th e Art .Q_f Painting .!I!. All its Branches by 

Ge rard d e La iresse , and from visits to th e Dulwich Gallery, 

wh e r e h e l e arn e d to st udy and int erpret paintings. 

Browning' s alr e ady stro ng int e r e st in, and knowl e dg e of, 

Italian art was furth e r s timulat e d by hi s life in Flore n ce, 

th e city that h ad bee n t he ce nt e r of th e artistic r e naissanc e 

in Ita ly. Undoubt e dly, it was th e e xp e ri e nc e of living in 

Flor e n ce that was t he c ulmin at ing influ e nc e be hind Browning's 

great works c on cer ning th e Italian Re nais sa nc e . Th e 

Brownings liv e d fift ee n ye ars in Italy, most of that t im e 

14Griffi n, p. 11. 

15Lette rs .Q_f Rob e rt Browning and Elizabet h Barr ett 
Browning 1845-18 46, I, 524 . 



in Florence, a city that offered them a wealth of history 

in its ancient churches, medieval mansions, and private 

palac e s--buildings resulting from t h e marvelous skill of 

th e Florentine architects and artists of the Middle Ages 

and Renaissance. 16 Moreover, Florence was especially rich 

in me mories of the Renaissance art is ts, for it was ther e 

that Giotto and Gaddi worked; Andrea del Sarto had his dark 

littl e shop in Flor e nc e ; there Ghiberti cast his famous 

gat e s, thos e gat e s that another genius of the I talian 

Re naissanc e --Micha e l Ang e lo -- pronounced worthy to serve as 

th e e ntranc e to paradis e ; and Michael Ang e lo, him self, 

work e d in Flor e nc e as a youth and lived there as an old 

ma n. 17 Bec aus e th e Brownin g s s e ttled in Florenc e , it is 

natur a l that fr e qu e nt r e f e r e nces to Florentin e hi story, 

se tting, and p e rsonag e s are mad e in Browning's po e try. 

Flor e nc e was not, how e ve r, th e only city in Italy to fur-

ni s h inspiration to th e po e t. Th e Brownings, during their 

fift ee n ye ars in Italy, trav e l e d over most of that country, 

s taying only a f e w days at plac e s and r e maining months at 

oth e rs. Th e only po e m known to hav e be e n writt e n by Robert 

Browning during th e first thr e e years of his married lif e , 

"Th e Guardian Ang e l: A Pictur e at Fano," was inspired by a 

l6H e rb e rt Vaughan, Flor e nc e and He r Treasur e s (N e w 
York: Th e Macmillan Company, 1911), p. 26. 

17 Mab e l Major, "Browning and the Flor e ntin e Re nais­
sanc e ," Te xas _Christian University Quarterly, I (1924), 26. 

7 
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painting in Fano, a seaport on the Adriatic.IS An Italian 

town very popular with the Brownings was Siena, only a short 

distance from Florence and, lik e Florenc e , home of many 

treas ur es dating fro m the Re naissanc e .19 The Brownings, 

at different times, visited and liked Pisa, Venic e , and 

Rome. 

It is Flor e nc e , ne ve rtheless, and especially th e mag­

nific e nt art galleries there, that, almost certai nly, 

chiefly inspir ed Robert Browning's great art poems. From 

a l et t er Mrs. Browning wrot e to her friend Miss Mitford, 

just four months after arriving in Italy, we know that th e 

ne wly marri e d co upl e had a de sign to study the art of 

Ita ly; 

I mea n to know something about pictures some 
day. Rob e rt does, and I s hall ge t him to open my 
e yes for me with a little instruction. You know 
that in t hi s place ar e to be seen th e first steps 
of art, a nd it will be int e r es ting to trace them 
fro m it as we go farth e r ours e lv es , 20 

Vi s iting t he gall e ri es must have become almost habitual with 

th e Browning s ; oth e rwis e , Mrs. Browning would not have mad e 

t he following remark in a l e tt er to Mr s . Martin: "Think of 

my h aving bee n in Florence sinc e Tu es day, t hi s being 

18Bett y Mill e r, Rob e rt Browning: A Portra!..!:_ (London: 
John Murr a y, Ltd., 1952), p. 14 5 . 

19John Addington Symond s, Re naissa nc e j_.!!_ Italy, III: 
The Fin ~ A!_~ (Lon don: John Murray, Ltd., 19 23) , 158. 

20Th e Let t ers Q..f Eli za bet h Barrett Browning, I, 307, 
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Saturday, and not a step taken into the galleri e s. It seems 

a disgrace. "21 In another, later later to Mrs. 

Martin, Mrs. Browning comments on Browning's continuing 

study of art: "As for him [ Rob e rt ] h e is as fond of digging 

at Vasari as I am at the Mystics, and goes to and from him 

a s constantly, making him a be t wixt and be tween to other 

wri te rs. 1122 F r om th e for e going r e marks, it s ee ms cl e ar 

that during the time be twee n 18 45, the date of publication 

of "Pictor Igno t us," Browning's first poem devoted e ntir e ly 

to th e s ubj ect o f It a lian Re naissanc e painting, a nd 185 5 , 

th e ye ar in which Me n and Women, the work that c ontains 

Browning' s mos t popular Re naissanc e art po e ms , was publish e d, 

th e po et mu st h a ve incr e a se d tr e me ndou s ly his al rend y de ­

t a i l ed knowl e dg e of th a t pe riod in I t a lian history t hrough 

vi s its to th e gall e ri e s and through furth e r study of Va s ari. 

Ma be l Ma jo r , in "Browning and th e Flore ntin e Re nai ss an ce ," 

wr i tes o f Browning' s probabl e vi s i ts to t h e gall e ri es : 

"H e r e [ Pitti Gall e ry] Browning must hav e c om e again and 

a g a in t o s tudy th e work s of Filippo, Pe rugino, Fra 

Bar t o lomo, Andr e a de l Sarto, Rapha e l, and th e oth e r s ; 

and acro ss th e Pont e Vecc hio to th e Uffi z i, wh e r e th e gr e at 

a rt coll ec tion s tat ed by th e Med i c i s till ad d s glory t o 

21Th e Le tt e r s .Qi Eli z ab e th Barr e tt Browning, I , 326. 

22c. . M. 11 1 ted 1n 1 e r, p. 17 5 . 
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their nam e . Here , Browning saw many of th e greatest p ie-

tures in the world."23 

In lat er years, Browning called Italy his univ ers ity. 24 

Certai nly, Italy, espec ially Flor e nc e with its art mast er­

pieces and the significant place it held in the development 

of Re nais sa n ce art, must be placed first in importan ce in 

any e num e ration of the influences on the growth of Rob e rt 

Brow ning' s interest in art. Yet, the three other forc es 

t hat began and stimulat ed Browning's interest must not be 

dis c ount ed . Wi t hou t t he e ld er Browning's talent and love 

of art mar king a beginning exa mpl e for hi s son to follow, 

wit hout the books in t he vast library and the freedom to 

r e a d th ere , and without the frequent vi sits to the Oulwi ch 

Gallery, it i s do ub tf ul that eve n the genius of Rob e rt 

Browning co uld hav e assimilated the Re naissanc e period of 

Italia n art or co ul d hav e incorporated in hi s art poetry 

th e esse n ce of th e Re nai ssa n ce . Tha t he was able to do so 

was attested to by John Ruskin who wrote, in discussing 

Browning' s "Th e Bishop Ord ers hi s Tomb at St. Prax ed ' s 

Ch urc h": " I know of no oth e r piec e of mod er n English, pros e 

or po etr y, in which t he r e is so mu c h to l d as in t ho se lin es , 

of t h e Re n aissa n ce spirit, its worldliness, in consiste n cy , 

prid e , h ypocrisy, ignoranc e of it se lf, lov e of art, of 

2 3 . MaJor, o . 27 . 

24 De van e , A Browning Ha ndbook, p. 208. 
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luxury, and of good Latin. It is, namely, all that I said 

of the Central Re naissance in thirty pages of the Stones of 

Venice put into as many lin es, Browning's being also the 

a nt e ced e nt work."25 

Unquestionably, as Ruskin not ed , Browning possessed 

th e knowl e dg e and skill to evoke the spirit of the Renais ­

sa nc e , and in Me n and Women (1855), th e work that contai n s 

his outstanding dramatic poems about the Italian Rena is­

sa nc e , thr ee poems--"Pictor Ignotus," "Fra Lippo Lippi," 

and "Andr ea del Sarto"--off e r e xc e llent pictures o f th e 

th ree pe riods in th e dev e lopment of Italian Renaissance 

art. Wh e n John Addington Symonds wrote that "Th e succes ­

s iv e s tag es in the evolution of Italian painting c0rrespond 

to s imilar sta ges in th e history of th e Re naissan ce, 1126 h e 

stated in prose what Robert Browning had presented dra -

matically in thre e poems thirty years ear li e r. He l e n 

Gardner, how e v e r, e xpr esse d s uccinctly and pr ec i se ly what 

Rob e rt Browning deli neated in three of his art poems: "Th e 

co mi ng of the sev e nt ee nth ce ntury mark ed the decline of 

th e Re naissanc e in Italy, a s th e s ixt ee nth mark e d its 

maturity a n d the fiftee nth, its youth. 1127 Robert Browning 

25John Ruskin, Mod e rn Paint e r s (N ew York: Th e 
Publish e rs Pl ate Re nting Co., n.d.), IV, 156. 

26symonds, p . 135. 

27Art Through the~ (New York: Harcourt, Brac e & 
Company, 1926), p. 429 . 
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has given us in "Pictor Ignotus" the picture of a beginning 

Renaissance artist; in "Fra Lippo Lippi," the picture of 

the realist of the fifteenth century; and in "Andrea del 

Sarto," the artist of the late Renaissance. 



CHAPTER II 

THE SPIRIT OF THE EARLY RENA I SSANCE: 

"P ICT OR IGNOTUS" 

With Rob ert Brownin g ' s t horough knowledge of t he 

Italia n Renaissanc e a nd hi s un de r sta nd ing of the art Re nais­

sance in Italy, he was fully aware t hat for hun dreds of 

ye ars be for e t h e Re n aissanc e art h ad bee n t h e servant of 

th e c hu rc h, Playing s uc h a r ol e , art was co nstrai ne d to 

e volv e in a c e rtain dir e ctio n-- to be the e mbo d im e nt of 

my s tical Christia n id e a s . As a r es ul t, d uri ng t he Middl e 

Ag es a nd until t h e t hi rt ee n t h c entury, pai n ti n g was pri ma ­

rily a dec orativ e art, un co n cer ned wit h t he creatio n of 

r e ali s tic imag e s of obj ec t s .l Bec aus e t h e c hu rc h pr esc rib e d 

t he s ubject ma tt e r and g e ne ral treat me nt, a ll painti ng h ad 

grow n remarkab l y si milar } but wit h th e growt h in pow e r a nd 

s tability of t he c ity- sta t e s and with t he de ve lopm e nt of 

c l ass i cism in t h e t hi rt ee n t h ce n t u ry, ma n him se l f r e p l aced 

t he my ste ri es of r e l igio n a s t h e foca l poi n t of li fe a nd 

1o avid M. Robb a nd J. J, Garr i s on, Art.!..!!_ t h e We ster n 
Wo rld (N e w York : Harp e r & Brot h e r s Publi s he rs, 193 5 ), 
p. 447 . 

2Gard ne r, p. 322 . 

13 
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cult ur e . 3 Art, se ns i tive to t he c hanging philosophy, so ugh t 

to incorpora te the n ew outlook into th e old form, The 

Ita li a n painter of th e beg inning Re naissan ce , therefore, 

faced t h e decisio n of c hoosing bet wee n two diff e r e nt atti-

t udes in painting. 

"With th e one 

Helen Gardner de fin es the c hoi ce s: 

for ms are constructed of pur e ly formal 

ele me n ts --lin e , ligh t a n d dark, color--with li tt l e or no 

regard for t h e natural appeara n ce of what is represe n ted; 

its te n de n cy i s toward abstraction and if carried to its 

logical co n clusion wo ul d res ul t in pur e geo me try. 

Wit h t h e oth er . . forms are co nstr ucted with dir ec t refer-

e nce to visua l perc e ption and spatia l re la t ion s; i ts te n­

de n c y is toward naturalism a nd it s logi ca l conclusion is a 

p hotograp h ic copy . "4 I n "Pictor Ig not us " Rob ert Browning 

prese n ts an artist faced with this di l e mm a . Th e unkn ow n 

painter, however, i n a co n fro n tatio n betwee n joining the 

new r ea list s or c linging to the me di eva l traditio ns, c hoos es 

t he past. " Pictor Ig notu s, " th e r e for e , rig htf ul ly belo ngs 

in t he positio n Brownin g pla ced it at t he t im e Me n an d 

Wom e n was p ubli s he d--as t h e first of a trilogy of art poems 

setti ng fort h h is knowl edge of how t he Italian art Re n ais­

sa n ce h ad d e ve lop e d . 

3En z o Carli, " Th e Reviva l of Rea li s m i n Med i eva l 
Italy, " Larou sse En cyclop e dia .2..f Re naissa nce a nd Baroque 
!D_, ed . by Re n e Huyg he (N e w York : Prometh e us Press , 196 4 ) 
p. 26 . 

4Gard ner , p. 384 . 
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As a poem that furnishes a glimpse into the schism that 

was to occur betw ee n the church and the world, "Pictor 

Ignot us" pres e nts, in its two parts, the struggle und ergone 

by an ear ly Re nai ssa n ce painter in trying to assure himself 

t hat h e has c hos e n corr ect ly. In the first half of the 

po e m t h e unknown painter e nvisions th e fame h e might hav e 

ac hi e ved by painting for th e more popular, naturalistic 

taste , a nd in t h e seco nd, exp lains why he chos e not to seek 

fame . At th e outs et , though, Pictor Ignotus is quick to 

not e that h e was eq uipp ed wit h the natural tal e nt and in­

sp iration to ac hi e ve fa me : 

I cou l d h a ve pai n ted pictur e s lik e that youth's 
Ye prais e so . How my soul spr ings up; No bar 

Stay e d me --ah, t hought which sadd e ns whil e it soothes : 
Ne ve r did fate forbid me , star by star, 

To outbur st on your night with all my gift 
Of fires from God . 5 

The unknown artist says that he could hav e paint e d pictur e s 

that would h ave draw n prais e , just as that certain "youth" 

ha d done.6 Th e artist quick e n s with e xcit e me nt to think of 

it. He sa y s that no t hing stopped him from outshining th e 

5 Rob e rt Browning, "Pictor Ignotus," Th e Work s Q.f_ Rob e rt 
Browning ( Ne w York: Ams Pr e ss, Inc., 1966), IV, 101, 11. 1-6. 
(All fut ur e quotations fro m "Pictor Ignotus" will b e tak e n 
from thi s volum e .) 

6critics agr ee t hat t he youth me ntioned in lin e on e is 
a reference to Rapha e l. See Edward Berdoe, Th e Browning 
Encyclopaedia (London: Ge org e All e n and Unwin, Lt d ., 1897), 
p. 338, a nd Paul F. Jami es on, "Browning' s 'Pi ctor Ignotus, 
Florence, 1 5--, '" Explicator, XI (Nov e mb e r, 1952), it e m 8. 
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stars with his glorious gift from God, Although the reali-

zation that he could have achieved fame assuages his 

f ee lings, he nonetheless feels regret. 

At the same time, he continues to justify his actions 

by indicating that he alone is responsible for his decisions. 

Certainly, he has not renounced the physical world out of 

fear of off e nding God nor out of a distaste for hard work. 

The painter tells us that he would not have drawn back from 

the physical work involved in ascertaining the world: 

nor would my flesh have shrunk 
From seconding my soul, with eyes uplift 

And wid e to h e aven, or, straight like thunder, 
sunk 

To the center, of an instant; or around 
Turn ed calmly and inquisitive, to scan 

The lic e nc e and the limit, space and found, 
Allow ed to truth made visible in man. 

(11. 6-12) 

The artist would hav e put his body in the servic e of his 

soul and would hav e used his eyes to search for h e av e n, or 

to grasp the truth of the moment, or to learn, by closely 

obs e rving man, how to present the scope of truth. 

We are mad e to understand that the painter has not only 

t he capacity to execute great pictures but also the power to 

r call the imag es of all he has seen: 

And, like that youth ye praise so, all I saw, 
Ov e r the canvas could my hand have flung, 

Each face obedient to its passion's law, 
Each passion clear proclaimed without a tongue; 

Wh et h e r Hope rose at once in all the blood, 
A-tiptoe for the blessing of embrace, 



Or Rapture drooped the eyes, as when her brood 
Pull down the nesting dove's heart to its place; 

Or Confidenc e lit swift the forehead up, 
And locked the mouth fast, like a castle braved,--

0 human faces, hath it spilt, my cup? 
What did ye give me that I have not saved? 

( 11. 13-24) 
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The painter explains that he could have done as the youth and 

put e v e rything he saw in his painting, drawing each nuance of 

an e xpr e ssion r e alistically. He could have embodied each ex-

pr e ssion through th e me dium of his art as clearly as if the 

e xpr e ssion had b ee n nam e d. He could have drawn a face that 

blush e d with hop e , or a fac e showing the same kind of raptur e 

that th e moth e r dov e f ee ls as her nestlings pull her down to 

th e m, or a fac e that, brightened with confidenc e , shows a 

mouth tight e n e d lik e th e draw-bridge of a besieged castl e . 

Simply thinking of th e vari e d emotions that play across th e 

human visag e , of th e f e ast set before him by life, his cup 

runn e th ov e r. He has not forgotten a single d e tail of all 

that h e ha s s ee n. 

Mor e ov e r, at this point, it is worth noting th e quality 

of th e ve rbs Pictor Ignotus uses to expr e ss his attitud e s 

toward s fam e . On e group, containing such ve rbs as "staye d," 

"forbid," "shrunk," "spilt," "sunk," "stoop e d," "moulder,n 

and "di e ," connot e th e negative. Thes e verbs are us e d, most 

commonly, in r e fer e nc e to the pr e s e nt life and present work 

of th e artist. In contrast, wh e n the artist speaks of th e 

o t h e r lif e , th e life and the work it had be e n possibl e for 
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him to do, the verbs us e d connote the positive--youth, 

e agern e ss, striving. The positive verbs, fewer in numb e r 

because of the pr e vailing tone of the poem, are "springs," 

"outburst," "flung," "rose," "lit," and "praise." Naturally, 

then, sinc e th e n eg ativ e ve rbs predominate in the latt e r half 

of the po e m, the first half of the poem, where th e paint e r 

rem inisc es about what might have been, contains th e greater 

number o f positive ver bs. 

This quality is also e vid e nt when the unknown painter 

comme n ts upon his dreams of fame; 

Nor will I say I hav e not dreamed (how we ll!) 
Of going--I, in e ach n e w picture, --forth, 

As, making n ew hea rts be at and bosoms sw e ll, 
To Pope or Kai ser , East, Wes t, South, or North, 

Bound f o r the calmly-satisfied gr e at stat e , 
Or glad aspiring littl e burgh, it went, 

Flowers cast upon the car which bor e the fr e ight 
Through old streets nam e d afr es h from the e ve nt, 

Till it reached hom e , wher e l e arn e d ag e should gr ee t 
My face , and youth, the star not yet distinct 

Abov e hi s hair, li e l e arning at my feet! 
(11. 25-35) 

I n hi s dream the unknown artist go es forth, through e ach 

picture, to t h e grand c ourts in all parts of the land and 

also to the s mall, busy towns. Th e r e he e nthralls e ve ryon e . 

Th e ve hicl e that carries the pictur e has flowers scatt e r ed 

over it, a nd t h e artist imagin es that t he e ve ntual fame of 

t h e picture will b e such that the streets through which it 

ha s be e n carried will be r e nam ed in his honor. This pie-

t ure, fi nally reaching its destination, will b e e st ee med 



by the learn ed; the youth, not having achieved fame yet, 

will be prostrated before the unknown dreamer, in the rol e 

of pupil. 

From such dreams, it is clear that Pictor Ignotus has 

not mere ly desired fame; h e has craved it: 

Oh, thus to live, I and my picture, linked 
With lov e about, and praise, till life should e nd, 

And then not go to heave n, but linger her e, 
He re on my eart h, eart h's every man my friend,-­

The thought grew frightful, 'twas so wildly dear! 
(11. 36-20) 

Continuing th e dr e am of what might hav e been, the artist 

considers that co uld h e and his picture be link ed in fame, 

in praise, and, at the time of death, not go to heaven but 

remai n her e on e arth, friend of all men, known by all men, 

he would choose that fate. 

of hi s d es ir e fright e ns him. 

But eve n so, th e very violence 

19 

With th e word "frightful," Rob ert Browning ties the 

dr e aming artist of the first section of the poem to the 

fearful, timid paint e r of the seco nd part, for here, Pictor 

Ig no tus ex plains hi s decision to for e go fame, Several 

critics int e rpret t his second part of th e poem as mere 

rationalization on th e part of the paint e r. 7 On e such 

critic is Lloyd N. Jeffrey, who maintains: "Pictor Ignotus 

7se e Jami e son, it em 8, and L. Rob e rt Stevens, 
"A est h e ticism in Browning's Early Re naissanc e Monologues," 
Victorian Po e try, III (Wint e r, 1965), 21. 
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i s anoth e r kind of failur e through self-ignoranc e . He 

r e fused to look critically into himself, knowing in his 

h e art tha t s e lf kno wl e dg e would bring s e lf-contempt and 

t hat h e lacks th e courag e to make the bold leap into th e 

str e am of the world which alone could expung e this loathing 

of s e lf. Te nd e rly considerat e in his own behalf, he finds 

it both e a s i e r and pl e asant e r to disguis e his we akn e ss e s 

as virtu es than to ac knowl e dg e th e m and try to ov e rcom e 

t he m. "8 

Ce r ta inly, f rom a tw e nti e th-c e ntury point of vi e w, it 

would app e ar t h a t Pictor Ignotu s i s att empting to t ur n wea k­

ness into virtu e , but from th e me dieval vi e w of th e world, 

it ca n har d ly be a rgu e d that a withdrawal from th e ma te rial 

wor ld i s a re tr e a t t o pr ese rv e s e lf- es t ee m. With t he 

e mph as i s pl ace d upon th e "oth e r world," it would be only 

nat ur a l th a t a ma n s uc h as Pictor Ignotu s would e l ec t th e 

c loi stere d lif e in an e ffort to se cur e sa lv a tion. Ind ee d, 

t he ar t ist te ll s us t ha t a voic e c h a ng e d him. Th e vo ice , 

pr es um ab ly hi s c on sc i enc e , call e d him back from his dr e ams 

o f s uccess a nd fa me : 

But a voi ce c hang e d it. Glimp ses o f s uc h s igh ts 
Ha ve sc ar e d me , lik e th e r e ve l s through a door 

Of s om e st r a nge hou se o f idols at i ts ri te s: 
(11. 41-43) 

8 11 Bro wning as P s yc hologi st : Th ree Notes, " Coll e g e 
Engl is h , XVII (M a r c h, 19 56 ), 346-347. 
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Now, he equates his vision of fame and happiness with the 

false worship of idolaters seen through a door at their 

profane acts. This vision of fame called up by the prick­

ling conscience is quite different from the artist's e arlier 

vision: 

This world seemed not the world it was before: 
Mix ed with my loving trusting ones, there trooped 

••. Who summoned those cold faces that begun 
To press on me and judge me? 

(11. 44 - 47) 

The foregoing lines suggest fear on the part of the painter. 

As long as his world was peopled by those who approved his 

work, the artist was content, but with the advent of those 

who coldly judged, h e b e gan to withdraw, not liking to b e 

pr e ssed. 

With the next lines, the fearful artist compares him­

s e lf to a nun who, shrinking from a soldier, is pulled from 

her hiding-plac e; h e too felt hims e lf b e ing drawn into a 

material world t hat he could not control. The artist 

s hr i nk s from the give-and-take of the world and prefers, 

consequently, the sec urity of his hiding-plac e : 

Though I stooped 
Shrinking, as from the soldiery a nun, 

They drew me forth, and spite of me •.. enough: 
(11. 47-49) 

Suddenly, though, Pictor Ignotus summons the strength to 

halt t h e t hought of the disaster h e felt would result if he 

allowed himself to be sucked into the crass world of 



22 

commercialism. The artist even draws back from allowing his 

pictures to stay in houses where they will be valued only 

as household furnishings and subjected to the trivialities 

of small-mind ed people: 

These buy and sell our pictures, take and give, 
Count them for garniture and household-stuff, 

And wher e they live needs must our pictures live 
And s ee th e ir faces, listen to their prate, 

Partak e rs of their daily pettiness, 
Discuss e d of--"This I love, or this I hate, 

"This lik e s me more, and this affects me less~" 
(11. 50-56) 

Not caring to hav e his pictures handled by those who do not 

appr e ciat e th e m as he appreciates them, the artist object e d 

most to th e ir b e ing judged and discussed by trivial minds. 

He f ee ls that th e "daily pettiness" and prattle of the own e rs 

violat e th e sanctity of his work. 

th e world and its art patrons: 

Thus, the artist r e nounc e d 

Wh e r e for e I chose my portion. If at whiles 
My h e art sinks, as monotonous I paint 

Th e s e e ndl e ss cloisters and e ternal aisles 
With th e sam e series, Virgin, Babe and Saint, 

With th e sam e cold calm beautiful regard,--
At l e ast no merchant traffics in my heart. 

(11. 57-62) 

Admitt e dly, th e paint e r accepted the safer, less painful 

way. He e lected to paint religious pictures in the mann e r 

sanction e d by th e church. The Virgin Mary, the Baby Jesus, 

and th e Saints all have the same somber appearance. 

ar e calm, d e tached, and serene in their eternal life. 

They 
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Unlik e Pictor Ignotus, they are free of earthly desires and 

fr ustrations. By accepting this sort of lif e , by retiring 

from worldly competiti on, the artist hop ed to find in hi s 

lif e a r e flection of the serene life suggested in his 

pai nting s . He did avoid commercialization of his work, 

but he ha s not attai n ed the fulfillment he seeks. Although 

h e is dissatisfied and bor e d, he still commends hims e lf for 

c hoo si ng t h e c loi stered lif e . In commenting upon the c hoic e 

of Pictor Ignotus, Edward Berdoe considers this retiring 

from th e worldly as laudabl e : 

Th e plain fact is that this spirit of retirement, 
t hi s abhorr e n ce of working for the praise of me n, this 
hatr e d of app lau se -s ee king and of self-adv e rtis e me nt, 
was t hat which animat e d the me n of old Catholjc tim e s 
who built our c ath e drals and our abbeys, and who 
paint ed our gr e at pictures and florified all Europe 
with works of art . .Th e great monastic paint e rs. 
paint e d und e r th e e ye of God, looking upon th e ir work 
as imm e diat e ly inspir e d by His Spirit: for God and 
through God, no t through me n and for me n, was th e ir 
work do n e ,9 

Although Berd o e ' s e xplanation is valid, pe rhaps, for the 

truly r e ligious artist, th e unknown painter s ee ms mov e d l e ss 

by a se n se of religious f e rvency than by a fear of r e jection. 

Taking somew ha t th e same vi e w and, in addition, int e rpr et ing 

"Pictor Ig no tus" as a comme ntary on on e of the problems of 

Victorian tim es , that of ass e ssing th e rol e of aesth e tics in 

t he sc he me of life, L. Rob e rt St e vens suggests that th e 

9serdoe, pp. 338 -339. 



art ist c hoos es t he c loist e r ed rol e with th e id ea that h e r e 

h e ca n keep hi s deficie nci es as a paint er from bei ng d is­

covered : 

Th e unknown pai nte r i n "Pictor Ignotus" tri es to 
exp lain his insuffici e n c i es as an artist as though 
h e had mad e a moral choice be twee n a compromising 
succ e ss and an hon est obscurity. He speaks as 
though h e ha s access to all th e gifts nec e ssary f or 
gr e atn ess as a n artist, yet he r efe rs to such 
great ness as a "t e mpt at ion". .Th e supposed tempta­
tion to gr e atness thus seems to him t o posit a mor al 
c hoi ce bet wee n painting commercial, popularized 
pict u res on th e on e hand, or obscur e but pious and 
hon est pictur es on the oth er . Th e protagonist thus 
implies t h at he is consciously choosing to sacrifice 
t h e lif e -in-art because i t is "vain." Wh e n he says 
"A t l east no me rchant traff ic s in my hea r t," h e 
impli es t h at life in the c loist er i s perhaps a 
seco n d (b u t more hon est) best. . He thus impli e s 
t h at t here is a c l ear antithesis betwee n et hi ca l 
lif e a n d the lif e -in-ar t. 10 

As St eve n s intimates, Pi ct or Ignotus dece iv e s hims elf 

i n to beli e ving that his decision was ba sed upon moral co n-

24 

sideratio n s . He ref uses to ac knowl edge his fear of unfavor-

abl e criticis m, a n d yet h e co ntinu es to justify hi s present 

rol e to hims e lf, sti ll offering the sa me old arguments: 

Th e sa n ct uary ' s gloom at least shall ward 
Vain to ng ues fro m where my pictur es stand apart: 

Only prayer br ea ks t he sil enc e of t he shrine 
Wh i l e black e ning in the da ily ca ndl e-s mok e , ' . Th e y mou lder on the damp wall's travertine, 
'M id ec ho es the ligh t footstep neve r woke. 

(11. 63-68) 

lOP p • 21-22 . 



25 

This cloister e d life of the monastic painter provid e s an 

e scape. The safe, conventional life, though not bringing 

fam e , will, n e ve rthel e ss, permit his pictures to be s eq ues­

t e r e d; his paintings will not be harshly judged by worldly 

critics. Inst e ad, th e y will be viewed only by the silent-

foot e d pri e sts lighting th e candles whose smoke eventually 

will d e stroy his work. 

Ultimat e ly, th e paint e r, facing such a situation, must 

op t e i t h e r for lif e or for de ath, and the unknown paint e r 

c hoo ses th e la t t e r: 

So, d i e my pi ct ur e s! surely, gently di e ! 
0 youth , me n prais e so, --holds prais e its 

wor t h? 
Blown har shly, kee ps the trump its gold e n cry? 

Ta stes sw ee t t he wat e r with such specks of e ar t h? 
(11. 69-7 2 ) 

Now , in c hoo s ing what h e knows to be oblivion for hims e lf as 

a n a r t i st , P ict or Ignotus s e nds out on e last d e f e nsiv e c ry 

t o t h at p ai n te r who did not compromis e his art. Pictor 

Ig no t u s a s k s t h e you t h if, having paint e d for th e popular 

taste, h e is abl e s till to paint pur e ly . He asks if, by 

c omm erci a l i z ing hi s art, t he youth finds it still valuabl e . 

I n c om p aring t h e youth's paintings to a gold e n-voic e d 

t rum pet, P ict or I gno t us qu e stions th e us e of magnific e nt 

in s t r um e nt s . He won de rs if us ed for th e wrong purpos e s 

valu e mig h t no t b e des troy ed . In lik e mann e r, h e compar es 

t h e you t h' s pictur es to s wee t wat e r an d qu e ri e s wh et he r or 
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not his fame ha s contaminat ed his work. He furth er asks i f 

t he youth has ruined, by painting popular pictur es, his 

se n se of pride and p l ea sur e in his work. 

The concern Pictor Ig no t us shows with th e conflicting 

aims of art ma y express a c orres ponding concern on t h e part 

of Rob ert Browning. At l east on e criti c has seen "Pi ct or 

Ig not u s" as a n express ion of one aspect of Rob ert Browning's 

own perso n ality. 

Re view, stated : 

Darrell Figgis, wr i t ing for Th e Engli s h 

th e re wa s in Browning t h e possibility of t h e 
artist who could turn away resol ute ly from vulgar 
s ucc e ss, in t he s e cr e cy of hi s own so ul to work th e 
t hin g t hat p l e ased him; there was also the artist 
who could h appily ta k e all good things, or seeming 
good t hin gs, as t h e y came; a nd a l so t he artist who s e 
labour co n sist e ntly was to ex press t he thing just 
b e yo nd hi s r e ac h , and who kn e w t h at to fail to reac h 
forward wo u ld be to fall into ster ility, pe r fect or 
imp e rfect . He was no t on e of th ese , but at on e 
tim e al l t h r ee . Each ex pr esse d no mor e t han a fac e t 
of him se lf; an d he co ul d discov e r eac h facet in 
turn by looking at art thro ugh s uch differe nt 
temp e ra me n t s as t ho se of "Pictor Ignotus ," " Fra 
Lippo Lippi," and "An dr e a de l Sarto". 11 

By far t h e gr e at e r numb e r of t ho se who hav e co ncer ne d 

t he mse lv es wit h t h e s ubj ect of pa in ti ng i n Rob ert Brow n i ng's 

po e try, how e ve r, int e rpr e t " Pictor Ig notus" as be ing on e of 

t hr ee po e ms r e fl ec ti n g Brownin g ' s knowl edge of how Italia n 

painti n g d e ve lop e d d uri ng t he Re naissa n c e . He l e n Archibald 

Clar ke plac e s "Pictor Ig notu s " i n t h e l ate Re nai ssa nc e : "W e 

1111 Rob e rt Browni ng, " The Engli s h Re vi e w, XI (April ­
July, 19 12), 243. 
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may imagine this painter belonging to the crowd of painters 

who filled up the latter part of the sixteenth century and 

mark e d the decline of the great age of Italian art, 1112 

William Clyd e DeVane, supporting the developmental idea of 

th e po e m but disagr ee ing with Helen A. Clarke's placeme nt 

of it, maintains: "It is c e rtainly the fruit of his 

[Browning's ] obs e rvation of pictures in Florence, and 

e mbodi e s his conc e ption of how the early, and now unknown, 

paint e rs of thos e pal e , formal, monastic series--Virgin, 

Bab e , and Saint--might def e nd th emselves in the face of the 

gr e at vogu e for th e ne we r, mor e vulgar, painters who de pict 

th e e xpr e s s ion s of cont e mporary human beings. 111 3 Mab e l 

Major, in accord with De Van e , be lieves that "Picto r Ignotus" 

de pict s a paint e r of th e e arly Florentin e school. 14 

On e di sse nting voic e is that of Paul F. Jami e son, who 

asse rts that "Pictor Ignotus" is me rely a po e m of charact e r­

ization having no r e lation to th e de ve lopm e nt of art or to 

th e two oth e r gr e a t art po e ms, "Fra Lippo Lippi" and "Andr e a 

De l Sarto": " Pictor, morally a trimme r, is not an 

a dvo c at e of any tr e nd of doctrin e . His conventional i ty is 

no t a pro tes t again s t naturalism, which he admir e s in th e 

12Browning's Italy: A Study .2..f Italian Life and Art in 
Browning (N e w York: Th e Bak e r and Taylor Company, 1907), 
p. 278. 

13 De Va ne , A Browning Handbook, p. 155 . 

14Major, p. 63. 
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youthful painter, but a gesture of withdrawal. It is an 

ex pression of personal t e mp e rament, not an illustr at ion of 

t h e dev e lopm e n t of Ita lian painting in the sixteenth 

ce n t ury."1 5 It is tr ue that "Pictor Ignotus" is the por­

trait of a s hrink i ng, fearful character. On e visualizes, 

as t he poe m progresses, a pale, thin man talking, a not e of 

se lf -pi tyi ng co mp l ai nt in his voice, as h e half-h eartedl y 

pai nt s in a dim, qui e t church. Fear has pr eve nt ed him fro m 

pai n ti ng as h e would h ave lik ed, fear of b e ing judg e d and 

r e j ec t ed . As a resu lt, he renounc e s the n ew and chooses a 

s he lt e r e d, safe , sec ond-best lif e . In a sense, th e n, "Pic tor 

Ig notus" i s, as Paul F. Jami e son suggests, a study of c h ar ­

acter . But it is mor e . It is a character study of th e kind 

of medie val paint e r who, facing a reviving r e alism in art 

and l acki ng t h e co ur age of conviction, choo ses " t he sanc ­

t uary ' s g l oom." Undoubt ed ly, many paint e rs in the e arly 

Re n aissa n ce must h ave co nfront e d a si milar s i t uation . Many 

mu st hav e c ho se n , lik e th e artist in "Pi ctor Ig notu s, " to 

r e tir e fro m str uggl e , to c ling to th e traditions of th e 

past , a nd to l e av e t he n ewly-emerging, r e a listic painting 

to h ardi e r s oul s . 

1 55 . 
ee Jami e so n. 



CHAPTER III 

THE VITALITY OF THE MIDDLE RENAISSANCE: 

"FRA LIPPO LIPPI" 

With the first stirrings of the Re naissanc e , two philos­

ophies co nt e nd ed f or the mind of man. A new be li e f in th e 

value of man and of the present world opposed th e monastic 

vi e w of t he e phemerality, h e nc e , unimportance, of eve rything 

but the spirit ual. Th e painter of the tim e stood in the 

middle of the co ntrov e rsy, for it was through his work that 

t he vast majority of the pe opl e, unable to read, was ed u-

cated .l It became necessa ry, in many cases, for the painter 

to choose be tween th e "old" and the "n ew," betwee n spirit­

ua lis m and naturalism, bet wee n the spirit and the flesh, as 

John Addington Symonds explain ed in discussing the develop­

me nt of realism in Italian painting: 

In proportion as the paint ers fortified them­
se lv es by study of the natural world, their art 
bec am e mor e sec ular. Mysticism gave way to realism. 
It was felt that much besides religion was worthy 
of express ion. At the same time, about the year 
1440, this proc e ss of secularization was hast e ned 
by th e influenc e of the classical r evi val, r e n ew ing 

lDani e l Dorch es t e r, Jr., "Browning's Philosophy of Art," 
~ ~~.2..!!. Browning Society Pap e rs 1886 -1897 (New York: Th e 
Macmillan Company, 1897), p. 102. 
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an interest in the past life of humanity and stirring 
a zeal for science. 

The painters now aimed at accurate delineation 
of actual things: good perspective, correct drawing, 
and sound portraiture. Th ese t ec hniques occupie d 
their attention to the e xclusion of more purely 
sp iritual mo tives ,2 
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Supporting the role of r e alism in art, Rob e rt Brownin g, 

in hi s "E ssay on Sh e ll e y," wrote that th e function of t h e 

"whol e" artist i s to behold "with an un de rstanding kee nn ess 

th e univ e r se , n at ur e and man, in th e ir actual stat e of per­

fectio n." 3 Fra Lippo Lippi, the fift ee nth-c e ntury Flore ntin e 

pai n ter , i s Browning's "whol e " artist from th e series of 

t hree pai n ters a nd represe n ts the vit a l mi ddle Re naissa n ce 

whe n, accordi ng to He l e n Gardn er , "Th e world of actuality, 

c uriosity abo ut man and his world, l ed to fresh ob servati on s 

a nd to a co mpe lling need for new forms in which t o e xpress 

th e m." 4 In d i sc uss ing the artist of th is period, Dani e l 

Dorch es t er , Jr., in a paper delivered befor e the Bo sto n 

Brow ning Soci ety , no ted; "In the next gre at period o f 

Italia n art, th e period ush e r ed in by Fra Lippo Lippi, the 

artist was l ess fettered, h e asserted his ind iv iduali t y 

mor e , 
• h • f II 5 a nd so ug h t mo re ear nest ly for be auty 1n 1s orms. 

2symo nd s, p. 135. 

3c i ted in Thom as J. Collins, Browning's Moral-Aesthetic 
Th e ory 18 33- 1855 (Lincoln: University of Nebras ka Pr es s, 
1967), p . 143 . 

4Gard ner, p. 389 . 

5 Dorch es t e r, p. 114. 
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In c on trast to "Pic t o r Ignotus," th e study of a 

s hr i nking, f e arful, ear ly Re naissance painter, Rob ert 

Brow ning depicts in "Fra Lippo Lippi" a vigorous monk­

artist of th e quattrocento and reveals, t hrough Fra Lippo 's 

co nv e rsation, th e d il e mma faced by this most articulate 

propon e n t of na t ur al i s m in art. Fr a Lip po app r ec iat es the 

bea u ty a nd good n e ss of t he fl e sh and a lso und ersta nds t he 

va lue of t he spirit , Unconsciously, in hi s lif e , h e unites 

t he two; but co n sciously , int e ll ect ually, he does not 

re cog ni z e t h e possibility of union un t il, near t h e e n d of 

hi s di sc o urs e , he gli mp s es , mom e ntarily , t h e vi sio n of h is 

work as it co ul d be -- spir it and fl e s h fused, making i t 

whol e . 

Fro m t h e be gi nn ing of t he sc e ne wh e n h e ha s bee n caug ht, 

ve ry n e arly fla.9...E_a n t e de li cto, by the c i ty guards, Fra Lippo 

tr ea ts us to a pi c t u r e of pur e r e alism : 

I a m poor broth e r Lippo, by your l e av e ! 
You n ee d not clap yo u r torc he s to my fac e . 
Zook s , what' s to blame? You t hink you se e a monk! 
Wh at, ' ti s pa st mid n ig h t, a nd you go t he rounds, 
And h e r e you c atc h me at a n all e y's e nd . 6 
Wh e r e s por t i ve ladi e s l e av e t h e ir doors aJ ar? 

I n o nl y s ix lin es Rob e rt Browning sets t he sce n e , id e ntifi e s 

t he pl a ye r s , a n d be gi ns hi s c haract e rizatio n of t he frolic ­

s om e f ri a r. 

6 Rob e rt Browning, " Fra Li ppo Lippi," Th e Work s Q.f 
Rob e rt Browning ( Ne w York: Ams Pr e s s , ~nc. , ~966), _IV~ 11 lO~, 
11. 1 -6 . (All f u t ur e quotation s fro m Fra L1ppo L1p p 1 will 
be ta ke n fr om t hi s volum e .) 



To a n apparent question about his identity, Fra Lippo 

exp lains that h e is a monk from the Carmelite Order:7 

The Carmine's my cloister: hunt it up, 
Do,--harry out, if you must show your zeal, 
Whatever rat, there, haps on his wrong hol e 
And nip eac h softling of a wee white mouse,' 
Weke, wek e , t hat' s crept to keep him company: 
Aha, you know your betters: Then, you'll tak e 
Your hand away that's fiddling on my throat, 
And pleas e to know me lik ewise. 

(11. 7-1 4) 

32 

He r e , Rob e rt Browning's us e of blank verse, the poetic met er 

closest to ordinary speech, and his us e of racy language 

giv a strong r ea listic tone to the poem, Furthermore, his 

word choice and us e of animal imagery, maintained, inci­

dentally, throughout the poem, reinforce the sense of 

reality of th e sce nes . Using the word "pilchards" to desig-

nat e th e co mmonn es s and aburrdance of ordinary man, th e 

phras e "skipping of rabbits" to describe the feminin e shapes 

that t e mpt ed him, making the "old mill hors e" kick up his 

hee l s in t he pa s tur e after being rel e ased fro m drudg e ry--all 

t hese animal imag es cal l up pictures from the natural world 

and ar e , in a way, a reflection of Fra Lippo's theori e s of 

art. 

This sa me p e nchant for the real, or the natural, is 

pr ese n t wh e n Fra Lippo be gins the explanation of how h e came 

7Browning took t h e facts about Fra Lippo Lippi's lif e 
from Giorgio Vasari's Lives Q.f the Painters, which t e lls of 
Fra Lippo's be ing plac e d, as a child, in the community of 
t he Carm e li tes of the Carmin e in Florenc e . (Berdoe, p . 183.) 



to be a member of th e Carmelite Order: 

I was a baby when my moth e r died 
And father died and left me in the street. 
I starved there, God knows how, a year or two 
On fig-skins, melon-parings, rinds and shucks, 
Refuse and rubbish. On e fine frosty day, 
My stomach be ing e mp ty as your hat, 
The wind doubled me up and down I went. 
Old Aunt Lapaccia trussed me with one hand, 
(Its fellow was a stinger as I knew) 
And so alo ng t he wall, over the bridge, 
By t he straig h t cut to the convent. 

(11. 81-91) 
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He r e of co urs e , Fra Lippo is making an appeal for sympathy. 

He h as carefully presented, in words, an exact picture of 

degradatio n. As h e adds to his appeal, h e continues to gain 

s ympathy for hims e l f by using realistic details that cast 

aspersio n s upon th e clergy . In a supremely ironic tableau, 

t he pict ur e of t he fat, fe e ding priest obviously enjoying 

at l eas t on e of th e temporal pleasures while at the same 

time asking th e young boy to give up "this very mis erab l e 

world," Fra Lippo intimates what Richard Burton was lat er 

to call th e "unholiness of those in holy orders at that 

ti me ." 8 I n additio n, the scene prepares for the hypocrisy 

that will be s hown later in the poem by another hi erarc h of 

th e c hur c h. Th e obvious function of such a scen e is to 

produc e a n eve n tual s usp e nsion of belief in what the c hurch 

c haracters say. Within the co nt ext of the next lin es, how-

e ve r, th e pictur e serves as prelude to the dramatic irony 

8Richard E. Burton, "R e naissanc e Pictur es in Rob e rt 
Browning's Po e try," Poet Lor e, X (January-March, 18 98) , 7 3 . 



of an eight-year-old boy renouncing what he had never 

experienced. Not at all does the adult Fra Lippa believe 

that the world is "trash": 

. Six words there 
While I stood munching my first bread that month: 
"So, boy, you're minded," quoth the good fat father 
Wiping his own mouth, 'twas refection-time,--
"To quit this very miserable world? 
"Will you renounce". ."the mouthful of bread?" 

thought I; 
By no me ans! Brief, they made a monk of me; 
I did r e nounce the world, its pride and greed, 
Palac e , farm, villa, shop and banking-house, 
Trash, such as these poor devils of Medici 
Have given their hearts to--all at eight years old. 

(11. 91-101) 
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Although sav e d from starvation by the church, Fra Lippa soon 

le arn e d that h e must pay a price for security: 

We ll, sir, I found in time, you may be sure, 
'Twas not for nothing--the good bellyful, 
Th e warm s e rge and the rope that goes all round, 
And day-long bl e ssed idleness beside! 
"L e t's s ee what the urchin's fit for"--that 

cam e n e xt. 
(11. 102-106) 

Fra Lippa found that he would have to work at something b ene ­

ficial to th e order so that he could have the food, warm 

clothing, and s e curity of clerical life. The boy was put 

to l e arning Latin; obviously not suited for the scholarly 

lif e , h e l e arned only one declension--the important one: 

" A 11 t h e L a t i n I c o n s t r u e i s , ' am o ' I 1 o v e • "' ( 1. 1 1 1) 

In time, though, the monks found that the young boy 

could draw: 



I drew men's faces on my copy-books, 
Scrawled them within the antiphonary's marge, 
Joined legs and arms to the long music-notes, 
Found eyes and nose and chin for A's and B's, 
And made a string of pictures of the world 
Betwixt the ins and outs of verb and noun, 
On the wall, the bench, the door. 

(11. 129-134) 
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Even at this early stage, Fra Lippa was already drawing 

"a string of pictures of the world." But then, his experi­

e nces in the streets of the city had honed his wits and his 

e yes: 

But, mind you, when a boy starves in the streets 
Eight years together, as my fortune was, 
Watching folk's faces, to know who will fling 
Th e bit of half-stripped grape-bunch he desires, 
And who will curse or kick him for his pains,-­
Which gentleman processional and fine, 
Holding a candle to the Sacrament, 
Will wink and let him lift a plate and catch 
The droppings of the wax to sell again, 
Or holla for the Eight and have him whipped,-­
How say I?--nay, which dog bites, which lets drop 
His bone from the heap of offal in the street,-­
Why, s oul and sense of him grow sharp alike, 
He learns the look of things, and none the less 
For admonition from the hunger-pinch. 

(11. 112-126) 

Fra Lippo ne ver lost this hard-earned faculty for close 

obs er vation. His "artist's eye" noted faces even in times 

of difficulty, such as when he is seized by the city guards: 

I'd like his face--
His, e lbowing on his comrade in the door 
With the pike and lantern, --for the slave 

that holds 
John Baptist's head a-dangle by the hair 
With on e hand ("Look you, now," as who should 

say) 



And his weapon in the other yet unwiped! 
I I ' ts not your chance to have a bit of chalk, 
A wood-coal or the like? or you should see! 

( 11 . 31-38) 

Notwithstanding the boy's excellence in transferring his 

impressions of the world to the pages of his text-books, 
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h e would have been punished except that the Prior recognized 

his value to the order: 

"Nay," quoth the Prior, "turn him out, d'ye say? 
"In no wise. Lose a crow and catch a lark. 
"What if at last we get our man of parts, 
"W e Carmelites, like those Camaldolese 
"And preaching Friars, to do our church up fine 
"And put the front on it that ought to be!" 
And h ere upon h e bade me daub away. 

(11. 136-142) 

Beca us e great rivalry existed between the different orders 

of t h e church at this period in Italian history and becaus e 

the rivalry was directed toward the adornment of individual 

churches with paintings, murals, sculpture, and carvings, 

the Prior knew that, should the young Lippo prove to be a 

great artist, his ord er would gain advantage over the rival 

orders. 

Thus, with the official sanction of the Prior, Fra 

Lippo began to paint. He painted the people he saw and the 

scenes h e witn essed in the church; he lumped together 

thieves, children, murder er s, and Christ; he captured the 

e mo tio ns of anger, sadness, and admiration on their faces; 

in s hort, h e painted realistically: 



. my head being crammed, the walls a blank, 
Nev e r was such prompt disemburdening. 
First, every sort of monk, the black and white, 
I drew them, fat and lean: then, folk at church, 
From good old gossips waiting to confess 
Their cribs of barrel-droppings, candle-ends,-­
To the br e athless fellow at the altar-foot, 
Fresh from his murder, safe and sitting there 
With the little children round him in a row 
Of admiration, half for his beard and half 
For that white anger of his victim's son 
Shaking a fist at him with one fierce arm, 
Signing hims e lf with the other because of Christ 
(Whos e sad face on the cross sees only this 
Aft e r th e passion of a thousand years). 

(11. 143-157) 

Th e paint e r, missing nothing, not a face nor an act, put 

e ve rything on canvas. He painted all shapes and colors of 

monks, h e dr e w fac e s on those waiting at the confessional, 

h e not e d th e e xpressions on the faces of those who watched 

a murd e r e r that had sought sanctuary in the church, and 

Fr a Lippo notic e d e ve n th e sad expression on a picture of 

Chri s t that ov e rlook e d the church scene. 

Ev e ntually, Fra Lippo finished his mural and then un­

ve il e d it; h e wait e d for the judgment of the ord e r. The 

simpl e monks prais e d his work: 

I paint e d all, then cried "Tis ask and have; 
"Choo se for mor e 's r e ady!" --laid the ladd e r flat, ' . . And show e d my cov e red bit of cloister-wall. 
Th e monks closed in a circle and praised loud 
Till ch e ck e d, taught what to see and not to s ee , 
Be ing simple bodi e s, --"That's the very ma~! 
"Look at th e boy who stoops to pat the dog. 
"That woman's lik e the Prior' s ni ec e who com e s 
"To car e about his asthma: it's the life!" 

(11. 163-171) 

37 



38 

The Prior, in contrast to the attitude expressed by the 

monks, was displeased when he saw the artist's work. He 

wanted Fra Lippo to paint the spirit of man rather than to 

concentrate on realistic details of actual people: 

"How? what's here? 
"Quite from the mark of painting, bless us all! 
"Fac e s, arms, legs and bodies like the true 
"As much as pea and pea~ it's devil's-game! 
"Your business is not to catch men with show, 
"With homag e to the perishable clay, 
"But lift th e m over it, ignore it all, 
"Make th e m forget there's such a thing as flesh. 
"Your busin e ss is to paint the souls of men--
"Man' s soul, and it's a fire, smoke. .no, it's not •.. 
"It's vapour done up like a new-born babe--
"(In that shap e wh e n you die it leaves your mouth) 
" I t's •• we ll, what matters talking, it's the soul! 

(11. 174-187) 

Th e Prior's criticism is merely an echo of the attitudes of 

th e hi e rarchs of th e church, who at this time in history 

cl e arly r e aliz e d th e danger that the growing trend toward 

na t uralism pos e d for organized religion. Naturally, the 

church l e ad e rs sought to limit, by every means at their 

command, th e spr e ad of the new ideas. The Prior, then, 

wa s d e f e nding th e church by his disapproval of Lippi's work. 

Boyd Litzing e r, how e ver, has advanced another reason for the 

Prior's displ e asur e . Noting that the Prior's tirade against 

naturalism in art be gan immediately after one of the monks 

spok e of th e r e s e mblance of one of the figures in the mural 

to th e Prior' s niec e , Litzinger maintains that the "young 

woman is cl e arly intended to be the mistress of the 



Prior. • This fact is important, for its acceptance 

prejudic e s us against the Prior and his theory of 'proper' 

art. "9 

This propo sa l, then, would negate the validity of the 

Prior's admonition when, in explaining to Lippo Lippi the 

kind of work h e should do, h e advises him to take Giot t o 

as a guide: 

"H e r e 's Giotto, with his Saint a-praising God, 
"That s e ts us praising,--why not stop with him? 
"Why put all thoughts of praise out of our head 
"Wi t h wond e r at lin es , colours, and what not? 
"Paint th e s oul, ne ver mind th e l egs and arms! 
"Rub all out, try at it a s e cond time. 

(11. 189-194) 

Lit zi ng e r, co mm e nting about th e Prior's advic e on art, 

r eas on s that ". . th e Prior is not shouting so much for 

art ' s sak e as for his own. Is not his tirad e against 
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fl es h-pain ti ng inspir e d by th e shock of s ee ing hi s mistr e ss 

p a int e d be for e th e e ye s of his community? It is as much 

hi s seei ng hi s 'ni ece ' as hi s disapproval of realistic art 

which prompts him to ord e r, 'Hav e it all out!" 10 

If thi s s ugg es tion is acc e pt e d, it i s littl e wonder 

th e n that t h e Prior, e nding hi s discour se to Fra Lippo, 

r e ve rts to th e subject that, pe rhaps aft e r all, is upp e r-

mo s t i n hi s mind: 

9"I n cide nt as Mi crocos m: Th e Prior's Ni ece in 'F r a 
Lippo Li pp i,'" Coll e ge Engli s h, XXII (19 62), 4 10. 

lOL .. 1t z 1ng e r, p. 410. 



"Oh, that white smallish female with th e breasts 
"Sh e 's just my ni ece •.. Herodias I would say ~-
" h ' ' W o went and da nced and got me n's hea ds cut off! 
"Have i t all ou t !" 

Cll. 195-1 98) 
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Per h aps , as Litzi ng er theorizes, the " ep isod e of th e Prior's 

ni ece is used by Browning to discov e r a wolf in 

Prior's c lothing, to prejudice us against the Prior' s view 

of art, a n d to pr e par e us to accept t h e view of fl es h and 

art he l d jointly by Fra Lippo and the poet hims e lf."11 

Need l ess to say, regardless of whatev e r Browning's 

int e n tio n s ma y hav e bee n, Fra Lippo Lippi, in setting forth 

h is be li efs abo ut art, finds littl e nee d to sp ea k to a 

bias e d audie nce . His defe n ce of naturalism in art i s so 

logical a nd s inc e r e t ha t it is e asy to imagin e the young 

city gu a rd li ste ning t o Lippi and no dd in g his head i n 

agr ee me nt , affirming t hat th e painter i s, indeed, corr ec t: 

Now, i s this s e ns e , I ask? 
A fi n e way to paint soul, by painting body 
So ill, t h e e ye ca n' t st o p th e r e , must go furth er 
And ca n 't far e wors e ! Thus, ye llow does for whit e 
Wh e n what you put for ye llow's simply black, 
And a ny sort of me aning looks int e ns e 
Wh e n all besi de itse l f me ans and looks nought. 
Wh y ca n' t a pai nt e r li ft e ach foot in turn, 
Le ft foot a n d right foot, go a double st e p, 
Mak e hi s f l es h lik e r a nd hi s so ul mor e lik e , 
Both in t h e ir ord e r? Tak e th e pr e tti e st fac e , 
Th e Prior's n i e c e . . patron-saint--is it so pr et ty 
You ca n't discov e r if it me ans hop e, fear, 
Sorrow or joy? wo n't bea uty go with t he s e ? 
S uppos e I've mad e her e yes all ri gh t a nd blue , 

l lL. . 1 tz1 ng e r, p. 4 10. 



Can't I take breath and try to add life 's flash, 
And then add soul and heighten them threefold? 

(11. 198-21 4) 
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I n his in dict me nt of the usual kind of religious painting, 

Fra Lippo says that t he paintings are wrong because the 

proper colo rs ar e no t us ed and, furthermore, the figures in 

t he paintings do no t port ray e xpressions that are natu ra l . 

Fra Lippo wants to paint so r ea listically, using the proper 

colors, givi ng faces e xp r e ssions that ar e natural, that his 

pai n t ing s s how t h e so ul because of their r ea lism. Fra Lippo 

be li e ves t hat on e ca n mor e eas ily see th e so ul if t he 

pict ur e is paint e d tr ue -to-lif e . As Thomas J. Collins 

asserts , "Fra Lippa knows t ha t t he ir view of art is invalid. 

His purpos e in pai nti ng is no t to glorify the f l es h, but to 

e mploy it as a me a n s t h ro ug h whic h ma n can more e asily 

pe rc e iv e so ul."1 2 

I n d ee d, Fra Lippa s ee ms to va lu e th e f l e sh almost more 

t h a n spirit : 

Or sa y t h e re ' s bea uty with no s oul at all-­
(I n e ve r saw it--put t he case t h e sam e --) 
If you ge t s impl e be a u ty a n d nough t e ls e , 
You g et a bou t t he be st t hing God inve nts : 
Th at's so me what: a nd you'll find th e soul you 

hav e mi ss e d, 
Wi t hin yours e lf, wh e n you r e t urn him thanks. 

(11. 215 -2 20) 

12srowning's Moral-A e sth et ic Theory 1833 -1 855 (Lincoln: 
University of Ne braska Pr ess , 19 67), P· 143 . 



Saying that b e auty, by itself, without trying to show the 

soul, is its own excuse for being and that by painting the 

beautiful as God made it, life-like and real, the painter 

will cause a f ee ling of gratitude to God, Fra Lippo pre­

views the id ea that he expresses more graphically later: 

"Ay, but you don't so instigate to prayer!" 
Strik es in the Prior: "when your meaning's plain 
"It does not say to folk--remember matins, 
"Or, mind you fast next Friday!" Why, for this 
What need of art at all? A skull and bones, 
Two bits of stick nailed crosswise, or, what's best, 
A b e ll to chime the hour with, does as well. 

( 11. 316-322) 

Assert ing still the supremacy of the realistic, Fra Lippo 
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gives, in th last lin e of the following anecdote, his esti-

mation o f those who de mand symbolic, didactic art: 

I painted a Saint Laur e nc e six months since 
At Prato, sp lash ed t h e fresco in fine style: 
"How look s my painting, now the scaffold's 

down?" 
I ask a brother: "Hug e ly," h e r et urns-­
"Alr ead y no t on e phiz of your three slaves 
"Who turn t h e Deac on off his toasted side, 
"But' s scratc h ed and prodded to our heart's 

content, 
"Th e pious people hav e so eased their own 
"With c oming t o say prayers there in a rage: 
"We get on fast to see the bricks be neath. 
"E xpect another job this time n ext year, 
"For pity and religion grow i' the crowd-­
"You r painting ser ves its purpose!" Hang 

the fools! 
(11. 323-335) 

Dismissing t hos e who hold opposing views as "fools," 

Fra Lippo Lippi accepts the b e auty of the world and r ec og­

nizes the value of the b ea uty inher e nt in the natural. As 
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Thomas J. Collins exp l ains, "He sees t hat the beauty of th e 

world h as value because it is created by God and r e flects 

His glory. "13 In hi s most pe netra ting summation of t h e 

fu nctio n of t h e r e a l i n art, Fra Lippo expla ins: 

. you've s ee n the world 
--Th e be a uty and t he wonder and the power 
Th e s h apes of thi ngs, t heir colours, lights and 

s had e s, 
Ch a nge s, surprises, --and God mad e it all! 
--For wh at? Do you fee l thankful, ay or no, 
For t hi s fair town's face, yond er river's lin e , 
Th e mountain ro un d it and th e sky above, 
Much mor e t h e fig ur es of man, woman, child, 
Th ese ar e t h e fra me s to? What's it a ll about? 
To be pass e d ov e r, despised? or dwelt upon, 
Wond e r e d at? Oh, this last of co urs e! --you say . 
But why n ot do as well as say,--paint these 
Jus t a s t h e y ar e , care l e ss what co mes of it? 
God's works --pai nt anyone, and co unt it crime 
To l e t a truth s lip. Don' t object, "His works 
"Ar e h e r e alr e ady; natur e i s compl ete : 
" S uppo s yo u r e produce her -- (whi ch you can't) 
"Th e r e ' s no adva nt age ! yo u mu st beat he r, t h e n." 
For, do n' t you mark? we're made s o t hat we lov e 
First wh e n we see them painted, things we h ave passed 
P e rhaps a hundr e d ti mes nor cared to see; 
And s o t h e y ar e be tter , paint e d- - better to us, 
Which is th e s ame t hing. Ar t was given for t h at . 

(11. 282 - 304) 

Although Fra Lippo. in t hese discours e s on art, always 

d e f e n ds t h e n e we r, r e alistic art, he act ually is torn at 

tim e s by a se n se of co n flict be twe e n t he old a n d t h e new. 

Thi s t e n sio n is made e vid e n t by hi s following r e ma rk: 

And ye t t he old sc hooling sticks, the old grav e eyes 
Ar e p ee pi n g o' e r my s hould er as I wor k,. 
Th e h e ad s shak e still - - " It ' s art ' s de clin e , my so n! 
"Y ou ' r e no t of t he true painters, gr e at a nd old; 

13collins, p. 144. 



"Brother Angelico's the man, you'll find; 
"Brother Lorenzo stands his single peer: 
"Fag on at flesh, you' 11 nev e r make the third:" 

(11. 231-237) 

Not only is the conflict between the old and new, the 

spiritual and the natural, manifested by his remarks about 

art, but it is also evident in his private life, for Fra 

Lippo chaf es against restraint: 

. there's pretty sure to come 
A turn, some warm e ve finds me at my saints--
A laugh, a cry, the business of the world--

And my whol e soul revolves, the cup runs over, 
The world and lif e 's too big to pass for a dream, 
And I do these wild things in sheer despite, 
And play the fooleries you catch me at, 
In pure rage: 

(11. 245-254) 

Sufferi ng because of his non-conformity, Fra Lippo 

longs for truth: 

The old mill-hors e , out at grass 
Aft e r hard years , throws up his stiff heels so, 
Although the mill er does not pr e ach to him 
The only good of grass is to make chaff. 
What would me n hav e ? Do th e y like grass or no-­
May they or mayn' t they? all I want's the thing 
Settled for e ver on e way. As it is, 
You tell too many li es and hurt yourself. 

(11. 254-261) 

W. David Shaw, calling Fra Lippo Lippi "the most 

genuinely religious sensualist in English Literature, 

believes that Lippo's nex t words show the child-like truth 
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and "passion for spontaneous worship 111 4 of the monk: 

For me, I think I sp e ak as I was taught; 
I always s ee the gard e n and God th e r e 
A-making man's wife: and, my lesson learned, 
Th e value and significance of flesh, 
I ca n't unl ear n ten minutes afterwards. 

(11. 265 - 269) 
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Most crit i cs ex plain the above lines only in r e lation to 

Fra Lippo's defe nc e of the flesh; how e ve r, it is worthwhile 

to no te, a l so, t ha t God is me ntioned in connection with 

fles h, and, so , th e lin es foreshadow the vision of his 

work that Lip po wi ll hav e, lat e r, wh e n he e nt e rtains the 

t hought of hi s wor k as be ing a fusion of the natural and 

t he spirit ual. For as Fra Lippo has, in his lif e , b ee n 

able to valu e t h e f l es h and through the joys of th e senses 

bee n able to g lorify the spiritual, so, too, h e is able to 

imagi n e how, by fusing the natural and t he spiritu a l , his 

painting co uld be made complete: 

Hav e you noti ced , now, 
Your c ullion' s hanging fac e ? A bit of chalk, 
And tr ust me but you should, though! How much 
If I dr ew high e r t hings with the same truth! 
Th at were to tak e the Prior's pulpit-place, 

more, 

I n terpret God to a ll of you! 
(11. 306-311) 

W. David Shaw, in discussing Fra Lippo' s insight at t hi s 

poi n t in t h e monologu e , says : "Hi s ce l ebrati on of the f l es h 

1 4 ., dPh'l h. 'FraL1'ppoL1'pp1· 1 ," Ch aracter an 1 osop y 1n 
Victoria n Po etr y, II (1964), 129. 
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is developed in systemat· t t h 1c con ras to t e anemic spirit-

uality of the Prior. The highest level is reached, and 

the dialectic of flesh and spirit is momentarily r e solv ed, 

as Fra Lippa discerns, in analogy to the Christian Incarna­

tion, the immanence of a spiritual powe r in nature that 

will e nabl e him to 'interpr et God to all of you!' 11 15 

Though h e is unabl e always to achieve what he knows 

to be t h e id e al in art, Fra Lippa speaks of those who will, 

in t h e futur e , f urth e r the cause of realism in art: 

But see, now--why, I see as certainly 
As that the morning-star's about to shine, 
What will hap some day. We'v e a youngster here 
Comes to our convent, studies what I do, 
Slouch e s and stares and lets no atom drop: 
His n a me is Guidi--he'll not mind the monks-­
Th e y ca ll him Hulking Tom,16 he lets them talk-­
He pick s my practice up--He'll paint apace, 
I hop e so --though I never live so long, 
I know what's sure to follow. 

(11. 271-280) 

Turning from the future back to the present, Fra Lippa 

plans to mak e amends for his e rrant be havior by painting a 

15 
Shaw, p. 131. 

16This Hulking Tom in "Fra Lippa Lippi" has caused 
probably mor e controversy than any other phrase in the poem. 
Critics agree that the man is correctly identified as 
Masaccio and also that Masaccio was Lippo's t eac her, not 
hi s pupil; th e r e agreement e nds. Perhaps on e of the more 
clos e ly researc h e d reports about the matt er is Johnston e 
Parr's "Browning's 'Fra Lippa Lippi,' Baldinucci, and Th e 
Milan e si Edition of Vasari," in which Mr. Parr shows that 
Browning's mist ake in making Lippi the e ld e r resulted from 
th e e rron e ous foutnotes of Milanesi to~ Vite~~ 
~cc e ll e nti Pittari, Sculptori ~ Archit ett i, ~ Giorgie 
Vasari [English Languag e Not es , III (March, 1966), 201]. 
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picture for the church. In true realistic spirit, Fra Lippo 

will paint himself in the corner of the picture and will be 

entitled to do so, he explains, because he will have made 

the picture. By painting the picture, Fra Lippo will 

accomplish two goals: 

And so all's saved for me, and for the church 
A pr e tty picture gained. 

(11. 388-389) 

Thus, th e irrepressible friar, having demonstrated to 

his audi e nc e th e very spirit of the middle Renaissance, a 

striving to captur e and to blend the spiritual and the 

natural, l e av e s in the coming dawn. The dawn of the full 

Re naissanc e was n e ar, a time when the struggling blossom 

of Fra Lippo's painting reached glorious flower in the work 

of Rapha e l. Th e matur e flower, however, after reaching 

p e rf e ction, soon wan e d. So it was that Italian art 

e nt e r e d into th e last period of the Renaissance. 



CHAPTER IV 

THE INERTIA OF THE LATE RENAISSANCE: 

"ANDREA DEL SARTO" 

With th e e arly Renaissanc e typified by "Pictor Ignotus" 

and the matur e Renaissance characterized by "Fra Lippa 

Lippi," Browning pr ese nt e d, in turn, with "Andrea Del Sarto" 

the e po c h of Italia n art in the Re naissan ce when th e vital­

ity of th e Re n aissa n ce spirit no long er sustained t h e artist. 

H. B. Cott e rill, speaki ng of one of the lat e Renaissanc e 

artists, dec lar es : "He [t h e artist] succumbed to th e preva­

l e nt craze for imitating, and outdoing, Michaelang e lo' s 

pow e rful plastic style. " 1 Hel e n Gardner amplifies 

t hi s s tat e me nt a nd, in doing so, advanc e s a reason for t h e 

d e c lin e in Ita li a n art : "In Mi cha e lang e lo we r eac h a c lima x 

i n painting so pow e rful that it overwh e lm e d t h e artists of 

th e time, who forsook th e ir own paths to follow in his -­

wit h th e result t h at we hav e e mpty copying of hi s form s 

e nt ir e ly l ac king i n t he creative spirit." 2 Noting t hat 

Andrea d e l Sarto also s uf fered fro m this malady, Harri e t 

1~ Hi story of Art (N e w York: Fr e d e rick A. Stok e s 
Company, 1924 ), p. 84. 

2Ga rdn er, p. 406 . 
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Ford maintains that "prior to his death the forces of the 

Renaissance had spent themselves. The last word had been 

spoke n in painting. Andrea del Sarto received the mind of 

t he Renaissance without the power of infusing new lif e 
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into th e dyi ng inheritance. Browning shows in him the 

n e ve r-failing e mptiness of satisfied attainments, of ex ­

hausted inspiration."3 "Andrea De l Sarto," then, the pic­

ture of a n artist faultless in the exec ution of his art but 

lacking t h e spirit to create, provides a picture of 

Brow nin g 's co n ceptio n of the waning Renaissanc e in Italian 

a r t • 

Browning beg ins his evocatio n of the lat e Re naissanc e 

in "Andr ea De l Sarto" by showing the supplicating painter 

yi e lding to Lucr ez ia: 

But do no t l et us quarrel any mor e, 
No, my Lucr ez ia; bear with me for once: 
Sit dow n and all shall happ e n as you wish. 4 

Th e n Andr ea promises Lucrezia that he will do the work 

s he want s him to, that he will give up any artistic privi­

l eges co n cerning th e picture to be painted, and that he will 

giv e to h e r the reward for havi ng painted the picture; all 

this h e off ers as a bribe for her lov e : 

3., 'Andr e a del Sarto' 
(March, 1892), 147. 

A Painter's Po e m," Poet Lor e, IV 

4Robert Browning, "Andr ea De l Sarto," The Works .21. 
Rob ert Browning (New York: Ams ~ress, Inc,',' 1966), IV, 117;, 
11. 1-3. (All following quotations from Andr ea Del Sarto 
will be taken from this volume.) 



I'll work then for your friend's friend nev e r f e ar, 
Tr e at hi s own subject after his own way' 
Fix his own time, accept too his own price, 
And shut th e money into this small hand 
Wh e n n e xt it takes mine. Will it? tenderly? 

(11. 5 - 9) 

Andr e a show s , by his willingness to sacrifice his artistic 

principl e s to g e t mon e y for Lucrezia, a decay in personal 

valu e s th a t c annot fail to aff e ct his work. 

Andr ea , s pe aking to Lucrezia, presents a pictur e of 
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ag e and in e rtia. He asks, meekly, that she join him at th e 

window an d s pe nd th e e vening with him; the two of th e m will 

wat c h qui e tly th e lif e passing by on th e str ee t be low: 

I oft e n am much we arier than you think, 
Thi s e ve ning more than usual, and it s e ems 
As i f --forgiv e now--should you let me sit 
He r e by th e window with your hand in min e 
And look a hal f -hour forth on Fi e sol e , 
Both of on e mind, as marri ed people us e , 
Qui e tly, qui e tly th e ev e ning through, 
I might g e t up to-morrow to my work 
Ch ee rful and fr e sh as ev e r. Le t us try. 

(11. 11-19) 

It i s in te r es ting to not e , he re, that th e charact e r of 

Andr e a, truly r e pr ese ntativ e of th e less e ning vitality of 

th e Re nai ss anc e , asks only for ne gativ e qualiti e s --n ot to 

mov e , no t t o figh t with Lucr e zia . 

In ju s tifying th e tim e tak e n to r e st, Andr e a me ntions 

a s ubj e ct--mon e y--th a t occurs fr e quently in th e po e m, 

es pec ially in conjunction with th e me ntion of Lucr e zia: 5 

5 S yd n e y iv! e n d e 1 , " B r o w n i n g ' s ' An d r e a d e 1 S a r t o ' , " 
Ex plicator, XXII (May, 1964), it e m 77. 



Don't count the tim e lost, neither; you must 
serve 

For e ach of th e five pictures we requir e : 
I t saves a mod e l. 

(11. 23-25) 

Andr e a tells Lucr ez ia that she should r e st so that she can 

mod e l f or th e fiv e pictures he must paint; by doing this, 

s he will sav e th e m a mod e l's fee. Again, Browning shows 

that Andr ea 's co n ce rn i s with mon e y rath e r than with the 

c r ea tion of bea utif ul art . 

As hi s min d s hifts to oth e r subjects, Andr e a, paying 

trib ut e to Lu c r ez i a 's be auty, compar e s h e r to the moon--an 

obj ec t of s il ver y cold radianc e : 

My s e rp e n t ining bea uty, rounds on rounds! 
--How c ould you e ver prick those perfect ears , 
Ev e n to put t h e pe ar l th e r e ! oh, so sweet- ­
My fac e , my moon, my eve rybody's moon. 

(11. 26-29) 
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Andr ea , in ca lling Lu crez ia his moon and in me n t ioning th e 

pea rl in h er ea r, names two colors that are pale and that 

connot e cold ness . Th e two words along with the oth e r two 

main co lor imag es in the poem--silv e r and gray--reinforc e , 

mor e ov e r, t he se n se of we ariness and ag e that dominates th e 

po e m, It is not me r e coincidenc e that the silv e r a nd gray 

co l or imag es use d by Browning in "Andr ea De l Sarto" ar e th e 

hu es t hat pr ed ominat e in a De l Sarto painting . Confirming 

th e id ea t h at Rob e rt Browning de lib erate ly chose color 

images to correspo nd to th e paint e r's color choice, 
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Charlotte Port e r and He len A. Clarke note in a study-course: 

" the color - tone of the poem of 'Andrea' is lik e a 

picture by that artist."6 

Onc e again, in the following lines, the color imag e ry 

is most important. A musing Andrea cont emplates the present 

sce ne with an artist's e ye: 

You smi l e ? why, th e re's my picture ready made 
Ther e 's what we painters call our harmony! ' 
A co mmon greyness silvers e verything,--
All in twilight, you and I alike 
--You, at th e point of your firs t prid e in me 
(That's gon e you know),--but I, at every point; 
My youth, my hop e , my art, being all ton e d down 
To yond e r s ob e r pleasant Fi es ol e . 

(11. 33-40) 

Andr ea ' s word s co ntr ast two very different worlds. He sp e aks 

of t h e pr ese n t as be ing gray, the twilight, or e nd of the 

day, and co mp ares the pr e sent to th e past wh e n, as a youth, 

in t h e morning of his life, he h e ld high hopes for his lif e 

a nd for hi s art. All hop e is gon e, now, toward the e nd of 

t h e day and toward th e e nd of his lif e . Just as Andr ea 

be gan hi s lif e with e ager hopes for his achievem e nt in art, 

so t h e Italian art Re naissance be gan wi t h s pirit and vital ­

ity . And now, just as Andr ea has lost his z e st for achi e ve ­

me n t, s o, too, ha s t h e Renaissanc e reached the hi sto ric 

mom e nt wh e n t he creat iv e forc e be hind it is dec lining. 

6 11 Browning Study Program: A Group of 
Pictur es in Flor e nc e ,' 'Fra Lippo Lippi ,' 
Po et Lor e VI !I (October-December, 1896), --- ___ , 

Art Po ems,--'Old 
'Andr ea De l Sar to, ' 
591. 
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This impression of diminution, having been introduced 

by Andrea in his comparison of the present with the past, is 

intensified by the painter's next words, words that stress 

a sense of finality: 

That length of convent-wall across the way 
Holds the trees safer, huddled more inside; 
The last monk leaves the garden; days decrease, 
And autumn grows, autumn in everything. 

(11. 42-45) 

Finally, Andrea's reverie brings him to a judgment of 

hims e lf and his work: 

Eh? the whole seems to fall into a shape 
As if I sa w alike my work and self 
And all that I was born to be and do, 
A twilight-piece. 

(11. 46-49) 

Having realized and admitted that neither he nor his work 

has reached the point he is capable of reaching, Andrea 

tries to fix the blame. His first scapegoat is God: 

••• Love, we are in God's hand. 
How strange now looks the life he makes us lead; 

' I So free we seem so fetter ed fast we are. 
I feel h e laid fhe fetter: l e t it lie: 

(11. 49-51) 

Andrea's musings, however, take another turn as he 

def nd s the craftsmanship of his art: 

. You don't und e rstand 
Nor care to und e rstand about my art, 
But you can hear at least when people speak: 
And that cartoon, the second from the door 



--It i s the thing, Lov e ! so such things should be- ­
Be hol d Madonna!--! am bold to say. 
I ca n do with my pencil what I know, 
What I see, what at bottom of my heart 
I wish for, if I e ver wish so deep-­
Do easily, too--when I say, perfectly, 
I do not boast, perhaps: yours e l f are judg e 
Who li st e n ed to t h e Legate's talk last week' 
An d just a s much t hey us ed to say in France: 
At any rat e 'tis e asy, all of it! 
No sk e tc h e s first, no studies, that's long past: 
I do what many dr e am of, all their liv es, 
--D r e am? striv e to do, and agonize to do, 
And fail i n do ing. 

(11. 54 -71) 

Andr e a is fully aware of his mer it s ; he knows that hi s 

pi ctur e s ar e so n at ural looking that they can b e take n for 
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r e al p e rso n s . He h as passed the stage in his work where he 

must mak e pr e liminary sk e tc hes before painting; h e ca n do 

e asily and p e rf e ct ly whatever he sees or wants to do. He 

a chi e ve s e ffortl ess ly what other painters, eve n after gr e at 

strivi ng, fai l to do. 

Th roug h Andr e a ' s words Rob ert Browning calls att e n tio n 

to a pri n cipl e of art stated by John Ru ski n, a principle 

t h at Andr e a, by hi s own ad mi ssio n, v iol ates : "Th e ski ll of 

th e arti s t, and t h e p e rf e ctio n of hi s art, are nev e r proved 

until bot h ar e forgott e n. The artist h as done no t hin g till 

he has c onc e al e d h i ms e l f ,-- t he art i s imperfect which is 

visibl e ,--th e f ee ling s ar e but feebly to u c hed , if t he y per­

mit us to r e aso n on t he me t hods of t h e ir excit e me n t ." 7 So 

it i s with t h e work of t he artist in "Andrea De l Sarto." 

7 Mod e r n ~ainters ( New York: John W. Lovell Company, 
n.d.), I, 23 . 
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Andrea's work, so perfect in execution, undoubtedly caus e d 

the viewer to respond to the skill of the artist rather than 

to have an aesthetic experience. 

In speaking further of the painters who struggle to 

achieve, Andrea separates himself from them: 

I could count twenty such 
On twice your fingers, and not leave this town, 
Who strive--you don't know how the others strive 
To paint a little thing like that you smeared 
Carelessly passing with your robes afloat,--
Yet do much less, so much less, Someone says, 
(I know his name, no matter)--so much less~ 

(11. 71-77) 

Yet in spite of his technical mastery over most other 

painters, Andrea realizes that they achieve, in their work, 

a quality denied him: 

W 11, l ess is more, Lucrezia: I am judged. 
There burns a truer light of God in them, 
In their vexed beating stuffed and stopped-up 

brain, 
Heart , or whate'er else, than goes on to prompt 
This low-puls e d forthright craftsman's hand of 

min e . 
(11. 78-82) 

Again, Andra acknowledges that something from the minds or 

hearts of the striving painters infuses their work with an 

e l e ment that h e fails to attain in his own work. 

As the monologue progresses, Andrea continues to con­

trast hims e lf and his works to those painters who, having 

mor e spirit than he, are capable of offering more to the 

world, yet wh0, lacking technical skill, are unable to 



express themselves perfectly: 

Their works drop groundward, but themselves, I 
know 

Reach many a time a heave n that's shut to me 
Enter and take their place there sure e noug h: 
Though th e y come back and cannot tell the world. 
My works are nea r e r heaven, but I sit here. 

( 11 • 8 3-8 7) 
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So Andr ea voic es t h e cry of those who, capable of un der ­

standi ng gr ea t art, of appreciating great art, e ndow ed , e ven, 

with th e t ec hni cal skill nec essary to produc e gr eat art, 

fail for lack of the creative spirit. 

Lat e r, Andr ea not es another charact e ristic which iso­

lat es him from th e artists of spirit--a lack of passion a nd 

consequent disregard of criticism. Andrea knows very we ll 

what is la c king in his work, but he is indif fere nt to 

judgm e nt b eca us e h e has stopped trying: 8 

Th e s udd e n blood of t hese me n! at a word- -
Prai se t h e m, it boils, or blam e th e m, it boils too. 
I, p a inting fr om my self and to mys e lf, 
Know wh a t I do, am unmov ed by me n' s blame 
Or th e ir prais e e ither. Some body r emarks 
Mor e llo' s outlin e th e r e is wrongly trac e d, 
Hi s hu e mi sta ke n; what of that? or e ls e , 
Rightly trac e d and we ll ord e r e d; what of that? 
Spea k a s th e y pl ease , what do es the mountain care? 

(11. 88-96) 

Andr e a i s satisfied with t he work h e is doing a nd cares 

no t hing for e ith er th e a pprov a l or cr iti cis m acc ord ed hi s 

work. It was t hi s kind of se l f-satisfied complac e ncy a nd 

8Lawr e nc e s. Po st on, III, "Ru s kin an d Browning' s 
Arti s ts," English Mi sce llany, XV (196 4 ), 209. 
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failure to strive always for higher achievements, typified 

by Andr ea d e l Sarto and multiplied by the great majority of 

the artists who followed him, that brought about the decline 

of Italian art in the Renaissance. 

Fully aware of his own decline, Andrea, lacking passion, 

spirit, and goals, expresses the knowledge of what is wrong 

with his work: 

Ah, but a man's reach should exceed his grasp, 
Or what's a h e aven for? 

(11. 97-98) 

Andrea knows that some ideal calling forth ever greater 

e fforts on the part of the artist is the necessary quality 

for producing sublimity in art. Andrea also knows t hat h e 

lacks this spirit. 

Still dwelling upon the lack of spirit in his work, 

Andrea realizes the futility of effort: 

All is silver-grey 
Placid and perfect with my art: the worse~ 
I know both what I want and what might gain, 
And yet how profitless to know, to sigh 
"Had I been two another and mys e lf, 

' I II "Our h ead would have o'erlook ed the world. 
(11. 98-103) 

Andrea knows that his failur e to reach the pinnacle of art 

is due to his own character and that to wish h e had b ee n 

differe n t is pointless. 

Having compared himself to the many paint e rs who fail 

for a reason oth er than the on e for which he hims e lf fails, 
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Andrea next chooses one specific artist with whom to compare 

himself, the artist who, perhaps, best represents in his 

work the glory of the Italian Renaissance--Raphael: 

Yonder's a work now, of that famous youth 
Th e Urbinate who died five years ago. 
( 'Tis copied, George Vasari sent it me.) 
Well, I can fancy how he did it all, 
Pouring his soul, with kings and popes to see, 
Reac hing, that heaven might so replenish him, 
Abov e and through his art~-for it gives way; 
That arm is wrongly put--and there again--
A fault to pardon in the drawing's lines, 
Its body, so to speak: its soul is right, 
He mea ns right--that, a child may understand. 
Still, what an arm! and I could alter it: 
But all the play, the insight and the stretch-­
Out of me , out of me! And wherefore out? 

(11. 104-117) 

Andrea looks at a work that had been done by Raphael earlier 

and not es the technical errors in the work but judges it in 

the light of its spiritual qualities. Once again emphasis 

falls on the division between craftsmanship and creativity 

or, as Andr ea remarks, between "body" and nsoul." Raphael 

continued to reach; as a creator he went beyond his ability 

as a painter. Andr ea del Sarto, on the other hand, and by 

his own admission fails at the creative level. 
' 

By failing 

to stri ve for high er achievements, by prostituting his 

talent, and by rationalizing his moral bankruptcy, Andrea 

co ntribut es not only to the decline of his own work but also 

to the decline of art in general. 

Unwilling yet to accept his own culpability in the 

matt er o f his failure, Andrea blames Lucrezia as, earlier, 



he had put the burden of his failure on God: 

Had you e njoined them on me , giv e n me soul 
We might have risen to Rafael, I and you! ' 
Nay, Love, you did give all I asked, I think-­
Mor e than I merit, yes, by many times. 
But had you--oh, with the same perfect brow, 
And perfect eyes, and more than perfect mouth, 
And the low voice my soul hears, as a bird 
Th e fowler's pipe, and follows to the snare--
Had you, with these the same, but brought a mind! 
Some women do so. Had the mouth there urged 
"God and th e glory! never care for gain. 
"Th e pres e nt by the future, what is that? 
"Liv e for fame, side by side with Agnolo! 
"Rafa e l is waiting: up to God, all three! 

(11. 118-1 31) 

Had s he e ncourag e d him, not only with her great beauty but 

also with an active intelligence, had she but inspired him 

to pain t for futur e glory rather than for present profit, 

Andr ea be li e ves that he could hav e achieved a fame as 

glorious as that of Rapha el or Michaelangelo. In linking 
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hi s own nam e to two of the thre e acknowledged masters of 

th e Re naissanc e , Andr e a de l Sarto does not, perhaps, err 

too gr ea tly, according to William Lyon Phelps: "Andr ea's 

pictur es are s up e rior technically to those of his great 

co nt e mporari e s--Rafael, Michel Angelo, Leo nardo da Vinci-­

but th e ir imp er f ec t works hav e a celestial glory, the glory 

of aspiration, abse nt from his perfect productions."9 

I n searc hing for e xcus e s for his failure, Andrea, 

rath e r fatalistically, r e turns to the idea that all occurs 

9Rob e rt Browning (Indianapolis: The Bobbs-Merrill 
Company, 1932), p. 206. 
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as God wills; finally, though, he admits his own part in the 

failure of his art: 

I might have done it for you. So it seems: 
Perhaps not. All is as God over-rules. 
Besid e , incentives come from the soul's self; 
Th e rest avail not. Why do I need you? 
What wife had Rafael, or has Agnolo? 
In this world, who can do a thing, will not; 
And who would do it, cannot, I perceive: 
Yet the will's somewhat--somewhat, too, the 

power--
And thus we half-men struggle. 

(11. 132-140) 

Andr e a und e rstands that, unless the inspiration comes from 

within th e artist, nothing is gained. He sees, also, that 

th e artists who do not have the unity of technical tal e nt 

and cr e ativi t y can do little more than struggle to achieve; 

th e gr e a t works ar e done by those artists who, in th e ir 

work, combin e both attributes. 

S ee king what comfort he can find, Andrea decides that 

it i s b e tt e r for him to be underrated now, in this life, 

b e cau se God comp e nsat e s man after death; 

God, 
'Ti s 
That 
Poor 

• At the end, 
I conclud e compensates, punishes. ' . saf e r for me, if the award be strict, 
I am som e thing underrated here, 
this long while, despised, to speak the truth. 

(11. 140-144) 

Convinc e d that h e will r e ceive amends in heaven for his less­

than-id e al lif e on earth, Andrea turns from his thoughts of 

h e av e n to thoughts of a mundane nature--fear: 



I dared no t, do you know, leav e hom e all day 
For fea r of c han ci ng on the Paris lords. ' 
Th e best i s when t hey pass and look aside; 
But t h ey speak somet im es ; I must bea r it all. 
We ll may th ey speak! 

(11. 145 -1 49) 
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Andrea fears th e Fr e n ch lords with reason, as Giorgio Vasari 

mak es clear in hi s account of the lif e o f Andrea del Sarto, 

for Andrea, painting in th e Fr ench King' s court, had acc e pt ed 

mon e y from t he King to bring art treasures from Italy and, 

inst e ad, had sq u a ndered the mon ey on Lucr ez ia. 10 I n Italy, 

safe from pu ni s hm e nt, Andr e a, nevert he l ess, shrinks in 

e mb arrassm e n t wh e n he must face those who know of his be-

traya l. 

Andr e a now reca lls that wonderful year, b e fore t he 

be trayal, spe n t pai n ti ng at the Fr e nch Court: 

. That Francis, that 
first ti me , 

An d t hat long festa l ye ar at Fontain e bl e u! 
I s ur e ly t h e n co uld s om e times l eave the ground, 
Put o n t he glory, Rafae l's daily wear, 
I n t h at hum a n e gr ea t monarch's golden look,-­
On e fi ng er in hi s be ard or twisted c url 
Ov er h is mout h' s good mark that mad e the s mil e, 
On e arm abo ut my should e r, round my neck , 
Th e ji ngle of hi s gold chain in my ea r, 
I pai n t e d pro ud ly with hi s br ea th on me , 
All hi s co ur t round him, s ee ing wi t h his e ye s, 
S uc h fra nk Fr e n ch eyes, and s u c h a fire of souls 
Profus e my h a nd kept playing by those hea rts,- ­
And, be;t of al l, this, this, this face beyond, 
Thi s in t he background, waiting on my work, 
To crown t h e issu e wit h a last r eward ! 
A. good time was it no t, my kingly days? 

' (11. 149 -16 5) 

lOv asa ri's Liv e s of th e Painters, Scul_Q_tors and 
Archit ects , e d. by Edm~d~ller (N e w York: De ll Publishing 
Co ., I n c., 1968), p. 317. 
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At this one period in his 1 if e under the munificence of the 

French King and with the approval of the entire court, 

Andrea had painted, combining talent and creativeness to 

such an extent that he had achieved, at times, work com-

parable to Raphael's. Further increasing the pleasure he 

took in his work at this time was the thought that, back in 

Florence, Lucr e zia was waiting for him. It is the memory 

of this e arly work that now brings such pleasu.re to the 

aging, failing artist. 

Still recounting this past event, Andrea goes on to 

r e call that Lucr e zia had grown restless and that he, despite 

th e brilliant work he was producing, had gone to her, con­

s id e ring h e r a gr e ater reward that achievement in his 

work: 

And had you not grown restless. .but I know--
'Tis don e and past; 'twas right, my instinct said; 
Too liv e th e lif e grew, golden and not grey, 
And I'm th e we ak-eyed bat no sun should tempt 
Out of th e grange whose four walls make his world. 
How could it e nd in any other way? 
You call e d me , and I came home to your heart. 
The triumph was--to reach and stay there; since 
I r e ach e d it e r e the triumph, what is lost? 

(11. 166-174) 

Praising th e b e auty of Lucrezia, Andrea persuades himself 

that me n, s ee ing h e r beauty on canvas and knowing that she 

i s his wif e , will und e rstand his actions and pardon them. 

Again trying to rationalize his faults, Andrea speaks of 

h e r physical be auty and admits that other Madonnas are better 

to pray by, thus intimating a lack of spirituality in 



63 
' 

Lucr e zia and s e tting up a parallel to his own work: just as 

Lucrezia is physically beautiful and spiritually deficient 

so Andr e a's art is technically perfect but spiritually 

d e ad. 11 

Unable to shift th e subject from his loss of int e grity, 

Andr e a r e calls a compliment paid him years ago by Michael­

a ng e lo; th e r e coll e ction so fir e s him that he dares to 

c hang e , mom e nt a rily, th e lin e of one of Rapha e l's paintings. 

Th e n, ov e rcom e by th e knowl e dg e of Raphael's spiritual 

supr e ma c y, h e is sham e d and marks th e corr e ction out: 

--And ind e ed th e arm is wrong. 
I hardly dar e •.. ye t, only you to s e e, 
Giv e th e chalk h e r e -- qui c k, thus the lin e should go! 
Ay, but th e soul! he 's Rapha e l! rub it out! 

(11. 194 -197) 

Notwith s tanding th e glory that might have been his, 

Andr ea now de sir e s only that hi s sacrifice has caused 

Lucr e zi a t o b e - - not daring th e word "grat e ful"--mor e pleas e d 

with him: 

S t ill, a ll I car e for, if h e spoke th e truth, 

I f r e ally th ere wa s such a chanc e , so 
I s , wh e th e r you'r e--not grat e ful--but 

pl e as e d. 

lost,-­
more 

We ll, l e t me think so. 
(11. 198-203) 

Aft e r Andr ea ' s words, Lu c r e zia s mil e s, and Andr e a, 

p e rhap s e ncourag e d by the smil e and grateful for the hour's 

11 Po st on, p. 209. 
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rest with her, tells her he could accomplish more, give her 

more if she would sit by him each evening like this, but 

then he notes that night has come: 

And you smile indeed! 
This hour has been an hour! Another smile? 
If you would sit thus by me every night 
I should work better, do you comprehend? 
I mean that I should earn more, give you more. 
Se e, it is settled dusk now; there's a star; 
Mor e llo's gone, the watch-lights show the wall, 
Th e cu e -owls speak the name we call them by. 

(11. 203-210) 

It is significant to note that nightfall comes immediately 

aft e r Andr e a d e fines his meaning of "to work better." By 

th e phras e Andr e a me ans not to paint greater pictures but 

to paint mor e pictures and to earn more money. At this 

s tag e in his lif e , a stag e that corresponds not only to th e 

dying day but also to the waning Renaissance, Andrea cleaves 

to th e fl e sh; h e works for Lucrezia and for money. 

Att e mpting to prolong the time of intimacy he thinks 

th e two of th e m hav e shared, Andrea tries to draw Lucr e zia 

i nto th e ir littl e house that, at times, causes him to feel 

a s e ns e of guilt: 

Com e from the window, love,--come in, at last, 
Insid e th e melancholy little house 
We built to b e so gay with. God is just. 
King Francis may forgive me: oft at nights 
Wh e n I look up from painting, eyes tired out, 
Th e walls become illumined, brick from brick 
Distinct, instead of mortar, fierc e bright gold, 
That gold of his I did cement them with! 
Le t us but love each other. 

(11. 211-219) 



Lucrezia, how ever, rejects Andrea's plea, telling him t hat 

her co usi n is waiting outside to see her and needs more 

money. Andrea, in accepting the word "cousin" for the 

e uph e mism it is, once again allows hims e lf to be deceived 

by Lu crezia . In tracing the meaning of the word "cousin," 

Waldo F. McNair stat e s: 

Th e word cousin had a special sense in the 
Re nai ssa nc e that Browning evide ntly understood and 
int e nded. There ca n be no doubt that such a well­
r e ad, word-co n scio u s , oddly-dictioned poet kn e w the 
et ymological kinship of cousin and cozen, the latter 
de riv ed from the former and henc e mea ning lit era lly 
to deceive through a pretext of consanguinity.12 
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I nv est igating t h e "cousin's" historical authenticity, McNair 

states : "Lucr ez ia' s ' cousi n' is a dramatic invention, since 

no such lov er i s mentioned by Vasari in his lif e of Andrea 

del Sarto."13 Barbara Melchiori, how ever, suggests a possible 

source for the " cousi n" used by Browning in a French play, 

Andre del Sarto, by Alfred De Musset. According to Melchiori, 

both Browning a nd De Musset us ed Vasari's Le Vite dei Piu 

Eccellenti Pittari Scultori e Architetti, in which no men-
~~~~-' -

tio n is mad e of a lover, as the source of information about 

the paint er and hi s life, but she believes Browning borrowed 

12"Lucr ez ia' s 'cousin' in Browning's 'Andrea Del Sarto,'" 
Not es and Qu er jes, CCI (January-December, 1956), 501. 

13M N . c air, p. 500 . 



certain points, 

De Muss e t.14 

notably the existence of a "cousin " from 
' 

66 

At any rate, Andrea's use of the euphemism demonstrates 

again his desire to yield rather than struggle. Andrea is 

not in th e l e ast deceived by Lucrezia, the "cousin," or 

himself; he is willing to pay the price of loss of hope, 

loss of s e lf-respect, and loss of values in order to keep 

Lucr ez ia: 

We ll, l e t smiles buy me! have you more to spend? 
Whil e hand a nd eye and something of a heart 
Ar e l e ft me , work's my ware, and what's it worth? 
I'll pay my fancy. 

(11. 223-226) 

At this point, Andrea desires now only peace and a final 

cha n ce to paint a gr e at picture: 

Only let me sit 
Th e gr e y r e mainder of the eve ning out, 
I dl e , you call it, and mus e perfectly 
How I could paint, were I but back in Franc e, 
On e pictur e , just one mor e --th e Virgin's face, 
No t your s t his tim e ! 

(11. 226 -231) 

As L. Rob e rt St e ve ns h as noted in regard to Andrea's dr e am, 

th e "' fa ultl ess paint e r,' like Lippo, e nvisions 'One picture, 

just on e more--the Virgin's face, / Not yours this time!' But, 

unlik e Lippo, h e falls away from the task, for he cannot do 

it without Lucr e zia--whose cousin whistles. He lacks the 

14 "Browning' s 'Andr e a Del Sarto': A French Source in 
De Mus set " Victorian Poetry, IV (Spring, 1964), 136. 

' 



inner resource which will generate the grand vision within 

him."15 
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Although h e dreams grandiosely, Andrea is fully aware 

of the spiritual deficiency that mars his paintings, for he 

seeks, in his work, not to create but to please Lucrezia: 

To-morrow, satisfy your friend. 
I take the subjects for his corridor, 
Finish the portrait out of hand--there, there, 
And throw him in another thing or two 
If h e de murs; the whole should prove e nough 
To pay for this same Cousin's freak. Beside, 
What's bett e r and what's all I care about, 
Ge t you th e thirteen scudi for the ruff: 
Lov e , do es that please you? 

( 11. 234-243) 

Ending hi s period of meditation, Andrea accepts, fatal­

ist i cally, hi s lot: 

I am grown peaceful as 
I r eg r e t little, I would 
Sinc e th e r e my past life 

old age to-night. 
change sti ll l ess. 
lies, why alter it? 

(11. 244 -246) 

I n spite of r ea li z ing all that he has thrown away, Andrea is 

n o t conc e rn e d. Could he liv e th e past ov e r again, he would 

act th e same . Hi s morals hav e beco me so debased that he feels 

no sorrow; as a matter of fact, he damns hims e lf e ve n mor e by 

hi s final rationalization: 

Th e ve ry wrong to Francis:--it is true_ 
I took his coin, was tempt e d and complied, 
And built this hous e and sinned, and all is said. 
My fat he r a nd my moth e r died of want. 

15 St e vens, p. 24. 



Well, had I riches of my own? you see 
How one gets rich! Let each one bear his lot. 
They were born poor, lived poor, and poor they 

died: 
And I have laboured somewhat in my time 
And not been paid profusely. Some good son 
Paint my two hundred pictures--let him try! 
No doubt, there's something strikes a balance. 

(11. 247-257) 
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Crediting hims e lf for having worked hard all his life, Andrea 

discounts his betrayal of the French King and e xcuses his 

part in t h e deaths of his parents from poverty. According 

to Andr ea , he was tempted, and he sinned; however, as a 

result of his many works of art, he has somewhat mad e up for 

his acts . 

Andr ea , though, in hi s work, r ea liz es his spiritual 

inadequacy in comparison to the three masters of Re naissanc e 

art, and ye t h e ye arns to b e identifi ed with them. He 

thinks, briefly, that perhaps his chance will come in 

heave n, but, finally, he admits that, e ven th ere , he cannot 

s ubdue hi s own na t ur e ; even there, h e will choose Lu crez ia: 

Wh at would one hav e? 
In h ea ve n, perhaps, new chances, on e mor e 

c h a n ce --
Four great wall s in the Ne w Jerusalem, 
Mete d on eac h side by the angel's reed, 
For Le onard, Rafael, Agnolo and me 
To cover--t h e three first without a wife, 
Whil e I h ave min e ! So--still they ov erc om e 
Because there's still Lucrezia,--as I choose. 

Again the Cousin's whistl e! Go, my lov e . 
(11. 259-267) 
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By his subm ission to Lucrezia's way of lif e and its 

inherent values, Andrea del Sarto fails to achiev e the e mi­

n e n ce in painting that should hav e been his, if judg ed 

sol e ly o n the basis of his technical skill. He fails 

bec aus e he lacks the ability to strive and to create . As 

Dani e l Dorch es t e r has stated: "Andrea del Sarto, it is tru e , 

occasionally ris es to a great dignity of exp r essio n, but 

t he g e n era l lev e l of hi s art, as of his life, was low, 

stereotyped, and sordid," 16 Cer tainly, the life a man lives 

cannot fail to influence his work, and Andrea's life, with 

val ues thrown away, parents sacrificed unfee lingly, and 

talent prostituted, is a r e pres entation of th e spiritual 

decli ne that was taking plac e during the late Renaissance. 

16Dorchest er , p. 107. 



CONCLUSION 

Painting held a deep significance for Robert Browning. 

From the time he was a child, poring over art books in his 

father's library, through the years spent in Italy, that 

treasure-house of artistic achievement, until his return to 

England, Robert Browning never lost his enthusiasm for art. 

Knowing a great deal about the history of art and about the 

famous artists as well as lesser-known ones, quite naturally 

Browning treated the subject of art in his poetry, and in 

three o f his art poems, Browning presents studies of artists 

that depict, in their lives and characters, certain distin­

guishing characteristics that appeared at different stages 

in the development of Italian art in the Renaissance. 

In "Pictor Ignotus" Robert Browning portrays a painter 

faced with the choice of adopting the newer, more realistic 

art or clinging to the older, more symbolic style of the 

med i e val artist. The painter, as undoubtedly did so many 

in the ear ly Renaissance, chose to stay with the old form. 

On the other hand, "Fra Lippo Lippi" represents the middle 

Re naissanc e , a time when art was characterized by a combina­

tion of spiritualism and naturalism, two qualities that, 

wh e n join ed in an artist, produced the masterpieces of the 
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Italian Renaissance. 
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Unlike the positive qualities portrayed 

in thes e poems, "Andrea Del Sarto" depicts a spiritually 

spent artist of the late Renaissance, a time when the crea­

tiv e forc e of the Renaissance had exhausted itself . 

Of the three painters, only Fra Lippo Lippi was able to 

achi e ve t h e balance of spirit and flesh that enabled him to 

paint whol e works. Pictor Ignotus, because of a fear of 

being ju dged by th e world, chose the safe way; he retired 

from li fe to paint in the gloom of the churches. Andrea, 

how e ver , had lost his moral integrity and thereby crippled 

his art. As the portraits of these three artists reveal, 

Rob e rt Browning has captured the anxieties, the exuberance, 

and the frustrations that marked the birth, growth, and 

decay o f on e of the most monumental periods of art ever 

r ec ord ed . 
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