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CHAPTER I 

INTRODUCTION 

If one still views Robert Browning as assuming a 

role of the "spiritual and philosophic"^ poet, then the 

suggestion of a relationship between the philosophy of de-

spair--existentialism--and Browning seems entirely incon-

grous. Or if one holds the opinion of more recent scholar

ship that "whatever conclusion we come to about Browning, 

it is as an artist and not as a thinker that he has to be 

judged,"*̂  then the identification of Browning's poetry with 

any philosophy seems rather irrelevant. However, the shal

lowness of the spiritual Browning propagated by the Browning 

Society has already been effectively unmasked.3 And, while 

the question of the thinker Browning (perhaps as a natural 

reaction to the distorted image of the poet as the optimis

tic religious philosopher) is still a delicate point with 

students of Browning, recent scholarship has again attempted 

to deal meaningfully with the philosophic aspect of his 

poetry. In so doing, several studies have taken a direc

tion which gives relevance and validity to a study of Brown

ing in terms of modern existentialism. 

This line of thought started, interestingly enough, 

as a derogatory criticism of "the whole tone and temper"^ 

of Browning's work. Critics such as T. S. Eliot, Lucas, and 

Santayana charged Browning with a philistine vulgarity, a 

1 



passion alien to the rules of restraint and bralance they 

felt required in true art.^ Yet it was this same unre

strained passion for probing human experience that W. 0. 

Raymond picked, not as a serious artistic flaw, but as the 

"elemental spirit of Browning's art" and as his most sig

nificant contribution.^ 

Other critics have noted this spirit. Henry Duffin 

said, ". . .he was not concerned with abstract metaphysics 

. . . or ethics; he was continuously concerned with human 

problems."' J. M. Cohen's remark was even more pointed: 

"Browning's philosophic message is to be found in man's ex

perience, not in abstraction, but in the welter and rich

ness, in the violence and color . . . of the world itself."° 

Cohen's merging of Browning's philosophic message with his 

passion for embodying human experience in his poetry is es

pecially relevant. For recent studies which have attempted 

to deal with the poet's philosophical content have proceeded 

on this very assumption: that Browning's philosophy and his 

passion for existence rather than abstraction are insepara-

ble.9 

It is on this idea that this study seeks to base 

its explication of Browning in terms of existentialism, for 

the heart of existentialism is not abstract philosophical 

argument, but an intense passion for living in full aware

ness of what it means to be human. Like Browning, Soren 

Kierkegaard, the father of modern existentialism, insisted 
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on existence rather than abstraction as the ultimate reali

ty, and his "intensive emphasis on the concrete subjective 

existence"^^ was the fundamental philosophic insight on 

which later existentialists--both Christian and atheistic--

were to build. 

But this similar impetus of spirit emphasized by 

recent Browning scholarship is not the only area in which 

Robert Browning and modern existentialists touch, and thus 

not the only basis for connecting the two. They also share 

common bonds of mood, purpose and technique. Hazel Barnes 

points out that the most common bond among all existential

ist writers is that of mood: "All existentialist writers 

offer--each in his own way—a challenge to conventional mor

al codes, a sense of urgency in matters of conscience, an 

interest in the private introspection of the individual."^'' 

Miss Barnes' description could be taken as an adequate sum

mation of the mood of Browning's best poetry. The attitudes 

in "Fra Lippo Lippi" or "Respectability," the objectivity 

and lack of moral censure in "The Laboratory" or in the 

Ottoma and Sebald passage in Pippa Passes, even the uncon

ventional relationship of Pompillia and Caponsacchi in The 

RinH and the Book could not be fitted comfortably into the 

moral standards of Browning's Victorian England. And nearly 

all the dramatic monologues could be described as havinr 

"a sense of urgency in matters of conscience" and "an in

terest in the private introspection of the individual." 12 



Miss Barnes continues her description of the exis

tentialist mood: "In addition, there are certain emotionally 

charged psychological concepts which are forever recurring--

ideas scarcely to be found in other philosophies--anguish, 

dread, nausea, despair, the compulsive demand for passion-

ate choice and total commitment."'-^ All of these concepts 

are thoroughly discussed in connection with the poems under 

consideration. However, the concepts of choice and commit

ment are so vital, both to Browning and to this study, and 

so essential to existentialism, that they need some specific 

introduction at this point. 

Robert Browning, no doubt, shocked his contempor

aries with his doctrine of choice in "The Statue and the 

Bust": 

The counter our lovers staked was lost 
As surely as if it were lawful coin; 
And the sin I impute to each frustrate ghost 
Is--the unlit lamp and the ungirt loin, 
Though the end in sight was a vice--I say.''̂  

(11.2^^-2^8) 

Soren Kierkegaard states the same idea in prose in the sec

ond volume of Either/Or: "If you will understand me aright, 

I should like to say that in making a choice, it is not so 

much a question of choosing the right, as the energy, the 

earnestness and the pathos with which one chooses."'-^ 

Both men cling to the same concept of the ultimate 

importance of the choice, especially in relation to the dis

cernment of good and evil. John Wild's statement that "good 



and evil are ways of existing," and that "human value is 

really to be as a human being, to think and to act in the 

most intensive degree as a man"'^ is a paraphrase of this 

existentialist concept, and it agrees remarkably with one 

critic's description of a Browning touchstone: ". . . in 

all Browning's poetry, evil is the rejection of life and 

good the affirmation of it, the commitment to it."^^ 

The ideas of choice and commitment pervade all of 

Browning's work. This study attempts to explicate four of 

Browning's monologues on the basis of it. It constitutes 

one of the most impressive parallels between Browning and 

modern existentialism. 

Browning's major vehicle, the dramatic monologue, 

also contributes features that link the poet to existential

ist writers. First, it catches the mood and direction al

ready discussed regarding existence and choice. Robert 

Langbaum describes the monologue in terras of ". . . passion, 

power, strength of will and intellect . . .", qualities 

which are found in existence rather than logic or abstrac

tion; for they are "just those essential values independent 

of logical and moral correctness and . . . even opposed to 

the other virtues."^° The monologue has also been defined 

by W. 0. Raymond in terms which link it closely to the idea 

of crisis in the existentialist literature of extreme situ

ations: ". . . the dramatic monologue . . . is the distil

lation of a crucial moment of human experience. Light is 



Which is the same thing. Art is given for that.^3 

(11.300-30^) 

The parallels between Kierkegaard and Browning are numerous, 

especially in the area of Christian theology. The Pope in 

The Ring and the Book echoes Kierkegaard's ideas regarding 

truth, motive, doubt, commitment and the effectiveness of 

logical reasoning to guide men to the truth. Both men were 

also interested in the ironical and paradoxical elements in 

human life and probed them extensively in their writings.^^ 

However, the purpose of this study is not to prove 

that Robert Browning was directly or indirectly influenced 

by Soren Kierkegaard, or that Browning was himself an exis

tentialist in the current sense of the term. Nor is this 

study attempting to prove that Browning experienced his own 

existential crisis. (John Miller does make this the thesis 

of his explication of Browning in The Disappearance of God: 

Five Nineteenth-Century Writers.) Rather this study pro

poses to build on the recent critical trend in Browning 

scholarship which emphasizes Browning's passion for lived 

human experience rather than abstract speculation in his 

poetry. It proposes to show that this way of looking at 

man, because it is in harmony with the fundamental existen

tialist view of man in the world, results in areas of com

patibility between Browning and modern existentialism. 

More specifically, this study attempts to illustrate how 

this compatibility manifests itself in the choices and ac-
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tions of four Browning characters by demonstrating that 

they are aware of an essential core of human freedom to 

choose, and that their actions are explainable as a re

sponse to this freedom—or as their "existential choice" 

in good or bad faith. 

The remainder of this chapter is devoted to a re

sume of basic existentialist concepts used in this study. 

Chapter II will deal with the explication of two poems, 

"Childe Roland to the Dark Tower Came" and the '̂ Guiseppe 

Caponsacchi" monologue in The Ring and the Book. In these 

poems. Browning presents two individuals who confront the 

"existential choice" in good faith as evidenced by a radical 

transformation in the whole direction and tenor of their 

lives. Chapter III will be concerned with "Andrea del 

Sarto" and "The Bishop Orders His Tomb at St. Praxed's 

Church." In contrast to Childe Roland and Caponsacchi, An

drea and the Bishop are men who meet their "existential 

choice" in bad faith and manifest that choice in their ster

ile passivity and a persistent refusal to choose. Finally 

Chapter IV will attempt to draw some comparisons and come to 

some valid conclusion's concerning Browning and existentialism, 

In order to establish the presence of the existen

tialist concepts of freedom and choice in Browning's mono

logues, it is necessary to present a skeletal survey of cer

tain concepts basic to existentialism. Such a discussion 

must be limited to fundamental terms and concepts used in 



explication of the poems and does not pretend to be defin

itive. Many of the terms will merely be placed into the 

general framework of the existentialist description of a 

man's encounter with his freedom and will be explained more 

fully in connection with specific poems. 

In explicating the poems, I have freely used ideas 

from both Christian and "humanistic"^^ or atheistic exis

tentialism. For the most part I have relied on the ideas 

of Soren Kierkegaard and Jean-Paul Sartre, but I have also 

drawn from the works of Albert Camus. Though the disagree

ment between Christian and atheistic existentialism may 

seem forbidding, Sartre himself points out that the heart 

of existentialism—man's freedom--was first associated by 

Kierkegaard with religious faith. He comments: "Aujourd-

'hui, I'existentialism fran9ais tend a s'accompagner a une 

declaration d'atheisme, mais cela n'est pas absolument 

necessaire. . . ."2o 

Sartre's generalization is well illustrated in this 

study. For instance, Childe Roland fits Camus' description 

of the "absurd man" and could be considered a hero of hu

manistic existentialism. On the other hand, Caponsacchi is 

essentially Christian, and thus Kierkegaard is relevant to 

the explanation of his actions; yet he also conforms to 

Sartre's hero in The Flies in many respects. Andrea del 

Sarto is best understood in connection with Sartre's de

scription of bad faith in human relations, while the worldly 
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Bishop of St. Praxed's, like Caponsacchi, must be explained 

largely in Kierkegaardian terras. Thus the justification 

for using both Christian and atheistic writers is simply 

that both views are reflected in Browning's characters. 

However, for the sake of clarity, the following 

discussion will present the atheistic or humanistic aspect 

of the existential encounter--mainly as it is set forth in 

the writings of Sartre. Even so, a man's basic encounter 

with his anguished freedom and his responsibility to engage 

that freedom are the same in all existentialist literature. 

The somewhat different emphasis which Christian existential

ists put on this encounter will be made clear later in the 

explication of the Caponsacchi monologue. 

Because existentialism is a movement and not an 

abstract idea, it is impossible to reach an adequate com

prehensive definition. As a movement, it marks a radical 

departure from classical philosophies which considered ex

istence as a secondary phenomenon and sought to make life 

conform to thought. ' It concentrates instead on the ex

isting individual as the ultimate reality and, to use a 

Kierkegaardian image, seeks to put man's thought back into 

the building in which he lives.^° 

In this study we will be concerned with three or 

four major concepts which attempt to describe the existing 

man, concepts such as freedom, choice, good and bad faith. 

But because these ordinary words have a unique meaning to 
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existentialist writers, it is necessary to explain each at 

some length and, in so doing, to introduce other concepts 

such as situation, being, nothingness, dread and absurdity. 

Existentialism begins with man. The central truth 

of man's existence is freedom. But it is an existential 

truth in that it is not objectively formulated but encoun

tered in existence—that is, a man encounters his own free

dom by a confrontation with himself as a combination of 

being and nothingness.^9 

By "being," existentialists mean the concrete phys

ical reality of a man. In this sense, man's being is no 

different from that of any other material object. Man ̂ s 

as a stone or chair i^. But man is at the same time unique 

from the rest of physical being (called Being-in-itself by 

Sartre-̂  ) because he possesses consciousness. Now conscious

ness has no being, is not a thing; literally it is nothing, 

a "hole in being."^' Therefore, consciousness enables a man 

to alienate himself from being, both the world's and his own, 

and to reflect on it. The vast significance of conscious

ness comes into focus at this point: without consciousness, 

the non-reflective material world of being is completely 

without value or meaning. Therefore, only the individual 

consciousness can introduce meaning into the world.^2 And 

more important, only the individual consciousness can in

troduce meaning into his own existence or being. Existen

tial freedom then, requires that a man first admit that he 
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is a being without an inherent or transcendant meaning in 

an unmeaning universe--in short, that he is a combination 

of being and nothingness. Only then is he truly able to 

engage his freedom "to become. "-̂-̂  

After a man has encountered his freedom, he is faced 

with the existential choice: he can choose to accept his 

freedom and live in good faith. Such a choice means that 

the individual is continually aware " . . . that he alone 

determines the values by which he lives, that he is not en

dowed with a ready-made self or nature but must be constant

ly making himself. He Xl nothing; he is always about to 

be whatever he chooses."3^ But a man does not have to 

choose good faith. He can also choose to deny his lonely 

freedom. Such a choice is essentially a denial of the in

dividual's responsibility for himself. A man who makes 

such a choice lives out his life in bad faith. And since 

existentialism sees man as a totality, all a man's actions 

will reveal his basic choice of himself in good or bad 

faith.^^ 

Up to this point, we have pictured man's encounter 

with his freedom in rather abstract terms. But freedom, 

choice and responsibility do not exist in theoretical spec

ulation; they exist only in "situation." One consequence 

of man's being is that he is finite and thus limited. A 

freedom without limitations would therefore be meaningless 

in human terms, for human freedom is expressed in terms o: 
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choice. Since choice is only relevant in concrete terms of 

choosing some thing,3^ man must be placed in situation, in 

a facticity which presents limitations. Man is free to see 

that limitation as an insurmountable obstacle or as a chal

lenge to be overcome. It is only in "situation" that human 

freedom becomes completely relevant. 

As freedom, choice and responsibility are not en

countered outside of existence, so they are not revealed 

in dispassionate reflection, but in intense subjective moods 

of dread, nausea and absurdity as man encounters his infi

nite possibilities, his inner nothingness, his own facticity, 

and finally the meaninglessness of life as it culminates in 

his own personal death. 

Existential freedom is truly a dreadful freedom. 

It demands that a man give up all his determining props of 

heredity, environment and compulsive psychological traits 

of personality and assume responsibility for himself. It 

demands that he give up all absolute standards and values 

in external things, such as Society, Law, Tradition, Reli-

gion--yet continue to act in passionate commitment with no 

guarantee of being right or of knowing what the total con

sequences of his actions will be.-̂ ' In short, it demands 

that a man face the ultimate absurdity of an inherently un

meaning existence and choose to live and act in the face of 

that absurdity and with full consciousness of it at all 

times: "En un mot, I'homme doit se creer sa propre essence; 



c'est en se jetant dans le raonde, en y souffrant, en y 

luttant qu'il se definit peu'a peu."3o 

Sartre's statement provides an accurate description 

of Browning's characters in this study. Thrown into the 

world, they define themselves through struggling and suf-

fering--and choosing. 



CHAPTER II 

THE EXISTENTIAL CHOICE IN GOOD FAITH 

"Childe Roland to the Dark Tower Came" 

Those who protest that Browning's optimism alienates 

him completely from existentialism, have failed to take 

"Childe Roland to the Dark Tower Came" into consideration.^ 

Browning's knight comes closer to being a true existential

ist hero than any of the poet's other characters. Moreover, 

the poem itself suggests some important characteristics of 

existentialist literature which should be mentioned. 

Existentialist writing has been called both "the 

literature of despair"^ and "the literature of possibility."-^ 

These two words, despair and possibility, might well be 

used to sum up the mood of "Childe Roland. . . . " There is 

no absolute standard in Roland's universe. God is absent. 

Nature provides no comfort or guidance--only alienation. 

Society is engulfed in illusion and bad faith. Roland is 

alone in a meaningless, absurd world. His only certainty 

is failure and death. Such is the mood of the literature 

of despair. And yet, Roland is free—free to choose the 

baffling challenge of the Dark Tower, free to choose the 

significance of that choice and finally free to accept the 

consequences of his choice in full human awareness. Such 

is the mood of the literature of possibility. 

Besides the similarity of mood, "Childe Roland 

15 
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" comes close to the concept of the existentialist myth 

which both Camus and Sartre describe as an important aspect 

of existentialist literature. Hazel Barnes, in explaining 

how Sartre's The Chips Are Down and de Beauvoir's All Men 

Are Mortal are examples of the myth concept, makes a state

ment which might well be applied to Browning's poem: 

One could, I suppose, classify them as fantasies 
. . . . But there is an important difference. 
The emphasis in these works is not on the imag
inary setting . . . nor is the train of conse
quences in any significant fashion derived from 
the fantastic situation. Rather the plot is 
ancillary to the metaphysical question. Its 
purpose is to serve as a framework within which 
human possibilities may be developed and a man's 
choice of himself made evident.^ 

"Childe Roland . . . " has often been classified as fantasy 

and dream, but I think it can be said that the main em

phasis in the poem is not on the grotesque, dream-like set

ting; rather the setting provides a framework in which Ro

land's human possibilities are developed and his self-choice 

made evident. 

Camus' own description of the existentialist myth 

is also significantly descriptive of the spirit of "Chilĉ e 

Roland. . . . " In contrast to the "divine fable which 

amuses and blinds," the existentialist myth is a myth in 

human terms "with no depth other than that of human suffer

ing, and like it, inexhaustible." Such a myth contains the 

"difficult wisdom of earth and a passion vhich knows it hcs 

no tomorrow."5 Such wisdom and passion are Roland's in the 
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closing lines of the poem. 

Finally, "Childe Roland . . . " has much in common 

with Camus' notion of "absurdity" as explained in The Myth 

of Sisyphus. Hazel Barnes describes the general character 

of the absurd as ". . . the existence of suffering and in

justice among men who will in any case find that death makes 

futile all their projects, the deaf impersonality of a world 

in which man constantly searches for a reason to explain and 

justify his struggle, but can find none."^ 

Man confronts this absurdity in many ways: through 

his own facticity, through his isolation in an alien or non-

human universe, through his lack of communication with other 

men, and finally, through the immutable fact of his death, 

rendering useless all human efforts and values."^ In other 

words, man can discover no inherent meaning in the world in 

which he finds himself. As a rational creature who longs 

for some semblance of unity and meaning in his life, he con

fronts the "unreasonable silence of the world" and "the ab-
o 

surd is born."" Absurdity, then, is the product of a man's 

consciousness encountering the world,^ and man's response 

to it is vitally important. Camus says, "I derive from the 

absurd three consequences which are my revolt, my freedom 

and my passion. By the sheer activity of consciousness, 

I transform into a rule of life what was an invitation to 

death. . . ."^^ 

Even this limited re'sume of Camus' notion of tl.e 
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absurd and its consequences reveals its immediate relevance 

to an understanding of "Childe Roland. . . . " First it em

phasizes the importance of the thread of growing self-aware

ness on the part of Roland evident in the first line of the 

poem and climaxing in the discovery of the Dark Tower it

self. Second, it presents a coherent, meaningful frame of 

reference for the grotesque and often ambiguous imagery 

which fills the greater portion of the poem. Third, it 

offers an explication of the Dark Tower image which unifies 

the poem. And finally, it offers a satisfying explanation 

for Roland's radical transformation in the closing stanzas. 

The poem can be divided into three sections, each 

one reflecting a facet of Roland's encounter with absurdity 

which in turn reveals his freedom. Stanzas I-VIII convey 

Roland's weary confrontation with his own facticity and his 

sense of anguish before his freedom. Stanzas IX-XXVI de

scribe Roland's confrontation with the absurdity of an alien 

universe, and stanzas XXVII-XXXIV present Roland's encounter 

with the Dark Tower. Each section is prefaced by an ad

mission of intensified self-awareness on Roland's part. In 

fact this growing consciousness runs as a steadily increas

ing undercurrent from the first line to the last. 

My first thought was, he lied in every word. . . . 
(1.1) 

Roland's opening statement reveals his dawning sense 

of the absurd. The beggar's lie is completely senseless; 



19 

Roland has merely asked for directions. As the blank ab

surdity of the old man's malignity surges into Roland's 

consciousness, he becomes aware, suddenly and horribly aware, 

of the senselessness in the direction of his own life at 

this point in time. Looking back he sees only the colossal 

failure of his "whole world-wide wanderings / . . , LhisJ 

search drawn out through years" (11.19-20); looking ahead, 

he desires only "that some end might be" (1.18). 

This first encounter of Roland's with absurdity is 

described by Camus as a man's "facticity": "He belongs to 

time and by the horror which grips him, he recognizes in 

time his worst enemy. Tomorrow—he was looking forward to 

tomorrow when with all his being he should have rejected 

' it."^^ In his desire "that some end might be" (1.18), Ro

land is rejecting all the tomorrows which will mean a con

tinuation of his past struggling. But he is also express

ing a desire for an "end" in another sense. 'After all, the 

world has always prophesied that he would fail. Why not 

accept the world's judgment by accepting a quest which pos

its failure as its absolute goal: the quest for the Dark 

Tower. 

Yet failure and rest are still not all Roland 

chooses in turning toward the Dark Tower. So intense is 

Roland's weary despair, so great his longing for some end, 

that they carry the implication of a half-desire for death--

the ultimate end of human struggling and its ultimate fail-
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ure. That Roland's definition of failure includes death 

is strongly suggested in the image of the dying man he uses 

to describe the character of his choice In stanzas V and VI, 

and also by his observation that as soon as he leaves the 

"safe road" (1.5^) and turns into the plain, the beggar will 

begin gleefully to write his epitaph in the dust (11.10-12). 

Failure in this darker sense, then, becomes Roland's 

chosen end--both as an absolute cutting off of all tomor

rows and as an absolute goal. And the Dark Tower, as the 

concrete end of his search, becomes the symbol of that fail

ure. Thus Roland turns off the highway into the "ominous 

tract which all agree, / Hides the Dark Tower" (ll.lU-15). 

The first fifty lines, as well as establishing Ro

land's initial encounter with absurdity and defining his 

first choice, also reveal his anguish before his own noth

ingness and his bad faith. Both are demonstrated in his 

choice of the Dark Tower. Roland's reasoning concerning 

his choice contains some revealing statements: 

For what with my whole world-wide wandering 
What with my search drawn out through years, 
my hope 

Dwindled into a ghost not fit to cope 
With that obstreperous joy success would bring, 
I hardly tried now to rebuke the spring 

My heart made finding failure in its scope. 
(II.19-2W) 

And later: 

Thus had I so long suffered in this quest. 
Heard failure prophesied so oft, been writ 
So many times among "The Band"--to wit. 
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The knights who to the Dark Tower's search addressed 
Their steps--that just to fail as they seemed 

best. . . . 
(11.37-^1) 

In his statements Roland distinctly implies that--

at this point in his quest, at least--he has not yet ex

perienced failure. But his mood is certainly not that of 

a successful or even hopeful man.. His is rather a mood of 

deep despair, even anguish. Roland has indeed experienced 

a profound failure, but it is a failure too painful to bear 

or admit. His real failure is a failure to b^, and his 

sense of anguish is his consciousness of this lack of de

fining selfhood at the very core of his being, a "present-

12 ment of a something which is nothing." 

But a man cannot face the truth of his own inner 

lack of being, existentialism says, for this would mean 

that he would also have to face the strain of accepting his 

own freedom. This is what Sartre means in Being and Nothing

ness when he says, "To the extent that the for-itself wishes 

to hide its own nothingness from itself and to incorporate 

the in-itself as its true mode of being, it is trying also 

to hide its freedom from itself."^^ 

Man, Sartre is saying, tries to hide his nothing

ness by conferring permanent values and meanings on things 

in the world. The obvious quest motif in "Childe Roland 

. . ."is suggestive of this practice of giving absolute 

values to the external world. These values often take the 
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form of God, Nature, or Society. They are values on which 

a man might base his existence and literally become some 

thing (identify himself as part of Being-in-itself). Only 

in this way can he escape his own failure to be, his noth

ingness. Such men live in what existentialism calls "the 

serious world,"^^ the world of bad faith. 

Roland lives in the world of bad faith. He is un

willing to keep up a struggle to exist which offers finally 

no transcendant meaning by which he can define or justify 

his own being. In other words, he is unwilling to accept 

his own nothingness and he reveals this unwillingness in 

his actions. He chooses a quest for a transcendant and 

absolute end as defined by society or the serious world. 

Sartre explains further why Roland's quest is in bad faith: 

. . . people will posit ends as transcendances, 
which is not error, but instead of seeing that 
the ends there posited are maintained in my being 
by my own transcendence, people will assume that 
I encounter them upon my surging up in the world; 
they come from God, from nature, from "ray" nature, 
from society. These ends, ready-made and pre
human will therefore define the meaning of my act 
even before I conceive it. . . .'5 

The meaning of the quest of the Dark Tower is posited by 

society and, therefore, it has an essence: it means fail-

ure--even before Roland conceives of his choice. Roland 

is aware of and accepts this ready-made meaning. He speaks 

of the "ominous tract which, all agree / Hides the Dark 

Tower" (11.1^-15). His spirits leap at the prospect pre

sented by the quest of "finding failure in its scope" (l.P^) 
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And finally, he is aware that society has always placed him 

among "The Band" and has conferred upon that band the mean

ing of failure. 

But Roland's choice is what Sartre terms "an abor

tive attempt to stifle freedom under the weight of being," 

and it can only "collapse with the sudden upsurge of anguish 

before freedom."'^ No sooner has Roland stepped onto the 

plain than a peculiar incident occurs: 

. . . All the day 
Had been a dreary one at best, and dim 
Was settling to its close, yet shot one grim 

Red leer to see the plain catch its estray. 

(11.^3-^8) 

An identical incident, light breaking through darkness, 

occurs again, significantly, at the very moment when Roland 

comes to the final absurdity of his own death and the full 

consciousness of his freedom. Thus the first section of the 

poem closes and the second opens with an image suggesting 

an upsurge of anguished awareness which further reveals 

Roland's freedom to choose. 

In the second section of the poem, Roland experi

ences the absurdity of man^in-the-world. As the long hu

man figure on the plain, Roland feels not only isolation, 

but a near nauseous alienation from being, from all of the 

things in which he might have sought meaning: nature, the 

past, human relationships and society: 
. . . we confront the absurd when we face the alien 
density of the world. If at any moment we put 
aside the familiar associations with which we gen
erally cloak the world about us, if we strip the 
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universe of the human uses and significances which 
we put upon it, then the world becomes itself again, 
hence it escapes us. It is . . . in no way whatso
ever human. We are alone in a universe with which 
we have no communication, nothing in common.^7 

Roland encounters first the "alien density" of the 

natural world in all its "penury, inertness and grimace" 

(1.61). It rebuffs his attempts to relate to it in any way: 

. . . "See 
Or shut your eyes," said Nature peevishly. 
"It nothing skills; I cannot help my easel" 

(11.63-6U) 

Not only its inertness, but its brutal indifference to all 

life confounds and repulses Roland: 

. . . What made those holes and rents 
In the dock's harsh swarth leaves bruised as 

to balk 
All hope of greenness? 'Tis a brute must walk 

Pashing their life out, with a brute's intent. 

(11.69-72) 

The nausea with which man confronts Being-in-itself is con

veyed with horrible effectiveness in Roland's description 

of the countryside where the grass "grew scant as hair / In 

leprosy" and the mud " . . . looked kneaded up with blood" 

(11.73-75). 

At this point, Roland sees the only other living 

creature on the plain besides himself--a gaunt old horse. 

But the horse, traditionally the trusted companion of the 

questing knight, is completely devoid of all the qualities 

Roland would consider valuable; he is stiff, blind, stupe

fied and hideous to behold. Roland's response is filled 

with disgust: "Seldom went such grotesqueness with such 
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woe; / I never saw a brute I hated so" (11.82-83). 

As the total meaninglessness of the natural world 

surges up before Roland, he turns from the external world 

inward to past memories of successful relationships with 

other men, for "One taste of the old times sets all to 

rights" (1.90). Friendship, loyalty, honor--these are en

during values. Surely they remain unchanged. But not so, 

for Roland finds a life of friendship is desecrated by "one 

night's disgrace" and "the soul of honor" may well die a 

traitor's death. (11.91-102) Roland's draught of the wine 

of the happy past sours on his lips. There is no comfort 

in the past, no enduring values, no real communication with 

others. All he has held humanly valuable is ultimately 

meaningless in and of itself. There is nothing to do but 

to continue alone. 

As he moves along the "darkening path" (I.IOU), 

Roland's attention is suddenly drawn to a small river. This 

river becomes the central figure around which an involved 

and grotesque image is constructed. This, I feel, is an 

image of society, the absolute value which Roland sees as 

giving ultimate meaning to his quest. This literally de

humanized society is especially relevant to Browning's own 

. industrial England. (Kierkegaard's own revulsion at the de

humanizing processes of mechanization and industrialization 

justifies such an emphasis as pertinent to existentialist 

thought.^^) 
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The river comes unexpectedly across Roland's path: 

No sluggish tide congenial to the glooms; 
This, as it frothed by, might have been a bath 
For the fiend's glowing hoof—to see the wrath 

Of its black eddy bespate with flakes and 
spumes. 

(11.109-11^) 

Roland might well be describing an industrial district in 

the heart of England. The image suggests the seething rest

less activity, the smoke and smut, the blazing furnaces, the 

refuse of industrial waste. The two following stanzas carry 

the mood further by suggesting the human waste wrought by 

industrialization in wage slavery and crowded, miserable 

slums, in suicidal despair, in the shriek of water rats and 

starving children (11.117-126), while the river ". . . 

rolled by, deterred no whit" (1.120). No human form is vis

ible, but the passage epitomizes the absurdity of man's in

humanity to man. 

Yet what Roland finds on the far bank of the river 

is even more incomprehensible and absurd. Having forded the 

river, he comes upon what seems to be a circumscribed bat

tlefield, savagely ripped and trampled. "Who were the 

strugglers, what war did they wage? . . . " (1.129), Roland 

asks in amazement. 
. . . Toads in a poisoned tank. 

Or wild cats in a red hot iron cage 
The fight must so have seemed in that fell 

cirque. 
(11.131-133) 

In this single image is captured the vicious, unbridled 
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struggle for markets, profits and prestige which industri

alism fostered to the point of obsession in the rising mid

dle-class society. Men saw themselves as entrepreneurs and 

industrial giants while they were in reality "galley slaves" 

to their own ambitions and their warped sense of values. 

After such strange and powerful imagery, the next 

shape Roland encounters seems rather anti-climactic. He 

calls it variously an engine, a wheel, a break and finally 

a harrow. All of these terms apply, in one way or another, 

to the machinery for preparing lint from the cotton and 

flax which fed England's giant textile industry. Here then 

is the foundation of the industrial revolution: the machine. 

The machine has become a deeply complicated symbol 

in the mid-twentieth century, but even in Browning's time, 

men were becoming aware of the threat which the machine pre

sented to the individual, especially when it became of su

preme importance, and human life became only a secondary, 

expendable tool in mass production. Therefore, Roland can 

aptly describe the "engine" as "reel [ing] / Men's bodies 

out like silk" (11.1^1-1^2), for in a very real sense, the 

spirits and bodies of human beings provided the raw material 

for the textile industry of nineteenth-century England. In 

this light, the final designation of the machine as "Tophet's 

tool" (l.lU3)--Tophet being the place in the Old TestaT.ent 

where children were sacrificed to inanimate idols--needs no 

further explication. 
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Thus in one lone shape is concentrated the composite 

symbol of a society completely immersed in bad faith: struc

turing the world in terras of profit and loss, supply and de

mand; giving absolute values to external, material ends and 

counting human freedom as non-existent. In short, it is the 

image of a society completely alien to the individual. The 

intensity of this alienation is heightened by the absence 

of a single human figure in the complex image from the seeth

ing froth of the black river to the rusty red steel of the 

engine's teeth. 

The country on the other side of the river is even 

more hideous to behold and "just as far as ever from the 

end" (1.157). The society on which Roland has depended to 

give meaning to that end is no longer able to support him. 

Indeed, there is nothing, he laments in the darkening even

ing, to give him further guidance. His isolation, his fail

ure to find identity or purpose outside himself is complete. 

Nature, human relationships, society are all laid bare; Ro

land has only one place to turn--to himself. But Roland is 

still, at this point, unwilling to admit that he alone can 

choose his own identity; not yet able to face his freedom, 

he turns again to a guide other than himself: 

A great black bird, Apollyon's bosom-friend. 
Sailed past . . . 
. . . --perchance the guide I sought. 

(11.160-162) 
The b i r d ' s f l i g h t draws h is eyes upward to the hulk-
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ing shapes of mountains which loom before him. The final 

absurdity begins to wash over Roland: 

How thus they had surprised me,--solve it youl 
How to get from them was no clearer case. 

Yet half I seemed to recognize some trick 
Of mischief happened to me, God knows when--
In a bad dream perhaps. Here ended then. 

Progress this way. 
(11.167-171) 

How many dead ends are echoed in Roland's last statement. 

His search for some absolute in which to rest comes once 

again to a dead end. That end is the brink of nothingness, 

but Roland, refusing to face that final reality, is in the 

process of turning to some other promised end when " . . . 

in the very nick / Of giving up, one time more, . . . " 

(11.172-173), a strange thing happens. 

^here] . . . came a click 
As when the trap shuts--you're inside the denl 

Burningly it came upon me all at once. 
This was the place I 

(11.173-176) 

These lines are not a factual, declarative state

ment, but a subjective description of a shattering emo

tional and psychological encounter. Both forboding and ex

hilaration pervade the encounter. It is almost uncanny how 

close Roland's words capture the feeling and mood of Sartre's 

own hero, Orestes, in The Flies, at the moment that he en

counters his freedom: "Suddenly freedom swooped down upon 

me and chilled me through and through."^° Stuart Gilbert 

translates it, "Suddenly, out of the blue, freedom crashed 
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down on me and swept me off my feet."^^ 

Roland's exhilaration might be explained superfi

cially as joy in finally having found the Dark Tower. But 

this does not explain the ominous suggestion that Roland's 

encounter is a trap from which there is absolutely no es

cape. Such a suggestion can only be explained by seeing 

the Dark Tower as a symbol, first, of death. This inter

pretation was clearly suggested in the opening lines of the 

poem. Death is a trap from which no man escapes. It is the 

epitome of man's failure to make sense of existence. This 

idea of Roland's encounter with the Dark Tower as the con

sciousness of his own personal sentence to death is strength

ened by the vivid image in stanza XXXII: 

The hills, like giants at a hunting, lay 
Chin upon hand, to see the game at bay, 

"Now stab and end the creature—to the hefti" 

(11.190-192) 

Here the individual is caught in all his helplessness before 

the incomprehensible fact of personal death. If death, 

then, is the final end of Roland's search, he has come face 

to face with the final absurdity. What use is human exist

ence in a silent, non-human universe in which the individ

ual stumbles through life searching for some meaning and 

order to justify his struggle, only to be crushed finally 

on the bleak hills of death?, 

But death is not the only thing Roland encounters 

in the Dark Tower. He also confronts the fact of his own 
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nothingness. Regardless of the end he chooses in the seri

ous world, there is always a sense of failure, a void deep 

in the core of his being, a nothingness which he can never 

escape. And this nothingness of a man is precisely his 

freedom. Roland is not only condemned to death; he is con

demned to be free.^^ 

Thus the failure symbolism of the Dark Tower intro

duced early in the poem takes on increased dimension. True, 

it symbolizes the ultimate failure of man as a mutable be

ing, subject to limitation and death: in this sense it is 

the symbol of Roland's being. But it is also the symbol 

of a deeper failure: that of Roland's--or any man's--proj-

ect to relate himself to an absolute meaning either within 

or without himself. In this sense, it is a symbol of Ro

land's nothingness. Hence the Dark Tower becomes the com

posite symbol of Roland's encounter with himself as a com

bination of being and nothingness. In a word, he confronts 

his inescapable freedom, a freedom both exhilarating and 

ominous. 

Freedom is precisely the nothingness which is 
made-to-be at the heart of man and which forces 
rhimj to make himself instead of to be. . . . 
for the findividual] to be is to choose one
self; nothing comes to QhimJ either from the 
outside or from within which CheDcan receive or 
accept. Without any help whatsoever Qhe] is 
entirely abandoned to the intolerable necessity 
of making fhimselfj be—down to the slightest 
detail."^^ 

It is evident from Sartre's description that freedom is 
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exactly the opposite of what Roland has chosen thus far. 

If he can and does choose to accept his freedom, he must 

undergo a radical transformation. 

The choice Roland does make is evident in the last 

thirty lines of the poem. No longer the weary seeker of 

rest at any price, Roland's speech is charged with an un

derlying and hardly contained current of excitement and lu

cid awareness from the point of his discovery of the Dark 

Tower to the challenging blast on his horn: 

There they stood, ranged along the hillsides, met 
To view the last of me, a living frame 
For one more picture 1 in a sheet of flame 

I saw them and I knew them all. And yet 
Dauntless the slug-horn to my lips I set. 

And blew. "Childe Roland to the Dark Tower 
came." 

(11.199-205) 

"Not see?" "Not hear?" On the contrary, Roland is intense

ly conscious of the absurdity of man's death and his futile 

efforts to accomplish anything meaningful in the face of 

death. "And yet"--in those two words Roland embodies the 

heart of his response, a response which echoes Camus' re

volt, freedom, passion: "By the sheer activity of my con

sciousness, I transform into a rule of life what was an in

vitation to death."^^ Roland's choice of the Dark Tower 

is a choice of his freedom, of the absolute absurdity of hu

man existence. And that choice is inseparable from his act 

of rebellion and commitment trumpeted in the closing lines 

of the poem. 
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In summary, an explication of "Childe Roland . . . " 

in light of existentialist concepts produces meaningful re

sults. It accounts for the otherwise puzzling and somewhat 

unconvincing transformation of Roland at the end of the 

poem. Existentialism, as has been stated, stresses the rad

ical change which occurs when a man faces his freedom and 

fully accepts its consequences. Such a transformation re

sults in a man acting in a way which nothing in his life 

to that moment could have predicted.2^ Such is Roland's 

change. The weary, acquiescing knight who confronts the 

beggar is simply not the same man who raises the horn to 

his lips in challenge. How else can the change be ex

plained? In the nothingness which is his own freedom, Ro

land has chosen himself anew. He is no longer seeking to 

be, but to make himself continually—which is all the be

ing the individual can ever really have.^^ This is one 

explanation of the excitement, the exhilaration of Roland's 

encounter with the Dark Tower. 

But a seeming contradiction arises. Existentialist 

explication has posited that the Dark Tower is the symbol 

not only of Roland's existential freedom, but of the ulti

mate failure and absurdity of his inescapable death. Does 

this not make Roland's only ultimate possibility extinction. 

Why then the exhilaration at such an absurd possibility? 

Here Camus' logic of the absurd comes into play. Roland's 

choice in the face of this absurdity is revolt. He chooser 
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deliberately to live with the constant awareness of death 

before him. He "asserts the right to live even as the sen

tence is passed."26 The exactness with which Camus' state

ment regarding the absurd man describes Roland is startling: 

The divine desponsibilite [[usually translated 
availabilityl of the man condemned to death 
before whom the walls of his prison open on a 
certain early dawn, the incredible disinterest 
with regard to everything save the pure flame 
of life--death and the absurd are here . . . 
the principles of the only reasonable freedom: 
that which a human heart can live and prove by 
its own experience.27 

Such is Roland's freedom, a mortal freedom, a human free

dom which asserts itself most fully in the face of death.28 

Besides presenting a convincing explanation of Ro

land's transformation, existentialist concepts make a co

herent, meaningful and consistent symbol of the Dark Tower. 

Building on the obvious implications of failure and death, 

existentialism enriches the symbol to include the idea of 

freedom to choose oneself anew. 

"Childe Roland to the Dark Tower Came" is a poem 

describing a man's choice in the face of the unknown and 

the unexplainable. It is completely Browning: "Let me 

taste the whole of it . . ." (1.17)^*^ of life and of death, 

and by choosing, affirm the dignity of human existence. A 

man who—like Roland—makes such a choice is, existentially, 

a man in good faith. 
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"Giuseppe Caponsacchi" 

While Childe Roland illustrates the moment of crisis 

in which a man encounters the existential choice, Giuseppe 

Caponsacchi illustrates not only the moment of choice, but 

the commitment which embodies the choice in good faith. 

However, before attempting to explicate the priest's 

monologue in The Ring and the Book, it might be well to re

turn to words of Sartre's quoted in part earlier: 

. . . I'existentialism n'est rien du tout sinon 
une certaine maniere d'envisager les questions 
huraaines, en refusant de donner a I'homme une 
nature fixee pour toujours. It allait de pair, 
autrefois, chez Kierkegaard, avec la foi reli-
gieuse. Aujourd'hui, I'existentialism francais 
tend a s'accompagner d'une declaration d'atneisme, 
mais cela n'est pas absolument necessaire. . . .30 

Giuseppe Caponsacchi effectively illustrates Sartre's gen

eralization that existentialism and religious faith are 

essentially compatible. He is a convincing portrait of a 

man who discovers his freedom and acts upon it in good faith. 

On one hand Caponsacchi can be compared in a number 

of significant respects to Sartre's hero, Orestes, in The 

Flies. Both lead a youthful existence as aesthete and un

committed intellectual. Both are brought to the realiza

tion of their possibilities in freedom by the look of an

other—Pompillia and Electra. Both choose themselves anew 

by passionate commitment to act against tradition and the 

moral taboos of their respective societies. And finally 

both assume full responsibility for the terrible conse-
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quences of their choice and stand before their accusers un

repentant and willing to bear the full burden of their new 

freedom alone. The most striking parallel, however, is their 

attitude toward society's right to judge their "crimes." 

. . . I might lock lips, 
Laugh at your jurisdiction: what have you 
To do with me in this matter?3'' 

(11.1597-1599) 

Caponsacchi's stinging question flung into the faces of his 

smug, conventional priest-judges is echoed in Orestes' re

tort to the platitudinous deity, Zeus: "As for me I do not 

hate you. What have I to do with you or you with me? We 

shall glide past each other like ships in a river without 

touching. "-̂ ^ Caponsacchi has much in common with the hero 

of humanistic existentialism. 

On the other hand, Caponsacchi is also a Christian. 

Thus, much insight into his actions can be gained by study

ing him in light of Soren Kierkegaard's ideas regarding the 

modes of human existence, human freedom and human commitment. 

Especially relevant to Caponsacchi are Kierkegaard's "stages 

of life": the aesthetic, the ethical and the paradoxically 

Christian. These stages are not "successive stages through 

which every man must pass in temporal sequence" but rather 

"modes of orientation in which one motif or the other domi

nates."-̂ -̂  Each stage is separated from the other by a qual

itative leap, so that a man cannot live in two levels at 

once, though the lower stage may find a proper place sub-
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ordinate to the higher.3^ 

Caponsacchi moves through the three stages. He de

votes himself to the pleasure of the moment until his meet

ing with Pompillia. Awakened from the half-life he has been 

living by a glimpse of what he might be, he leaps to the 

ethical stage and vows to remain true to the universal prin

ciple of duty. Frustrated by the dilemma of conflicting 

principles, Caponsacchi leaps to the paradoxical Christian 

stage in which the absolute demands of the universal are 

suspended for a higher imperative of divine love known only 

by the individual as he encounters it in a specific situa

tion. It is in this stage that Caponsacchi can fully en

gage his freedom in total and passionate commitment to il

lustrate the existential proposition that "truth is sub

jectivity."35 

Both levels, the Christian and the humanistic, pro

vide rich insights into Caponsacchi's situation and his de

cision to act contrary to established traditions and his 

own "nature." Both need to be explored at length. For 

purposes of clarity, I have attempted to separate them in 

the discussion, but they are often closely interrelated 

and in many points almost inseparable. Most important, 

however, both levels, while incompatible in some points, 

strongly support the thesis of Caponsacchi's freedom and 

his action in good faith. 

In explicating the monologue from the viewpoint of 



38 

Christian existentialism, it is striking how closely Brown

ing's Christian character conforms to Kierkegaard's descrip

tion of the modes of being or the "stages of life" possible 

to a Christian. The first of these stages is the aesthetic 

stage, which Kierkegaard explores through a character, John 

the Seducer, in the first volume of Either/Or. The aesthete 

lives in immediacy. He strives to live so as to multiply 

pleasure indefinitely, whether sensuous or intellectual.3^ 

Such a life, Caponsacchi tells his judges, was urged on him 

by his superiors in the church: "Renounce the world? Nay, 

keep and give it usl / Let us have you and boast of what 

you bring" (11.305-306). The church, he was assured, wanted 

only "that superior gift you have / Of making madrigals—" 

(11.327-328). And Caponsacchi follows their advice willing

ly: 

According to prescription did I live 
--Conformed myself, both read the breviary 
And wrote the rhymes, was punctual to my place 
I' the Pieve and as diligent at my post 
Where beauty and fashion rule. I throve apace. 
Sub-deacon, Canon, the authority 
For delicate play at tarocs, and arbiter 
0' the magnitude of fan-mounts. 

(11.339-3^6) 

His criteria for achieving success are "A polished presence, 

a genteel manner, wit / At will and tact at every pore" 
(11.368-369). The dominant motif of his life is immediacy: 

Day by day, I had risen and left this church 
At the signal waved me by some foolish fan 
With half a curse and half a pitying smile 
For the monk I stumbled over in my haste. 
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. . . " There, 
Be thankful you are no such ninny, go 
Rather to teach a black-eyed novice cards. . . . 

(11.968-977) 

But the aesthetic stage leads finally to boredom and 

futility.37 Caponsacchi, whose fashionable reputation is 

considerable by this time, encounters Pompillia one night 

at the theatre and her look fills him with a strange dis

comfort: "That night and next day did the gaze endure, / 

Burnt to my brain, as sunbeams through shut eyes. . ." 

(11.^30-^31). Under Pompillia's gaze, the young priest is 

suddenly awakened to the pettiness of his striving for favor, 

the shallowness of his intellectual pretensions and the so

phisticated boredom of his life in general. He sits one 

evening in the gathering darkness, 

. . . thinking how my life 
Had shaken under me--broke short indeed 
And showed the gap between what is and what 

should be— 
And into what abysm the soul may slip. 
Leave aspiration here, achievement there. 
Lacking omnipotence to connect extremes. 

(11.^80-^85) 

In these lines Caponsacchi is describing a mood which has 

much in common with the existentialist concept of "dread." 

This emotion is not like fear of a specific thing. It is 

rather the "presentment of a something which is nothing."3° 

John Wild's description of dread captures its mood: "No 

definite danger threatens. It comes from all sides. There 

is no defense. We cannot hide from it. The warm and friend

ly environment disappears. A strange curtain falls between 
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me and the world. The color of life grows thin. . . . I 

find myself alone, surrounded by alien things."39 Capon

sacchi 's solid little world is suddenly threatened by this 

alien nothingness which he describes in terras of a "gap" 

and an "abysm" thrust into his inner awareness. 

The experience of dread awakens a man, "searches 

his soul thoroughly" says Kierkegaard^^ and reveals that 

a man might be other than he is. "Dread is the possibility 

of freedom."^ Unfortunately, however, most men, frightened 

by their own possibilities, spend their lives trying to 

evade this persistent feeling of dread. Caponsacchi is, 

at first, no different. Unwilling to face the nothingness 

underlying his life and the possibilities that nothingness 

posits, he tries to smother the feeling by indifference 

and diversion. 

John Wild has pointed out that a man fleeing from 

dread will often immerse himself in activity for its own 

sake. He expands his appetite for the curious and new. 

But, warns Wild, though he may lose himself in this way for 

a while, his diversion may also turn on him and bring him 

to a situation in which "authentic choice" of himself in 
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freedom is demanded.^*^ (The term "authentic choice" par

allels the choice in good faith.) We see this pattern de

velop in Caponsacchi. 

First he refuses to accept the "mock invitation" of 

Guide's first scheming letter and to afford himself the 



"permissible jest" of exposing the fraud (11.5^1-5^7). This 

refusal reveals not only the extent to which dread has shak

en the young priest's world, but also the "cloud of confused 

indifference"^-^ which has settled over him. "I am not in 

the mood," he repeats dully (1.5^8). As the letters con

tinue to come, however, Caponsacchi's curiosity is pricked. 

For a whole month he amuses himself by writing stern replies 

to the mock love letters--replies he knows will "tantalize 

and enrage" (1.605) the scheming Guido and yet will enable 

their author to remain aloof from any involvement. But as 

Wild suggests, Caponsacchi's diversion overtakes him and 

confronts him with a demand for authentic choice. One even

ing he receives a letter with a different message. It no 

longer implores him to come to Pompillia, but to "stay away 

from the window" (1.6U0). Though he realizes what Guido is 

trying to do, Caponsacchi decides to go anyway, being "tired 

of the same long black teasing lie" (1.666), and anticipat

ing the satisfaction of throwing that lie back in Guide's 

face. 

But the unexpected happens. Caponsacchi comes face 

to face, not with Guido, but with Pompillia, and her plea 

turns his already troubled world up-side-down: 

. . . "Take me to Romel 
Take me as you would take a dog . . . 
The way to end dreams is to break them, stand, 
Walk, go: then help me to stand, walk and go I" 

(11.789, 800, 807-808) 

In this direct appeal for action, Pompillia has presented 
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Caponsacchi with the possibility of his freedom to choose 

himself anew, or in Kierkegaardian terms, with the possi

bility of authentic decision. Her demand as a married wo

man upon him, a priest, is, in the eyes of established tra

dition, unthinkable. But for the fashionable priest, the 

gifted, witty Caponsacchi to risk his excellent future, his 

chance for a coveted position at Rome, in order to satisfy 

the whim of a disobedient child-bride—the thought is ab

surd 1 

Pompillia, however, does not see the fashionable 

priest in the Caponsacchi who stands under her window. 

. . . at no time, you with the eyes here. 
Ever intended to do wrong by me. 
Nor wrote such letters therefore. It is false. 
And you are true, have been true, will be true. 
To Rome then—when is it you will take me there? 

(11.862-866) 

Pompillia does not know Caponsacchi. Therefore, she is not 

describing Caponsacchi as he now is or as he has been, but 

as he could be. Her words confront the young priest with 

a new project of being other than he is. (At this point, 

the humanistic description of the existential crisis is in

troduced as it is more specifically related to Caponsacchi's 

experience.) 

By seeing him as "true," Pompillia has indirectly 

made Caponsacchi see himself as "untrue"; she has crystalized 

or objectified his earlier choice of choosing as his proj

ect the prescribed role of "aesthete-priest" set down for 
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him by worldly churchmen". Caponsacchi's encounter at this 

moment is described almost exactly by Jacques Salvan in To 

Be and Not To Be: "The liberating instant which will ob

jectify this life-project and make it a past may arise sud

denly in the light of a new project heralded by anguish 

Ldread] and by the fear of becoming other than I am."^^ 

In Kierkegaardian terms, Pompillia's plea has awakened 

Caponsacchi to a new and distinct mode of practical aware

ness of self,^5 whereby "the self contemplates itself in 

freedom and the result is an empty possibility of being 

able."^^ 

In some sense, then, what Pompillia is saying to 

Caponsacchi is that he is free, he has been free and he will 

be free. And this new possibility is at least part of what 

Caponsacchi is describing when he exclaims, "Pompillia spoke 

and I at once received / Accepted my own fact, my miracle, 

/Self-authorized and self-explained. . ." (11.903-905). 

The argument for Caponsacchi's encounter with Pom

pillia as an encounter with his own freedom is further 

strengthened in a passage which reverberates with the mood 

of radical change and again, duplicates the mood of Sartre's 

hero, Orestes. This new freedom is not a product of ra

tional thought, but an awareness which surges up before him. 

Caponsacchi says, "Thought? Nay sirs, what shall follow was 

not thought," (1.922). This encounter was inescapable: 



By the invasion I lay passive to 
In rushed new things, the old were rapt away; 
Alike abolished—the imprisonment 
Of the outside air, the inside weight of the 

world 
That pulled me down. 

(11.932-936) 

Orestes describes his encounter in similar terms: 

Suddenly, out of the blue, freedom crashed down 
on me and swept me off my feet. . . . I knew my
self utterly alone in this well-meaning little 
universe . . . I was like a man who's lost his 
shadow. And there is nothing left in heaven, no 
right or wrong nor anyone to give me orders.^7 

Both Caponsacchi and Orestes feel released from 

former artificial limitations and barriers by the irre

sistible force of their individual freedom. But it is 

significant that while Orestes sees himself as "utterly 

alone," Caponsacchi feels himself filled with "new things." 

This difference illustrates well an important divergence 

of Christian and humanistic existentialists. The latter--

as will be pointed out specifically later in the discussion 

--regards Caponsacchi's next act as a rejection of his free

dom and a definite act of bad faith. The Christian exis

tentialist, however, sees Caponsacchi's next act as an en

gagement of his freedom, as a new choice to commit himself 

to long-range purposes rather than living in immediacy and 

refusing to choose. The new things Caponsacchi feels rush

ing into his awareness are the universal moral principles 

of the "ethical stage." Caponsacchi's duty to these prin-

ciples is absolutely binding.^" Thus when he says, "Into 
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another state, under new rule / I knew myself was passing 

swift and sure" (11.9^9-950), he is referring to the new 

rule of the universal church on her true priests. He sees 

the Church as calling him to absolute obedience to the 

priestly duty of self-denial. He hears the new voice of 

the Church saying to him, "Leave that live passion, come 

be dead with mel" (I.986). "Sirs, I obeyed," he tells his 

judges. Caponsacchi takes the leap into a higher quality 

of life by engaging his freedom in commitment--in this 

case commitment to his duty as a priest. 

But though the ethical stage is a higher stage than 

the aesthetic, it also is doomed to its own special despair 

and frustration—a frustration illustrated perfectly in 

Caponsacchi. In giving absolute obedience to his duty, the 

young priest must break his promise to aid Pompillia. For 

three days he wrestles with himself, trying to convince 

himself that what he is doing is, indeed, all he can do. 

. . . Dawn broke, noon broadened, I— 
I sat stone still and let time run over me. 

(11.1007-1008) 

She counts the minutes until I keep my word 
And come to say all is ready. I am a priest. 
Duty to God is duty to her: I think 
God who created her, will save her too 
Some new way, by one miracle the more. 
Without me. Then prayer may avail, perhaps. 

(11.1013-1018) 

The next day, the glaring conflict between duties intensi

fies: 
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Again the morning found me. "I will work. 
Tie down my foolish thoughts. Thank God so farl 
I have saved her from scandal, stopped the tongues 
Had broken else into a cackle and hiss 
Around the noble name. Duty is still 
Wisdom: I have been wise." 

Til.103^-1039) 

Caponsacchi 's words embody the pos i t ion of the e t h i c a l man 

e x a c t l y . 

And his words also pinpoint the difficulties which 

arise for the ethical man. By refraining from creating a 

scandal--around his own name as well as Pompillia's—by 

doing his duty as a priest, Caponsacchi is violating an 

equally valid moral principle which demands protection for 

the suffering and helpless. As Martin Heinecken says, 

"Here is the rock on which the universal ethical principle 

shatters. . . . Human beings are constantly caught in tragic 

conflicts of duty from which there is no escape on the level 

of the ethical."^9 

Nor can Caponsacchi escape from the terrible dilemma 

presented by his choice of the ethical. He seeks an escape 

by going to Pompillia as "priest and friend" (1.10U2) in 

an effort to counsel and soothe her with advice. (After 

Caponsacchi has engaged his freedom authentically, he re

joices that Pompillia calls him friend and not priest 

[11.1361-1362] .) But he is faced once again with her frank 

gaze and her piercing question: "Why is nothing done? You 

know my need" (1.1056). 

Once more Browning's character conforms with stran̂ je 
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accuracy to existentialist description of man in crisis. 

Caponsacchi's decision is not an objective one; that is, 

it is not deliberated or reasoned. Rather it is an abrupt 

leap into a new quality of life. Pompillia asks him simply, 

". . . shall I be saved or no?" (1.1058), and Caponsacchi's 

Immediate reply comes, "Lady, waste no thought, no word, / 

Even to forgive mel Care for what I care— / Only I Now 

follow as I were fatel" (1.1059-1061).' 

Later Caponsacchi describes his feelings at that 

moment: 

\jr\ . . . felt time's old barrier-growth of 
right and fit 

Give way through all its twines and let me go. 
Use and wont recognized the excepted man. 
Let speed the special service--. . . . 

(11.1109-1112) 

The "barrier-growth of right and fit" he speaks of here is 

the universal principle which impedes his obedience to a 

higher imperative of divine love whose concern is for the 

human needs of the present moment.^^ Thus the ethical 

stage gives way to the third stage, the paradoxically Chris

tian. In this stage, the idea that "truth is subjectivity" 

attains its full significance.^^ 

Before we can understand this third and highest 

stage, it is necessary to understand Kierkegaard's funda

mental concept of truth. In The Concept of Dread. Kierke

gaard says that truth is the work of freedom in "that it 

is constantly engaged in producing truth," and that " . . . 

truth exists for the particular individual only as he pro-
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is willing in the deepest sense to recognize the truth, to 

let it permeate his whole being, to assume all the conse

quences of it. . . ."5^ For Kierkegaard, such subjective 

truth can only be discerned inwardly on the basis of "ob

jective uncertainty."53 Finally because of its inwardness, 

a man's truth is not communicable to others; thus he is 

answerable to no one except God. 

This concept of inward truth created in action as 

a direct product of a man's freedom is especially relevant, 

as it supports first the Pope's and then Pompillia's de

scription of Caponsacchi. The Pope exclaims in his own 

monologue in The Ring and the Book; 

. . . his own mere impulse guides the man— 

Will he repeat the prodigy? Perhaps. 
Can he teach others how to quit themselves. 
Show why this step was right while that were wrong? 
How should he? "Ask your hearts as I ask 

mine . . • 
And get discreetly through the morrice too; 
If your heart misdirect you--quit the stage. 
And make amends, be there amends to make." 

(11.1913, 1920-1926) 

Here is the new man, the Pope says, the "experimentalist" 

whose truth is inward and unique, not capable of being com

municated or even applied to others. 

Earlier it was suggested that one meaning of Pom

pillia 's description of Caponsacchi, "you are true . . . " 

(1.865) involved his possibilities in freedom. Pompillia 

partially defines this truth by her very plea: Caponsacchi 
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is "true" because he can engage himself freely in her be

half: 

I see here, steadfast in the face of y o u — 
You grudge not to do one thing that I ask. 
Then why is nothing done? . . . 

(11.105^-1056) 

Not one thing restrains him, Pompillia is saying. But with

out action there is no truth, regardless of all the fine 

devotion to universal principles of duty, or of the prayer 

and advice he might try to substitute. Caponsacchi's 

"truth" can only be realized and confirmed by daring, as he 

says, "to hold my head in pledge," and to "pay the run and 

risk to heart's content" (11.113O-I131). 

Thus, in a very real sense, "truth is subjectivity" 

for Caponsacchi: his act of helping Pompillia flee from 

her husband without f.urther thought to his priestly duty to 

remain aloof from passionate engagement in life is a true 

one, but it is an extremely personal truth. He cannot de

mand it of others or claim it as a universal principle be

cause it refers only to his specific situation.^ Capon

sacchi is completely aware of this fact: he calls himself 

"the excepted man" who is performing the "special service" 

(11.1108-1109). And, as he finds out, such truth is not 

communicable. The world, not having encountered this truth 

in existence, will never understand. He will be condemned 

by the strict moralist,^^ by those whose power depends on 

the authority of rules and principles. Moreover, he is 
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grossly misunderstood by those who would use his suspension 

of certain ethical laws as a justification for their own 

selfish misconduct. 

Such, in fact, is the attitude Caponsacchi's judges 

take toward him, an attitude which only serves to compound 

the lies which blur the inward truth of his actions. Capon

sacchi refers bitterly to this attitude on many occasions: 

Come, smile I 
The proper wink at the hot-headed youth 
Who lets his soul show. . . . 

(127-128) 

If I pretended simply to be pure 
Honest and Christian in the case—absurd I 

. . . But once 
Abate my crest, own flaws in the flesh, agree 
To go with the herd, be hog no more or less. 
Why hogs in common herd have common rights. 
I must not be unduly borne upon. 
Who has just romanced a little, sowed wild 

o a t s . . . . 
(11.1690-1699) 

But even this gross distortion cannot mar or degrade the 

subjective truth which Caponsacchi's freedom has created, 

and he flings this fact at his judges: 

I have done with being judged, 
I stand here guiltless in thought, word and deed 
To the point that I apprise you--in contempt 
For all the misapprehending ignorance 
0' the human heart, much more the mind of Christ— 
That I assuredly did bow, was blessed 
By the revelation of Pompillia. There I 
Such is the final fact I fling you. Sirs, 
To mouth and mumble and misinterpret: there 
"The priest's in love," have it the vulgar wayl 

(II.I833-I8U1) 

"The question," Kierkegaard insists, "is whether a 

man is willing . . . to recognize the truth and let it per-
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meate his whole being, to assume all the consequences of 

it. . . ,"-?" Caponsacchi answers that question emphatically 

and affirmatively. However, since this concept of commit

ment corresponds closely with the concept of total commit-

ment--total responsibility found everywhere in the litera

ture of humanistic existentialism, we will reserve consid

eration of this point for the discussion of Caponsacchi's 

choice of good faith from the humanistic viewpoint. 

Many parallels between the two viewpoints--Chris-

tian and humanistic—have already been explored in the 

course of the discussion. Yet many significant differences 

remain. For instance Caponsacchi's conduct through the 

aesthetic and especially the ethical stages would be, in 

humanistic terms, in bad faith. (It should be made clear 

that humanistic existentialism recognizes no such "stages." 

The Kierkegaardian labels are used because they are con

venient and familiar to the reader.) 

As the fashionable priest, Caponsacchi is passively 

letting the Church dictate his role in life. Yet, at the 

same time, in the humanistic view, he is closer to good 

faith in this stage than in the ethical stage, for here, at 

least, he realizes that he is playing a role. When he hes

itates to take the austere vows of priesthood: "How shall 

holiest flesh engage to keep such vows inviolate, how much 

less mine?" (11.26^-266), the Bishop reassures him: 
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Incapable? 
Qualmish of conscience? Thou ingenious boyi 
Clear up the clouds and cast thy scruples farl 
I satisfy thee there's an easier sense 
Wherein to take such vows that suits the first 
Rough rigid reading. 

(11.269-27^) 

All he has to do, the Bishop explains, is to become a "show

piece" for the Church, exercise his gifts of poesy, wit and 

charm. Such a role Caponsacchi can play: "So I became 

a priest: those terms changed it all, / I was good enough 

for that, nor cheated so," (11.332-333). 

At this point, Caponsacchi is in many ways symbolic 

of the uncommitted intellectual whom existentialists—es

pecially Sartre--dislike and distrust. But he has not made 

the deep plunge into bad faith that he is to make immediate

ly after he encounters his possibilities for freedom in Pom

pillia 's first plea. Such a retreat into bad faith is not 

inconsistent with existentialist description. Camus and 

Sartre both say that a man may accept or reject his free

dom—that, indeed, most men spend their lives fleeing from 

it. 57 

Thus what Kierkegaard describes as a leap into the 

ethical is, for Sartre, a leap into bad faith: the ethical 

man gives absolute meaning to external principles and val

ues. But, says Sartre, there are not universal rules of 

conduct, only individual ones, born of that individual's 

freedom. (It is important to note that the difference be

tween Sartre and Kierkegaard in regard to the ethical man 
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is basically one of attitude, not description: Sartre 

thoroughly condemns holding to absolutes; Kierkegaard finds 

some good, but points out its insufficiencies in guiding 

human choices.) 

Unable to face the strain of their lonely freedom, 

most men, continues Sartre, hide behind the belief " . . . 

that somehow the external world is so structured that it 

guarantees the worth of its objects, it provides specific 

tasks which have to be done, it demands of each person a 

definite way of living. . . . Whether God, Nature or a 

transcendant society is responsible, the order of things is 

absolute. It is a serious world."^ 

Caponsacchi retreats behind the absolute value of 

his duty as a true priest. He hears the Church say to him: 

", . . let the free bestow their life blood, / Thou art 

pulseless nowl" (11.966-967). He engulfs himself in the 

serious world, fills up his own being as "priest": 

. . . how true, 
I am a priest. I see the function here 

This is the true, seals up the perfect sum. 
I pay it, sit down silently. 

(11.1002-1006) 

I am a priest. . . . 
Duty to God is duty to her. 

(11.101^-1015) 

. . . Duty is still 
Wisdom. I have been wise. 

(11.1038-1039) 

Almost frantically, Caponsacchi reminds himself over and 
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over of his absolute duty as a priest, a duty which gives 

ground and substance to his being and excuses him from 

assuming any responsibility for his actions: for if God 

has commanded complete self-sacrifice to the passions of 

living, then he literally has no choice. He is completely 

incapable of doing what Pompillia asks of him. The ter

rible responsibility for refusing aid is thus lifted from 

his shoulders and transferred to God's. 

Faced with Pompillia's second plea, the carefully 

placed structures of bad faith topple around Caponsacchi 

and he responds to his possibilities in good faith. Hazel 

Barnes' description of the existentialist hero is a fitting 

description of Caponsacchi at this moment: "Within what

ever situation he finds himself, he must choose among the 

limitations offered him. There is no escape from choice 

and no complete escape from the burden of lone individual

ity."^^ 

Earlier, Caponsacchi had used the fact that he 

could not know the outcome of his actions as an excuse for 

inaction. If Pompillia were only sure that her flight would 

bring about the good she anticipated, even though it might 

mean disobedience to his vows, then, Caponsacchi tells him

self, "I should sin--God forgives" (11.1021-102^). What a 

contrast to his attitude as he greets Pompillia at the be

ginning of their flight: 
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To Rome, as if the road burned underneath 1 
Reach Home, then hold my head in pledge, I pay 
The run and the risk to heart's content. 

(11.1129-1131) 

Caponsacchi's words and ensuing actions suggest the mood 

of meaningful and authentic existence as described by 

existentialism: 

The legitimate existentialist view holds that life 
may be meaningful . . . only if one is willing 
to engage in action where everything is at stake 
and without any guarantee either of the outcome 
or of any essential rightness.^0 

Decisive existence . . . means expanding my devo
tion to its final limits in the ultimate which is 
really mine. . . . This is human integrity, the 
whole of a human person concentrated in a single 
moment by a decision . . . free from all routine 
commitments and . . . open to any possibility in 
a given situation, including that of self-rever
sal. This is what the existentialist means by 
choice and decision.^'* 

Caponsacchi's good faith is further revealed in 

his actions toward Pompillia. According to existentialism, 

once a man has chosen good faith, "then the fact that we 

both n6ed others and recognize a duty toward them is in

escapable."^^ This duty consists of respecting the other'd 

freedom and, where possible, refusing to limit or ensnare 

that freedom. If, in giving aid, one individual tries to 

determine another's life, regardless of the goodness of 

his intentions, he is limiting the other's freedom. The 

only way a man can help another man and leave his freedom 

intact, de Beauvoir points out, is "when he expects some

thing from us and we give him precisely what he asks." 
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However, once he has freely chosen a.project which involves 

another person, " [hej can never make a further decision in 

which Lthe other^ is not somehow there."^3 

Does this not describe Caponsacchi's choice and his 

attitude toward Pompillia? In bad faith, he offers her only 

prayers and priestly counsel; in good faith he offers her 

exactly what she asks of him—flight. And having once free

ly chosen to include her, he continues to make choices which 

vitally affect her existence, choices which, in the last 

analysis, lead to her death. 

That final tragedy Caponsacchi could, of course, 

not forsee. Perhaps in no other Browning poem is the ab

surdity of human endeavor to make sense of life so starkly 

etched. Acting in good faith does not—cannot—guarantee 

favorable consequences. As often as not, man is crushed 

against life whether he faces his situation honestly or 

closes his eyes to it. But—and this is what existential

ism is all about—the fact that life is ambiguous and un

reasonable, the absurdity of human existence does not excuse 

man from the responsibility of recognizing, choosing and 

engaging his freedom. Caponsacchi could not know that he 

was carrying Pompillia to a horrible death, nor could he 

have any guarantee that their flight would insure her safety 

or happiness. But his response to the situation was to en

gage his freedom in action and then to accept the full bur

den of responsibility for the consequences of his act, in 
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anguish and sorrow, but freely and alone: "I thought I had 

saved her: I appealed to Rome. / It seems I simply sent 

her to her death" (11.1565-1566). This response is per

haps the strongest evidence of Caponsacchi's good faith 

and illustrates well the existentialist concept of "total 

freedom and total responsibility."^^ He even refuses to 

blame his blind, negligent judges: 

I could have killed him ere he killed his wife 
And did not: he went off alive and well. 
And then effected this last feat through mel 
Me--not through you--dismiss that fear. 

(11.1865-1868) 

Caponsacchi readily assumes the responsibility for 

his choices, but he disdainfully rejects the right of his 

judges to pass judgement on his acts, for "each person's 

world is a totality existing for himself alone and allowing 

no comparison with the world of another."^^ 

The full burden of loneliness and anguish which 

freedom entails is clearly revealed in the closing lines 

of the monologue. The young priest speaks with obvious 

pain of the possibilities which his relationship with Pom

pillia has opened to him (11.2052-2068). But she is gone 

and Caponsacchi, like Orestes, turns to a strange new life 

of exile. 

At this point, Caponsacchi seems to shrink from 

continued commitment in good faith. He says that he intends 

to return to his old duty: " . . . when exile ends / I :r,oan 

to do my duty and live long" (11.20U6-20U8). This admission 
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may be an indication of a retreat from full commitment of 

his freedom, but it is evident at the same time, that his 

definition of duty has changed. Once that duty had been 

to "Leave that live passion, come be dead with mel" (I.986); 

now, however, he urges that " . . . priests should study 

passion; How else cure mankind / Who comes for help in 

passionate extremes?" (11.20^9-2051). How, Caponsacchi 

seems to be saying, can a man know the inward truth of hu

man existence and struggle if he does not encounter it ex

istentially? 

Finally, if Caponsacchi is attempting to "pass con

tent" from recognizing and engaging his freedom, his last 

agonized cry reveals his ultimate failure to escape. He 

is, as Sartre says, "condemned to be free" in a "low, ob

scure, petty world" (1.2057) which meets his longing for 

the "true, the good and the eternal" (11.2060-2061) with 

the "old solitary nothingness" of his dreadful freedom to 

choose himself rather than to be. 



CHAPTER III 

THE EXISTENTIAL CHOICE IN BAD FAITH 

"Andrea del Sarto" 

"Andrea del Sarto" can be explicated as a thorough

ly consistent portrait of a man in bad faith (mauvalse foi). 

Many facets of such an explication have already been sug

gested. Roma King, in The Bow and the Lyre, points out 

structural evidence for Andrea's "inner emptiness," his 

"struggle against self-realization" and his lack of passion.' 

All of these factors enter into and reinforce the existen

tialist description of bad faith. Yet King comes to the 

conclusion at the end of his study that "Andrea is incapable 

of either conceiving of or enjoying complete freedom."^ 

Certainly that is what Andrea would have his lis

teners believe, because that is exactly what Andrea him

self wants to believe. But he cannot ever completely sti

fle his freedom; thus he vacillates between half-satisfied 

resignation, bitterness at Lucrezia's failure to inspire, 

and anguished glimpses of his own freedom. Hazel Barnes 

describes Andrea's situation aptly: "No matter how hard 

one m.ay try to glue down the wings of consciousness, it will 

soar free at the most inconvenient moment, leaving anguish 

in its wake."3 

The opening line sets the tone of the monologue. 

Andrea is pleading for a few quiet moments with his wii'e, 

59 
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Lucrezia. He needs her; she is his refreshment, his incen

tive to work: 

. . . should you let me sit 
Here by the window with your hand in mine 
And look a half-hour forth on Fiesole, 

I might get up tomorrow to my work 
Cheerful and fresh as ever. Let us try. 

(11.13-15, 18-19) 

The first thirty lines of the monologue reveal much 

about both Andrea and Lucrezia. She appears almost imme

diately suspect, for she is evidently annoyed at having to 

spend time with her husband. In fact, her faithlessness to 

him is strongly suggested. Andrea's own statement implies 

that her only interest in his art is mercenary. Andrea, on 

the other hand, seems deeply devoted to Lucrezia's every 

wish and enraptured by her physical beauty. In short, 

Andrea seems a helpless victim to an overpowering love. 

But this initial impression is no sooner presented 

than it is interrupted by the interjection of a sharp twist 

of irony. In the midst of admiring Lucrezia's beauty, 

Andrea muses: 

My face, my moon, my everybody's moon 
Which everybody looks on and calls his. 
And I suppose, is looked on by in turn 
While she looks--no ones. . . . 

(11.29-32) 

On the surface, such a statement refers to the fact that 

Andrea, as he has just told us, uses his wife for a model. 

Thus, as it appears on his canvas, Lucrezia's face is looked x 

on, admired and desired by all who view his work. But the 
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statement, set in the framework of Lucrezia's attitude and 

darkened by the shadow of her "friend's friend" (1.5) 

not only strengthens the hint of her faithlessness, but 

also places Andrea in an entirely new light. He is no long

er the gentle, unsuspecting husband. He knows of his wife's 

wanderings. He is aware that she is using him--in the 

grossest sense of the word. 

The syrapathy felt initially for Andrea is thus 

called into question. Romantic inclination might allow for 

Andrea's prostitution of his art in order to save what he 

considers a valuable and inspiring relationship. But his 

actions can no longer be seen as an attempt to keep Lucre

zia's love, because it is evident that he is fully aware 

that she does not belong to him--or to anyone else for that 

matter. 

The essential question then arises. Is Andrea so 

over-powered by emotion--love in this case--that he is help

less? Is Browning presenting a man who, as Roma King says, 

is "tragically incapable" of conceiving or grasping his free

dom? Or is he, not incapable, but unwilling to face the 

strain of accepting the full burden of responsibility for 

himself and must he, therefore, fix himself absolutely by 

making his wife, his past, his innate nature and even God 

responsible for his misspent, timid existence? > 

That Andrea's situation is not predetermined but 

his own choice can best be illustrated by comparing it with 
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Sartre's description in Being and Nothingness of bad faith 

in human relations, and in particular the masochistic re

lationship.^ Bad faith in human relations consists gener

ally of trying to hide from oneself by making someone 

else—Sartre calls him the Other—responsible for his ex

istence. Man does this by denying his own subjectivity 

and becoming an object before the Other. Sartre explains: 

"I attempt, therefore, to engage myself wholly in my being-

as-object. I refuse to be anything more than an object. 

I rest upon the Other. . . ."^ By becoming an object, by 

letting the Other use him as a thing, the individual gains 

the assurance that he is completely determined and thus not 

responsible for himself. Barnes says of such a man: 

He demands pain and suffering, for these are 
things which one would never--in good faith— 
choose, save perhaps as a means to a satisfying 
end. But the end set by the masochist is a spuri
ous one. At best he gets a relative pleasure 
stemm.ing from relief at not being forced to con
front his total situation honestly.° 

But masochism fails because man is not an object, 

not wholly being-as-object. Man cannot escape the con

sciousness that he is free subjectivity. Sartre says, "the 

more he tries to taste his objectivity, the more he will be 

submerged by the consciousness of his subjectivity—hence 

his anguish."7 Sartre follows his explanation with an in

teresting illustration of the inherent failure of masochis.T. 

to support bad faith. It describes Andrea's basic situation 

exactly: "Even the masochist who pays a woman to whip hi-n 
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is treating her as an instrument and by the very fact pos

its himself in transcendance in relation to her."° Finally 

because masochism is always doomed to failure, the indi

vidual who continues to practice it comes finally to seek 

failure itself as his main goal,^ but when this happens, 

the person must "deceive himself into thinking that he 

desires the opposite of what he strives to get."^^ 

Comparing Andrea's actions to those described above, 

it can be shown that the artist, feeling the upsurge of 

anguish before the failure of masochism, grasps in bad 

faith at absolutes such as his innate nature, circumstance 

and God. It can also be shown that Andrea is, in a sense, 

paying his wife to inflict emotional pain and suffering on 

him through their relationship so that he might feel wholly 

an object before her domination and abuse, and that he ac

tually uses this relationship to evade the responsibility 

for his own life. Finally it can be pointed out that An

drea maintains his masochistic attitude by deceiving him

self into thinking he longs to paint like the great masters, 

when what he has come to desire is the comforting deter

minism of constant failure. 

Andrea's masochistic attitude toward Lucrezia is 

at least strongly suggested in the first thirty-five lines 

and the suggestion gathers momentum as the monologue prog

resses. Having settled down by the window, Andrea begins 

to reveal this and other attitudes which make up his par-
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ticular project in bad faith. 

Andrea's own view of his being is introduced early 

in the poem. His life is heavy with mediocrity. It has 

been "toned down," he admits, to resemble "sober, pleasant 

Fiesole" (11.39-WO). And as the convent walls "hold the 

trees safer, huddled more inside" (1.^3), so Andrea's life 

has been safer, but more huddled, shrunken in scope and 

action: 

Ehl the whole seems to fall into a shape 
As if I saw alike my work and self 
And all I was born to be and do 
A twilight piece. . . . 

(ll.i+6-i+9) 

Andrea is both correct and sincere about his life at this 

point. But, as Sartre points out, sincerity may easily be

come the pathway to bad faith.^^ Andrea is honest in ad

mitting what he was in the past, but he shows by his next 

comment that he is not just admitting what he has been; 

Love, we are in God's hands. 
How strange now, looks the life he makes 

us lead; 
So free we seem, so fettered fast we arel 
I feel he laid the fetter; let it lie. 

(11.^9-52) 

Thus Andrea is not only admitting his past actions, but 

assuming that he must continue to be what he has been be

fore because his nature is fixed forever by the highest ab

solute, God's will. This kind of reasoning Hazel Barnes 

describes as the individual's "making of himself the proj

ect of being what he is."^^ Thus Andrea's sincerity re-
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garding himself is actually an excuse for shunning the un

certainty of his freedom, of always becoming as a free sub

jectivity and for clinging to the security of his- fixed 

being-as-object. 

Andrea's charge that God is responsible for his 

existence is followed immediately by a reference to the 

other major prop for his bad faith: his relationship with 

Lucrezia (11.5^-55). These two charges occur together 

again at the end of the long passage in which Andrea muses 

on the failure of his art. 

Here, as before, he is perfectly correct in analyz

ing that failure; but, as Roma King points out, the whole 

tone and structure of Andrea's speech lacks the passion or 

deep anguish expected in the face of such an admission.^3 

Indeed, he seems to relax and revel in his failure—almost 

as if it were his real goal. 

Andrea speaks rather matter-of-factly about the 

technical perfection of his art, an easily obtained per

fection which lacks passion and vitality: "All is silver-

gray / Placid and perfect with my art . . . " (11.98-99), 

he admits. Why? Andrea has many excuses for his failure. 

Other artists, he insists, have a "truer light of God in 

them" (1.79). What safer avenue could Andrea take to ex

plain the success of others than God's gift of light, when 

he sees himself as fettered by God with a "twilight exist

ence?" Moreover, he says, Raphael was inspired by the ad-
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miration and encouragement of kings and popes (11.10^-110), 

while Andrea must paint "from himself and to himself" (11. 

90-92). Lucrezia neither understands nor cares, and she 

is all the audience he has inside the four safe walls of 

his chamber. 

Yet the arm in Raphael's picture is ill-propor

tioned, " . . . and I could alter it" (1.115), he muses: 

But all the play, the insight, and the stretch--
Out of me, out of mel And wherefore out? 

(11.116-117) 

For a brief instant, Andrea stands on the brink of his free-

don and s:azes down into the abyss of his possibilities. 

But the strain is unbearable and he lunges desperately 

toward the more solid ground of his being-as-object and his 

excuse for failure: 

Had you enjoined them on me, given me soul 
We might have risen to Raphael, I and youl 

(11.118-119) 

Though he has just said that he was incapable by nature of 

receiving inspiration, Andrea contradi,cts himself once more 

by blaming Lucrezia for failing to inspire him. 

The charge must have been uttered with some feeling, 

for it is evident from Andrea's next statement that Lucrezia 

has recoiled, perhaps made a move to leave: 

Nay, love, you did give all I asked, I think— 
More than I merit, yes, by many times. 

(11.120-121) 

Andrea's self-effacing statement is both an attempt to pla

cate his wife so that she will remnin by his side nnd an 

-) 
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ironic admission of the truth. All that he has asked, what 

he really needs from her is her presence to dominate, hu

miliate and objectify him, and thereby to verify and sup

port his being-as-object. But as Lucrezia, in this role, 

actually serves as Andrea's tool, as an object for his use, 

he feels the failure of his masochistic project in a fresh 

upsurge of anguish. He must return quickly to his original 

line of rationalization. She is responsible for his fail

ure, he says again, as if to reassure himself. She en

snared him with her physical beauty: he is a weak and 

helpless bird after the fowler's snare (11.122-125). Yet--

Had you but brought a mind I 
Some women do so. Had the mouth there urged 
God and the glory I Never care for gain . . . 

. . . I might have done it for you. 
(11.126-128, 132) 

Even as he speaks the words, Andrea is fully aware of their 

falseness. His tone takes on a relieved passivity, almost 

bordering on indifference: 

I might have done it for you. So it seems. 
Perhaps not. All is as God overrules. 

(11.132-133) 

Andrea's confusion as he tries to cover bad faith 

with bad faith is excellently illustrated in the next twelve 

lines. He has no sooner finished chiding Lucrezia for her 

failure to inspire him, implying at the same time that he 

could not have been inspired anyway, than he changes his 

mind completely and in so doing, asks a dangerous question. 
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Incentives, he states rather too confidently, come only 

from oneself. His great contemporaries had no wives to in

spire them. "Why do I need you?" (1.135), he queries. But 

Andrea realizes suddenly that he is against a blank wall: 

to answer the question honestly would mean giving up his 

self-deception. Thus he backs away from the question for 

a moment, and begins to speak of the value of personal in

centives such as "will" and "power": ". . .we half-m.en 

struggle," he concludes, and "God . . . compensates, pun

ishes" (II.1UO-IU1). 

This particular passage is ambiguous and discon

certing. From the immediate context, it would seem that 

by "power," Andrea means ability—"who can do a thing 

. . . " (1.137). However, if we look at the word in the 

whole context of Andrea's comment to this point, it seems 

to indicate the power of a divine inspiration by which 

Raphael and Agnolo, certainly not "half-men," paint. 

This ambiguity points out Andrea's attempt at self-decep

tion discussed earlier as one result of the masochistic 

attitude. As the masochistic attitude always fails, the 

man who insists on maintaining it must come to adopt fail

ure as his major goal. He says that he desires one goal 

but in reality he desires the opposite. 

Andrea says he desires--he has the will--to paint 

as the great masters, but alas, due to his lack of nower--

understood as divine inspiration—he cannot. Therefore, 
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he is sincere, in an insincere way, in labeling himself one 

of the "half-men." In his own eyes, he is evi'dently one of 

those "who would do it, QbutJ cannot" (I.I38). 

But isn't this the epitome of Andrea's self-decep

tion and bad faith? Is he not in reality one of those who 

has the power—understood as ability—but who refuses to 

commit himself, one of those "half-men" who "can do a 

thing, but will not" (1.137), whose earthly compensation 

has been the safety of his wife and others whom he has used 

to evade the responsibility for himself? No wonder he says, 

"'Tis safer for me . . ." (1.1^2). That is exactly what he 

means. And, in a real sense, isn't this same statement 

the reply to Andrea's unanswered question concerning Lucre

zia voiced earlier? "Why do I need you?" (1.135), he had 

asked. He now answers that question with ironic lucidity: 

"'Tis safer for me . . ." (1.1^+2). No other passage shows 

so well the subtlety and depth of Andrea's bad faith—and 

his painful consciousness of it. 

As Andrea muses on the past in the next thirty 

lines, he reveals further confusion by reasserting almost 

everything he has just denied about his wife's influence 

and his lack of power. But even more interesting, this 

passage bears out the existentialist idea that a man is a 

totality and will reveal his basic choice in good or bad 

faith in all he does.''^ 

To this point, I have attempted to show that Andrea's 
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basic choice of himself was wrapped up in the Other, that 

his project is to be as the Other determines. One such 

device is to attempt to be an object before the Other's 

subjectivity. Andrea has accomplished this with his wife 

through a masochistic relationship. Similarly, Andrea's 

kingly days, the year he spent at Fontainebleau, reveal the 

same basic project of being as the Other sees him. In the 

"humane great monarch's golden look" (1.153), Andrea seeks 

security of being, that is, he seeks to he^ the self desig

nated by another. In existentialist terms he seeks to be 

his "self-for-others."''^ 

Hazel Barnes discusses this attitude as "society's 

inclination to try to imprison men within the social roles 

which they have chosen. And," she continues, "most men 

. . . are only too happy to be the part they play."^^ An

drea's part, his particular self-for-others at Fontaine

bleau, was that of "the painter." The importance of the 

Other's look in maintaining that bein^ is obvious: 

I . . . painting proudly with his breath on me. 
All his court around him, seeing with his eyes, 
Such frank French eyes. . . . 

(11.158-160) 

As Andrea reminisces, he admits that, in France at 

least, he "could sometimes leave the ground, put on the 

glory, Raphael's daily wear . . ." (11.151-152). In this 

statement, he again reveals his consciousness that there is 

nothing in his nature which renders him incapable of inspi-
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ration. However, he backs away, as before, from anything 

which might posit his freedom to be other than he is and 

contradicts himself once more. 

He has just finished asserting that the only real 

incentives come from within. Yet he sighs, "A good time, 

was it not, my kingly days? / And had you not grown rest

less . . . " (11.165-166). Once again Lucrezia becomes his 

scapegoat. 

Having floundered in self-contradition and confused 

rationalization for some minutes, Andrea climaxes his re

marks, ironically, with a single, penetrating image which 

incorporates all that Andrea has said about himself and de

scribes perfectly his project in bad faith: 

Too live the life grew, golden and not gray. 
And I'm the weak-eyed bat no sun should tempt 
Out of the grange whose four walls make his world. 
How could it end any other way? 

(11.168-171) 

This passage echoes the lines early in the monologue 

when Andrea first begins to talk of his life. The live, 

golden life recalls the contrasting "common greyness which 

silvers everything" (1.35); the safe walls of the grange 

which make up the bat's world recall Andrea's description 

of the convent walls which "hold the trees safer," but 

"huddled more inside" (1.^3). Most revealing, however, is 

Andrea's metaphor of the bat. Andrea, like the bat, ir 

tempted by the sun, by a freedom which is uncertain, dan-

geroiis, perhaps even fatal. Moreover, the bat is only 
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weak-eyed, not blind; he is not incapable of conceiving of 

the light. Nor is Andrea incapable of conceiving of his 

freedom. It is the risk, the pain involved that causes 

the bat to choose darkness just as it is risk and the ter

rible responsibility involved in freedom that causes Andrea 

to choose the safe darkness of bad faith. 

Andrea follows his description with another rhetor

ical question. As the logical end of his deterministic 

reasoning, "How could it end any other way?" (I.171). But 

the question not only suras up Andrea's view of himself as 

innately fixed; it expresses the logical end of Lucrezia's 

influence also: 

How could it end any other way? 
You called me and I came home to your heart. 
The triumph was--to reach and stay there; since 
I reached it ere the triumph, what is lost? 
Let my hands frame your face in your hair's gold. 
You beautiful Lucrezia that are mine. 

(11.171-176) 

In these five short lines Andrea reveals through irony the 

totality of his bad faith regarding Lucrezia. 

The bitterness of the irony increases in every line, 

Andrea came home to Lucrezia because, he implies, he had 

no other choice. Then he makes a strange statement: "The 

triumph was--to reach and stay there." Taking this line 

out of context, the "there" and the "triumph" are obviously 

Lucrezia's heart. Yet in the next line, Andrea say? that 

he reached "there" before the triumph. Thus the break in

dicated in the first line is not an insignificant pause; it 
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is a deliberate and careful change of direction. The ques

tion "What is lost?" has been answered, though it is not 

the answer Andrea thinks he has indicated. He actually 

lost, by coming home to Lucrezia, the possibility of an 

artistic triumph kin to Raphael's. But Andrea needs to 

believe that his real triumph lies in Lucrezia. Outwardly 

he puts this need in terms of possessing her: " . . . you 

beautiful Lucrezia that are mine." Yet he has shown all 

through the monologue that he is fully aware of her faith

lessness; he knows she is not his. Ironically then, Andrea 

has lost not only the artistic triumph connected with his 

"kingly days" at Fontainebleau (suggested in 1.17^) but 

also the triumph of possessing Lucrezia's heart and love 

(suggested in 1.173). 

Yet there is a definite relationship between Andrea 

and his wife, and he speaks of it, not only with content

ment (11.177-182), but as if he were actually the better 

for it. In light of such an attitude,, might not Andrea's 

statement concerning his triumph take on a third and more 

significant level of meaning? This meaning is suggested 

by the very structure and wording of the statement. "My 

triumph was—to reach and stay there. . . . " Andrea is 

not seeking to assert his own subjectivity, to possess 

Lucrezia; his goal is a passive one. 

Could it not be said then, that in a very real sense, 

that Andrea's triumph is literally to "reach and stay," 
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that is, to fix himself absolutely and thereby evade the 

responsibility for what he now is or for having to become? 

Did not the golden life at Fontainebleau reveal too much 

of his freedom? Does not Lucrezia offer him a relation

ship which would fix his passive objectivity and allow him 

to evade his freedom? Nothing else explains so well his 

obvious contentment with their relationship: " . . . clearer 

grows / My better fortune, I resolve to think" (11.181-182). 

Once again, Sartre's statement regarding the man in bad 

faith could be put into Andrea's mouth: "I rest in the 

Other. . . ."^7 

Having revealed fully his project in bad faith, 

Andrea cannot resist returning to what might have been, and 

in so doing, shows again the totality of his choice and the 

extent of his will to fail which has resulted from his proj

ect. Andrea boasts that he had known for many years that 

the master painter Agnolo (Michaelangelo) considered Andrea 

as great an artistic genius as Raphael. It is not surpris

ing that Andrea remembers this comment at this particular 

time. Did not even the great Agnolo say that Andrea needed 

to be "pricked on by . . . popes and kings" (1.192), and 

hasn't he given all of that glory up for Lucrezia? Yet, 

it might have been. "And indeed the arm is wrong," he 

muses, gazing at the picture before him. Andrea suddenly 

.Tioves to correct the faulty line in Raphael's paint in.:, re

vealing his total choice of himself to be as the Other 
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(Agnolo this time) sees him. But this first timid move to 

challenge Raphael as an artist fails: "Ay, but the soull 

He's Rafaell rub it outl" (I.I97). 

The strength of Andrea's will to fail is clearly 

shown in this violent reaction to the failure of one chalk 

line. Only one attempt, one movement of the hand is enough 

to call into doubt the validity of Agnolo's statement and 

to justify his present course of dismal failure to live up 

to such promise: 

Still all I care for, if he spoke the truth 

If really there was such a chance, so lost--
Is whether you're—not grateful—but more pleased. 

(11.198, 201-202) 

The shabby substitute of Lucrezia's pleasure in his 

mediocrity for the risk of real artistic achievement in 

freedom is pointed up by Lucrezia's increasing restlessness 

and inattention to all he has been saying. In lines 203-

2U3, Andrea presents a concise picture of their relation

ship. Because of her, "work better" means "earn more, give 

you more" (11.206-207). Because of her, he has betrayed 

a trust and stolen. The integral core of their relation

ship is summed up perfectly in one line: 

Let us but love each other. Must you go? 
(1.219) 

Andrea's plea for love here is close to a deliber

ate plea for pain. When Lucrezia obliges by moving immedi

ately away from him and prepares to meet her lover who is 
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waiting outside, Andrea's reaction is much like the man in 

Sartre's illustration of masochism quoted above—payment. 

He finishes the picture for the "cousin" and promises her 

"the thirteen scudi for the ruff" (1.2^1), ostensibly to 

persuade her to remain. Yet in the last line of the poem, 

it is Andrea himself who sends her to her lover. 

Again in these closing stanzas, Andrea reveals the 

consciousness of his inescapable freedom in his desire to 

paint "One picture, just once more—the Virgin's face, / 

Not yours this time" (11.230-231). Here Andrea is reject

ing Lucrezia's domination of his art, literally the remov

al of her face from the canvas. But the statement can also 

be seen as a rejection of her domination in every way. How

ever, Andrea does not really intend to admit that such a 

possibility is realizable. The conditions which accompany 

the project make this clear: he could paint such a picture, 

he muses, if he were once again in France in the favor of 

King Francls--this he knows is impossible; and if Lucrezia 

were at his side. The last condition especially reveals 

Andrea's insincerity in wanting to be free to face himself 

and his abilities honestly. Finally the contrast between 

his musings of painting the Virgin in France and his flat 

statement only seconds later that all he really cares about 

is getting money for Lucrezia's whims (11.2^0-2Ul) is stron̂ : 

evidence for his conscious choice of bad faith and his desir. 

to fail. 
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Insisting that the relationship between Andrea and 

his wife is masochistic may have fostered the impression 

that there was no affection or attraction involved on An

drea's part. But such is not the case. Andrea is most 

attracted to his wife, and her unfaithfulness causes him 

pain. Nowhere is this emotional anguish better revealed 

than in Andrea's question regarding the gift of the ruff 

he has promised her: 

Love, does that please you? Ah, but what does he. 
The Cousin I What does he to please you more? 

(11.2^2-2^3) 

Indeed, the attraction and the resulting pain Andrea feels 

is not only genuine, but also a necessary part of sustain

ing the masochism behind which Andrea hides. Lucrezia's 

final rejection of Andrea this evening for her lover brings 

Andrea pain, but it also brings him a curious kind of re

lief: 
I am grown peaceful as old age tonight. 
I regret little. I would change still less. 
Since there my past lies, why alter it? 

(11.2^i+-2U6) 

The weak-eyed bat settles comfortably into the dark

ness of night. But even in the depths of his bad faith, 

Andrea is lucidly aware of his freedom. He does not say, 

"There my past lies, I cannot alter it." His question, 

"Why alter it?" implies that it is alterable. And so it is, 

in the existentialist sense that our choices alter, not the 

1 ft 
fact, but the significance of the past.'° Andrea has stol
en; he was a thief. Andrea has neglected his parents; he 



78 

was a selfish son. But these admissions are not statements 

of absolutes: Andrea is free to choose to become not a 

thief and not an unworthy son. In other words, he is free 

"to make himself instead of to be."^° This is exactly what 

Sartre means in his often repeated statement that a man is 

not what he is and is what he is not: "To say that the 

for-itself has to be what it is, to say that it is what it 

is not, while not being what it is . . . --all this is to 

say one and the same thing; to be aware that man is free."^^ 

Thus all the being which Andrea can ever have is 

his freedom; but it is a freedom which is a nothingness, 

a lack of being. Rather than face the absolute fact of 

that freedom, Andrea chooses to make something else, some

thing tangible, an absolute on which he can ground his 

being. That absolute is basically the Other, specifically 

Lucrezia: "There is still Lucrezia, as I choose" (1.266). 

In the last analysis, he has made himself an object for 

Lucrezia's manipulation. Again the statement, "I rest in 

the Other . . ."̂ ^ is mirrored in Andrea's statement: "Yes, 

/ You loved me quite enough, it seems tonight . . . " (1.257-

258), though anguish before his freedom may surge into his 

consciousness again before another hour has passed. 

"This must suffice me here. What would one have?" 

(1.259). Andrea posits another unanswerable question to 

follow "Why do I need you?" (1.135) and " . . . what is 

lost?" (1.17^). He answers this final question as he has 
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answered all the others, indirectly but emphatically: 

. . . What would one have? 

. . . I have minel . . . 

. . . there's still Lucrezia as I choose. 
Again the Cousin's whistle. Go my love. 

(11.259, 265-267) 

The strangely commanding imperative in the last 

line added to the mass of evidence in the body of the poem 

indicate a strong case for Andrea's deliberate choice of 

himself in bad faith rather than a choice unalterably de

termined by a blinding and compelling love or by an inher

ent weakness in character over which he has no control. 

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

Like Andrea, the worldly bishop of St. Praxed's 

church is an excellent illustration of a man engulfed in 

bad faith. Moreover, the entire poem illustrates well the 

similarity between Browning's and existentialist descrip

tion of existing man. 

Even on the most superficial level, the poem is 

concerned with choice; it is evident that it embodies an 

intense moment of crisis in' which the whole of a man's 

mode of existence is focused; the Bishop's refusal to face 

the reality of his death, his agonized self-contradiction--

all are emphatically Browning and all are peculiarly the 

the concern of existentialists, especially as they take 

rhape around the individual engulfed in existence. The 

Bishop is such a man. 
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It is interesting, as Roma King points out, that 

the Bishop has no name. This slight depersonalization of 

the character is unusual in Browning and suggests that the 

poet was perhaps more interested in the action or situation 

than in the character as such.^^ Such an interest is in 

line with the emphasis on situation in existentialist lit

erature. Sartre describes the.aim of the "theatre of sit

uations" as an attempt "to explore all the situations that 

are most common to human experience, those which occur at 

least once in the majority of lives." -^ The moment of 

death is the one situation all men experience, and it is 

this moment Browning has chosen for his Bishop. 

Existentialism places great emphasis on a man's 

attitude toward his own death: 

Man . . . more often than not, lives out his 
life in bad faith and he determines the qual
ity of his existence by the attitude he assumes 
toward his inevitable death.2H 

The most conspicuous of the Bishop's attitudes revealed 

in the poem is his attitude toward his imminent death, an 

attitude which, it will be shown, reflects his basic, free 

choice of self. 

Another attitude which stands out is the Bishop's 

unwillingness to commit himself to any one choice of mate

rial for his tomb. While seemingly a superficial point, 

it--like his attitude toward death--hints at a significant 

aspect of his choice of self. These two obvious attitudes. 
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together with his relations with other people—Gandolph, 

his sons and their mother—and his preoccupation with the 

immediate and sensuous, reveal the totality of the Bishop's 

particular choice which results in bad faith. 

The Bishop's choice of self is a subtle and com

plicated one. A description of bad faith by John Wild pro

vides a foundation for understanding and sets up a frame

work for discussion: "Unauthentic existence remains de

tached and views itself as one object lying among others. 

It evades the thought of that death which it must die . . . 

alone. . . . Dread is there but never faced openly. Choice 

is suppressed."^5 The relevance of this description to 

the Bishop's situation is not hard to recognize. His at

titudes toward death and choice have already been introduced. 

His detachment is mainly in terms of isolation, both from 

other humans and from reality. However, his view of him

self as an object is less conspicuous and is rather implied 

in the totality of the monologue than stated explicitly. 

In existentialist terms, the Bishop has chosen his 

basic project of being what might be labeled "the Renais

sance man." His love of fine horses, choice Latin, "brown 

Greek manuscripts" and "mistresses with great smooth, mar-

bly limbs" (11.7^-75) bespeak this choice eloquently. Roma 

King calls him a "finely shaped, basically inanimate prod

uct of his culture."^^ This is a perfect description of 

the way the Bishop sees himself. As the Renaissance man. 
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he is complete, grounded in Being-in-itself and so able to 

avoid the freedom "which is made to be at the heart of man 

and which forces the individual to make |_himself^ instead 

of to be."^*^ 

As the Bishop functions as a totality, his basic 

choice of himself as Renaissance man explains his choice 

of the sensuous and materialistic as dominating modes of 

existence. He deals in immediacy, even—as his comments 

make clear--to the point of gross superficiality. This 

basic choice also explains another important attitude: 

his detachment and lack of commitment to life and reality. 

(The Bishop, obviously not one of Browning's admirable 

characters, has much in common with a type which Sartre 

dislikes and distrusts, the uncommitted intellectual.^°) 

This description of the Bishop's choice in terms 

of detachment, immediacy and non-commitment also parallels 

the description of the Kierkegaardian "aesthetic stage" 

discussed at length in Chapter II in connection with Capon

sacchi. In fact, the Bishop is an excellent portrait of 

what Caponsacchi might have become had he not encountered 

and engaged his freedom. 

Redar Thomte's description of the man who has cho

sen the aesthetic stage as the dominating mode of his exis

tence is an apt description of Browning's bishop: "He lives 

in the moment, in a world of poetry, sentiments, apart from 

reality. While he pursues all thought and senti.ment to the 



83 

extreme, it is in abstracto. not in concrete. Such a life 

leads to isolation. . . ."29 

Kierkegaard also pinpoints and explains the Bishop's 

total situation from the specifically Christian point of 

view in a passage in Concluding Unscientific Postscripts: 

"The tortured self-contradiction of worldly passion arises 

from the attempt to sustain the absolute relationship to 

the relative telos."^^ This frantic attempt to hold abso

lutely to mutable ends, Kierkegaard continues, fosters van

ity, envy and avarice. All of these traits are present in 

the Bishop's character. 

Having related the Bishop generally to existential

ist concepts, it remains to tie these generalizations down 

with concrete evidence from the text of the poem. 

The Bishop of St. Praxed's church is dying. Out

wardly, he acknowledges this fact in several ways. He says 

as much: ". . . so we must die ourselves" (1.8). The very 

occasion is for the ordering of his tomb. But the Bishop's 

inner acknowledgement of this approaching event presents 

a telling contrast. His manner of personal detachment 

from the whole thing, as if he were ordering a new gown or 

planning the decor of a new carriage, reveals the extent to 

which he has refused to relate himself personally to the 

stark physical fact of death. He is concerned with the 

physical externals which do not actually touch his own per

sonal experience of dying: the material and placement ol' 
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his tomb, the correct wording and style of his epitaph, 

the right figures on the tomb's frieze. Such superficial

ities absorb his whole attention for the moment. The Bish

op's Inward attitude toward his death is clear: he refuses 

to acknowledge this impending and absolute possibility. 

His remonstrance when he sees his sons' reluctance to at

tend to his wishes exposes this inner refusal: "My sons," 

he laments, "ye would not be my death?" (I.36). Such words 

come from a man not yet convinced that his death is a per

sonal reality. 

The Bishop's attitude toward death is paralleled 

by his attitude toward life, for, as will be seen below, 

he has also refused to recognize or acknowledge his equally 

absolute and shattering possibility of freedom and personal 

commitment. Thus the generalization that a man in bad 

faith reveals that choice in his attitude toward death is 

particularized in the Bishop: he ignores death as he has 

ignored freedom and authentic existence. 

But no one ever succeeds in escaping completely 

from the consciousness of his possibilities. "No matter 

how hard one may try to glue down the wings of conscious

ness," says Hazel Barnes, "it will soar free . . . leaving 

anguish in its wake."^^ Anguish engulfs the Bishop as the 

awareness, not only of his death but of his wasted freedom, 

surges into his consciousness: in often repeated fra^^ments, 

"Ah, God, I know not . . . " (11.3, ^9); in questions such 
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as "Life, how and what is it?" (1.10), "Do I live, am I 

dead?" (11.13, 113), "Man goeth to the grave, and where is 

he?" (1.52). In such tortured utterances, the Bishop re

veals his essential awareness that he is dying and that, as 

Kierkegaard puts it, "he has not existed at all."32 

The Bishop's bad faith is further revealed in his 

detachment from choice or personal commitment. While his 

apparent inability to commit himself to any one kind of 

material for his tomb may seem rather superficial, it is 

significant in light of the existentialist concept that 

every act reveals a man's basic choice of self. No great 

amount of reflection is needed to conclude that the Bishop 

never really chooses the basalt or the black marble or the 

jasper, nor even the lapis lazuli. He merely contemplates 

each in his imagination and revels in their sensuous beauty, 

each in turn attracting him in the immediacy of the present 

moment. But he never considers seriously making one deci

sive choice. That would commit him to something definite, 

and he has structured his life so as to avoid definite 

commitments. His commitment can be no longer than the pass

ing moment. 3-̂  

The basalt attracts his fancy first: 

Peach-blossom marble all, the rare, the ripe 
As fresh poured red wine of a mighty pulse. 

(11.29-30) 

The marble has taken on the character of young, vibrant 

flesh. One begins to wonder whether the Bishop is describ-
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ing his mistress or his tomb: "True peach, / Rosy and flaw

less: how I earned the prize" (11.32-33). His sensuous con

templation of the flesh-like marble obscures for the moment 

the pale, clammy flesh of death which is the only real prize 

the Bishop has earned. 

Next the jasper, "pure green as a pistachio nut" 

(1.71), and the black marble set off by bronze delight the 

Bishop's visual appetite. But his description of the lapis 

lazuli surpasses them all: 

Some lump, ah God, of lapis lazuli. 
Big as a Jew's head cut off at the nape. 
Blue as the vein o're the Madonna's breast. . . . 

(11.U2-^^) 

This ecstatic description reveals not only the sensuous 

intensity but also the fantastic detachment from reality 

in which the Bishop has engulfed himself. Again, it is 

clear that he is not making a choice: he is merely enjoy

ing the momentary pleasure afforded by contemplating each 

object as it comes to his mind. But is this not a descrip

tion of the Bishop's whole mode of existence? His entire 

world is structured in terms of sensuous immediacy and lack 

of commitment. 

Certainly this describes his religious life. His 

depiction of the worship experience is completely in terras 

of hearing, seeing, feeling and tasting, the passive re

ceiving of sensuous pleasure: 
And then how I shall lie through centuries 
And honr the blessed mutter of the mass, 
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And see God made and eaten all day long. 
And feel the steady candle flame, and taste 
Good strong thick stupefying incense-smoke 1 

(11.80-8^+) 

His prayers are for "horses, . . . and brown Greek manu

scripts, / And mistresses with great smooth marbly limbs 

. . ." (11.7^-75). 

The Bishop's prayer is also an excellent illustra-

tion of the pagan character of the aesthetic stage.3^ This 

same idea is more strikingly brought out by the Bishop's 

description of his proposed frieze with its conglomeration 

of Christian and pagan figures: 

Those Pans and Nymphs ye wot of, and perchance 
Some tripod, thyrsus with a vase or so. 
The Savior at his sermon on the mount, 
St. Praxed in a glory and one Pan 
Ready to twitch the Nymph's last garment off. 
And Moses with the tables. . . . 

(11.57-62) 

All that has been said about the Bishop on the 

Kierkegaardian level of the aesthetic supports the human

istic concept introduced earlier of the Bishop's project 

to be^ the "Renaissance man"; for the idea which society de

fines of such a man includes the cultivation of the senses 

and of the intellect in dispassionate contemplation. 

Yet there is one more dominating motif in the poem, 

a motif best explained in terms of humanistic existential

ism; it is the Bishop's relations with other people, his 

sons, his mistress and especially Gandolph his rival. 

The Bishop's relationship with Gandolph illustrates 

Ii 
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Sartre's idea that all human relationships are based on 

conflict, each man struggling to "assert his own subjectiv

ity by making of the other an object."^^ Threatened in 

life by his rival, it is evident that the Bishop still 

feels threatened by Gandolph, even though the man is dead. 

This feeling is explained by Sartre's conception of the 

"Look" of the Other.35 Once one has been made an object 

by the Look of the Other, he can never totally escape that 

Look, even though the Other dies, "for the memory of the 

Look which has been there will haunt me all my days 

. . . ."•̂ '̂  The Bishop's repeated references to Gandolph 

bear the mark of such a memory: "Old Gandolph cozened 

me . . ." (1.17); ". . . Gandolph chuckles . . ." (1.67); 

"Old Gandolph . . . leers . . ." (1.123). Only once do we 

find a reference to the Bishop's triumph over his rival: 

"Old Gandolph envied me, so fair she was" (1.5). To de-

• ' fend himself, the Bishop tries to reassert his own subjec

tivity by making Gandolph the object of his look: 

--Old Gandolph with his paltry onion stone. 
Put me where I may look at him I 

(11.31-32) 

And his final request, after he realizes that nothing which 

he has asked for will be granted, still reflects a last des

perate attempt to counteract the Look of his rival: 
. . . leave me in ray church, the church for peace. 
That I may watch at leisure if he leers--
Old Gandolph—at me from his onion-stone 
As still he envied me, so fair she was. 

(11.122-125) 
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The idea of the Look of the Other enters into the Bishop's 

relationships with his mistress and his sons. Lying help

less on his back, he feels the absoluteness of his sons' 

indifference to him except as an object for their enrich-

m!3nt--when he is dead. 

Will ye ever eat my heart? 
Ever your eyes were as a lizard's quick. 
They glitter like your mother's for ray soul. . . . 

(11.103-105) 

. . . There, leave me, there 1 
For ye have stabbed me with ingratitude 
To death—ye wish it--God, ye wish iti 

(11.113-115) 

Even on his death bed, the Bishop cannot escape the threat 

of the Look. 

In a final, horrifying glimpse of reality, the 

Bishop describes his tomb as he now knows it will be: 

Gritstone acrumblel Clammy squares which sweat 
As if the corpse they keep were oozing through— 

(11.116-117) 

Yet this image contains much more than the probable condi

tion of his tomb. It is, significantly, the first realistic 

and honest appraisal of death that the Bishop has uttered, 

and it is somehow deeply related to the Bishop's own per

sonal act of dying. More important, it is the ultimate 

valuation of the worth of a life project grounded absolute

ly in mutable ends, in a "relative telos.''^" Such a life, 

committed to nothing but immediacy, runs from choice and 

freedom and thus crumbles into nothingness in the face of 

the end to all immediacy--physical death and decay. 
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From a humanistic point of view, the crumbling 

gritstone is a fitting image conveying the ultimate failure 

of a man's project to merge with Being-in-itself. No matter 

how solidly a man thinks he has fixed himself in Being, he 

is free and that freedom works loose and confronts him in 

nausea and anguish. The Bishop tries, even in death, to 

cling to the role his culture sets forth for him as inher

ently meaningful, as absolutely definitive of his own being. 

He has managed, most of his life, to ignore the dreadful 

freedom hidden at the core of his existence. Yet, as now, 

even that base crumbles in the upsurge of anguish which 

man, condemned to be free, cannot ignore forever. 

In the closing lines the Bishop takes refuge once 

more in bad faith. He shuts out that death so intimately 

his own, and, left alone, he feeds on the ashes of a dead 

conquest. 

Ml!!! ! 
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CHAPTER IV 

SUMMARY AND CONCLUSION 

In summary, the existentialist concepts portrayed 

in Browning's four characters—anguish, choice and commit

ment, isolation, the Other and death—are surprisingly 

consistent. First, all of the characters share a common 

bond of inescapable anguish or dread before their essential 

freedom to become other than they are. And their response 

to this freedom--a response which determines their good or 

bad faith--is also consistent. 

Browning's men in good faith, Childe Roland and 

Caponsacchi, are thrust into situations demanding total 

choice and total commitment in freedom; and the response 

of both is a choice--expressed in and through active exis

tence—which results in their radical transformation. Ro

land, the weary seeker of rest at any cost, becomes Roland 

' the challenger and seeker of life. Caponsacchi, the un

committed priest, the seeker of the world's safety, be

comes Caponsacchi the committed man, the seeker of an im

passioned, uncertain but authentic existence. Both men 

choose to accept and act on their freedom and to take the 

full responsibility for their actions. 

In contrast. Browning's men in bad faith are set 

in a passive, backward looking situation in which they re

veal in their past choices the same static consistency 

91 
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which engulfs their present lives. This sameness is the 

result of their refusal to choose—either to see themselves 

honestly or to commit themselves in any way. In France, 

Andrea chose Lucrezia rather than the venture into his un

known possibilities—and he chooses her still. The Bishop 

chose to structure his life in terms of sensuous immediacy 

and non-commitment; and he chooses to structure his death 

in the same unrealistic terms. Both men choose to ignore 

the freedom revealed by their anguish and thus they attempt 

to evade responsibility for their lives. 

Besides anguish, choice, and commitment, the con

cept of isolation found in these poems is also consistent 

with the existentialist concept, whether it is the isola

tion experienced by the individual consciousness when con

fronted with an \inmeaning universe, as illustrated in Ro

land; or the isolation which comes from the individual's 

inability to communicate himself to other human beings, 

as illustrated in Caponsacchi; or the isolation a man feels 

under the threatening gaze of the Other's look, as illus

trated in the Bishop. 

The Other is another recurring concept consistent 

with existentialist description, especially the Look of 

the Other: it is a threat to one's subjectivity—as Gan

dolph' s is to the Bishop; it is a means of presenting one's 

possibilities to be other than he is—as Pompillia's is to 

Caponsacchi; and the Look is a basis for an absolute self-

file:///inmeaning
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for-others which enables the individual to escape from the 

burden of facing his own freedom to make himself and of 

assuming the responsibility for his existence—as Lucre

zia's is to Andrea. 

Finally, a man's attitude toward his death is a 

concept which is in agreement with existentialism. A man's 

choice in good or bad faith, say the existentialists, is 

revealed by this attitude. Browning's character in good 

faith, Roland, chooses to face the reality of his death in 

all its meaninglessness and absurdity, and, in so doing, 

asserts the full significance of his human freedom to choose 

life. The Bishop, however, has chosen to ignore the possi

bilities for authentic existence and his bad faith is re

flected in his refusal to accept the reality of death. 

Thus in their emphasis on and their insistent con

cern with choice and commitment, with isolation and the 

role of the Other, and finally, with a man's attitude to

ward death, Browning's poems conform closely to the mood 

of modern existentialism. 

In conclusion, the purpose of this study has been 

to point out areas of compatibility between Browning and 

modern existentialist thought, especially their similar 

emphasis on choice, commitment and man's freedom to choose. 

That Browning's characters do choose or refuse to choose, 

do commit themselves or evade commitment has been, it is 

hoped, thoroughly illustrated. 
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Some critics, however, would not agree that Brown

ing's characters are free in the existentialist sense of 

the word.' One of the more recent studies of Browning, for 

instance, discusses at length the permanent center of ex

istence in Browning's characters which is revealed through 

choice, but once made, is never changed.2 Yet this view 

cannot adequately explain the complete change in Roland or 

Caponsacchi, for the only consistent center of their exis

tence seems to be their freedom to choose themselves anew, 

not once but over and over. Even in the case of the Bishop 

or Andrea del Sarto, there is no explicit deterministic 

statement except by the characters themselves, as when An

drea blames Lucrezia and God for his weakness and failure. 

But such rationalization is plainly intended by the poet 

to be just what it is—excuse-making in order to escape 

responsibility. Further the frequent surges of anguish 

and dissatisfaction in all the characters suggests an aware

ness that the characters feel something inside themselves 

which no manner of rationalization or evasion will erase. 

This presentment of an indefinable but threatening unknown, 

this forboding of nothingness, is exactly what existential

ism describes as the anguish in which a man encounters his 

freedom. Thus there is much concrete evidence in these 

poems to support the idea that freedom to choose and to 

change or to refrain from choosing is an integral part of 

the characters' makeup. Indeed, the whole concept of choice 
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so essential to Browning loses its meaning without first 

positing human freedom to choose. 

This is not to say, however, that Browning defined 

freedom, anguish and dread as Jean-Paul Sartre defines them 

in Being and Nothingness. Nor is it to suggest that Brown

ing formulated distinct philosophical concepts of being, 

nothingness, absurdity or the Other which are present in 

Sartre, Camus, Heidigger or even Kierkegaard. It is to 

say, however, that Browning, like existentialism, begins 

with the existing individual and describes and creates his 

characters engaged in existing. Both are concerned with 

making the terms which describe man—whether philosophical 

abstractions or poetic images—conform accurately to human 

existence as it is lived out day by day, not in making human 

life fit into some philosophical or theoretical mold that 

has nothing to do with the living, struggling human being. 

It is this common viewpoint which creates the area of agree

ment between Browning and existentialism when they are con

cerned with portraying faithfully and meaningfully "the 

existing subject . . . engaged in existing."^ 
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