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CHAPTER I 

INTRODUCTION 

Although Robert Browning is generally categorized by 

scholars of English literature as one of the major poets 

of the Victorian era, he shares, according to a formula 

devised by Robert Langbaum, the typical development of the 

Romantic mind--at least where religious matters are con

cerned. The traditional concept of Romanticism is that it 

concerns subject matter, such as nature and other kinds of 

external phenomena. Langbaum, on the other hand, stresses 

the internal nature of Romanticism, the process of growth 

and development. His concept is traditionally Romantic, 

however, in that it centers around the individual. 

If we attempt to put the Langbaum thesis in capsule 

form, we should say that "it is built upon an original 

rejection of the past which leads to an attempt to recon

struct in the ensuing wilderness a new principle of order."-^ 

Many of the great literary and philosophic voices of the 

nineteenth century had come to disbelieve in the values 

which they had inherited from the preceding generation. 

For example, they found the rationalistic, mechanistic view 

•̂ Robert Langbaum, The Poetry of Experience: The 
Dramatic Monologue in ModerrT'Literary Tradition (L"oridon, 
1957), p. 10. 



of the universe, held by most eighteenth century philoso

phers, somev;hat difficult to accept. They felt, to use 

Langbaum's terminology, that the "old Mythus" (which no 

longer held any kind of meaning for them) must be dis

carded. But to discard was insufficient. A "new Mythus" 

had to be devised as a substitute for what was surrendered. 

The importance of finding a new Mythus to replace the 

old may be seen to a great extent through the philosophy 

of the chief character of Thomas Carlyle's Sartor Resartus, 
II It 

Professor Teufelsdrockh, particularly when Teufelsdrockh 

says to Voltaire: 

. . . shut thy sweet voice; for the task appointed 
thee seems finished. Sufficiently hast thou demon
strated this proposition, considerable or other
wise: That the Mythus of the Christian Religion 
looks not in the eighteenth century as it did in 
the eighth. Alas, were thy six-and-thirty quartos 

. and folios, and flying sheets or reams, printed 
before and since on the same subject, all needed 
to convince us of so little I But what next? Wilt 
thou help us to embody the divine Spirit of that 
Religion in a new Mythus, in a nev; vehicle and 
vesture, that our Souls, otherwise too like per
ishing, may live? What I thou hast no faculty of 
that kind? Only a torch for burning, no hammer 
for building? Take our thanks, then, and--
thyself away.2 

Teufelsdrockh is thus saying to Voltaire that iconoclasm 

alone leaves much to be desired. Something must be sub

stituted for v;hat has been discarded. 

^Thomas Carlyle, Sartor Resartus, Book II (New York, 
1937), pp. 193-94. 
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Teufelsdrockh is mainly a mask for Carlyle himself, 

who held what he called the "Clothes Philosophy." As 

expressed in Sartor Resartus, this philosophy states that 

"the clothes of an age are symbolic of its institutions, 

which are in turn symbolic of its myth, its common faith."-^ 

When no longer believed in, the myth-clothes-institution 

must be discarded. As every age needs clothes or insti

tutions, however, new clothes, institutions, and myths must 

be devised to replace what has become antequated and use

less. Thus Teufelsdrockh, who has found himself in a state 

of "emotional sterility" brought about by the discouraging 

rationalistic tenets which he has inherited from the eight

eenth century, suddenly discovers that he is not a mechani

cal being but is alive and belongs to God. His despondent 

"Everlasting Nay" is transformed into an optimistic "Ever

lasting Yea." 

An emotional crisis similar to that v/hich Teufelsdrockh 

experiences occurred in the life of the nineteenth century 

rationalist John Stuart Mill. On one occasion Mill asked 

himself the following question: "Suppose that all your 

objects in life were realized; that all the changes in 

institutions and opinions which you are looking forward 

to, could be completely effected at this instant: would 

this be a great joy and happiness to you?" The answer was 

-5 
-"Quoted i n Langbaura, p . 1 3 . 



"Nol" and "my heart sank. . . . I seemed to have nothing 

left to live for."^ 

The first break in Mill's emotional sterility came 

with the power to feel, to shed tears. Said Mill: "From 

this moment my burthen grew lighter. The oppression of 

the thought that all feeling v;as dead within me, was gone. 

I was no longer hopeless: J was not a stock or a stone. "-̂  

According to the Langbaum hypothesis, however. Mill's 

emotional development was only half complete at this point. 

He still needed to arrive at some kind of positive formu

lation. Mill began to read Wordsworth and followed him in 

formulating an ethics of feeling. Mill combined eighteenth 

century rationalism with a "culture of the feelings," which 

is a necessary corrective for excessive rationalism. In 

this way, he fully substituted a nev; system for that which 

he outgrew. 

Langbaum's theory of the development of the Romantic 

mind is quite applicable to Wordsworth himself. Wordsv/orth 

was quite enthusiastic over the French Revolution in its 

early, stages and idealistically supported what he considered 

the struggle of the French people against tyranny. When the 

^Quoted in Langbaum, p. 15. Mill's emotional state at 
this period seems somewhat reminiscent of Miss Birdseye, a 
former abolitionist in Henry James' The Bostonians, who 
wishes that the Negroes v̂ ere yet in bondage so she would 
have a cause for which to fight. 

5 
^Quoted in Langbaum, pp. 15-I6. 



Revolution grew excessively bloody, however, Wordsv/orth 

grew dismayed, losing faith not only in the Revolution but 

in generic man himself.^ He became emotionally sterile. 

He says in his Prelude that he "Yielded up moral questions 

in despair." He turned to eighteenth century rationalism 

and analysis and says in stanza XI, lines 305-7 of the 

Prelude that this 

was the crisis of that strong disease. 
This the soul's last and lowest ebb. 

Wordsworth left his state of emotional sterility when 

he gave up analysis and returned to the world of nature 

which he had known in childhood. As he says in the Prelude, 

stanza XII, lines 188-9O: 

I felt, observed, and pondered; did not judge. 
Yea, never thought of judging; with the gift 
Of all this glory filled and satisfied. 

As is stated in the Prelude (stanza XIII, lines 48-5^), when 

Wordsworth returned to the world of feeling, he also ac

quired a renewed interest in man: 

Thus moderated, thus composed, I found 
Once more in Man an object of delight. 
Of pure imagination, and of love; 
And, as the horizon of my mind enlarged. 
Again I took the intellectual eye 
For my instructor, studious more to see 
Great truths, than touch and handle little ones 

6T 

Langbaum, p. 15. 



Thus Carlyle, Mill, and Wordsworth (and Goethe in his 

Faust, if we wish to look beyond the confines of English 

literature and philosophy) all arrived at nev; formulations 

through experience and, according to Langbaum, the romantic 

formulation, like the hypothesis of the scientist, is 

evolved through experience.' According to the Langbaum 

theory, the new formulation never becomes dogma but must 

continue to be discovered anew. The romanticist, says 

Langbaum, is always in the process of formulating ideas 

and never arrives at a final formulation. Thus the career 

of Faust ends not with a final formulation but only in 

death. 

The final principle of the Langbaum thesis to be men

tioned, and perhaps the most important as far as this study 

is concerned, is that the new formulation of the romanticist 

may be essentially that with which he started. The impor

tant point is that the formulation is one v;hich the roman

ticist has discovered for himself through experience and 

one which he continues to reaffirm. As Langbaum states. 

It makes no difference whether the romanticist 
arrives in the end at a new formulation or re
turns to an old one. It is the process of de
nial and reaffirmation which distinguishes him 
both from those who have never denied and those 
who, having denied, have never reaffirmed.^ 

'Langbaum, p. 20. 
o 
Langbaum, p. 20. 



The purpose of the following study, as suggested by 

the first sentence of this chapter, is to apply the Lang

baum hypothesis to the religious life of Robert Browning. 

Reference to biographical material will, of course, be 

pertinent, but the bulk of this study v/ill concern the 

major religio-philosophical poems of Browning through l864, 

an intensive study of which will reveal for the most part 

the change in Browning's religious attitudes which occurred 

during his early period. In the next chapter we shall see 

how Browning, who was reared in a religiously orthodox home 

and who was himself said to be passionately religious as a 

lad, became a skeptic after reading Shelley. After a brief 

interlude with unbelief, however. Browning was to drift 

back gradually toward a God-centered form of religious 

belief. 

It will be recalled that the romanticist may return 

to the same position which he originally held and Chapter 

Three will deal with Browning's movement from a merely God-

centered religion to a Christ-centered, doctrine-centered 

religion with an acceptance of the Incarnation and other 

such beliefs of orthodox Christianity. He returned, in 

other words, to a position roughly approximating that from 

which he started,.but with one fundamental difference. The 

religious beliefs held by Browning after his period of 

doubt were genuinely his own and because he had had to 

struggle for them, he cherished them deeply. His religious 
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conclusions, as befits the Langbaum theory, had indeed been 

formulated through experience--in Brov̂ rning's case, an ex

perience with doubt. 

Chapter Four will examine several of Brovming's most 

outstanding religious poems in Men and Women and Dramatis 

Personae which illustrate quite effectively the religious 

tenets which he formulated. Although Browning never really 

changed the beliefs v/hich he had formulated, he continued, 

as is characteristic of Langbaum's developmental process, 

to test and reaffirm his formulations. Although this study 

will explore thoroughly only poems written, through l864. 

Chapter Five will briefly deal with several poems written 

after l864 (including some of his final poems) which show 

Browning's religious formulations being continually tested 

by experience and becoming more dear than ever to him be

cause he had continued to test and reaffirm them. 



CHAPTER II 

REJECTION AND RECONSIDERATION 

It is no wonder that Robert Browning experienced within 

himself a religious conflict, for both of his parents had 

experienced such conflicts. Robert Browning, Senior, who 

was an ardent collector of Bibles, did not join his wife 

in her Congregational membership for several years after 

their marriage. Harper attributes the father's move to 

Congregationalism to a conflict which caused him to abandon 

2 

Anglicanism. Robert's mother herself had switched from 

Presbyterianism to Congregationalism, and it was presumably 

her devout character which made Browning so interested in 

religion. She attended the York Street Church, Halworth, 

regularly for forty-three years, until her death, and had 

her children christened in that church. It is said that 

no illness could keep her away.-̂  

Browning was indeed devoted to his mother and we are 

told that until he reached the age of 33, he had a room 

•̂ W. Hall Griffin and Harry C. Minchin, The Life of 
Robert Browning (Hamden, Conn., 1966), p. 31. The el'B̂ r 
Browning boasted that he had in his collection a rare I568 
Biblia Sacra which not even the Duke of Sussex, another 
TamoTus collector of Bibles, possessed. 

See the unpubl. diss. (Princeton, I96O) by James W. 
Harper, "Browning and the Evangelical Tradition," p. l4. 

3Griffin and Minchin, p. 49. 
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next to hers. He could not bear to be separated from her 

for long periods and he even shared her illnesses. When 

she recovered, somehow the ailments v/hich Robert suffered 

also disappeared. Robert's letters to Elizabeth Barrett 

contained such expressions as the following: "I am quite 

well today, and my mother is quite well," or "I am not too 

well this morning and write with an aching head. . . . My 

mother's suffering continues too," or "I am much better 

today; and my mother is better."^ Thus it is not surpris

ing that Robert shared not only his mother's illnesses but 

also her ideological convictions, such as her deep religious 

faith. His devotion to the faith of his mother was perhaps 

best expressed by Elizabeth Barrett Browning, who later 

said: "Her God is his God, her savior his savior." 

Robert Browning was christened at York Street Church 

in 1820. Later in his life he described himself as having 

7 been passionately religious as a small child.' He preached 

once to his small sister, reducing her to tears. He is also 

said to have read the Bible with great enthusiasm and to 

have attended church services regularly with his parents. 

4 
Harper, p. 17. 

-'Quoted in Betty Miller, Robert Browning: A Portrait 
(New York, 1953), p. 15-

6 
Quoted in Harper, p. 5. 

7 
'Maisie Ward, Robert Browning and His World: The 

Private Face (l8l2-T85TJ7 I (New YorFT 15^7), p. 25": 
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Browning's devotion to the faith of his parents might easily 

have continued unbroken had it not been for one significant 

factor. Browning as a youth was exposed to an unfortunate 

selection of ministers, who made him tend to have a some

what disparaging attitude toward organized, orthodox reli

gion. One of these clergymen was the Reverend George 

Clayton, whose lengthy prayers are said to have made Brown

ing gnaw the mahogany pev; tops, "prayers which were news

papers, entering into every particular of births, marriages 
o 

and deaths and foreign travel of deacons and the like." 

The young Browning was not entirely respectful toward cere

monies of this type; he "did not care to conceal his some

thing more than indifference to the ministrations to which 

he listened weekly, and which once brought down upon him a 

rebuke from the Pastor in open church."-^ 

The bigotry of the Reverend Mr. Irons, whom the Brown

ing family frequently heard, can only have added to Robert's 

hostility toward the church. An example of Irons' bigotry 

and intolerance is his equating Roman Catholics with mid

night assassins. Alfred Dommett recalls in his diary his 

going up to Camberwell Grove to see how far he could hear 

"Mr. Irons bawling out his sermons." Dommett said that 

from a distance he could clearly hear Irons say, "l am very 

o 
Quoted in Ward, p. 25. 

9 1 
Quoted in Griffin and Minchin, p. 49. 
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sorry to say it, beloved brethren, but it is an undoubted 

fact that Roman Catholic and midnight assassin are synony

mous terms."-^^ Browning in "Christmas Eve" speaks of 

twisted sermons and it is possible that he was thinking of 

Irons when he wrote lines 223-36: 

such truths looked false unto your eyes. 
With such provings and parallels twisted and twined. 
Till how could you knov; them, grown double their 

size 
In the natural fog of the good man's mind, . . . 

The zeal was good and the aspiration; 
Pharoah received no demonstration. 
By his Baker's dream of Baskets Three, 
Of the doctrine of the Trinity,--
Although, as our preacher thus embellished it. 
Apparently his hearers relished it.H 

The Reverend Thomas Ready should also be mentioned as 

one of those clergymen toward whom Browning was not most 

complimentary. Browning was enrolled in Ready's school for 

12 a period of time and loathed being there. Years after 

his attendance at the school, Brovming was to pen the fol

lowing couplet regarding Ready's preaching: 

A heavy sermon--sure the error's great 
For not a word Tom utters has its weight. 

•̂ Q̂uoted in VJard, p. 25. 

The Complete Poetical VJorks of Brovming (Cambridge, 
1887). Subsequent quotations of Browning's poetry are 
taken from this edition. 

12 
Griffin and Minchin, p. 31« 
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Young Browning's revolt from the religion of his 

childhood came in the form of atheism and vegetarianism. 

Mrs. Orr, who knew Browning personally, says that this 

brief interlude of revolt was the result of his reading 

Shelley, who had repudiated revealed religion. -̂  One may 

attribute Browning's adoption of Shelley's atheism to 

merely an adolescent revolt against authority. However, 

it seems undeniable that religious life as he experienced 

it under Clayton, Irons, and Ready contributed to the ap

peal which Shelley held for him. 

Browning read widely in the works of the skeptic 

Voltaire as well as those of Shelley, but Voltaire's in-

l4 fluence was not so great as that of Shelley. According 

to Chesterton, Browning as a boy hypnotized himself into 

believing that two nightingales who settled in the garden 

at 'Camberwell were in reality the spirits of Shelley and 

15 Keats. -̂  He further tried to convince himself that they 

had settled there for the sole purpose of singing to him. 

Early biographers of Browning, such as William Sharp, tend 

to see Brovming's introduction to the works of Shelley in 

Queen Mab, advertised in a bookstall as "Mr. Shelley's 

^%rs. Sutherland Orr, A Handbook to the Works of 
Robert Brov/ning (London, 191*3) j p. 42. 

•̂ Ĝriffin and Minchin, p. 51. 

^ G . K. Chesterton, Robert Browning (New York, 1903), 
p. 19. 
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atheistical poem--very scarce." This poem was undoubtedly 

the source of Browning's two year observance of vegetari

anism. Later biographers, hov/ever, suggest that Browning 

first experienced Shelley not through Queen Mab but instead 

through a volume entitled Miscellaneous Poems, which had 

been presented to Browning as a gift. Regardless of where 

Browning's acquaintance with Shelley began, he did become 

one of the earliest of Shelley's devotees, reading widely 

in the works of his adopted idol. 

During Brovming's atheistical period he seemed to take 

great delight in arguing that the soul does not survive the 

body, that any belief in soul immortality is absurd. His 

invectives against faith proved very disturbing to his 

faithful mother and even shook the faith of one of his best 

friends, Eliza Flower. That Browning's atheistic harangues 

affected Miss Flower is illustrated in a letter which she 

wrote to W. J. Fox in November, l827: 

My mind has been wandering a long time and now 
it seems to have lost sight of that only invulner
able hold against the assaults of this warring 
world, a firm belief in the genuineness of the 
Scriptures. . . . The cloud has come over me gradu
ally, and I did not discover the darkness in which 
my soul was shrouded until, in seeking to give 
light to others, my own gloomy state became too 
settled to admit of doubt. It was in answering 
Robert Browning that my mind refused to bring 
forward argument, turned recreant, and sided with 
the enemy. . . . And now, as 1 sit and look up 

•^Miller, p. 282. 
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to the room in which I first had existence and 
think of the mother who gave it, and watch the 
window of the chamber in which she yielded hers, 
in death as in life a fervent Christian, that 
thought links itself with another--how much 
rather would she I had never been, than to be 
what I am now.17 

Both Griffin and Minchin in their biography of Brown

ing and Mrs. Orr in her biography see Browning's period of 

revolt as one of self-centeredness, one of cleverness long

ing for its proper recognition: 

Born "supremely passionate," it was natural 
that "during this time of growth he should have 
been not only more restless but less amiable than 
at any other. The always impatient temper as
sumed a quality of aggressiveness. He behaved 
as a youth who knows himself to be clever, and 
believes he is not appreciated. . . ."l8 

It is not known how long Browning's period of doubt 

lasted. Mrs. Orr says that sometime betv/een I826 and I832, 

"the atheism cured itself." Browning's understanding 

mother was probably more instrumental in bringing her son 

out of his period of revolt than was any other factor. 

For example, when Robert would call people "fools," as he 

was accustomed to do during this period of rebellion, his 

mother would remind him that one who calls his brother 

"fool" has committed murder in his heart already. -̂  When 

'̂̂ Griffin and Minchin, p. 46. 

l^Quoted in Griffin and Minchin, p. 49. 

•^^iller, pp. 8-9. 
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it came to a choice between his mother and Shelley, it 

seems that he more or less had to choose the one v/hom he 

"entirely loved," his mother. 

Browning later seemed to be rather ashamed of his 

period of unbelief, speaking of it in a tone of severe 

self-condemnation. In a letter v;ritten later in his life 

to Julia Wedgwood, he expressed the opinion that his ex

perience was the common attitude of the young toward the 

religious teaching given them. He stated that in his 

belief, children have what appears to them 

better ways of their own for righting matters: 
v;hereas the real instinct is developed with 
mature years, and, then only, substitutes it
self for the previous motives which are losing 
their virtue of impelling or repressing one--
hence the nevi birth: v/hile this life suffices, 
I don't see that another incentive to push on 
through its insufficiency, in the shape of a 
conceived possibility of a life beyond, is 
ever given us.20 

Browning also referred to this period of unbelief as "grow

ing pains" and said of Shelley that men would not 

persist in confounding, any more than God con
founds, with genuine infidelity and an atheism 
of the heart these passionate impatient strug
gles of a boy towards truth and love. . . . 
Crude convictions of boyhood, conveyed in im
perfect and unapt forms of speech,--for such 

20 
Quoted in V/ard, p . 34. 
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things all boys have been pardoned. They are 
growing pains, accompanied by temporary dis
tortion of soul also.21 

It is the opinion of Betty Miller that in the margins 

of the pages of Shelley's works. Browning had v/ritten athe

istical notions and ideas of which he v/as later ashamed. 

Although this cannot be proved completely, he did attempt 

to blot out what he termed "foolish scribblings": 

he blotted out: he scribbled over with a heavy 
pen; he scrubbed with a moistened forefinger; 
he scratched so vehemently with his knife that 
the point vrent right through the paper: finally, 
where nothing else would serve, he cut whole 
pieces bodily out of the page itself.22 

Although Brovming did later seem to be somewhat ashamed of 

his skepticism, in his later poetry he illustrated the sig

nificance which doubt may have in making one's religious 

beliefs really his own. Because Browning had struggled 

against doubt for what he believed, he felt that his faith 

was somehow made richer and stronger in the process. 

Unfortunately for scholarly purposes, no v/riting of 

any kind from Browning's period of extreme doubt is extant 

One piece of poetry known to have been v/ritten during the 

period, under the title of Incondita, was destroyed by 

21 
Griffin and Minchin, p. 52. The two biographers 

took this quotation from Browning's Preface to the Letters 
of Shelley. The Letters were found later to be spurious. 

^^Miller, p. 11. 
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Browning. Whether it contained atheistic notions is en

tirely speculative but the conjecture that it did contain 

such notions seems very substantial. If Browning did write 

any atheistic poetry in imitation of his beloved Shelley 

at this time, we may assume in view of his later attitude 

toward his youthful skepticism that he took great pains to 

destroy it also. 

The nearest extant poem relative to the period of 

uncertainty is Pauline, published in 1833, immediately 

following the doubting period. The narrator of Pauline 

relates to his female companion the story of his struggles 

with doubts and how he had tried to achieve perfection in 

the human sphere and was never successful. The narrator 

has attempted to realize perfection through such means 

as aestheticism, the intellect, and nature, with God and 

love being completely forsaken. Finally the narrator tells 

how he at last gained contentment by returning to God, his 

concept of perfect love. He exclaims in line 821: "And 

what is that I hunger for but God?" The narrator further 

states in lines IO3O-3I: "Know my last state is happy, 

free from doubt / or touch of fear." 

There is almost unanimous agreement among critics that 

Pauline is mostly autobiographical, that Browning is him

self the narrator, relating in a not so detached manner the 

story of his own period of anxiety caused by religious doubt. 
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Griffin and Minchin quote Brov/ning's friend Joseph Arnould, 

who in l847 described Pauline as a "strange, wild, and in 

parts singularly magnificent poet-biography: his own early 

life as it presented itself to his own soul: in fact, psy

chologically speaking, his Sartor Resartus."^ Elizabeth 

Gary, quotes Sharp as saying that had it not been for Shelley 

and Keats and Browning's period of uncertainty which fol

lowed upon his reading of and devotion to Shelley, "we 

should not have had Pauline; v;e might have had a different 
24 

Brovming." G. K. Chesterton has described Pauline as a 

kind of "intellectual measles," in v/hich Browning was just 
PR 

emerging from atheism. -̂  The narrator's description of his 

extreme idealism in lines 424-29 seems reminiscent of Brovm

ing' s idealistic devotion to the ideas of Shelley: 

I threw myself 
To meet it, I was vowed to liberty. 
Men were to be as gods and earth as heaven. 
And I--ah, what a life was mine to prove 
My whole soul rose to meet it. Now Pauline, 
I shall go mad, if I recall that time! 

Harper points out the seeming paradox in Browning's sup

posedly renouncing Shelleyean idealism and yet still pro

fusely praising Shelley under the name of "Sun-treader" at 

^3Griffin and Minchin, p. 33. 

?4 
^Elizabeth Luther Gary, Brovming, Poet and Man: 

A Survey (New York and London, 1^99)^ P- 11» 

^Chesterton, p. 20. 
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26 the first of the poem. Browning, hov;ever, continued to 

be an ardent admirer of Shelley long after he had forsaken 

Shelley's excesses. Maisie Ward suggests that Brov/ning 

evidently did not consider atheism as one of Shelley's 

27 
chief characteristics. Furthermore, Browning seems to 

have believed that Shelley's atheism was, like his own, 

merely temporary and that Shelley at the time of his death 

was actually moving back toward Christianity. 

Arthur Symons says that the sin of the narrator, as 

given in lines 268-80, is a self-portraiture: 

I am made up of an intensest life. 
Of a most clear idea of consciousness 
Of self, distinct from all its qualities. 
From all affections, passions, feelings, powers; 
And thus far it exists, if tracked in all: 
But linked, in me, to self-supremacy. 
Existing as a centre to all things. 
Most potent to create and rule and call 
Upon all things to minister to it; 
And to a principle of restlessness 
Which would be all, have, see, know, taste, 

feel, all--
This is myself; and I should thus have been 
Though gifted lower than the meanest soul. 

Symons suggests that the isolation v/hich the narrator of 

Pauline has felt is similar to that which Browning felt 

Harper, p. 66, 

'̂̂ Ward, p. 38. 

^^Browning, in his Essay on Shelley, expressed the 
notion that if Shelley had lived long enough he v/ould have 
been a Christian. 
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29 
during his period of uncertainty. Betty Miller points 

out still another similarity. At the death of his father. 

Browning was elevated to the leading position of his fam

ily, a promotion which supposedly increased his vanity.^ 

But this feeling of self-aggrandizement was, according to 

Mrs. Miller, accompanied by feelings of inferiority and 

dependence, perhaps caused by his mother and her religious 

teachings. This conflict of self-importance and inferi

ority is depicted in lines 29I-309 of Pauline: 

A mind like this must dissipate itself. 
But I have always had one lode-star, now. 
As I look back, l' see that I have halted 
Or hastened as I looked towards that star--
A need, a trust, a yearning after God: 
A feeling I have analyzed but late. 
But it existed, and was reconciled 
With a neglect of all I deemed his laws 
Which yet, when seen in others, I abhorred. 
I felt as one beloved, and so shut in 
From fear: and thence I date my trust in signs 
And omens, for I saw God everywhere; 
And I can only lay it to the fruit 
Of a sad after-time that I could doubt 
Even his being--e'en the while I felt 
His pressure, never acted from myself. 
Still trusted in a hand to lead me through 
All danger; and this feeling ever fought 
Against my weakest reason and resolve. 

The conversion experience of the narrator seems very 

similar to that of Brovming. Stopford Brooke suggests that 

'̂ Arthur Symons, An Introduction to the Study of 
Browning (London, 19o6y7 p. 35. 

30 o 
Miller, p. 80. 
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the narrator's realization "And v;hat is that I hunger for 

but God" is really "Brovming all over." It reflects the 

same feeling which caused him to write the earliest poems 

dealing with the conflict of the soul.^ 

The role of the sympathetic woman in the conversion 

of the narrator is thought by some scholars to reflect one 

important aspect of Brovming's re-acceptance of faith in 

God. Betty Miller says that although Browning's "atheistic 

onslaughts" made Eliza Flower begin to have doubts herself, 

Eliza's sister, Sarah, remained undaunted and was probably 

instrumental in Browning's conversion.-^ It seems also 

that Browning's understanding mother probably played a 

significant role in helping her son regain his faith. 

In Pauline, a woman (in the form of a witch) is instru

mental in the narrator's conversion. The witch appears 

early in the poem (11. 112-23). She calls dovm a god from 

heaven to help the narrator: 

And then I was a young witch whose blue eyes. 
As she stood naked by the river springs. 
Drew down a god: I watched his radiant form 
Growing less radiant, and it gladdened me: 
Till one morn, as he sat in the sunshine 
Upon my knees, singing to me of heaven. 
He turned to look at me, ere I could lose 
The grin v/ith which I viewed his perishings: 
And he shrieked and departed and sat long 
By his deserted throne, but sank at last 
Murmuring, as I kissed his lips and curled 
Around him, "I am still a god--to thee." 

3-̂ Stopford Brooke, The Poetry of Robert Brovming 
(London, 1902), p. 126. 

32Miller, pp. 28-37-
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The witch appears again toward the end of Pauline (11. 

65-67): 

But I begin to knov̂  what thing hate is--
To sicken and to quiver and grow v/hite--
And I myself have furnished its first prey. 
Hate of the v/eak and ever-v/avering v/ill. 
The selfishness, the still decaying frame. . . . 
But I must never grieve v/hom wing can waft 
Far from such thoughts--as now, Andromeda! 
And she is v/ith me: years roll, I shall change. 
But change can touch her not—so beautiful 
With her fixed eyes, earnest and still, and hair 
Lifted and spread by the salt-sv/eeping breeze. 
And one red beam, all the storm leaves in heaven. 
Resting upon her eyes and hair, such hair. 
As she av/aits the snake on the wet beach 
By the dark rock and the v/hite v/ave just break

ing 
At her feet; quite naked and alone; a thing 
I doubt not, nor fear for, secure some god 
To save will in thunder from the stars. 

It is indeed probable that Brovming was thinking of those 

who had helped to strengthen his faith and pull him out of 

the doubting period when he m.ade women an instrument for 

conversion in Pauline. 

Harper points out that one should not pursue the auto-

biographical nature of Pauline too far.~̂ ~̂  The poem is too 

disorganized for this or any other theme to be the struc

tural principle ordering it. Nevertheless, the similari

ties in Brovming's and the narrator's conversions are 

certainly there. 

Browning addresses the "Sun-treader" or Shelley once 

again, in the last stanza of the poem: 

33 Harper, p. 74. 
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Sun-treader, I believe in God and truth 
And love; and as one just escaped from death 
VJould bind himself in bands of friends to feel 
He lives indeed, so, I would lean on thee! 
Thou must be ever with me, most in gloom 
If such must come, but chiefly when I die. 
For I seem, dying, as one going in the dark 
To fight a giant: but live thou forever. 
And be to all v/hat thou hast been to me! 
All in whom this wakes pleasant thoughts of me 
Know my last state is happy, free from doubt 
Or touch of fear. Love me and v/ish me well. 

Although the stanza seems on the v/hole optimistic there are 

some pessimistic elements within, such as the reference to 

death as being like going into the darkness to fight a 

giant. Burdett suggests that in Pauline Brovming has failed 

to gain back completely his religious optimism. He states 

that in Pauline Brovming's faith is merely hope; his cer-

4̂ tainty, courage; his belief, a dream.^ Many critics argue 

that Browning has not completed his "convalescence," that 

he still shows some doubt. John Stuart Mill is highly 

critical of Brovming in this regard: 

With considerable poetic pov̂ /ers, the writer 
seems to me possessed v«/ith a more intense and 
morbid self-consciousness than I ever knew in 
any sane human being. I should think it a sin
cere confession, though of a most unlovable 
state, if the "Pauline" were not evidently a mere 
phantom. All about her is full of inconsistency. . . . 
A canto of most beautiful passages might be made 
from this poem, and the psychological history of 
himself is powerful and truthful--truth-like 
certainly, all but the last stage. That he 

4̂ 
^ Osbert Burdett, The Brov/nings (Boston and New York, 1936), p. 91. 
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evidently has not yet gone into. The self-seeking 
and self-v̂ /orshipping state is well described--be-
yond that, I should think the writer had made as 
yet, only the next step, viz. into despising his 
ovm state. I even question whether part even of 
that self-disdain is not assumed. He is evidently 
dissatisfied, and feels part of the badness of his 
state; he does not write as if it were purged out 
of him. If he once could muster a hearty hatred 
of his selfishness, it would go; as it is, he feels 
only the lack of good, not the positive evil. He 
feels not remorse, but only disappointment; a mind 
in that state can only be regenerated by some new 
passion, and I know not what to wish for him but 
that he may meet with a real Pauline. 

Meanv̂ /hile he should not attempt to show a 
person may be recovered from this morbid state--
for he is hardly convalescent, and "what should 
we speak of but that which we know."35 

Collins suggests that Browning's (or the narrator's) 

simple assertion of faith at the conclusion of the poem is 

insufficient proof that he understands how faith in God can 

affect his life.^ He argues further that Browning in 

Pauline is attempting to represent areas of thought which 

he himself has not yet explored. 

The theme of Paracelsus, first published in 1835^ is 

quite similar to that of Pauline (and Milton's Paradise 

Lost), the quest of the hero being (1, 533-35) 

to comprehend 
the works of God himself, and all 
God's intercourses v\/ith our own mind. 

^^Quoted in Thomas J. Collins, Robert Brovming's 
Moral-Aesthetic Theory, l833-l855 (Lincoln, 19^7), p. 4. 

^^collins, pp. 15-16. 
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Paracelsus' friend Festus chides him about aspiring to 

knowledge v/hich is not rightfully his. Paracelsus is, 

however, adamant in his quest and persists in using his 

intellect to attempt a full understanding of God. When 

he fails in his goal he blames not himself but God (II, 

90-91): 

At worst I have perform'd my share of the 
task: 

The rest is God's concern. 

^^ Paracelsus Brovming's regaining of faith is shown 

basically by his concept of God as love. This concept is 

nowhere better illustrated than in the prayer of Festus in 

behalf of his wayward friend, Paracelsus (V, 5I-67): 

God! Thou art Love! I build my faith on that: 
Even as I v/atch beside thy tortured child. 
Unconscious whose hot tears fall fast by him. 
So doth thy right hand guide us through the 

world 
Wherein we stumble 

Save him, dear God, it will be like thee! bathe 
him 

In light and life. 

Browning allows Paracelsus to come to this realiza-

tion--that of God's being coterminous with love--just as 

he is about to die. Paracelsus realizes that the love of 

God is reflected in human beings, v/hich he had previously 

scorned for their imperfection (V, 680-84): 

Thus he dv\rells in all. 
From life's minute beginnings, up at last 
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To man--the consummation of this scheme 
Of being--the completion of this sphere 
Of life. 

This idea of the community of God and man gives 

Paracelsus at last a new outlook on knov/ledge (V, 695-70O): 

Knowledge--not intuition, but the slow 
Uncertain fruit of an enhancing toil. 
Strengthened by love: love--not serenely pure 
But strong from weakness, like a chance-sovm 

plant 
Which, cast on stubborn soil, puts forth changed 

buds 
And softer stains, unknown in happier climes. 

Paracelsus dies hand in hand with Aprile, the poet of love. 

Collins notes that Brovmiing's adoration of Shelley is 

modified somewhat in Paracelsus from what it was in Pauline. 

He contends as do most other critics that Aprile represents 

Shelley. Even though love, particularly Divine Love, is 

the basic theme of Paracelsus, Brovming shows that love and 

the intellect are not disparate elements but complement 

each other. Although Browning has by no means forsaken 

Shelley, he still feels that Shelley's excessive idealism 

must be tempered. The poem is most significant in that it 

is such a powerful statement of Brovming's belief in God as 

the essence of love. In Paracelsus the poet seems more 

sure of himself and his convictions seem much stronger than 

was the case in Pauline. In this sense, Paracelsus repre

sents a step beyond Pauline on Brovmiing's road to recover

ing his religious faith. 
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Sordello has basically the same thematic thread running 

through it as the first two poems discussed. VJhereas 

Browning in Paracelsus deals v/ith God as the source of 

love, in Sordello he sees God as the sum of all beauty.^^^ 

Sordello, like the hero of Pauline and Paracelus, is at 

first self-centered, but finally comes to the realization 

that it is only through God, the source of Divine Beauty, 

that true beauty can be found. 

In Pauline, Paracelsus, and Sordello, Brovming demon

strates his ovm movement from skepticism back to God-

centered religion. He shov/s his belief in the idea of God 

as the essence of love and the essence of beauty. Looking 

at Browning's religious development from the Langbaum point 

of view, it is easy to see that his reaching a God-centered 

religious outlook represents a large step av/ay from his 

doubts. One might even go so far as to say that Brovming 

was at the time he wrote Paracelsus and Sordello roughly 

half way back to his original religious position. He had 

yet to reach a more doctrine-centered religion and this 

attainment will be examined in the next chapter. 

It should be noted that Jesus Christ receives some 

mention in the earlier poetry, as in lines 838-54 of 

Pauline: 

"̂ 'Thomas J. Collins, "Browning's Essay on Shelley: 
In Context," Victorian Poetry, II (Spring 19*64), 120. 
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0 thou pale form! . . . 
Oft have I stood by thee--
Have I been keeping lonely v/atch with thee 
In the damp night by weeping Olivet, 
Or leaning on thy bosom, proudly less. 
Or dying with thee on the lonely cross. 
Or witnessing thy bursting from the tomb. 

But although the idea of the divinity of Christ is implied 

here--in the phrase "thy bursting from the tomb"--there is 

no emphasis here or in any of the earliest poetry upon the 

Incarnation, or God's coming to earth in human form. Col

lins points out that the Incarnation v/as mentioned in the 

l849 edition of Paracelsus but v/as dropped from the text in 

the 1863 edition.3° He suggests that between l846 and I850 

Brovmiing began to develop an avid interest in Christ and 

the Incarnation. He also suggests that the mention of the 

Incarnation in the l849 edition shov/s that Brovming had 

apparently accepted the doctrine of the Incarnation by this 

time. Collins points to further evidence that by 1849 

Browning's thought v/as becoming more oriented toward reli

gious themes than previously."-̂ -̂  In the l835 edition of 

Paracelsus, the following metaphor occurs: 

See hov/ bright St. Savior's spire 
Flames in the sunset; all its figures quaint 
Gay in the glancing light: you might conceive 

them 
A troop of yellovz-vested, v/hite-hair'd Jews. 

Collins, Moral-Aesthetic Theory, p. 97. 

39 Collins, Moral-Aesthetic Theory, p. 98. 
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In the 1849 edition, however, Brov-ming added a line v/hich 

places the image in a distinctly Christian context: "Bound 

for their own land where redemption davms!" Collins sug

gests that the near absence of poetry betv\reen l846 and 

1850 v/as because of Browning's attempts to formulate a 

belief v/hich he was not ready to put on paper. De Vane 

tends to confirm this. By the time the second edition of 

Paracelsus appeared, Brovming apparently had formulated his 

beliefs concerning redemption through Christ and immortality 

Before proceeding to illustrate the religious ideals 

which Browning had formulated by I85O which, applying the 

Langbaum hypothesis to Browning's religion, marks his re

turn to v/hat v/as approximately his original position, it 

might be worthwhile to notice two other earlier poems which 

relate to Brov/ning's return to faith after his period of 

uncertainty. One of these poems is "Cristina" in Dramatic 

Lyrics, which in stanzas three and four outlines a process 

of conversion: 

Oh, we're sunk enough here God knows! 
But not quite so sunk that moments. 

Sure though seldom, are denied us. 
When the spirit's true endowments 

Stand out plainly from its false ones. 
And apprise it, if pursuing 

Or the right way, or the v\̂ rong way 
To its triumph or undoing. 

There are flashes struck from midnights. 
There are fire-flames noon-days kindle. 

Whereby piled-up honours perish. 
Whereby sv/ollen ambitions dv'/indle. 
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While just this or that poor impulse. 
Which for once had play unstifled. 

Seems the whole work of a life-time. 
That away the rest have trifled. 

In the conversion process as it is outlined in the poem, 

a light falls upon man, some message from the spirit world 

comes to him, and he sees his sin. That Brov/ning was here 

describing his own conversion is somewhat uncertain. In 

view of Browning's attitude tov/ard modern day miracles, as 

reflected later in "Mr. Sludge, the Medium," it seems 

doubtful that he ever considered his ov\m conversion to be 

miraculous, as the processes described in Pauline and in 

"Cristina" seem to be. Nevertheless, his use of the con

version process in this poem, in Pippa passes (which like 

Pauline makes a female an instrument of conversion), and 

numerous other writings is evidence of the impact which 

his return to faith in God had upon him. 

The final poem of the earlier period to be mentioned 

is "A Grammarian's Funeral" in Dramatic Romances, which 

suggests the need of man for a belief in the immortality 

of the soul, a need which Brovming must have keenly felt 

upon his return to belief. In line 83 of the poem, the 

statement "Leave Now for dogs and apes!/ Man has For-ever" 

is one of the earliest statements in Browning's poetry sug

gesting his adoption, or more accurately his re-adoption, 

of a belief in soul immortality. 
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CHAPTER III 

RECONSIDERATIONS REFINED 

As was stated in Chapter II, Browning had returned 

by 1850 to a religious position roughly approximating his 

original. Using the Langbaum hypothesis as a guide, we 

can see that he had come full circle--from belief to doubt 

and back to belief. It will be recalled that according 

to the Langbaum hypothesis, one may reassume his original 

position instead of adopting an entirely new formulation, 

provided this original position has acquired greater mean

ing for him. This seems to have been the case with Brown

ing and his religion. 

The first work to illustrate Brovming's return to the 

faith of his childhood and also his first to deal primarily 

with Christianity is Christmas-Eve and Easter-Day, published 

in. 1850. The two poems, "Christmas-Eve" and "Easter-Day," 

are grouped together even though they approach Christianity 

from different angles. "Christmas-Eve" explores man's rela

tionship to different creeds, while "Easter-Day" examines 

man's relationship to Christ. These two poems together rep

resent the major religious ideas which Browning had devel

oped by 1850. Collins argues that Elizabeth Barrett was un

doubtedly instrumental in the shaping of these ideas. Also, 

Collins, Moral-Aesthetic Theory, p. 112 

32 
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the death of Browning's mother may have motivated his move 

back to the religion of his youth. In Christmas-Eve and 

Easter-Day, Browning not only moves from the God-centered, 

non-doctrinal Christianity of his earliest poetry to a • 

more doctrine-centered Christianity, but he also for the 

first time manifests his belief in the Incarnation. Fur

thermore, he sets up love as superior to the intellect, 

thereby destroying the equilibrium established in Paracelsus. 

Duckworth attempts to show that the course of 

"Christmas-Eve" was foreshadowed in two letters exchanged 

by Robert Browning and Elizabeth Barrett. In the first 

letter, Elizabeth described to Browning her religious 

beliefs and tried to make them appear as non-sectarian 

as possible: 

I felt unwilling, for my own part, to put 
on any of the liveries of the sects. The truth 
as God sees it, must be something so different 
from these opinions about the truth--these 
systems which fit different classes of men like 
their coats, and wear brown at the elbov/s alv̂ aysl 
I believe in what is divine and floats at highest, 
in all these different theologies--and because 
the really Divine draws together souls, and 
tends so to a unity, I could pray anyv/here and 
with all sorts of worshippers, from the Sistine 
Chapel to Mr. Fox's, those kneeling and those 
standing. Wherever you go, in all religious 
societies, there is a little to revolt, and a 
good deal to bear with--but it is not otherwise 
in the world without; and, within, you are 
especially reminded that God has to be more 
patient than yourself after all. Still you go 
quickest there, where your sympathies are least 
ruffled and disturbed--and I like, beyond com
parison best, the simplicity of the dissenters, 
the unwritten prayer, . . . the sacraments 
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administered quietly and without charlatanism! 
and the principle of a church, as they hold it, 
I hold it too, . . . quite apart from state-
necessities . . . pure from the law. Well--
there is enough to dissent from among them as 
among other . . . you feel moreover bigotry 
and ignorance pressing on you on all sides, 
till you gasp for breath like one strangled.2 

The spirit of the last sentence is certainly reflected in 

Browning's description of the Dissenting chapel in "Christ

mas-Eve." Browning replied to Miss Barrett in a similar 

vein: 

Dearest, I know your very meaning, in 
what you said of religion, and responded to 
it with my whole soul--what you express nov̂ /, 
is for us both . . . those are my own feelings, 
my convictions beside--instinct confirmed by 
reason. Look at that injunction to "love God 
with all the heart, and soul, and strength"--
and then imagine yourself bidding any faculty, 
that arises towards the love of him, be still! 
If in a meeting house, with the blank white 
walls, and a simple doctrinal exposition,--all 
the senses should turn (from where they lie 
neglected) to all that sunshine in the Sistine 
with its music and painting, which would lift 
them at once to Heaven,--why should you not go 
forth? To return just as quickly when they are 
nourished into a luxuriance that extinguishes, 
what is called. Reason's pale v/avering light, 
lamp or whatever it is . . , .3 

In "Christmas-Eve," Brovming examines three types of 

religious belief: the Dissenting position, Roman Catholi

cism, and the school of Higher Criticism or the rationalistic 

^The Letters £f Robert Brovming and Elizabeth Barrett 
Brovming7 II (New York and London, 18^^, p. 434. 

^Letters, II, p. 427. 



35. 

approach to faith. The poem opens with the narrator 

(actually Browning) finding himself outside the Evangelical 

chapel. In lines 8-I8, the picture v/hich Brovming paints 

of the congregation is odious. The people passing by him 

and entering the church building are sheep, the door is a 

gate, the entrance way is a cattle chute, and the interior 

of the structure is a sheepfold: 

Heaven knov/s how many sorts of hands 
Reached past me, groping for the latch 
Of the inner door that hung on catch. 
More obstinate the more they fumbled. 
Till, giving way at last with a scold 
Of the crazy hinge, in squeezed or tumbled 
One sheep more to the rest, infold. 
And left me irresolute, standing sentry 
In the sheepfold's lath-and-plaster entry. 
Four feet long by two feet v/ide. 
Partitioned off from the vast inside. 

Individuals are as repulsive to the speaker as is the 

congregation en masse. The rather harsh description of two 

women in lines 48-73 is particularly unflattering: 

. . . the fat weary woman. 
Panting and bewildered, dov/n-clapping 
Her umbrella with a mighty report. 
Grounded it by me, wry and flapping, 
A wreck of whalebones; then, with a snort. 
Like a startled horse, at the interloper 
(Who humbly knew himself improper. 
But could not shrink up small enough) 
--Round to the door, and in,--the gruff 
Hinge's invariable scold 
Making my very blood run cold. 

4 
Collins, Moral-Aesthetic Theory, p. 100. 
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Prompt in the wake of her, up-pattered 
On broken clogs, the many-tattered 
Little old-faced peaking sister-turned-mother 
Of the sickly babe she tried to smother 
Somehov/ up, with its spotted face. 
From the cold, on her breast, the one warm 

place; 
She too must stop, wring the poor ends dry 
Of a draggled shawl, and add thereby 
Her tribute to the door-mat, sopping 
Already from my ovm clothes' dropping. 
Which yet she seemed to grudge I should stand 

on: 
Then, stooping dovm to take off her pattens. 
She bore them defiantly, in each hand one. 
Planted together before her breast 
And its babe, as good as a lance in rest. 

A male worshipper is ridiculed (11. 8l-84): 

Then a tall yellow man, like the Penitent Thief, 
With his jaw bound up in a handkerchief. 
And eyelids screwed together tight. 
Led himself in by some inner light. 

The narrator scorns the feeling of exclusiveness 

harbored by the Dissenters (11. 132-38): 

And crossed the threshold's magic pentacle. 
And found myself in full conventicle, 
--To VJit, in Zion Chapel Meeting, 
On the Christmas-Eve of 'Forty-nine, 
Which, calling its flock to their special 

clover. 
Found all assembled and one sheep over. 
Whose lot, as the weather-pleased, was mine. 

He grows tired of the egotistical attitudes of the congre

gation, "the preaching man's immense stupidity," and the 

preacher's irreverently hugging the Bible to pieces (11. 

139-56): 
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I very soon had enough of it. 
The hot smell and the human noises. 
And my neighbor's coat, the greasy cuff of it. 
Were a pebble-stone that a child's hand poises. 
Compared with the pig-of-lead-like pressure 
Of the preaching man's immense stupidity. 
As he poured his doctrine forth, full measure. 
To meet his audience's avidity. 
You needed not the wit of the Sibyl 
To guess the cause of it all, in a twinkling: 
No sooner our friend had got an inkling 
Of treasure hid in the Holy Bible, 
(When'er 't was the thought first struck him. 
How death, at unawares, might duck him 
Deeper than the grave, and quench 
The gin-shop's light in hell's grim drench) 
Than he handled it so, in fine irreverence. 
As to hug the book of books to pieces: 

The stupid reaction of the preacher's "flock" is recorded 

(11. 169-172): 

But the flock sat on, divinely flustered. 
Sniffling, methought, its dev/ of Hermon 
With such content in every sniffle. 
As the devil inside us loves to ruffle. 

With one more description of some of the worshippers 

(11. 173-86), the narrator exits from the Evangelical 

chapel: 

My old fat woman purred with pleasure 
And thumb round thumb went twirling faster. 
While she, to his periods keeping measure. 
Maternally devoured the pastor. 
The man with a handkerchief untied it. 
Showed us a horrible wen inside it. 
Gave his eyelids yet another screwing. 
And rocked himself as the woman was doing. 
The shoemaker's lad, discreetly choking. 
Kept dovm his cough. 'T v̂ âs too provoking! 
My gorge rose at the nonsense and stuff of it; 
So, saying like Eve when she plucked the apple, 
"I wanted a taste, and nov'/ there's enough of it," 
I flung out of the little chapel. 
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De Vane points out that in reviewing the position of 

the Dissenters, Brov/ning was on familiar ground. He grew 

up in Camberwell, which was the headquarters of Non-
5 

Conformity. Elizabeth later complained that Brov/ning had 

within him "the blood of all the Puritans." According to 

De Vane, the York Street Chapel, which Brov/ning attended 

as a lad, should not be confused with the distasteful con

gregation depicted in the poem. Browning himself told 

W. G. Kingsland, concerning the Evangelical chapel, that 

"all the incidents are imaginary--save the lunar rainbow: 

I saw that." Some of the more distasteful elements of 

Non-Conformity were, however, quite real to Brovming and 

he seems to be drav/ing on these repulsive aspects in the 

poem. He does, hov/ever, seem to be exaggerating the dis

tasteful elements of Non-Conformity, probably to make his 

decision to return to it at the end of the poem more mean

ingful. This choice v/ould, after all, need to carry a 

great deal of meaning in order to overcome the repulsive 

characteristics of the Dissenters. Browning's hostility 

toward Clayton, Irons, and Ready has been noted in Chapter 

II. But although Browning abhorred the bigotry of the clergy

men and the smugness with which they expounded their doc

trines, his religious leanings were probably closer to those 

of the Dissenters than to those of any other religious sect. 

5william Clyde De Vane, A Brovming Handbook (New York, 
1955). p. 179. 
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and it is to this "flock" that he has the speaker return 

after considering two other alternatives. Perhaps the 

strong feelings of his wife and the death of his mother 

were what it took to make hj-m choose this first alternative. 

Betv/een the scene in the Evangelical chapel and the 

presentation of the second religious alternative, Brov/ning 

digresses and in lines 279-372 gives a pov/erful testimony 

of the love of God, a testimony v/hich would rival or excel 

any such passage in Paracelsus. Reaffirmation of one's 

adopted belief is a significant part of the Langbaum for

mula and here Browning magnificently reaffirms the belief 

in Divine Love which he had formulated in earlier poetry. 

The narrator leaves the stuffy chapel and goes out into 

the fresh air, where all is suggestive of God: 

In youth I looked to those very skies 
And, probing their immensities, 
I found God there, his visible power; 
Yet felt in my heart, amid all its sense 
Of the power, an equal evidence 
That his love, there too, was the noble dov/er: 
For the loving worm v/ithin its clod 
Were diviner than a loveless God 
Amid his v/orlds, I will dare to say. 

So, gazing up, in my youth, at love 
As seen through pov̂ /er, ever above 
All modes which make it manifest. 
My soul brought all to a single test--
That he, the Eternal First and Last, 
Who, in his power, had so surpassed 
All man conceives of what is might,--
Whose wisdom, too, showed infinite, 
—Would prove as infinitely good; 
VJould never, (my soul understood,) 
With pov/er to work all love desires, 
Bestov̂  e'en less than man requires; 
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That he v/ho endlessly was teaching. 
Above my spirit's utmost reaching. 
What love can do in the leaf or stone, 
(So that to master this alone. 
This done in the stone or leaf for me, 
I must go on learning endlessly) 
Would never need that I, in turn. 
Should point him out defect unheeded. 
And show that God had yet to learn 
What the meanest human creature needed, 
--Not life, to v/it, for a few short years. 
Tracking his way through doubts and fears. 
While the stupid earth on which I stay 
Suffers no change but passive adds 
Its myriad years to myriads. 
Though I, he gave it to, decay. 
Seeing death come and choose about me. 
And my dearest ones depart without me. 
No! love which on earth, amid all the shov/s of it 
Has ever been seen the sole good of it. 
The love, ever growing there, spite of the strife 

of it. 
And I shall behold Thee, face to face, 
0 God, and in Thy love retrace 
Hov/ in all I loved here, still wast thou! 
Whom pressing to, then, as I fain would now, 
1 shall find as able to satiate 
The love, thy gift, as my spirit's wonder 
Thou art able to quicken and sublimate 
With this sky of thine, that I now walk under 
And glory in thee for, as I gaze 
Thus, thus! . . . 

As the narrator looks up at the heavens, it seems as 

though "Some One" is about to step out (11. 402-4o4): 

Oh, whose feet shall I see emerge. 
Whose from the straining topmost dark 
On to the keystone of that arc? 

Suddenly, Christ appears and all His radiance and glory 

makes the speaker unconscious. The speaker catches the 

hem of Christ's garment and is miraculously transported 

to Rome, where he examines the second religious alternative. 
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Roman Catholicism. The narrator arrives in Rome just in 

time to v/itness the midnight Christmas Eve Mass at St. 

Peter's Basilica. His description of the Mass (11. 585-

97) shov/s that it is rather appealing to him: 

Earth breaks up, time drops av/ay 
In flows heaven, with its new day 
Of endless life, when He who trod. 
Very man and very God, 
This earth in weakness, shame and pain. 
Dying the death whose signs remain 
Up yonder on the accursed tree,--
Shall come again, no more to be 
Of captivity the thrall. 
But the one God, all in all. 
King of kings, and Lord of lords. 
As His servant John received the words, 
"I died, and live for evermore!" 

In the above quotation. Browning for the first time sets 

forth his belief in the Incarnation. The concept of the 

"Very man and very God" v/as to be re-echoed thenceforth 

many times in his poetry. 

In lines 649-53. the narrator thinks he sees error 

in Romanism and does not approve of its over-indulgence 

in embellishment, but he does admire its evidence of true 

Christian love, in sharp contrast to the Dissenters: 

I see the error; but above 
The scope of error, see the love.--
Oh, love of those first Christian days! 
--Fanned so soon into a blaze. 
From the spark preserved by the trampled sect. 

This great manifestation of Christian love is indeed the 

chief appeal of Roman Catholicism for the narrator and 



42 

undoubtedly for Brov/ning also. 

De Vane states that Brov/ning in depicting the unfavor

able aspects of Roman Catholicism fell perhaps into the 

prejudice of his class and nation against the Roman Church.^ 

Although he had not v/itnessed the. Christmas Eve Mass in Rome 

at the time this poem v/as written, he undoubtedly had heard 

his friend VJilliam Wetmore Story describe the event. Brown

ing in the poem shows some disgust over the Pope's "postur-

ings" and "petticoatings," and this disgust, as De Vane sug

gests, may have been the result of his and Mrs. Browning's 

disapproval of the new and incompetent Pope Pius IX. 

After examining Roman Catholicism, the narrator takes 

the hem of Christ's, garment and is transported to Gottingen, 

where he examines the third alternative, the rationalistic 

approach to religion. That Brov/ning was undoubtedly ac

quainted with the Higher Criticism seems obvious when one 

considers the tremendous output of rationalist writing at 

the time "Christmas-Eve" was written. Chief among these 

works was David Friedrich Strauss' Das Leben Jesu, which 

attempted to prove that the Christ of the Gospels was a mere 

hiiman. Strauss' work was penetrating the middle classes in 

England, appearing in English even before George Eliot's 

famous translation.' Phases of Reason, another piece of 

^De Vane, p. l80. 

'Kingsbury Badger, "'See the Christ Stand!' Browning's 
Religion," Boston University Studies in English, I (Spring-
Summer, 1955). ̂ 3. 
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rationalist literature by John Henry and Francis Newman, 

had appeared in l848, and Cooper's Journal had begun in 

January, I85O, a series of lectures under the title "Criti

cal Exegesis of the Gospel on the Basis of Strauss' Leben 
o 

Jesu." Furthermore, there was betv/een l847 and 1850 a 

struggle betv/een the rationalistic and sacerdotal types 

of religion within the Anglican Church itself.^ 

Kingsbury Badger has made a good case for seeing the 

"hav/k-nosed, high-cheek-boned" Professor speaking in the 

Higher Criticism lecture hall at Gottingen as directly 

representative of Strauss. Their arguments are indeed 

identical. In lines 857-62, the Professor refers to the 

divinity of Christ as a myth, echoing the mythus concept 

emphasized by Strauss: 

inquiring first 
Into the various sources whence 
This Myth of Christ is derivable; 
Demanding from the evidence. 
(Since plainly no such life v/as livable) 
How these phenomena should class? 

The Professor's argument that it is not possible to live 

a life such as Christ is supposed to have lived, mentioned 

in the above quotation, is also an echo of Strauss, who 

^Badger, p. 64. 

9see the unpub. diss. (University of North Carolina, 
1958) by Richard Weinberg Goldsmith, "The Relationship of 
Browning's Poetry to Religious Controversy, l833-l868," 
p. 191. 
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declared an account unhistorical "when the narration is 

irreconcilable with the knov̂ /n and universal laws v\/hich 

govern the course of events." 

The German Professor in lines 87O-78 discusses how 

myths develop and grow: 

understanding 
How the ineptitude of the time. 
And the penman's prejudice, expanding 
Fact into fable fit for the clime. 
Had, by slov̂ / degrees, translated it 
Into this myth, this Individuum,--
V/hich, when reason had strained and abated it 
Of foreign matter left, for residuum, 
A Man! 

Strauss also discusses the grov/th of myths and legends in 

his Introduction. 

Both the German Professor and Strauss stress that 

Jesus was indeed a good man, but only a man. In lines 

878-91. the Professor says: 

--a right true man, however. 
Whose v/ork was worthy a man's endeavor: 
Work, that gave warrant almost sufficient 
To his disciple, for rather believing 
He was just omnipotent and omniscient. 
As it gives to us, for as frankly receiving 
His word, their tradition,--v/hich, though it meant 
Something entirely different 
From all that those who only heard it. 
In their simplicity thought and averred it. 
Had yet a meaning quite as respectable: 
For, among other doctrines delectable. 
Was he not surely the first to insist on 
The natural sovereignty of our race? 

David Friedrich Strauss. Das Leben Jesu, tr. George 
Eliot (London, I906), pp. 87-88. 
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Strauss uses the same argument, describing the historical 

Jesus as 

a person highly distinguished indeed, but 
subject to the limita.tions inevitable to all that 
is mortal: by means of his exalted character, 
hov/ever, he exerted so powerful an influence over 
the religious sentiment, that it constituted him 
the ideal piety; in accordance with the general 
rule, that an historical fact or person cannot 
become the basis of a positive religion until it 
is elevated into the sphere of the ideal.11 

The narrator is on the whole rather tolerant of the 

German Professor, who advises his audience that they might 

"venerate the myth," even though they should not put too 

much faith in it. According to Collins, Brovming does not 

share the speaker's tolerance and in this one instance he 

12 divorces himself from the speaker. Douglas Bush is of 

the same opinion: 

Brov/ning could not take historical criti
cism as final, because human reason and knowledge 
are limited and fallible and because the real 
evidence is within the soul. He sees the divin
ity of Christ and the transforming pov/er of human 
and divine love as facts of experience which mere 
biblical scholarship cannot overthrow.13 

That Brovming vehemently repudiated rationalist philosophy 

is shown in a statement by l̂ ioncure Conway, describing the 

^^Strauss, p. 773-

^^Collins, Moral-Aesthetic Theory, p. IO3. 

-'-̂ Douglas Bush, Science and English Poetry (Nev/ York, 
1950), p. 132. 
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poet's arguments v/ith his rationalist friends: 

Browning's orthodoxy brought him into 
many a combat with his rationalistic friends, 
some of v/hom could hardly believe that he took 
his doctrine seriously. Such was the fact, how
ever: indeed, I have heard that he once stopped 
near an open-air assembly which an atheist v/as 
haranguing, and in the freedom of his incognito 
gave strenuous battle to the opinions uttered. 
To one who has spoken of an expected "Judgment 
Day" as a superstition I heard him say, "I don't 
see that. VThy should there not be a settling day 
in the universe, as when a master settles with 
his workmen at the end of the week?"l4 

After his examination of all three views, Brovming 

summarizes the three positions. He finds the rationalistic 

position the least acceptable. He feels in lines 897-913 

that if the Dissenters and Catholics had poisoned the air, 

the effect of the rationalists was to pump all air out of 

the bell jar and leave humanity suffocating in vacuity: 

I could interpret its command. 
This time He would not bid me enter 
The exhausted air-bell of the Critic. 
Truth's atmosphere may grov'/ mephitic 
When Papist struggles v/ith Dissenter, 
Impregnating its pristine clarity, 
--One by his daily fare's vulgarity. 
Its gust of broken meat and garlic; 
--One, by his Soul's too-much presuming 
To turn the frankincense's fuming 
And vapours of the candle starlike 
Into the clouds her v/ings she buoys on: 
And each, that sets the pure air seething. 
Poisoning it for healthy breathing--
But the Critic leaves no poison; 
Pumps out with ruthless ingenuity 
Atom by atom, and leaves you--vacuity. 

Quoted in Frances Mary Sim, Robert Brovming: Poet 
and Philosopher, I85O-I899 (London, 1923). P- 25. 
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Indeed, Brovming cannot abide the Higher Critic and 

his reliance upon reason. He admires the love v/hich per

meates Roman Catholic ritual, but feels that Romanism is 

encumbered with too many incidentals. He therefore chooses 

what to him is the least objectionable, although somev/hat 

distasteful, position--the Evangelical view. He makes this 

choice out of a need to more or less identify with some 

sect. Whether Brov/ning actually adopted the Evangelical 

or Dissenting sect for himself is uncertain. According to 

Collins, there are three schools of thought concerning this 

question. -̂  One group, including A. W. Crav/ford, W. C. De 

Vane, Betty Miller,.William Lyon Phelps, and W. 0. Raymond, 

contends that Browning returned to the Evangelical faith 

of his mother. At the other extreme are Kingsbury Badger 

and Francis R. G. Duckworth, who argue that Brovming did 

not actually adopt any sect but merely indicated that his 

preference lay with the Non-Conformists. Duckworth, for 

example, uses Brovming's letters to prove that he never 

really made a choice, that he never put on the "liveries 

of any sect." The sole exponent of the third school is 

Hoxie N. Fairchild, who thinks that Brovming did return to 

his mother's religion through Elizabeth Barrett, but that 

•^Collins, Moral-Aesthetic Theory, p. 98 fn. 

Francis R. G. Duckworth, Brovming: Background and 
Conflict (New York, 1932), p. I90. 
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this religion v̂ âs a somewhat more liberal form of Evangel

ism than the bigoted, narrow-minded sect depicted in 
17 

"Christmas-Eve." Brovming h.imself v̂ rould admit only to 

being a good Protestant and of Puritan stock, tolerant 

toward all religious forms but with a bias toward Anglican 
18 

Evangelism. His preference for Non-Conformity was also 

illustrated by the fact that he had his son baptized by 

the French Lutherans in Florence.^ Thus regardless of 

v/hich of these schools one subscribes to, it is evident 

in his poetry and in autobiographical data v\/here Brown

ing's preference lies, and we can therefore use "Christmas-

Eve" to show his returning to a religious position which 

at least approximates that from v\/hich he started. The 1 
• 

individual nature of Brovming's and the narrator's formu- ' 
lation is seen in lines 1206-10 of the poem: I 

I 
I cannot bid » 

The world admit he stooped to heal | 
My soul, as if in a thunder-peal 
Where one heard noise, and saw flame, 
I only knev\/ he named my name. 

The adopted formulation is for the poet only. Browning is 

saying that each individual must formulate his ov/n conclu

sions, basing them upon experience as he himself did. In 

•^'^Collins, Moral-Aesthetic Theory, p. 99. 

-^^Sim, p. 25. 

•^^Griffin and Minchin, pp. 174-75. 
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this respect, the similarity between Brov/ning and the 

Langbaum "Romantic" is greatest. Having made his personal 

decision, the poet-narrator moves from the position of a 

hostile observer to that of a participating worshipper. 

"Easter-Day" attempts to explain man's relationship 

to Christ, and is the first really complete statement of 

Browning's acceptance, or re-acceptance, of a Christ-

centered faith. Although the Incarnation is mentioned in 

"Christmas-Eve," it receives a much fuller treatment in 

"Easter-Day." According to De Vane, Brovming is here 

searching for some tenable grounds upon which one might 
20 

be a Christian. The poem begins with a debate between 

two speakers concerning whether it is easy or hard to be 

a Christian. Brovming never completely identifies himself 

with either speaker, for he rejects both the glib satis

faction of the one and the undue asceticism of the other. 

He does, however, seemingly lean toward the speaker who 

finds faith somev/hat difficult. The conflict arising from 

the question of how much to love the world continues 

throughout and the poem concludes v/ith a reaffirmation of 

Divine Love as exemplified by the Incarnation. 

At the beginning of the poem, the narrator (not that 

of "Christmas-Eve"), who feels that it is difficult to be 

a Christian, argues v\/ith one who feels that it is easy to 

^^De Vane, p. I83. 
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be one and who believes that one should not renounce the 

good things of the world which God has given us (11. 204-

7): 

Such is man's usual gratitude. 
Such thanks to God do we return. 
For not exacting that v/e spurn 
A single gift of life. . . . 

The narrator replies by asking his friend if Christ died 

for us "Only to give our joys a zest / And prove our sor

rows for the best?" He says that one should continue to 

renounce the v̂ /orld (11. 257-63): 

There be certain words, broad, plain. 
Uttered again and yet again. 
Hard to mistake, to overgloss--
Announcing this v̂ /orld's gain for loss. 
And bidding us reject the same: 
The whole v\rorld lieth (they proclaim) 
In the wickedness,--come out of itl--

which he had had three years before. He ponders the ques

tion of whether or not he would be found faithful should 

the final judgment come at that moment, when suddenly Judg

ment Day arrives. He realizes that he has been found 

faithless (11. 552-55): 

There stood I, found and fixed, I knew. 
Choosing the world. The choice was made— 
And naked and disguiseless stayed. 
And unevadable, the fact. 

i 
I 

The narrator proceeds to relate to his friend a vision • 
e 
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God tells him (11. 667-98) that he has fixed his 

choice upon the v/orld rather than Heaven and commands 

him to glut himself upon the joys of the earth: 

"This world. 
This finite life, thou hast preferred. 
In disbelief of God's own word. 
To Heaven and to Infinity. 
Here, the probation v/as for thee. 
To show thy soul the earthly mixed 
With Heavenly, it must choose betwixt. 
The earthly joys lay palpable,--
A taint, in each, distinct as well; 
The Heavenly flitted, faint and rare. 
Above them, but as truly were 
Taintless, so, in their nature, best. 
Thy choice was earth: thou didst attest 
'Tv/as fitter sj)irit should subserve 
The flesh, than flesh refine to nerve 
Beneath the spirit's play. 

Thou art shut 
Out of the Heaven of Spirit; glut 
Thy sense upon the v/orld: 't is thine 
For ever--take it!" 

The narrator is quite impressed with the opportunities 1 
i 

which God has granted him and decides to over-indulge in ' 

earthly joys (11. 699-704): 

"Hov/? Is mine. 
The world?" (I cried, while my soul broke 
Out in a transport) "Hast Thou spoke 
Plainly in that? Earth's exquisite 
Treasures of wonder and delight 
For me?" 

But God points out that the earth and its beauty should 

not be used for its own sake but only to prepare one for 

the beauty of Heaven (11. 769-73): 
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."All partial beauty was a pledge 
Of beauty in its plentitude! 
But since the pledge sufficed thy mood. 
Retain it--plentitude be theirs 
Who looked above!" 

The narrator erroneously feels that man's art will 

improve the beauty of nature (11. 776-83): 

"Henceforth my part 
Be less v/ith Nature than v/ith Art! 
For Art supplants, gives mainly worth 
To Nature; 't is Man stamps the earth--
And I v\rill seek his impress, seek 
The statuary of the Greek, 
Italy's painting--there my choice 
Shall fix!" 

God, hov/ever, replies that art can never realize ultimate 

truth (11. 783-90): 

"Obtain it," said the Voice. r 
"The one form with its single act, : 
V/hich sculptors labored to abstract, • 
The one face, painters tried to draw, } 
With its one look, from throngs they saw. • 
And that perfection in their soul, ? 
These only hinted at? The whole. 
They were but parts of?" 

In lines 873-98. the narrator briefly considers reason 

as the medium by which to achieve ultimate truth, but de

cides that this too is inadequate: 

"Still, I can profit by late found 
But precious knowledge. Mind is best--
I will seize mind, forego the rest 
And try hov/ far my tethered strength 
May crawl in this poor breadth of length." 
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"Let me alone! No answer, pray. 
To this! I know v/hat Thou wilt say: 
All still is earth's,--to Know as much 
As Feel its truths, which if v/e touch 
With sense or apprehend in soul. 
What matter? I have reached the goal--
'Whereto does Knov\/ledge serve! ' will burn 
My eyes, too sure, at every turn!" 

Finally, the narrator decides: "I let the v/orld go, 

and take love!" God ansv/ers that he has chosen correctly, 

that it is Divine Love, exemplified by God's sending His 

son to earth to die for mankind, v/hich is the source of 

ultimate truth. Thus in lines 958-82, we have not only a 

powerful reaffirmation of Divine Love, which v/as expounded 

^^ Po-J^acelsus, but this Divine Love is given great impetus 

by the addition of Brovming's faith in the Incarnation, the 

greatest example of Divine Love: 

"Is this thy final choice? I 
Love is the best? 'Tis somewhat late! f 
And all thou dost enumerate m 
Of power and beauty in the v\rorld, ' 
The mightiness of love was curled 
Inextricably round about. 
Love lay within it and v/ithout. 
To clasp thee,--but in vain! Thy soul 
Still shrunk from Him who made the whole. 
Still set aside 
His love!--Nov^ take love! VJell betide 
Thy tardy conscience! Haste to take 
The show of love for the name's sake. 
The remembering every moment Who 
Beside creating thee unto 
These ends, and these for thee, v/as said 
To undergo death in thy stead 
In flesh like thine: so ran the tale. 
What doubt in thee could countervail 
Belief in it? Upon the ground 
That in the story had been found 
Too much love? How could God love so? 
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He v/ho in all his works below 
Adapted to the needs of man. 
Made love the basis of the plan. . . . 

Even after this, the narrator still thinks extreme 

asceticism is necessary, but he finds that God merely wants 

him to use the world moderately (11. 1029-31): 

Thank God, no paradise stands barred 
To entry, and I find it hard 
To be a Christian, as I said! 

Browning suggests that there is yet hope for him and all 

believers having trouble with proper evaluation, the hope 

being in the love of God,' as illustrated by the death and 

resurrection of Christ (11. 1038-40): 

But Easter-Day breaks! But 
Christ arises! Mercy every vx̂ay 
Is infinite,--and VN/ho can say? 

Brov/ning's pov/erful testimony concerning the Incarna

tion was not something added to "Easter-Day" merely for the 

purpose of projecting an image of piety. Browning had by 

1850 returned to a full acceptance of the Incarnation and 

the doctrine v/ould henceforth be one of Brov/ning's foremost 

Christian beliefs because it illustrated so intensely the 

Divine Love v̂ /hich Brov/ning had begun to accept in the 

1830's. Mrs. Orr records Brovming's speaking of the need 

of man for a belief in the Incarnation: 
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I know the difficulty of believing. . . . I 
know all that may be said against it /the 
Christian scheme of salvation/ on the"~ground of 
history, of reason, of even moral sense. I grant 
even that it may be a fiction. But I am none 
the less convinced that the life and death of 
Christ, as Christians apprehend it, supply 
something which their humanity requires, and 
that it is true for them. . . . The evidence of 
Divine power is everywhere around us; not so 
the evidence of Divine love. That love could only 
reveal itself to the human heart by some supreme 
act of human tenderness and devotion; the fact, 
or fancy, of Christ's cross and passion could 
alone supply such a revelation.2i 

When Christmas-Eve and Easter-Day v\ras published, a 

reviewer in the Athenaeum for April 6, 185O, apparently 

misread the poem, for although he praised the poem for 

some magnificent passages, he accused Browning of having 

a flippant attitude toward high churchmen, saying: " . . . 

he has recklessly impaired the dignity of his purpose by 

22 the vehicle chosen for its development." John Forster 

of the Examiner, representing the Dissenting position, 

found the poem "a most remarkable production." Whatever 

one's personal opinion of Christmas-Eve and Easter-Day, 

it does illustrate the value which Browning alv/ays placed 

upon doubt and conflict, as opposed to being "at ease in 

Zion." The personae of both "Christmas-Eve" and "Easter-

Day" experienced internal conflicts, the persona of the 

first poem trying to decide which religious sect to follow. 

-̂'•Quoted in Badger, p. 61. 

^^Collins, Moral-Aesthetic Theory, p. I85. 
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and the persona of the second poem trying to evaluate 

properly the spiritual and the material. Browning feels 

that both personae were improved because of their conflict. 

The idea of seeing conflict as a positive good may be 

traced at least as far back as the Scriptures, where Paul 

says in Romans: "We glory in tribulation, also; knowing 

that tribulation worketh patience; and patience, experi

ence; and experience, hope; and hope maketh not ashamed." 

Tertullian echoed basically the same idea in the third 

century, describing conflict as a part of the growing 

process. ^ Centuries later, Milton was to voice his belief 

in the efficacy of struggle in Areopagitica: 

I cannot praise a fugitive and cloistered 
virtue, unexercised and breathed, that never 
sallies out and sees her adversary, but slinks 
out of the race, where that immortal garland is 
to be run for not without dust and heat. Assur
edly we bring not innocence into the world, we 
bring impurity much rather; that which purifies 
us is trial, and trial is by what is contrary. 

This importance of conflict and struggle was to become 

one of the fundamental tenets of Brov/ning's religious phi

losophy. . V/e shall see, in the next chapter, that it played 

a significant role in many of Browning's major religio-

philosophical poems. Indeed, the major religious beliefs 

which Brov/ning had formulated by I85O and had illustrated 

Ward Hellstrom, "Time and Type in Brovming's 
'Saul,'" Journal o£ English Literary History, XXXIII 
(September, 1966), 371. 
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in Christmas-Eve and Easter-Day were really his ovm because 

of his experience with doubt. Had Brovming merely accepted 

the doctrines taught him in childhood at face value, never 

doubting, never questioning, the ideas set forth in the 

poem would never have been very significant to him. In 

fact, he probably would never have considered the beliefs 

even important enough to merit writing about, as he did so 

eloquently in the poem just discussed. 

Another poem, "Saul," like "Easter-Day," reflects 

through the stages of its development Brov̂ /ning's formula

tion of a Christ-centered religious philosophy. The poem 

was probably suggested by Christopher Smart's poem on 
24 

David, The original text for the poem, however, is Î  

Samuel l6:l4-23: 

And the Spirit of the Lord came upon 
David from that day forward. 

But the Spirit of the Lord departed from 
Saul, and an evil spirit from the Lord troubled 
him. And Saul's servants said unto him, "Behold 
now, an evil spirit from God troubleth thee. Let 
our Lord command thy servants, which are before 
thee, to seek out a man, v/ho is a cunning player 
on an harp: and it shall come to pass, v\̂hen 
the evil spirit from God is upon thee, that he 
shall play v/ith his hand, and thou shalt be well." 
And Saul said unto his servants, "Provide me now 
a man that can play v̂/ell and bring him to me." 
Then answered one of the servants, and said, 
"Behold, I have seen a son of Jesse, the Bethle-
hemite, that is cunning in playing, and a mighty 
and valiant man, and a man of war, and prudent 

In the section on Smart in Parleyings with Certain 
People, Brovming speaks of the poem on David as being the 
high v/ater mark on Smart's poetic career. 
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in matters, and a comely person, and the Lord is 
with him." 

Wherefore Saul sent messengers unto Jesse, 
and said, "Send me David thy son, v/hich is with 
the sheep." And Jesse took an ass laden v/ith 
bread, and a bottle of wine, and a kid, and sent 
them by David his son unto Saul. And David came 
to Saul, and stood before him: and he loved him 
greatly; and he became his armour-bearer. And 
Saul sent to Jesse, saying, "Let David, I pray 
thee, stand before me; for he hath found favour 
in my sight." And it came to pass, v\rhen the evil 
spirit from God was upon Saul, that David took an 
harp, and played v/ith his hand: so Saul was re
freshed, and was well, and the evil spirit de
parted from him. 

In Browning's poem, as in the Scriptures, David, the 

young shepherd, is summoned to the tent of Saul to soothe 

him, to relieve his physical and spiritual inertia. The 

first fragment of the poem was written in l845. The first 

section shows David playing "the tune all our sheep know," 

the songs of quails, crickets, and jerboa, "the help-tune 

of"our Reapers." In stanza IX, lines 78-79. David sings 

to Saul of the various joys of life: 

How good is man's life, the mere living! how fit to 
employ 

All the heart and the soul and the senses forever in 
joy! 

In lines 8O-85, David sings of the love of children for 

parents: 

Hast thou loved the white locks of thy father, whose sv/ord 
thou didst guard 

When he trusted thee forth with the armies, for glorious 
reward? 
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Didst thou see the thin hands of thy mother, held up as 
men sung 

The lov7 song of the nev-zly-departed, and hear her faint 
tongue 

Joining in while it could to the witness, "Let one more 
attest, 

I have lived, seen God's hand thro' a lifetime, and all 
was for best"? 

Then follows a song of friendship, manly success, and king

ship (IX, 89-96): 

And the friends of thy boyhood--that boyhood of wonder 
and hope. 

Present promise and v/ealth of the future beyond the eye's 
scope,--

Till lo, thou art grovm to a monarch; a people is thine; 
And all gifts, which the world offers singly, on one head 

combine! 
High ambition and deeds v/hich surpass it, fame crovming 

them,--all 
Brought to blaze on the head of one creature--King Saul! 

David has succeeded at the conclusion of the ninth 

stanza in making Saul physically alert but he is uncertain 

how to give him the spiritual regeneration he needs. This, 

according to Collins, v/as the spiritual impasse which Brovm

ing himself had reached in l845, an impasse v/hich caused 

25 
him to leave the poem unfinished for several years. 

In a letter of August 27. l845, Elizabeth Barrett 

questioned Brovming's doubts concerning the poem: 

But your "Saul" is unobjectionable as 
far as I can see, my dear friend. He was tor
mented by an evil spirit—but how, we are not 

^Collins, Moral-Aesthetic Theory, p. 91. 
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told . . . and the consolation is not obliged to be 
definite, is it? A singer was sent for as a singer— 
and all that you are called upon to be true to, are 
the general characteristics of David the chosen, 
standing betv/een innocence and holiness. . . . V/here 
is the wrong in all thisg . . . How could you doubt 
about this poem . . . ?2o 

Between l846 and I85O, however, Brov/ning was filled with 

too much uncertainty to complete the poem, and thus it was 

not until the early 1850's that "Saul" was com.pleted. With 

the idea of Christ and the Incarnation, David (Brovming) 

could complete the poem by giving Saul the needed spiritual 

regeneration, noticeably lacking in the first fragment. V/e 

are told why the poem is'not complete without this spiritual 

regeneration (XIII,'15O-76): 

In our flesh grows the branch of this life, in our 
soul it bears fruit. 

Our dates shall v/e slight, 
V/hen their juice brings a cure for all sorrow? or 

care for the plight 
Of the palm's self whose slow grov̂ /th produced 

them? Not so! stem and branch 
Shall decay, nor be known in their place, while 

The palm-v/ine shall stanch 
Every wound of man's spirit in winter. I pour 

thee such wine. 
Leave the flesh to the fate it was fit for! the spirit 

be thine! 

Thou hast done now with eyes for the actual; begin 
with the seer's! 

26 n 
Letters, I, pp. 178-79-
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According to Browning (XVIII, 308-12), Christ and the 

Incarnation are the sources of this spiritual regeneration: 

•Tis the v/eakness in strength, that I cry 
for! my flesh, that I seek 

In the Godhead! I seek and find it. 0 
Saul, it shall be 

A Face like my face that receives thee; a 
Man like me. 

Thou Shalt love and be loved by, forever: 
a Hand like this hand 

Shall throw open the gates of new life to 
thee! See the Christ stand! 

This idea of the human in the divine is conducive to com

plete harmony in nature. In stanza XIX, line 331, v/e are 

told that "E'en the serpent that slid av/ay silent,--he 

felt the new law." 

Ward Hellstrom notes the typological structure of 

"Saul." The typologist sees history as divided into two 

27 

phases. The first phase began with Adam, representing 

natural man, and is fulfilled by the second stage which 

begins with Christ, representing spiritual man. The di

chotomy of the Bible itself, of course, follows this pat

tern also in that the imperfection and incompleteness of 

the first part is resolved by perfection and completeness 

in the second part. Hellstrom points to typological sym

bolism throughout the poem. The mountains in stanza X are 

associated v\/ith the division betv/een the old and new dispen

sations. In stanza XI, the wine of this life (imperfection) 

^'^Hellstrom, p. 372. 
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is replaced by "vintage more potent and perfect" (perfec

tion). In stanza XIII, the "slow rise of the tree" sug

gests a move from flesh to spirit. And in stanza XVIII, 

we are told that Christ must become flesh in order to 

become spirit. 

Hellstrom suggests that Brov/ning was av/are of the 

typological theory and knev̂ / where he was moving--toward 

Christ--from the beginning but simply did not know how 
pO 

to reach his destination. Since he had to end the poem 

with Christ, he solved the problem by allowing David to 

see that his imperfect love for Saul is only a stage in 

a movement tov\rard perfect love as manifested by God in 

sending Christ to earth as a sacrifice. Because of more 

convincing autobiographical evidence which seems to show 

that Brovming v/as in a spiritual dilemma himself in l845 

when "Saul" was begun and did not really formulate his 

conclusions concerning the Incarnation until several years 

later, the writer cannot agree with this suggestion. Brovm

ing was indeed in as much of a spiritual dilemma as is 

David in the poem. Nevertheless, the typological theory 

does, as Hellstrom suggests, seem quite applicable to 

"Saul," as David does move from an imperfect to a perfect 

concept of love in the poem. This poetic movement corres

ponds to Brovming's ovm movement from groping in uncertainty 

28 Hellstrom, p. 38O. 
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to the attainment of a religious system which held meaning 

for him. 

Roma King has charged Brovming in "Saul" v/ith relying 

too heavily upon sentimentalism and emotionalism for his 

29 
effect. ^ That Brovming closely identified with David is 

undeniable, for David's struggle was Browning's struggle. 

But even considering this factor, it seems that "Saul" is 

no more excessively sentimental than the majority of the 

great masterpieces by the chief literary philosophers of 

western civilization. The writer prefers to see "Saul" 

as what W. David Shav/ would call "an inductive approach to 

religious experience."--̂  "Saul" is, as V/hitla suggests, 

"the tangible testimony to Brovming's faith in the Incar

nation, and the versions show clearly the path that he 

found to faith. "̂ -̂  The faith described in "Saul" is an 

example of the system which Brov/ning v/orked out in Christ

mas-Eve and Easter-Day. Like "Easter-Day," it serves as 

a powerful testimony of Browning's adoption of a Christ-

centered faith. 

^Roma A. King, Jr., The Bov-/ and the Lyre: The Art 
of Robert Brovming (Ann Arbor, 1957). p. 10&. 

'̂  W. David Shaw, "The Analogical Argument of Brown
ing's 'Saul,'" Victorian Poetry, II (Autumn, 1964), 279-

•^William Whitla, The Central Truth: The Incarnation 
^^ Rohert Browning's Poetry (Toronto, 1963). p. lb. 
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Thus in Christmas-Eve and Easter-Day and in "Saul" 

one sees evidence of Browning's return to v/hat at least 

approximates the faith of his childhood, the faith of 

his mother, and that of his wife. He had indicated the 

Dissenting sect as his religious preference and, more 

important, he found once again the essence of the Chrisian 

faith, a belief in the love of God as exemplified by the 

Incarnation. Now that we have traced Browning's return 

to v/hat at least approximates his original religious posi

tion, should we, in applying Langbaum hypothesis to his 

religious development, conclude our study at this point? 

The answer is, of course, in the negative, for according 

to the Langbaum hypothesis, one must either continue to 

formulate new conclusions or reaffirm conclusions already 

formulated. It is this process of reaffirmation which will 

be examined in the next chapter. 



CHAPTER IV 

REAFFIRIvIATION 

The preceding chapter has detailed the chief religious 

tenets which Browning had formulated by 1850. He had indi

cated a preference for a particular religious sect, thus 

returning to his approximate religious starting point. He 

had fully developed a faith in the Incarnation, the great

est example of God's love, which ultimately provided for 

mankind a path to soul immortality. But he did not proclaim 

these beliefs dogmatically--he had formulated them for him

self, and he felt that each person should do the same. 

Browning never really changed his basic religious beliefs 

which he had formulated but that does not mean that they 

grew stagnant with him. In keeping with the Langbaum hy

pothesis. Browning continued to struggle v/ith his conscience 

in order to reaffirm his beliefs. Not only did he reaffirm 

the specific religious beliefs which he had formulated but 

he also throughout his later poetry reaffirmed his belief 

in the efficacy of the struggle with doubt. Because of the 

struggle and the resulting reaffirmation. Browning's be

liefs grew more dear to him as he grew older. He found no 

need to change his religious beliefs to any great extent 

because his formulations continued to hold meaning for him. 

65 
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This chapter will examine the major religio-philo

sophical poems in Men and Women and Dramatis Personae, 

which were selected for study because they shov/ so explic

itly Browning's continuing reaffirmation of his religious 

formulations. Many of the poems to be studied in this 

chapter will reveal basically no religious values which 

have not been revealed in earlier poetry. They merely 

represent different approaches to religious faith. By 

these different approaches to his continuing religious 

formulations. Browning was to find even more value in his 

beliefs. Several poems, hov/ever, do illustrate ideas which 

Browning had probably formulated in his acceptance of a 

God-centered, a Christ-centered, or a doctrine-centered 

religion, but which appear for the first time only in later 

poetry. An example of this is the appearance of the Trinity 

in "A Death in the Desert" and the presence of the Adamic 

Fall in "Gold Hair." 

A. MEN AND WOMEN 

The three poems to be discussed in Men and Women, pub

lished in 1855, are unified in that they stress the impor

tance of the struggle v/ith doubt in helping to formulate 

one's religious outlook. Because Browning had had to 

struggle to maintain his religious convictions, he felt 

they were really his own. This idea is illustrated in "An 

Epistle Containing the Strange Medical Experience of 
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Karshish, the Arab Physician," "Cleon," and "Bishop 

Blougram's Apology." 

"An Epistle of Karshish" is an interesting speculation 

concerning how the miracles performed by Christ affected 

the ordinary inhabitants of the Middle East who were His 

contemporaries. Karshish, an Arab physician, is describing 

his travels in a letter to his superior, Abib. He states 

that he has been beaten, robbed, and even accused of being 

a spy. He reports his observations on the condition of 

choler, falling sickness, scalp disease, and leprosy in 

the area he has visited. But then he relates a strange 

medical case, one like he has never seen. He is, however, 

somewhat hesitant to mention this phenomenal medical dis

covery. 

Karshish has come upon a man named Lazarus, who, after 

having been in a trance for three days, was supposed to 

have been cured by "a Nazarene physician of his tribe." 

Lazarus appears to be in good health and Karshish wonders 

(11. 113-15): 

Think, could we penetrate by any drug 
And bathe the wearied soul and flesh. 
And bring it clear and fair, by three days' 

sleep! 

Lazarus appears to be in a stupor and Karshish says 

that he seems to have gathered some treasure to which 

other mortals are denied access (11. 139-42): 
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We call the treasure knov/ledge, say--
Increased beyond the fleshly faculty--
Heaven opened to a soul while yet on earth. 
Earth forced on a soul's use while seeing Heaven. 

Karshish desires to talk with this "Nazarene physician," 

but he had been executed for wizardry some years before. 

Karshish is enraptured with the belief of Lazarus that 

this physician was God Himself in human form (11. 267-70): 

This man so cured regards the curer, then, 
As--God forgive me--V'/ho but God himself. 
Creator and Sustainer of the world. 
That came and dwelt in flesh on it av/hile! 

Karshish feels that he has expounded on this matter 

enough and apologizes for his propensity tov/ard "super

stition." Nevertheless, lines 304-12 reveal that he can

not forget the matter: 

The very God! think, Abib; dost thou think? 
So, the All-Great, were the All-Loving too--
So, through the thunder comes a human voice 
Saying, "0 heart I made, a heart beats here! 
Face, my hands fashioned, see it in myself I 
Thou hast no power nor mayst conceive of 

mine. 
But love I gave thee, with myself to love. 
And thou must love me who have died for thee!" 
The madman saith He said so: it is strange. 

As De Vane suggests. Browning in the "Epistle of 

Karshish" attempts to show to men the importance of the 

Incarnation. Also, as in Christmas-Eve and Easter-Day, 

Brov/ning stresses his belief that the struggle with doubt 

is conducive to spiritual health. Karshish has an open 
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mind and one cannot refrain from thinking that his con

dition is more desirable because of this and because of 

the strange encounter v/hich makes him think. Richard D. 

Altick, in an attempt to show the similarities and con

trasts between Karshish and the Apostle Paul, states that 

whereas Paul received the Gospel with an open mind, Kar

shish, the "stubborn empiricist," flagrantly rejects it. 

The writer must disagree with this analysis. In the first 

place, there is nothing in the poem to indicate whether or 

not Karshish actually accepted or rejected the Gospel. It 

is true that Karshish does call Lazarus a "madman," but 

might this not be a rather typical first reaction of any 

contemporary observer v/ho later moves forward to Christi

anity? Furthermore, Paul's conversion, as related in the 

Book of Acts, was miraculous. God singled out Paul for 

conversion in order that he might perform a specific func-

tion--to use his talents to spread the Gospel. It would 

seem that the response of Karshish is undoubtedly much 

more typical of the response of the average Christian con

vert in the first century. The last three VN/ords of the 

poem, "it is strange," show Karshish in a state of doubt 

and questioning. He does not dismiss the strange phe

nomenon as easily as would Cleon, the protagonist of the 

poem to be discussed next. It is this open-mindedness 

-'•Richard D. Altick, "Brovming's 'Karshish' and St. 
Paul," Modern Language Notes, LXXXII (November, 1957). 
495-96. 
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which makes Karshish one of Brov/ning's most admirable 

characters. How could Brovming not admire him? The com

monality of their experience v/ith doubt puts them together. 

"Cleon" is a companion-piece to "Karshish." Cleon is 

a Greek poet who is too rational, rather similar to the 

German Professor of "Christmas-Eve." King Protus has 

written to Cleon, noting the latter's many accomplishments. 

Protus feels that Cleon, through his artistry, can con

tinue to live after death, and he asks Cleon how he too 

might achieve some degree of immortality. The major por

tion of the poem is Cleon's reply. 

Cleon knov/s he has achieved as much perfection in the 

arts as is possible for mankind and yet he feels this 

achievement to be unsatisfactory. Theoretically, the more 

man develops his earthly pov/er, the happier he v/ill be 

(11. 214-19): 

Man might live at first 
The animal life: but is there nothing more? 
In due time, let him critically learn 
How he lives; and, the more he gets to knov/ 
Of his ovm life's adaptabilities. 
The more joy-giving v/ill his life become. 

Nevertheless, Cleon actually believes, as does Protus, that 

"most success is most failure." The more one advances, the 

more he learns that there is a v\rorld of joy which he cannot 

fully experience. Cleon feels that this situation is par

ticularly applicable to him. Because he knov/s what is 
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best, he can understand better than most men how he fails 

to achieve it (11. 309-I6): 

Say rather that my fate is deadlier still. 
In this, that every day my sense of joy 
Grows more acute, my soul (intensified 
In power and insight) more enlarged, more keen; 
While every day my hairs fall more and more. 
My hand shakes, and the heavy years increase--
The horror quickening still from year to year. 
The consvAmmation coming past escape. 

The prospect of death is so horrifying to Cleon that 

he even imagines that Zeus has revealed a state of immor

tality after death. Browning, by depicting Cleon's long

ing for a revelation of d state of immortality, shov/s the 

need for such a belief (11. 324-33): 

I dare at times to imagine to my need 
Some future state revealed to us by Zeus, 
Unlimited in capability 
For joy, as this is in desire for joy. 
To seek which, the joy-hunger forces us: 
That, stung by straitness of our life, made 

strait 
On purpose to make sv/eet the life at large--
Freed by the throbbing impulse we call death. 
We burst there as the v/orm into the fly. 
Who, while a worm still, wants his wings. 

But Zeus has not foretold such a perpetual state of life. 

Cleon as an artist is led to the threshold of truth, but 

the Greek philosopher in him makes him dismiss the notion 

that "a mere Barbarian Jew" najned Paulus has access to 

truths denied the most cultured Greeks. V/hereas Karshish 

has an open and hence healthy mind (according to Browning), 
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Cleon's refusal to rise above his pride and participate 

in the conflict with doubt is his dovmfall. 

Whitla suggests that "Cleon" reflects Brov/ning's atti-
2 

tude toward Hellenism. Brovming felt that the Greeks were 

continually searching for immortality and would not accept 

it when they found it. This idea is conveyed by the poem 

in lines 115-22: 

Long since, I imagined, wrote the fiction out. 
That he or other God descended here 
And, once for all, showed simultaneously 
What, in its nature, never can be shown. 
Piecemeal or in succession;--showed, I say. 
The worth both absolute and relative 
Of all his children from birth of time. 
His instruments for all appointed work. 

While Greek philosophy and the bigoted Dissenting sect of 

"Christmas-Eve" might be idealogically poles apart in many 

respects, they do share one common trait: narrow-minded

ness. While Brovming deplored Greek civilization (as 

represented in the poem by Cleon) for its narrow-minded

ness, he on the other hand always admired the East, as 

represented by Karshish.-^ Thus in "Cleon," Browning re

affirms his belief in the need of a faith in the hereafter 

and condemns those, such as Cleon, who close their minds 

and refuse to accept or even honestly confront what they 

cannot rationally understand. 

^Whitla, p. 22. 

^Whitla, p. 23. 
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"Bishop Blougram's Apology" represents a somev/hat 

different approach to the problem of faith from that of 

"Karshish" and "Cleon." In this poem a Roman Catholic 

prelate replies to Gigadibs, a shallow literary figure 

posing as a free thinker. Gigadibs implies that someone 

as intelligent as the Bishop is reputed to be cannot pos

sibly accept Roman Catholic dogma, or even the major tenets 

of the Christian faith. It might be assumed that Gigadibs 

is speaking for Browning since the latter was throughout 

his life somewhat critical of Roman Catholicism. But 

Brovming's attitude tov/ard Catholicism has little relevance 

in this poem. The important point is that the Bishop de

fends his faith, not by rational, intellectual argumenta

tion, but by a more subjective approach. Blougram, like 

Browning, argues on the basis of what Christianity has done 

for him personally. He attempts to deal with Gigadibs on 

his own terms. 

The Bishop voices the belief set forth in "Easter-

Day," "Karshish," and "Cleon," that the struggle with doubt 

helps to intensify one's faith. He admits (11. 174-91) 

that he himself has had doubts: 

And now what are we? unbelievers both. 
Calm and complete, determinately fixed 
Today, tomorrow, and forever, pray? 
You'll guarantee me that? Not so, I think! 
In no wise! all we've gained is, that belief. 
As unbelief before, shakes us by fits. 
Confounds us like its predecessor. Where's 
The gain? hov/ can we guard our unbelief. 
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Make it bear fruit to us?--the problem here 
Just when v/e are safest, there's a sunset-touch, 
A fancy from a flower-bell, some one's death, 
A chorus-ending from Euripides,--
And that's enough for fifty hopes and fears 
As old and new at once as nature's self. 
To rap and knock and enter in our soul. 
Take hands and dance there, a fantastic ring. 
Round the ancient idol, on his base again,--
The grand Perhaps! 

Browning through Blougram argues for the struggle with 

doubt in several instances in the poem, as in lines 608-IO: 

I show you doubt, to prove that faith exists. 
The more of doubt, the stronger faith, I say. 
If faith o'ercomes doubt. 

He has Blougram resort to the same argument in lines 699-

704: 

No, when the fight begins within himself, 
A man's v/orth something. God stoops o'er his 

head, 
Satan looks up between his feet--both tug--
He's left, himself, i' the middle; the soul v/akes 
And grows. Prolong that battle through his life! 
Never leave grov̂ /ing till the life to come! 

Blougram argues (11. 236-47) that the struggle for 

faith is v/orthwhile, not on intellectual grounds, but merely 

on the basis that positive belief brings out the best in 

him: 

I know the special kind of life I like. 
What suits the most my idiosyncrasy. 
Brings out the best for me and bears me fruit 
In power, peace, pleasantness and length of days. 
I find that positive belief does this 
For me, and unbelief, no whit of this. 
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--I say, faith is my v/aking life. 

In lines 561-67, he uses the same argument: 

Believe--and our whole argument breaks up. 
Enthusiasm's the best thing, I repeat; 

--belief's fire, once in us. 
Makes of all else more stuff to show itself. 

The Christian faith and the Church simply suit Blou

gram's tastes and therefore he chooses this way of life, 

without depending upon rational convictions to substan

tiate his choice (11. 340-43): 

Thus I am made, thus life is best for me. 
And thus that it should be I have procured; 
And thus it could not be another way, 
I venture to imagine. 

Like Brov/ning, Blougram must upon the basis of his experi

ence formulate his own system of religious values. He 

feels that he must follow his heart. Thus it is natural 

that he shov/s distrust of rationalistic religion (11. 627-

31): 

It is the idea, the feeling and the love, 
God means mankind should strive for and show 

forth 
Whatever be the process to that end,--
And not historic knov/ledge, logic sound. 
And metaphysical acumen sure! 
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Blougram's and Brovming's faith are summarized in 

lines 729-3O: 

The sum of all is--yes, my doubt is great. 
My faith's still greater, then my faith's enough. 

How closely does Browning identify with Blougram? 

There are many ideas concerning this question, ranging 

from James P. McCormick's assertion that Browning in the 

poem is attacking Cardinal Wiseman (through Blougram) as 

a patriotic protest against Catholic establishment of a 

new hierarchy in England, to John A. Hutton's statement 

that Blougram makes a serious defense of faith and that 

he is thus intended to be admired. One might indeed argue 

that Brov/ning is painting Sylvester Blougram as a materi

alistic hypocrite, who aligns himself with the Church be

cause of the luxury which it affords him. Even so, Brov/n

ing is still more for him than against him, and certainly 

,admires him as being superior to Gigadibs, the latter be

ing sent on his way to do a bit of soul-searching. 

That Brov/ning did not consider "Bishop Blougram's 

Apology" to be basically an attack on V/iseman or prelaty 

in general is shov̂ n by his statement, overheard by Duffy, 

that the model for Blougram, Wiseman, "was not treated 

4Rupert E. Palmer, Jr., "The Uses of Character in 
'Bishop Blougram's Apology,'" Modern Philology, LVIII 
(November, I96O), IO9. 
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ungenerously."^ Furthermore, in lines 43-44, Browning 

remarks: "I warrant, Blougram's skeptical at times / How 

otherwise? I liked him, I confess!" Finally, Brovming's 

identity with the Bishop is shown by the fact that Blougram 

speaks characteristically Browningian ideas. The Bishop 

is formulating his ovm meaningful system of belief, using 

his heart. He is having to struggle with doubt but he, 

like Brovming, recognizes the value of the struggle in 

making his adopted formulations genuinely his own. Al

though Browning cannot admire the Bishop's hypocrisy, these 

other characteristics of Blougram are so closely akin to 

Brovming that the poet cannot help being, on the whole, 

sympathetic toward him. 

B. DRAMATIS PERSONAE 

Reaffirmation of Brov/ning's religious beliefs is seen 

to a great extent in Dramatis Personae, published in l864, 

especially in "Rabbi Ben Ezra" and "A Death in the Desert," 

and to a lesser degree in "Gold Hair," "Caliban upon 

Setebos," "Prospice," and the "Epilogue of l864." Griffin 

and Minchin refer to Dramatis Personae as the high water 

mark of Browning's spirituality. Browning's spir

itual formulations are nowhere given greater impetus 

-^palmer, p. 110. 

^Griffin and Minchin, p. 230. 
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than in the reaffirmation process as seen in the remainder 

of the poems to be discussed in this chapter. 

"Rabbi Ben Ezra" is an expression of Brovming's deep 

faith. Ibn Ezra, the historical character upon whom the 

persona of the poem vms modeled, was born in Toledo, Spain 

in 1092. He was later driven out of Spain and thus became 

a sojourner in other lands, such as Egypt, Palestine, 

France, and England. Ibn Ezra was a strong believer in 

soul immortality and v/as also a believer in struggle and 

conflict, which the poem so explicitly shows. Ibn Ezra 

struggled with unsuccess as Browning did with doubt, and 

is reputed to have said: "I strive to grow rich but the 

stars are against me. If I sold shrouds, none v/ould die. 

If candles v/ere my wares, the sun v/ould not set till the 

day of my death. "'̂  Yet the good rabbi felt that adversity 

had strengthened him and was thus a positive good. 

This idea of adversity as a positive good is seen 

'early in the poem. In lines 31-36. the Rabbi says one 

should "welcome each rebuff": 

Then, v/elcome each rebuff 
That turns earth's smoothness rough. 
Each sting that bids nor sit nor stand 

but go! 
Be our joys three-parts pain! 
Strive and hold cheap the strain; 
Learn, nor account the pang; dare, never 

grudge the throe! 

Quoted in Gary, pp. 126-27. 
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Ben Ezra states in lines 145-50 and again in lines 188-93 

that one should not worry about failure, that God is mold

ing him and it is the finished product v/hich is important: 

Thoughts hardly to be packed 
Into a narrow act. 
Fancies that broke through language and escaped; 
All I could never be. 
All, men ignored in me. 
This, I was v/orth to God, whose wheel the pitcher 

shaped. 

So, take and use thy work: 
Amend what flav/s may lurk, 
V/hat strain o' the stuff, v/hat warpings past the 

aim! 
My times be in thy hand! 
Perfect the cup as planned! 
Let age approve of youth and death complete the 

same! 

o 
Henry Jones notes the orthodox nature of this prayer. Also 

very orthodox is Ben Ezra's realization in old age of his 

need for God (11. 182-83): 

But I need, now as then. 
Thee, God, who mouldest men. 

Roger L. Shakey points to the method of non-logical 

argumentation by v/hich Browning through Ezra reaffirms his 

convictions in the poem. He asserts his convictions but he 

9 does not attempt to prove them. He resorts to epigrammatic 

o 
Henry Jones, Brov/ning As a Philosophical and Religious 

Teacher (New York, 1^91), p. 12"6. 

"poger L. Shakey, "A Note on Brovming's 'Rabbi Ben 
Ezra,'" Victorian Poetry, V (Winter, I967), 293. 
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affirmations which have proved true for himself, as in 

line 39. where he says "Life /shall/ succeed in that it 

seems to fail." Ezra, like Brovming, is basing his formu

lations upon his own experience and therefore they have 

special meaning for him. "Rabbi Ben Ezra" should indeed 

be studied as a deep reaffirmation of Browning's religious 

faith--particularly his faith that God v/ill use trial and 

adversity to perfect what He has already created. 

"A Death in the Desert" is another revealing, though 

not rationalistic, presentation of the deep faith which 

Brov/ning had developed. In the poem Brov/ning dismisses 

the tradition that John, the son of Zebedee, was killed 

by Jews about the year 70 A. D. and therefore could not 

have written the Gospel which bears his name. Browning 

follows instead the older and more orthodox version of 

Polycrates, which claims that John lived until the time 

of the emperor Trajan and died in extreme old age near 

Ephesus. 

The circumstances in the poem surrounding the death 

of John in the desert near Ephesus are imaginary, as are 

the characters, with the exceptions of John himself and 

Cerinthus.-*"̂  Brovming has the dying John predict a time 

v/hen men will actually doubt that such a person as he 

actually lived. Renan and Strauss were voicing such a 

De Vane, p. 263. 
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doubt at the time the poem v/as being written. Thus Brovm

ing, in the guise of the apostle, attacks Renan and Strauss. 

V/hile some may find it somewhat anachronistic to have the 

dying John refute the future skeptical writings of Renan 

and Strauss, Symons suggests that the apostle v/as merely 

defending Christian truth against any sort of skeptical 

onslaught and that his argument is thus appropriate. 

The problems and questions brought about by the Higher 

Criticism of the Bible, with v̂ ĥich "A Death in the Desert" 

12 

attempts to grapple, were very real in Brovming's day. 

According to Whitla, Browning read much of this new thought 

after his v/ife's death, including Colenso's Pentateuch, 

Darwin's Origin of Species, Strauss' Das Leben Jesu, and 
13 Renan's La Vie de Jesus. De Vane quotes a portion of a 

letter from Brovming to Isa Blagden, dated November 19. 

1863, in which he refers to his having just read Renan: 

I have just read Renan's book, and I 
find it v/eaker and less honest than I was 
led to expect. I am glad it is written; if he 
thinks he can prove what he says, he has fewer 
doubts on the subject than I, but mine are none 
of his. As to the Strauss school, I don't 
understand their complacency about the book, 
he admits many points they have thought it 
essential to dispute, and substitutes his 
explanation, which I think impossible. The 

^Symons, p. l42. 

-^^Goldsmith, p. 2l6. 

•^\hitla, p. 30. 
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want of candour is remarkable: you could no 
more deduce the character of his text from the 
substance of his notes, than rewrite a novel 
from simply reading the mottoes at the head of 
each chapter: they often mean quite another 
thing. . . . His admissions and criticisms on 
St. John are curious. I make no doubt he imag
ines himself stating a fact, with the inevitable 
license, so must John have done.l4 

Following is a portion of Renan's attack upon the 

authenticity of the Gospel of John. De Vane quotes this 

segment in his Handbook in an attempt to show that it 

occasioned the writing of "A Death in the Desert" :"̂ ^ 

Is it indeed John, the son of 2ebedee, 
the brother of James (of whom no single mention 
is made in the fourth gospel), who was able to 
write in Greek these lessons of abstract meta
physics to which neither the synoptics nor the 
Talmud present any analogy? All this is weighty, 
and for my part, I dare not be certain that the 
fourth gospel was written entirely by the pen of 
an ex-fisherman of Galilee. But that in sub
stance this gospel issued tov/ards the end of the 
first century, from the great school of Asia 
Minor, which held to John, . . . is demonstrated, 
both by external evidence and by the examination 
of the document itself, in a manner that leaves 
nothing to be desired. A circumstance, more
over, v/hich fully proves that the discourses re
ported by the fourth gospel are not historic, 
but compositions intended, to cover v/ith the 
authority of Jesus, certain doctrines dear to 
the compiler, is their perfect harmony with 
the intellectual state of Asia Minor, at the 
time they were v/ritten. Asia Minor v/as then 
the theater of a singular movement of syncretic 
philosophy; all the germs of gnosticism were 
already in existence. 

De Vane, pp. 26I-62. 

•̂ D̂e Vane, p. 262. 
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Strauss in Das Leben Jesu, which as we have already 

noted attacked the idea of the Incarnation, also attacked 

the authenticity of the Gospel of John on the basis of the 

works of Baur, a famous German critic. Again, De Vane 

quotes the portion of the book v/hich he feels must have 

stuck in Brovming's mind as he was v/riting the poem: 

The v/hole indivisible Gospel, advancing in 
all its strongly marked peculiarity, chal
lenged criticism to an attack as decided, 
to a battle for life and death. In presence 
of this Gospel, it was incumbent upon criti
cism either to break in pieces all her v/eapons, 
and lay them at the feet of her antagonist, or 
force it to disavov/al all claim to historical 
validity. It v/as incumbent upon her to make it 
as possible to conceive this record to be a 
post-apostolical v/ork. It is the imperishable 
glory of the immortal Dr. Baur to have taken 
up this combat, and fought it out in a way 
which critical combats have been rarely fought 
before. . . . In his opinion this Gospel was 
a religious fiction freely dravm, and he rec
ognized its fundamental idea to be the attempt 
to contrast the Jewish unbelief 
ing principle of darkness, with 
principle of light and life, as 
in Jesus, and to bring out into 
the combat betv/een the two principles, as an 
historical process, advancing forwards from 
step to step. . . . 

as the oppos-
the divine 
it appeared 
full relief 

As De Vane suggests. Browning was unable to meet Renan 

and Strauss upon their own grounds of scholarship, so, as 

we shall note later in "Gold Hair," he appealed from the 

rationalistic criticism of the Scriptures to their human 

16 De Vane, pp. 262-63. 
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truth. Also, as in "Easter-Day," "Cleon," "Karshish," 

and "Blougram," Browning is reaffirming the human need 

for Christianity and a belief in the Incarnation. 

In lines 208-I6, Brovming declares that the death of 

Christ "Is, here and now": 

To me, that story--ay, that Life and Death 
Of which I v/rote 'it v/as'—to me, it is; 
--Is, here and nov/: I apprehend nought else. 
Is not God i' the vrorld his power first made? 
Is not His love at issue still with sin. 
Visibly when a wrong is done on earth? 
Love, wrong, and pain, what see I else around? 
Yea, and the Resurrection and Uprise 
To the right hand of the throne. 

John at his death knov/s that doubt (such as that of 

Renan and Strauss) will arise (11. 319-21): 

Already had begun the silent v/ork 
V/hereby truth, deadened of its absolute blaze. 
Might need love's eyes to pierce the o'er-stretched 

doubt. 

John's (and Brovming's) answer to all these assa.ults is 

given in line 424: "I say that man was made to grov/, not 

stop." Here again we have Brovming's idea of the value of 

conflict and uncertainty. Doubt helps to end certainty 

and thus helps man progress tov̂ rard God, which he is in

tended to do, according to Brovming (11. 572-88): 

He is mere man, and in humility 
Neither may knov/ God nor mistake himself; 

'̂̂ De Vane, p. 263. 
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Made to know that he can know and not more: 
Lower than God who knows all and can all. 
Higher than beasts v/hich know and can so far 
As each beast's limit, perfect to an end. 
Nor conscious that they know, nor craving more; 
While man knows partly but conceives beside. 
Creeps ever on from fancies to the fact. 
And in this striving, this converting air 
Into a solid he may grasp and use. 
Finds progress, man's distinctive mark alone. 
Not God's, and not the beasts'. God is, they are, 
Man partly is and wholly hopes to be. 

John says (11. 428-33) that man is mutable but that muta

tions are a part of the ordered scheme, enabling man to 

grow: 

This imports solely, man should mount on each 
New height in view; the help whereby he mounts. 
The ladder-rung his foot has left, may fall. 
Since all things suffer changes save God the 

Truth. 
Man apprehends Him newly at each stage 
Whereat earth's ladder drops; its service done. 

The question is asked in lines 51O-I3 how one can be 

helped who 

Yet, owning his own love that proveth Christ, 
Rejecteth Christ through very need of Him? 
The lamp o'er sv/ims with oil, the stomach flags 
Loaded with nurture, and that man's soul dies. 

The answer is that man must continue to strive for truth. 

In this way he will fjnd meaning in this life. John has 

done this. As V/hitla says, he has follov'/ed this pattern 

in his actions ("what Does"); he has knov/n truth in the 

flesh ("v/hat Knows"); and he has lived the life of love 
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("what Is"). In line 664, we see that John now has his 

reward: "Lies as he lay once, breast to breast v/ith God." 

Cohen calls "A Death in the Desert" "one of the most pro

found statements of the Protestant standpoint in the Eng

lish poetry, for its certainty has also been gained in the 

struggle, in this case in a struggle against the forces of 

dogma and doubt."^ 

Browning's acceptance of the Incarnation is reaf

firmed in "A Death in the Desert" when he has John saying 

(11. 474-77): 

I say, the acknowledgment of God and Christ 
Accepted by thy reason, solves for thee 
All questions in the earth and out of it. 
And has so far advanced thee to be wise. 

It should be noted that the belief in the Incarnation is 

not reaffirmed by reason, but, as is characteristic with 

Brov/ning, by the heart. 

"A Death in the Desert" contains many of the religio-

philosophical ideas which Browning has conveyed in other 

poems, such as the significance of the Incarnation, the 

death of Christ, and the importance of the struggle for 

faith. One element, however, not contained in earlier 

poems, is Browning's testimony concerning the Trinity. 

- • • ^ h i t l a , p . 36. 

19 
J . M. Cohen, Robert Brov/ning (London, 1952) , p . 139 



87 

Although he probably believed in the Trinity before the 

poem v/as written, this is the first poem in v/hich the con

cept appears. Browning's doctrine of the three souls, as 

stated in lines 82-103, is according to Whitla, analogous 

to the Trinity:^^ 

This is the doctrine he v/as v/ont to teach, 
Hov/ divers persons v/itness in each man. 
Three souls which make up one soul: first to v/it, 
A soul of each and all the bodily parts. 
Seated therein, which works, and is what Does, 
And has the use of earth, and ends the man 
Dovm v/ard: but, tending up v/ard for advice, 
Grov'/s into, and again is grov/n into 
By the next soul, v/hich, seated in the brain, 
Useth the first with its collected use. 
And feeleth, thinketh, willeth,--is what Knows: 
V/hich, duly tending upv/ard in its turn. 
Grows into, and again is grown into 
By the last soul, that uses both the first. 
Subsisting whether they assist or no. 
And, constituting man's self, is v/hat Is--
And leans upon the former, makes it play. 
As that played off the first: and, tending up. 
Holds, is upheld by, God, and ends the man 
Upward in that dread point of intercourse. 
Nor needs a place, for it returns to Him. 
What Does, what Knows, what Is; three souls, one 

man. 

Brov/ning thus moves beyond the religious affirmation 

set forth in Christmas-Eve and Easter-Day to an expression 

of his belief in the Trinity in "A Death in the Desert." 

Just as the three souls perform separate functions but 

still make up one man, so the parts of the Trinity perform 

different functions but still make up one Godhead. V/hitla 

PO 
^^Whitla, p. 32. 
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explains that the first soul is an agent of human pov/er 

and describes "what Does"; the second or rational soul 

uses the mind and the senses and is an agent of human 

wisdom, or "what Knows"; the third soul is the essential 

and vital part, using the functions of the other tv/o souls 

as an agent of human love, and is designated "what Is."^^ 

This third soul seems unlimited in its capacity to love, 

as is shown in lines 411-19: 

Go back, far, farther, to the birth of things; 
Ever the will, the intelligence, the love, 
Man's!--which he gives, supposing he but finds. 
As late he gave head, body, hands and feet. 
To help these in v/hat forms he called his gods. 
First, Jove's brow, Juno's eyes were swept away. 
But Jove's wrath, Juno's pride continued long; 
As last, will, pov/er, and love discarded these. 
So law in turn discards power, love and will. 

According to ancient physiology, these three souls 

are in the body. Browning is using them to compare what 

was once conceived to be the nature of man with what is 

the nature of God. Using the three attributes of love, 

wisdom, and power, he moves from the human to the divine 

level. As Whitla suggests, his analysis of human nature 

tells him "what we are"; his meditations upon the life 

and death of the Apostle John tell him "what life is" or 

22 can be. 

•̂""Whitla, p. 33. 

22 
Whitla, p. 34. 



89 

"A Death in the Desert" is indeed a powerful reaf

firmation of Browning's faith, but the matter of faith 

is approached not from a dogmatic standpoint but from 

the human heart. Raymond quotes Browning as saying of 

the poem: 

It is the realization and appropriation 
of the divine love of God in the lives of men 
and women, the abiding presence of the ever 
living Christ in the hearts of his disciples, 
that he /John/ regards as an irrefutable proof 
of the validTty of the Christian faith.23 

Brovming's reaffirmation of faith is seen in the poem 

"Gold Hair," v/hich is based upon a Pornic legend about a 

miserly girl who appeared to be holy while covetously hid

ing gold under her-masses of gold hair. The significance 

of the poem for our study, hov/ever, is Brov/ning's reaf

firmation of the Christian faith. Browning is saying in 

lines l4l-50 that despite arguments raised by Colenso and 

others questioning the validity of Christianity, he him

self will choose Christianity because it has through ex

perience proved itself meaningful for him: 

The candid incline to surmise of late 
That the Christian faith proves false, I find; 
For our Essays-and-Reviev/s' debate 
Begins to tell on the public mind. 
And Colenso's words have weight. 

2^ 
W. 0. Raymond, The Infinite Moment and Other Essays 

in Robert Brov/ning (Toronto, 1950), p. 37-
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I still, to suppose it true, for my part. 
See reasons and reasons; this, to begin: 
'T is the Faith that launched point-blank her 

dart 
At the head of a lie--taught Original Sin, 
The Corruption of Man's Heart. 

Brov/ning here defends the Scriptures for the human 

truth they contain. Harper notes that Brovming in the 

poem seems to accept the concept of the Adamic Fall and 

Original Sin, and states that only in this poem does 

Brovming show an unqualified acceptance of a specific 

P4 theological dogma. ^ 

"Caliban upon Setebos; or. Natural Theology in the 

Island" is another noteworthy example of Browning's reaf-

firmation--in this case, a reaffirmation of the love of 

God for man which v/as first stated so eloquently in 

Paracelsus. Caliban represents the thoughts of early man 

about God. He tries to conceive what Setebos, his mother's 

god, is like. He starts to question but is afraid Setebos 

will hurl a thunderbolt at him. Convinced of the vindic-

tiveness of his deity, Caliban hides himself within the 

earth and, as E. K. Brown points out, alternates between 

the first and third persons, addressing his most daring 

questions to Setebos in the third person, thinking that 

in this way Setebos will not knov/ who is actually 

24 
Harper, pp. 237-38. 
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questioning him.^^ The l864 edition of the poem v/as fol-

lov̂ red by the motto: "Thou thoughtest I v/as altogether 

such an one as thyself ."'̂ '̂  Caliban can only conceive of 

a god as anthropomorphic, as malevolent as himself. The 

poem is thus a satire upon those people who, possessing 

no revelation of God except that provided by reason, at

tempt to create God in their own image, without admitting 

the limitations of such a conception. ' 

Caliban believes that Setebos created the world be

cause he was ill at ease. Not being able to create a mate 

for himself, he enviously made other creatures as play

things. Caliban thinks that if he himself had the pov/er 

to make a living bird from clay, he would laugh if the 

bird broke its leg. Therefore, reasons Caliban, Setebos 

must be the same way. According to Caliban, this sadism 

would not be a form of cruelty--it would be merely a 

characteristic of divinity. 

Then Caliban, putting himself in the place of Setebos, 

thinks that if he sav\r a procession of crabs going toward 

the sea, he might let twenty pass unmolested and then 

stone the tv/enty-first crab, pull a claw from one with 

^ E . K. Brov/n, "The First Person in 'Caliban upon 
Setebos,'" Modern Language Notes, LXVI (June, I951), 
393. 

De Vane, p. 264. 

27 
De Vane, p. 265. 
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purple spots, and give two v/orms to another whose nippers 

end in red, all the v/hile "Loving not, hating not, just 

choosing so!" Since he himself would act so arbitrarily, 

Caliban thinks that Setebos behaves in like manner. 

Toward the end of the poem, in lines 284-95, Caliban 

begins to feel that he has been overlooked by Setebos and 

begins to rationalize the situation: 

/What, what? A curtain o'er the world at once! 
Crickets stop hissing; not a bird--or, yes. 
There scuds His raven that has told Him all! 
It was fool's play, this prattling! Ha! The 

wind 
Shoulders the pillared dust, death's house o' the 

move. 
And fast invading fires begin! White blaze--
A tree snaps—and there, there, there, there, 

there. 
His thunder follov/sl Fool to gibe at Him! 
Lo! 'Lieth flat and loveth Setebos! 
'Maketh his teeth meet through his upper lip. 
Will let those quails fly, v̂rill not eat this month 
One little mess of v/helks, so he may ' scape l7 

Thus in "Caliban upon Setebos," Brovming is satiriz

ing excessive dependence upon reason and the idea of a 

cruel, vindictive deity, such as Caliban conceives Setebos 

to be. Brovming suggests that such a concept of God is 

pagan and could be held only by such a primitive individual 

28 as Setebos. 

2"Brov/ning's Caliban v/as suggested by the monster in 
Shakespeare's The Tempest, although Brovming gives his mon
ster an interest in theology v/hich Shakespeare's does not 
have. De Vane (Handbook, p. 275) suggests that the great 
debate between Thomas Huxley and Bishop V/ilberforce con
cerning evolution inspired Brovming with the concept of a 
half-man, half-beast figure, such as Shakespeare's monster. 
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Brooke insists that Brovming is to a certain extent 

sympathetic with Caliban.^^ Although this conclusion 

should not be overstated, as Brovming does abhor the con

cept of a harsh deity held by Caliban, possibly Brovming 

does admire him to the extent that his imagination has 

been kindled and he begins to question. Brov/ning could 

not have helped thinking of this process of questioning 

and formulation as conducive to a healthy mind. 

In "Prospice," Brovming reaffirms v/hat had become tv/o 

major tenets of his religious philosophy. In lines 1-20, 

he emphasizes the value of spiritual progress, which he 

sees as a struggle, an upv/ard climb: 

Fear death?--to feel the fog in my throat. 
The mist in my face. 

When the snov/s begin, and the blasts denote 
I am nearing the place, 

- The pov/er of the night, the press of the storm. 
The post of the foe; 

V/here he stands, the Arch Fear in a visible 
form. 

Yet the strong man must go: 
For the journey is done and the summit attained. 

And the barriers fall. 
Though a battle's to fight ere the guerdon be 

gained. 
The reward of it all. 

I was ever a fighter, so--one fight more. 
The best and the last! 

I v/ould hate that death bandaged my eyes, and 
forbore. 

And bade me creep past. 
No! let me taste the whole of it, fare like my 

peers 

^^Brooke, p. 288. 
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The heroes of old. 
Bear the brunt, in a minute pay glad life's 

arrears 
Of pain, darkness and cold. 

The persona of "Prospice" has continued to develop and 

thus is prepared in lines 27-28 to make the second re

affirmation- -a strong belief in the immortality of the 

soul: 

0 thou soul of my soul! I shall clasp thee again. 
And with God be the rest! 

Sim states that "Prospice" was occasioned by the 

death of Mrs. Brovming and that Brovming here is delib

erately defying the idea of the annihilation of the soul 

30 
by death. Griffin and Minchin seem to concur with this 

conclusion and state that "Prospice" is one of Browning's 

few autobiographical poems.-̂ -̂  But this study has shovm 

many autobiographical poems; it has been through these 

that v/e have been able to trace some of the major events 

of Browning's life. Pauline tells of Browning's early 

period of revolt; Christmas-Eve and Easter-Day shows his 

complete return to his original religious position; and 

"Prospice" shov/s Brovming's faith in the hereafter which 

he felt at his wife's death. 

30sim, p. 103. 

31 
Griffin and Minchin, p. 230 
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The final poem to be discussed in this chapter is 

the "Epilogue of l864." In the poem, Brovming reaffirms 

his belief that God manifests Himself in the heart of man 

and that if man wishes to find God, he must seek him there, 

as Browning has done. Three speakers predominate in the 

"Epilogue": David, Renan, and Brov/ning himself. Each 

speaker estimates the high water mark of faith in his day. 

In the first section, David tells in lines l6-21 of the 

high degree of spirituality to be found at the Feast of 

the Dedication of Solomon's Temple, v/ith the spirit of 

the Lord pervading the temple: 

Then the temple filled with a cloud. 
Even the House of the Lord; 

Porch bent and pillar bowed: 
For the presence of the Lord, 

In the glory of his cloud. 
Had filled the House of the Lord. 

The second speaker, Renan, notes the low degree of 

spirituality in his day. Renan attributes this spiritual 

sterility to the lack of historical Christian evidences. 

Renan states that the star over Bethlehem has completely 

vanished in the dark (11. 22-25): 

Gone now! All gone across the dark so far. 
Sharpening fast, shuddering ever, shutting 

still. 
Dwindling into the distance, dies that star 

Which came, stood, opened once! 

The third speaker, the poet himself, criticizes both 

the traditional view, represented by David, and the skeptical 
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view, represented by Renan (11. 65-67): 

Witness alike of v/ill and v/ay divine. 
How heaven's high v/ith earth's low should 

intertwine! 
Friends, I have seen through your eyes: now 

use mine! 

Brovming says that God is not to be limited to temples or 

a chosen people, nor is His existence dependent upon an 

historical fact. God is alv/ays to be found in the hearts 

of His beloved creatures, mankind. To the third speaker, 

the Face of Christ decomposes in the dark only to recom-

pose and become more significant to him (11. 99-101): 

That one Face, far from vanish, rather grov/s. 
Or decomposes but to recompose. 
Become my universe that feels and knows! 

The above statement seems to be still another reaffirmation 

by Brov/ning that struggle and doubt help to intensify one's 

faith. 

V/e can see through a study of these major religious 

poems that Bro^/ming's religious views changed very little 

if at all from the publication of Christmas-Eve and Easter-

Day in 1850 until the publication of Dramatis Personae in 

1864. In keeping with Langbaum's hypothesis, we have seen 

Brovming continually reaffirming his formulations, thereby 

keeping them meaningful to him. In the last chapter we 

shall very briefly note some of the last poems which 

Browning wrote, poems v/hich shov/ that he never ceased the 

reaffirming process. 
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CHAPTER V 

CONCLUSION 

Although this study explores in depth only the formu

lations and reaffirmations of Browning through l864, it 

seems appropriate to note briefly in conclusion Browning's 

life and poetry from l864 until his death in I889. Through 

examination of autobiographical data, letters, and poetry 

from the late period, one may see that Browning remained 

true to his beliefs and yet, in accord with Langbaum theory, 

continued to reaffirm them so that they continued to hold 

meaning for him. 

Concerning Brov/ning's later years. Griffin and Minchin 

report that although the regularity of Brov̂ /ning's church 

attendance in London is questionable, he did attend regu

larly when visiting the universities. He attended services 

frequently with his friend Joseph Milsand in Normandy and 

also attended services often at the VJaldensean Chapel in 

Venice. Hugh Martin maintains that Brov/ning remained a 

regular churchgoer in later life. According to Martin, 

Browning, after his wife's death, was a "seat-holder" in 

•̂ Griffin and Minchin, p. 296. 

2 
Hugh Martin, The Faith of Robert Browning (Naper-

ville. 111., 1963). p. W' 

97 
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Bedford Congregational Church. He reportedly had many 

friends among the clergy with whom he enjoyed discussing 

religion. 

Robert Buchanan reportedly asked Browning on one 

occasion a question concerning his religious faith and 

Browning's alleged reply is used by some scholars attempt

ing to show that Browning was in reality not a Christian. 

Griffin and Minchin quote Buchanan as saying: 

I well remember the amazement and concern 
of the late Mr. Brovming when I informed him on 
one occasion that he was an advocate of Chris
tian theology, nay, an essentially Christian 
teacher and preacher. In the very face of his 
masterly books, which certainly support the 
opinion then advanced, I hereby affirm and at
test that the writer regarded the expression of 
opinion as an impeachment and a slight. I 
therefore put the question categorically, "Are 
you not, then, a Christian?" He immediately 
thundered, "No."3 

If the remark attributed to Browning v/ere actually 

made and Browning were sincere in making it, a serious 

question might be raised about the conclusions of this 

paper regarding his religious formulations. Several valid 

explanations for the alleged statement, however, seem to 

refute the idea that Browning had once again lost faith. 

In the first place, Buchanan's charge v/as made after 

4 
Browning's death and thus the latter was unable to deny it. 

^Griffin and Minchin, p. 296. 

^Griffin and Minchin, p. 296. 
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Secondly, the great output of inspirational religious 

poetry by Browning shows him to be definitely in the 

Christian tradition. Did Browning v/rite all of this 

magnificent poetry merely to be satirical? This pos

sibility is indeed difficult if not impossible to accept. 

Furthermore, nowhere in his poetry does Browning attack 

the Christian faith. If Browning actually did answer 

Buchanan's question in the negative, it is possible that 

he was merely rejecting the narrow form of Christianity 

which Buchanan may have had in mind. 

According to Sim, Browning probably detected a Sad-

ducean element in Buchanan's question and the following 

quotation from Goethe may help to explain Browning's reply: 

Be it your unerring rule 
Ne'er to contradict a fool; 
For if folly choose to brave you. 
All your wisdom cannot save you.5 

Browning probably thought Buchanan's question so ridiculous 

that he did not deserve a straightforward answer. 

Browning's reaffirmation of the Christian faith may 

be seen in several pieces of extant correspondence and 

reported utterances of the poet during the latter part 

of his life. Probably the best knov/n example of this 

avenue of reaffirmation is a letter written in I876 to 

a lady who believed herself to be dying. Griffin and 

^Sim, p. 30. 
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Minchin quote a portion of the letter in which Browning 

attempts to provide this lady v/ith a Christian consola

tion: 

It would ill become me to waste a word on 
my own feelings except inasmuch as they can be 
common to us both, in such a situation as you 
describe yours to be, and which, by sympathy, 
I can make mine by the anticipation of a few 
years at most. It is a great thing, the great
est, that a human being should have passed the 
probation of life, and sum up its experience 
in a witness to the power and love of God. I 
dare congratulate you. All the help I can offer 
in my poor degree, is the assurance that I can 
see more reason to hold by the same hope--and 
that by no means in ignorance of v/hat has been 
advanced to the contrary; and for your sake I 
could wish it to be true that I had so much of 
"genius" as to permit the testimony of an espe
cially privileged insight to come in aid of the 
ordinary argument. For I know I, myself, have 
been aware of the communication of something 
more subtle than a ratiocinative process, when 
the convictions of "genius" have thrilled my soul 
to its depth, as when Napoleon, shutting up the 
New Testament, said of Christ: "Do you know that 
I am an understander of men? Well, He was no man!" 
Or v̂ /hen Cha.rles Lamb, in a gay fancy with some 
friends as to how he and they would feel if the 
greatest of the dead v/ere to appear suddenly in 
flesh and blood once more, on the final sugges
tion, "And if Christ entered the room?" changed 
his manner at once, and stuttered out, as his 
manner vms when moved, "You see, if Shakespeare 
entered, we should all rise; if He appeared we 
must kneel." Or, not to multiply instances, as 
when Dante v/rote what I will transcribe from my 
wife's Testament wherein I recorded it fourteen 
years ago, "Thus I believe, thus I affirm, thus 
I am certain it is, that from this life I shall 
pass to another, there, where that lady lives of 
whom my soul was enamored." Dear friend, I may 
have wearied you in spite of your good ̂ 411-
God bless you, sustain, and receive you!^ 

Griffin and Minchin, p. 297. 
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Brov/ning's hostility tov/ard Higher Criticism lasted 

until the close of his life. Raymond quotes an anecdote 

by Mrs. Humphry VJard, in which she refers to Brov/ning's 

disapproval of the liberal theology of Robert Elsmere, 

a rationalistic novel: 

He did not like "Robert Elsmere" v/hich 
appeared the year before his death; and I v/as 
told a striking story by a common friend of 
his and mine, v/ho v/as present at a discussion 
of the book at a literary house. Brovming, 
said m.y friend, was of the party. The discus
sion turned on the divinity of Christ. After 
listening a while. Browning expressed his en
tire disagreement with the main argument of 
the book, repeating v/ith dramatic force the 
anecdote of Charles Lamb, in conversation v/ith 
Leigh Hunt on the subject of "Persons one 
v/ould wish to have seen"; v/hen, after ranging 
through literature and philosophy. Lamb added, 
"There is one other Person--If Shakespeare v/as 
to come into the room, we should all rise up 
to meet him; but if that Person was to come 
into it, we should fall dov/n and try to kiss 
the hem. of his garment! "7 

Although the anecdote by Lamb is rendered somev/hat differ

ently here than in the quotation immediately preceding it, 

the sentiment is the same. And it was this sentiment v/hich 

Brovming evidently relied upon at numerous occasions to 

express his faith. 

Finally, and most important for this study, Brov/ning's 

reaffirmation of his religious conclusions may be seen in 

the poetry v/hich he produced from l864 until his death. 

'Raymond, pp. I8-I9. 
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Each of the major tenets of Brov/ning's Christian philosophy 

may be seen in the late poetry. 

An example of Brovming's reaffirmation of God as love 

is seen in lines 8-25 of "A Pillar at Sebvezar," from 

Ferishtah's Fancies; 

"Friend," quoth Ferishtah, "all I seem to know 
Is—I know nothing save that love I can 
Boundlessly, endlessly. My curls were crov/ned 
In youth with knov/ledge,--off, alas, crovm 

slipped 
Next moment, pushed by better knowledge still 
V/hich nowise proved more constant: gain, today. 
Was toppling loss tomorrow, lay at last 
—Knowledge, the golden?—lacquered ignorance! 

The prize is in the process: knowledge means 
Ever-renewed assurance by defeat 
That victory is somehov/ still to reach. 
But love is victory, the prize itself." 

The concept of God as love also appears in Asolando: 

Fancies and Facts and in Fifine at the Fair, to mention 

just a few later works. 

The idea of the Incarnation may be seen in "The Sun," 

from Ferishtah's Fancies. In this poem, v/hich seems some

what reminiscent of the "Epistle of Karshish," a student 

reports that there is a story that "God once assumed a 

human shape." His Arab teacher explains that once men 

thought that the Sun was God and that fire v/as thus holy. 

Browning here uses the analogy of fire being imprisoned 

in an earthly flint to represent God's being incarnate in 
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the form of man.^ 

The idea of soul immortality is seen in Fifine at the 

Fair and even to a greater extent in La Saisiaz, Brov/ning's 

fullest discussion of immortality. I^ Saisiaz v/as occa

sioned by the death of Miss Egerton-Smith, v/ho died just 

before she v/as supposed to have joined Brov/ning and his 

sister on a climbing expedition.^ The poem tells of the 

intended expedition and reflects on death and what it is 

to die. In the poem. Browning accepts God and the soul 

as tVA/o inevitable postulates. Brov/ning says that this 

sorrow-filled life is merely probationary and preparatory 

for the life to come. 

The efficacy of the struggle is proclaimed in the later 

poetry. In line 1225 of "Caponsacchi," from The Ring and 

the Book, we are told: "All pain must be to work some good 

in the world." The Pope in The Ring and the Book speaks 

in favor of adversity. The poem "Mihrab Shah" from Fer-

ishtah's Fancies concerns the usefulness of pain. In the 

poem we are told that pain (or the struggle) creates sym

pathy in the heart of man. Both the section on "Francis 

Furini" and that on "Bernard de Mandeville" in Parleyings 

with Certain People see evil as a positive good. This is 

o 

Edward Berdoe. Brov/ning and the Christian Faith 
(London, l899). p. 44. 

9 
Martin, p. 101. 
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seemingly another way of saying that the struggle can be 

of value. Brovming's final exhortation to continue the 

struggle is demonstrated in the last poem he wrote, the 

"Epilogue" to Asolando: 

At the midnight in the silence of the sleep-time, 
V/hen you set your fancies free. 

Will they pass to where--by death, fools think, 
imprisoned--

Low he lies v/ho once so loved you, whom you 
loved so, 

--Pity me? 

Oh to love so, be so loved, yet so mistaken! 
What had I on earth to do 

With the slothful, v/ith the mav/kish, the un
manly? 

Like the aimless, helpless, hopeless, did I drivel 
--Being--v/ho? 

One who never turned his back but marched 
breast forward. 

Never doubted clouds would break. 
Never dreamed, though right v/ere v/orsted, 

wrong v/ould triumph. 
Held we fall to rise, are baffled to fight better. 

Sleep to V'/ake. 

No, at noonday in the bustle of man's work-time 
Greet the unseen with a cheer! 

Bid him forv̂ ard, breast and back as either 
should be, 

"Strive and thrive!" cry "Speed,--fight on, 
fare ever 

There as here!" 

Browning frequently advocates following one's heart in the 

later poetry. For example, in the concluding lines of "The 

Sun," from Ferishtah's Fancies, he has Ferishtah advise his 

pupil to make his heart, not reason, his guide in matters 

of faith: 
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"How? 
An union inconceivable v/as fact?" 

"Son, if the stranger have convinced himself 
Fancy is fact--the sun, besides a fire. 
Holds earthly substances somehow fire pervades 
And yet consumes not,--earth, he understands. 
With essence he remains a stranger to,--
Fitlier thou saidst 'I stand appalled before 
Conception unattainable by me 
Who need it most'--than this--'V/hat? 

boast he holds 
Conviction where I see conviction's need, 
Alas,—and nothing else? then what remains 
But that I straightway curse, cuff, kick the 

foolI'" 

In The Ring and the Book, the Pope urges the same principle 

in lines I63I-34 of his section: 

Put no such' dreadful question to myself. 
Within whose circle of experience burns 
The central truth, Pov/er, V/isdom, Goodness,--

God. 

In line with the individual follov/ing his own philoso

phy, Brov/ning asserts in Ferishtah's Fancies that each man 

can speak for himself. In lines 3-6 of "A Bean Stripe: 

Also Apple-Eating," Ferishtah is asked the following 

question: 

"Sir, be frank! 
A good thing or a bad thing, life is which? 
Shine and shade, happiness and misery 
Battle it out then; which force beats, I ask?" 

Ferishtah replies that he will not answer such a question. 

Each man must work out his own system of values. 



106 

In this study we have seen how Brovming's religious 

development follows Langbaum's rather unique theory of the 

development of the Romantic mind. Brov/ning, reared in an 

orthodox home, experienced a period of revolt, but returned 

to his earlier position. Brovming at first formulated his 

belief in a God of love and then found his v/ay to what v/as 

approximately his original religious position. He indicated 

a preference for the Dissenting faith in v/hich he had been 

reared. He developed a deep faith in the divinity of Christ 

and in the Incarnation as the greatest example of God's 

love. Although Brov/ning had earlier given mediocre alle-

glance to such tenets as these, his struggle with doubt 

gave them greater meaning for him, and thus, as in Lang

baum' s theory, his experience with doubt intensified his 

religious faith. As in Langbaum's hypothesis, however, 

Brovming continued to reaffirm his religious values so 

that they continued to have meaning for him, and his great 

religious poetry was his most tangible means of reaffirma

tion. A quotation from John A. Hutton well summarizes 

Browning's religious life and seems appropriate to con

clude this study. Of Brovming, Hutton writes: 

He has ranged through the vast world of nature, 
and the vaster world of the human soul, in his 
vigorous contention with unbelief. He is splen
didly equipped for long and intricate battle.1^ 

•'-̂ John A. Hutton, Guidance from Robert Brovming in 
Matters of Faith (Edinburgh and London, 1905). P- 19. 
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