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CHAPTER I 

INTRODUCTION 

The universally recognized master of the dramatic 

monologue is Robert Browning. Using this form, he created 

poems about painters, musicians, poets, and others with 

imaginative skill. However, these successful works were 

written only after Browning had endured a disastrous career 

as a playwright. Many have wondered, with Charles Willard 

Smith, "Why did Robert Browning never become a great drama

tist or, to state it otherwise, why did he, of all poets in 

the nineteenth century who seemingly might have done so, 

fail to produce one dramatic masterpiece?" The question 

is not easily answered, for it is very puzzling that a poet 

who met with such great success with the dramatic monologue 

should be unable to create effective dramatic dialogue. 

Browning subscribed to a philosophy of "success in 

failure" and believed that in each life there was a sudden 

realization of purpose. This revelation became known in his 

works as the "infinite moment." Yet, in his playwriting 

career. Browning was too blinded by ambition and hopes for 

•̂ C. Willard Smith, "Browning's Plays, 1835-1855," 
Browning's Star-Imagery: The Study of a Detail in Pootic 
Design (Princeton, New Jersey: Princeton University Press, 
1941), p. 102. 



sudden fame to be objective about any dramatic skills he 

might have possessed. Because he was so consumed by ambi

tion. Browning never seemed to realize that ironically his 

unsuccessful playwriting career would provide a training 

period for developing the successful dramatic monologue 

form. The very embodiment of his own "success in failure" 

philosophy, the playwriting era lasted only a few short 

years, but the mark of its discipline would be felt in 

Browning's works long after he had abandoned it. 

In 1837, Robert Browning wrote Strafford and, at the 

same time, expressed his attitude toward dramatic writing 

by explaining that his first play was "one of Action in 

Character rather than Character in Action." This philosophy 

of dramatic writing, which apparently dominated most of the 

Browning plays, kept Strafford from critical success. How

ever, a change in the formula, so that action became more 

important than characterization, fared little better. A 

Blot in the 'Scutcheon, in which Browning created "action" 

with "drabbing, stabbing et autres gentillesses," was not 

the stage success he had hoped it would be. Although many 

reasons have been given for Browning's failure as a dramatist 

the plays cannot be bundled together and summarily dismissed 

as total failures. 

Strafford, Browning's first attempt at playwritinq, 

strangles on an overabundance of dialogue—thinly veiled 



monologues—and stumbles across the stage heavily burdened 

with a freight of English history which could slow or halt 

any dramatic vehicle. The first play is not a complete 

critical failure; Browning's characterization of Pym merits 

some praise. Eloisa Paganelli credits the character of Pym 

as "perhaps the only truly scenic creation of Browning, a 

character whose opposing passions are finally born from a 

tragically insoluble conflict of elements: country and 

2 

friend." Still, it v/ould take more than a single charac

terization to save the poorly constructed play that was 

beset by clashes between the playwright and the producer. 

Browning, a young writer anxious for success, and William 

Charles Macready, a leading Victorian actor-stage manager 

concerned with his reputation, seemed to be more concerned 

with their public reputations than with the play itself. 

Their personality conflicts and strong disagreements over 

textual matters created great difficulties for the production 

of the play. Macready's treatment of the play seems to have 

been influenced by Browning's attitude toward the actor. 

Thus, even if the original work had not been technically 

weak, the lack of enthusiasm in the production sounded the 

death knell for the play. 

Eloisa Paganelli, "II teatro di Robert Browning," 
Convivium, XXXI (1963), 201 (translated by Adriana Baliew). 



The failure of Browning's dramas has served as the 

focal point in most of the studies of the plays. Park Honan 

finds the best outline of the technical faults in the dramas 

in Thomas R. Lounsbury's work. The Early Literary Career of 

Robert Browning. Honan summarizes this outline as follows: 

1. Not one of Browning's actions gives the impres
sion of inevitable development. 

2. His human portraits are unfaithful to human nature. 

3. Despite powerful passages, the plays lack sus
tained interest. 

4. Dialogue tends to be obscure. 

5. Although Browning's characters speak vaguely 
and endlessly about their feelings, they do not 
act upon them.-̂  

If one employs this outline in a study of the plays, 

the many faults are obvious. Henry Charles Duffin, in 

Amphibian, A Reconsideration of Browning, suggests that 

Browning's dramas were "written for the study" and, consider

ing the technical failures, assumes "Macready and Helen 

Faucit and others who staged them must have used their dis

cretion on these and other action absurdities, though the 

numerous deaths from emotional stress would have to be ac

cepted." Duffin agrees with Lounsbury that Browning's char

acters talk in "shapeless and endless sentences which it is 

3 
Park Honan, Browning's Characters: A Study in Poetic 

Technique (New Haven: Yale University Press, 1961), p. 45. 
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impossible to follow with the ear." Browning's plots are 

criticized as "being nothing more than a parade of one-sided 

characters who enter, say their long speeches, and depart." 

Browning, according to Duffin, lacked "theater-sense," 

and yet he created "Paracelsus," the long poem which spurred 

Macready to take a strong interest in Browning's future as a 

dramatist. The same poem led John Forster to write an arti

cle entitled "Evidences of a New Genius for Dramatic Poetry," 

and yet most critics, notably H. B. Charlton, fail to recog

nize such promise in "Paracelsus." Even Browning warned the 

readers of his poem that he had "endeavoured to write a poem, 

not a drama." 

It is ironic that "Paracelsus" would cause anyone to 

believe that Browning possessed the talent necessary to de

velop into a leading dramatist. The technique in the poem 

is not dramatic, and the characters discourse rather than 

converse. They are characterized through description rather 

than revelation. They narrate what they have been and only 

incidentally exhibit themselves as they are. Basically 

devoid of the dramatic personality which is necessary in the 

embodied process of characterization, they progress from 

4 
Henry Charles Duffin, Amphibian: A Reconsideration of 

Browning (London: Bowes and Bowes, 1956), p. 183. 

John McCall, "Browning's Uncloseted Dramas," Iowa En
glish Yearbook, VIII (1963), 55. 



mood to mood by the slow transition of self-analysis. In 

the final analysis, their personalities are static. 

On May 26, 1836, at a supper party at the home of 

Thomas Noon Talfourd, Macready asked Browning, "Will you not 

write me a tragedy and save me from going to America?" This 

remark, whether serious or slight, was enough to excite the 

young Browning into writing Strafford. Since it was the 

first play written by a very young man, the playwright's' 

youth and the novelty of his undertaking warrant a certain 

critical indulgence. However, it was only natural for an 

enthusiastic young man, such as he was, to become rationally 

convinced that the invitation from Macready to write a play 

was the way to success. Unfortunately, the invitation alone 

could not insure success, and, after Strafford, the plays 

as a group did not improve. 

But Browning's youth and ambition and Macready's mis

understanding of "Paracelsus" are not the only reasons for 

Browning's inability to create a successful play despite 

his many attempts. The nine plays he finished and their 

dates are as follows: 

Strafford, published and acted in 1837 
Pippa Passes, published in 1841 
King Victor and King Charles, published in 1842 
The Return of the Druses, published in 1843 

^Smith, p. 101. 



A Blot in the 'Scutcheon, published and acted in 1843 
Colombe's Birthday, published 1844, acted 1853 
Luria, published 1846 
A Soul's Tragedy, published 1846 
In a Balcony, published 1855, acted privately 1884. 

These plays share many common faults and characteristics 

that label them as Browning's work. The dialogue in the plays 

frequently called "Browningese," has been an area especially 

susceptible to criticism. Hugh Walker in The Literature of 

the Victorian Era is most specific: 

Many critics have pointed out that whoever the 
speaker may be, he speaks in the voice of Browning; 
and the fact is too obvious to require much discus
sion. No dramatist ever possessed a style less 
flexible. The simple mill-girl Pippa and the mag
nificent Ottima use the English language in the same 
way. Thorold, Luria, Djabal, Valence, all speak 
Browningese. And this is perhaps one reason for the 
fact that Browning's plays tend so often to become 
one-character plays.^ 

McCall notes that the dialogue in A Blot in the 'Scutcheon 

resembles a "series of platitudes." Charlton names the many 

awkward elements in Browning's dramatic technique as a "sign 

rather than an explanation of his failure." According to 

Charlton, "Browning gave to all his people a mode of expres

sion peculiar to himself; it was discourse, rather than con

versation." The identical criticism has been applied to 

"Paracelsus." The dialogue was also criticized for "its 

abrupt elliptical syntax and its heady imagery" which made 

7 
Hugh Walker, The Literature of the Victorian Era (Ceim-

bridge: University Press, 1921), p. 320. 
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it difficult to be understood in the "moment of utterance." 

Even though Browning's dialogue suffered heavy criticism, he 

relied on it as the mediiom by which his characters were to 

be known. The plots of his plays,since they required little 

action, gave the ch^aracters little recourse to gesture. 

Another common characteristic of the plays, binding them 

together as Browning's work, is the appearance of the unbe

lievably good domestic hero and heroine. This common char

acter takes the shape of Pippa in Pippa Passes, Charles in 

King Victor and King Charles, Anael in The Return of the 

Druses, Tresham, Mildred, and Mertoun in A Blot in the 

'Scutcheon, Golombe and Valence in Colombe's Birthday, 

Luitolfo in A Soul's Tragedy, Luria in Luria, and Constance 

in In a Balcony. 

Each play pictures someone motivated by an ideal out

side himself or searching for such an outside ideal to be 

motivated by. In Strafford, this ideal is faith in the 

king's prerogatives; in Pippa Passes, it is an inclination 

on Pippa's part to be loved as she might be loved by an 

idealized lover, husband, mother, or god; in King Victor and 

King Charles, it is an idealization of kinghood and of King 

Victor; in The Return of the Druses, for Djabal it is a duty 

Arthur E. DuBois, "Robert Browning, Dramatist," 
Studies in Philology, XXXIII (1936), 632. 



to avenge slain parents and to free one's people from tyranny 

and, in the case of Anael, it is idealization of country and 

of her lover, Djabal. In A Blot in the 'Scutcheon, this 

ideal is family pride; in Luria, it is an idealization of 
9 

occidental Florence. 

In each case this searching for or following an ideal 

involves an irony. Championing kingship, Strafford must love 

the king, a weak, worthless fellow. Unreconciled, Strafford 

is lost between an ideal and a real king. The persons ideal

ized by Pippa are one and all on the verge of spiritual di

saster. The ironically named King Victor is vicious, and 

Charles's filial admiration of his father is therefore in 

conflict with his ideal of benevolent leadership of his peo

ple. Djabal is not the god he professes himself to be in 

The Return of the Druses. The spirit of Florence, embodied 

in Puccio, Braccio, and Domizia, is variously vicious in 

^ . 10 Luna. 

While Browning seemed to concentrate his plays on what 

went on in the characters' minds, he managed to give some 

satisfaction to the eye by creating action, though it was 

theatrically flawed. No dramatist has ever relied so naively 

on the deus ex machina of sudden death at the right 

9 
DuBois, pp. 633-634. 

DuBois, p. 634. 
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moment. Browning used suicides, murders, and duels with 

considerable awkwardness, and an outstanding example of such 

theatrical awkwardness occurs in A Blot in the 'Scutcheon 

when Tresham has to remember that he is dying by reminding 

himself: "Ah, I had forgotten—I am dying." McCall sums 

up Browning's faults as a dramatist as the major faults of 

a novice. 

Although the criticism is strong and almost unanimous, 

the plays are not complete failures. The "Ottima-Sebald" 

scene in Pippa Passes has been called the greatest dramatic 

scene written in nineteenth century drama; Stafford has been 

compared to Shakespeare's Julius Caesar, and Luria compared 

to Othello. Critic Henry Charles Duffin names Luria and A 

Blot in the 'Scutcheon as good plays, and James Patton 

McCormick cites A Soul's Tragedy as completely experimental 

drama for the Victorian era. He thinks that while it is not 

as imaginative or successful as Pippa Passes, no other play

wright of the period surpassed it in originality or dramatic 

imagination. 

The focus of the present study will be on three of 

Browning's plays: Chapter Two will be devoted to A Blot in 

the 'Scutcheon; Chapter Three deals with Luria; and Chapter 

H. B. Charlton, "Browning as Dramatist," Bulletin of 
the John Rylands Library, XXIII (1939), 44. 
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Four with A Soul's Tragedy. Using Lounsbury's outline, each 

chapter will study the play to examine its apparent failure 

and to consider the possibilities for success. The char

acters, dramatic devices, and plots of each play will be 

studied in order to analyze Browning's failure and success 

with the drama form. Chapter Five will summarize the common 

characteristics of success and failure found in each of the 

three plays focused upon in the study. 



CHAPTER II 

"A SPICK AND SPAN NEW TRAGEDY" 

The failure of the initial adventure in playwriting did 

not dampen Browning's enthusiasm for creating drama, and he 

was determined to find the correct formula for writing a 

successful play. He felt that with Macready's guidance his 

venture could not help but meet with success. He wrote King 

Victor and King Charles as his next attempt, but the play 

generated little interest and failed to become a stage pro

duction. The drama was yet another venture into the realm 

of the historical, and Browning still held to his original 

formula of "Action in Character" as opposed to "Character 

in Action." 

When his second play did not arouse Macready's interest. 

Browning set to work on another. The Return of the Druses. 

It was originally entitled Mansoor the Hierophant and written 

in three acts, but Macready suggested that the three acts be 

changed to five. Browning willingly made the suggested re

vision, and the play was published as The Return of the 

Druses in January, 1843. Macready recorded a strong opinion 

against this play and said, "I yield to the belief that he 

will never write again—to any purpose. I fear his intel

lect is not quite clear. I do not know how to write to 

12 
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Browning." Of course. Browning defended his play, but he 

did withdraw his plan to publish it along with King Victor 

in 1842. 

With both of his dramatic efforts refused by Macready 

within the course of a single year. Browning resolved to pen 

the play that would bring him success in the theater. For 

the first time in his playwriting career. Browning turned 

from historical to domestic drama and altered his original 

dramatic formula so that "Action" became more important than 

"Character." The ambitious young poet-playwright was deter

mined to correct the errors in his technique. No nineteenth-

century poet tried more earnestly to write for the stage 
2 

than Browning. 

Most anxious for success. Browning wrote A Blot in the 

'Scutcheon during the fall of 1840 and expressed his atti

tude toward the theater and his new play in a letter to 

Macready: 

The luck of the third adventure is proverbial. 
I have written a spick and span new Tragedy (a sort 
of compromise between my own notions / King Victor 
and King Charles, The Return of the Druses / and 
yours—as I understand it at least) and will send 

William Charles Macready, Diaries, ed. William Toynbee 
(London: Chapman and Hall, 1912), II, 72. 

2 
Terry Otten, "A Blot m the 'Scutcheon and the Piece 

Bien Faite: An Artistic Dilemma," Research Studies, XXXVl 
(September, 1968), 214. 
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it to you if you care to be bothered so far. There 
is action in it, drabbing, stabbing et autres gen
tillesses, who knows but the Gods may make me good 
even yet? Only make no scruple of saying flatly 
that you cannot spare the time, if engagements of 
which I know nothing, but fancy a great deal, should 
claim every couple of hours in the course of this 
week.^ 

Macready's reaction to the "spick and span new tragedy" 

was not as enthusiastic. He used the title, A Blot on the 

'Scutcheon, to refer to the play in his journal, and in an 

entry dated January 31, 1843—less than a month before his 

original production of A Blot—he expressed a fear that 

Browning was a "very conceited man." 

The play opened February 11, 1843, and it received a 

rather shoddy production. Browning recalled in a letter 

to Frank Hill some forty years later that "not a shilling 

was spent on scenery or dresses, and a striking scene which 

had been used for the 'Patrician's Daughter,' did duty a 

4 

second time." The play ran for three nights. It was re

vived a year later and still failed to meet with any success. 

The play was revived by Samuel Pehlps in 1848, but no 

Thurman L. Hood, ed., Letters of Robert Browning, Col
lected by Thomas J. Wise (New Haven: Yale University Press, 
1933), p. 57 Although Park Honan and Maisie Ward cite this 
letter as being addressed to William Charles Macready, it is 
addressed to John Macready in the Hood edition of the letters 
I have been unable to locate any biographical material on 
John Macready. 

Joseph W. Reed, Jr., "Browning and Macready: Tlic 
Final Quarrel," PMLA, LXXV (1960), 602. 
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producer touched it again until Lawrence Barrett produced 

it in America during the 1884-1885 season. The Browning 

Society of London mounted two productions of A Blot, one in 

1885 and one in 1888. Another production was given in 

April, 1905, in New York City. This charity production 

starred Mrs. Lemoyne, and critical reviews found the work 

"by no means impressively dramatic." 

The play's production record is thus not very impres

sive, but the play appears to have been doomed from the be

ginning. Earlier Macready had called King Victor and King 

Charles a "great mistake," and he did not encourage Browning 

to. revise it. Upon the receipt of A Blot, Macready fore

stalled the production of the play for two years and sug

gested several textual changes in the script. The proposed 

changes were 310 lines, or about one-fourth of the play. 

Viewed in the context of the nineteenth-century theater, and 

of Macready's responsible position as a leading actor and 

manager, almost all the changes are understandable or justi

fiable. At a time when true drama gave way to the theatrical 

spectacle of a "massed naval battle" and even Hamlet was 

subjected to the indignity of a "burletta" production, the 

Drury Lane audience could hardly be expected to sit quietly 

^"A Browning Tragedy Impressively Acted," rev. of A 
Blot in the 'Scutcheon, New York Times, 8 April 1905, 9. 
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through a five-act discussion of family pride.^ Browning 

still had not mastered the idiom of the stage; he did not 

understand that it was impossible to convey closet-drama 

finesse in the spoken theater. In the printed play, the 

reader could re-read and study the poetic complexities and 

discreet distinctions of Browning's characteristic poetic 

expression, but these subtleties did not come off well on 

stage. 

Macready revised the play for the recently-enlarged 

Drury Lane Theater. The sight-lines in the theater were so 

bad that most of the audience in the gallery could see only 

part of the action and hear even less of the dialogue, even 

when it was shouted. Such faulty architecture did not en

hance the production, but it was not as damaging to the play 

as Macready's cuts in the text. According to his diary, 

most of the changes were made in one morning, and, as might 

be expected, these changes were rendered ineffective by his 

haste. He cut anything that he considered to be obscure in 

meaning, unactable in a stage production, or unnecessary to 

the action of the work. In addition to his revisions, 

Macready wrote some new lines and suggested a different 

ending that Browning promptly rejected. 

^Reed, p. 599. 
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Lawrence Barrett, who produced the play with some suc

cess in America in 1884-1885, treated the play more kindly 

than Macready had, but he still made some changes. His 

changes did not include any new material, but he did omit 

the opening scene where the servants describe the arrival 

of a guest, Mertoun. He deleted scenes that slowed the 

action of the play, and he transferred the last scene from 

Mildred's chamber to the park. He also had Mildred discover 

her lover's murder by finding his hat and cloak on the blood

stained sword instead of noticing her brother's empty scab-
7 

bard. After a visit by Barrett in London during the summer 

of,1884, Browning consented to the proposed treatment of the 

play even though he had quarreled with Macready over many of 

his suggested changes. 

The quarrel over the changes in the play led to the 

final rift in the friendship between Browning and Macready. 

However, the term "friendship" can only be loosely applied 

to a relationship which was founded merely on a mutual desire 

to find success within the theater. In fact, Joseph Reed 

feels that the Browning-Macready relationship was never 
g 

really anything but an association for mutual profit. 

7 
Louise Greer, Browning and America (Chapel Hill: Uni 

versity of North Carolina Press, 1952), p. 195. 

^Reed, p. 60 2. 
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Browning sought Macready's support as an adviser and a guide 

to the popular tastes of the nineteenth-century theater; 

Macready thought Browning had the potential for being a 

great playwright. 

The plot of Brov/ning's new "tragedy" is basically sim

ple. The first act, mainly exposition, reveals that Mildred 

and Mertoun have engaged in a secret love affair. As is 

X 9 

necessary in the "piece bien faite," this secret is unknown 

to several characters, including Mildred's brother. Lord 

Tresham. Tresham is presented as a haughty man who bears a 

strong devotion to his family name. Mildred, the fourteen-

year-old heroine, is suffering pangs of conscience because 

of her illicit love, but Mertoun, her lover, is unwilling to 

acknowledge any guilt. Guendolen, Austin, and Gerard are 

also presented. Of this trio, Guendolen is the most impor

tant because she serves to further the plot at times. Since 

this play is concerned with action, the all important "drab-

bings, stabbings et autres gentillesses" begin at the end of 

the first act. Mertoun and Mildred have agreed to meet one 

more time. A possible conflict looms as Mertoun plans to 

meet Mildred under cover of darkness, and Tresham unwittingly 

plans a union already consummated. 

^Otten, p. 217. 
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The first act secret is revealed to Tresham in Act Two 

by Gerard, the loyal retainer. Gerard explains that a 

mysterious visitor has gone to Mildred's chamber at mid

night each night for over a month. Tresham, still devoted 

to the family name, refuses to believe the worst, but the 

evidence is too strong. He confronts Mildred about the mat

ter, but she refuses to tell her lover's name. Mildred is 

divided between her loyalty to Mertoun and her sense of guilt 

over the blot on the family name. The lovers' signal, a 

light behind a red pane in Mildred's window, is revealed in 

this act. To conclude the second act, Guendolen expresses 

hope that the situation can be resolved. 

The final act stands as the most contrived in the play. 

Tresham is walking in the orchard when he hears a bell and 

is suddenly made aware--his "infinite moment," no doubt. 

Mertoun arrives to wait for Mildred's signal. Mildred, who 

might have realized that the signal would lead to disaster, 

never seems to have considered keeping her lover away. 

Mertoun sees and obeys the signal, and the result is one 

that "anyone above the capacity of an idiot would have fore

seen must follow." Mertoun, who is cloaked and disguised, 

is challenged by Tresham and receives a mortal wound. Before 

he dies, he makes Tresham swear that Mildred will know that 

^^Thomas R. Lounsbury, The Early Literary Career of 
Robert Browning (London: T. Fisher Unv/in, 1912), p. 143. 
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he died loving her. Tresham goes to his sister, but he is 

hesitant to tell her about the tragedy. Seeing his empty 

scabbard, she realizes what has taken place and immediately 

forgives her brother. He feels that he cannot accept her 

forgiveness because he has acted too rashly. Heartbroken, 

Mildred dies from emotional stress, and Tresham, frothing 

at the mouth, dies from poison. 

Since some of his actions are difficult to accept, 

Tresham's character fits the idea in Lounsbury's outline 

that Browning's human portraits are unfaithful to human 

nature. In Act One, Tresham is delighted with the possibil

ity of a marriage between his sister and Mertoun. He is so 

taken with Mertoun that he challenges Guendolen to find a 

weakness in Mertoun's character: "Detect one fault in himl 

I challenge you" (I, ii, 156-157). His strong approval 

of the youthful suitor serves to increase his emotional re

action to the secret of Mildred's clandestine affair. When 

Gerard reveals the secret in Act Two, scene i, Tresham refuses 

to believe the news. He questions Gerard for not killing the 

intruder and reviews Gerard's service to his family in de

tail. He does, however, realize that Gerard has no cause to 

^^Charlotte Porter and Helen A. Clarke, ed. A Blot in 
the 'Scutcheon (New York: Thomas Crowe11 Company, 1898). 
All three plays in this study are found in the same volume 
of Porter-Clarke's edition of Browning's plays, and the line 
numbers for dialogue will be taken from this edition. 
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harm his sister's reputation. He seizes Gerard, but he does 

not harm him and ends their meeting by swearing him to com

plete secrecy. 

In a monologue following that scene, Tresham realizes 

that the story of dishonor is true. Since he values his 

family honor so highly, he seeks God's guidance. The mono

logue is interrupted by Guendolen who has just visited 

Mildred in her chamber. He asks Guendolen to send Mildred 

to him. After Guendolen leaves, Tresham vows to conduct a 

"sly investigation" into the case. 

When Mildred arrives, Tresham lectures her on love: 

Tresham: Love conquers all things. What love con
quers them? What love should you esteem— 
best love? 

Mildred: True love? 

Tresham: I mean, and should have said 
Whose love is best 
Of all that love or that profess to love. 

Mildred: The list's so long—there's father's, 
mother's, husband's . . . 

Tresham: Mildred, I do believe a brother's love 
For a sole sister must exceed them all! 

(II, i, 152-158) 

This lecture on love signals what Otten calls the real 

"blot" that is exposed at the end of the play, Tresham's 

strong love for his own sister. He continues to question 

Mildred about her lover, but she refuses to tell his name. 

He becomes furious with her and explains that he cannot allow 

her to deceive Mertoun: 
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She calmly bids me help her to entice. 
Inveigle an unconscious trusting youth 
Who thinks her all that's chaste, and good, and pure. 

(II, i, 302-304) 

His anger peaks, and he cannot understand his sister's will

ingness to marry Mertoun. 

Act Three opens with another of Tresham's monologues. 

He is still anxious to discover the lover's identity. A 

bell strikes the hour of midnight, and he hides behind a 

yew-tree. While he is hiding, Mertoun appears to await the 

signal. Tresham rushes out of his hiding place and grabs 

Mertoun's arm. The improbability of the ensuing dialogue 

can only be matched by the dual death scene at the end of 

the play. 

Tresham knows that the intruder is armed: "You're 

armed: that's well. Your name—who are you?" Since his 

curiosity remains unsatisfied, Tresham assumes from the dis

guise that the intruder is indeed some villainous "slave of 

lust." The disguise is finally tossed aside, and Tresham 

recognizes Mertoun immediately. The play could end happily 

here, but the recognition serves no purpose because Tresham 

insists on fighting a duel of honor. This reaction points 

out Lounsbury's theory that many of the actions of the char

acters were not within the realm of human conduct. Tresham 

has been driven to this fight by a conflict between his 

tender fraternal love for Mildred and his overwhelming dis

may in her attitude toward her guilt. 



23 

The duel lacks any dimension and serves only to promote 

more "action" in the play. Mertoun refuses to fight, but 

Tresham, who praised the young man in Act One, has suddenly 

changed his mind: 

Tresham: Ha, ha, what should I know of your ways? 
A miscreant like yourself? 

(Ill, i, 85-86) 

If the dialogue appears forced, the stage directions are 

even more so. The entire duel rests on one direction to 

Mertoun to draw his sword and fall after a few passes. In 

his anger, Tresham has drawn his sword earlier. To add to 

the incredibility of the scene, Tresham, who seems to have 

a difficult time imagining the obvious, refuses to believe 

that Mertoun is wounded: 

Tresham: Not hurt? It cannot be! 
You made no effort to resist me. Where 
Did my sword reach you? Why not have returned 
My thrusts? Hurt where? 

(Ill, i, 99-102) 

As suddenly as his anger appeared, it passes. He re

marks on Mertoun's youth: "How young he is!" A past tense 

form of the verb would appear to be more useful at this 

point in the play. Tresham's next line of dialogue is ludi

crous; he asks Mertoun: "Can you stay here till I return 

with help?" He apparently has finally accepted the fact 

that he has mortally wounded his sister's lover. This dia

logue leads into the youth's confession of his guilt and a 

plea for forgiveness. Tresham eagerly forgives him, perhaps 
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too eagerly, since it is ironic that a murderer would be in 

any position to absolve his victim of sin. As Mertoun dies, 

Tresham listens to his pledge of love and goes to Mildred's 

chamber. 

In the final scene, Tresham reveals what he has done 

after his sister sees his empty scabbard. He begs her for

giveness and realizes that she is dying. Otten feels that 

Tresham has finally realized his latent incestuous love for 

his sister in this scene. As she speaks her last words she 

falls on his neck. She blesses Tresham but will not forgive 

him, suggesting that she understands that he was driven into 

the murder. Ironically, his suppressed passion is realized 
12 

by her locked arms around his neck: 
Guendolen: She's dead! 

Let me unlock her arms! 

Tresham: She threw them thus 
About my neck, and blessed me, and then 
died: 

You'll let them stay now, Guendolen! 
(Ill, ii, 121-124) 

His death, a convenience of plot, follows this scene, and he 

dutifully explains to Austin and Guendolen as he dies that 

there will be no "blot" on the family name. His dying breath 

has been concerned with the honor of the family name. The 

final line in the play reflects in almost humorous fashion 

•^^Otten, p. 220. 
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the reader's reaction to Tresham: "Oh, Thorold, we can but 

remember you!" 

After reading the play, it would indeed be difficult 

for one not to recall Tresham. He does not seem to be in 

conflict with the elements or even his sister's sin but 

rather with himself. His character, motivated in each scene 

by contrivance rather than plot, does not develop logically. 

In Act One, he possesses a common sense that gives way to a 

mania that is devoted to the love of family honor above all 

else. Although he is overly concerned with protecting the 

purity of the escutcheon, it is his actions that bring more 

shame to the family than Mildred's. 

Mildred and Mertoun are Browning's star-crossed lovers. 

William R. Slager notes that they naturally bring Romeo and 

Juliet to mind. But Shakespeare's lovers are tragic; Brown

ing's are not. Romeo and Juliet have genuine obstacles to 

overcome in the intense family enmity of the Montagues and 

the Capulets, and Romeo's banishment for the slaying of 

Tybalt makes it still less possible that the lovers will be 

happily united. By contrast, the predicament in which Mil

dred and Mertoun find themselves could have been avoided if 

13 
either had used a little self-control and common sense. 

William R. Slager, "The Plays of Robert Browning: An 
Essay in Critical Evaluation," Diss. University of Utah, 
1951, 156. 
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There are no obstacles for Mildred and Mertoun; their match 

is approved in the first act of the play. Perhaps if anyone 

stands in their way it is themselves or the playwright whose 

chief concern was action. 

Mildred was the fourteen-year-old heroine in A Blot, 

and Browning emphasized her youth throughout the play. But 

it failed to generate the much desired sympathy from the 

audience, and her inability to avert the obvious disaster 

presented her as foolish, which was not Browning's design. 

However, not every reader of the play saw Mildred as foolish 

because Charles Dickens was thrown "into a perfect passion 

14 of sorrow" over her youthful plight. Mildred is cut from 

the same flawed cloth as her brother, and she shares many 

of his traits. She does not appear in the play until 

scene iii of Act One, and she is concerned about the meeting 

between her brother and her suitor that has taken place ear

lier. She is fearful that her brother will not receive 

Mertoun well, but she does not know that Mertoun has made a 

strong impression on Tresham. Her fear almost causes her to 

reveal her secret to Guendolen, but she covers her slip of 

the tongue by saying that Austin told her that Mertoun had 

brown hair. 

•'•̂ James Patton McCormick, "Robert Browning and the 
Experimental Drama," PMLA, LXVIII (1953), 985. 
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In the first scene between the lovers, Mildred expresses 

her anxiety about their future. Her anxious state is com

pletely unfounded since marriage would solve their predica

ment, and approval has already been given to their match. 

Mildred's youth rules her head as she convinces Mertoun that 

they must meet "one night more." She warns him to be care

ful, and then she reflects on her youthful love: 

Oh, I'll believe him every word! 
I was so young—I loved him so—I had 
No mother—God forgot me—and I fell. 

(I, iii, 236-238) 

She feels a certain remorse about her love affair, but it 

appears to be much ado about nothing. Her secret is hers 

at the end of the scene, and her fate is in her own control. 

She has no motivation for keeping her love for Mertoun a 

secret. 

After Gerard divulges the secret to Tresham, Mildred is 

confronted by her angry brother. She could appease his anger, 

but she is adamant in her refusal to name her lover. Her 

brother lectures her on true love, but she begs not to be 

"plunged into other guilt!" Her brother is so harsh in 

judging her that she faints. When she awakes, Austin and 

Guendolen are with her. She tells them: 

I-I was so young! 
Beside, I loved him, Thorold—and I had 
No mother--God forgot me—so I fell. 

(II, i, 372-373) 
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Once again Browning has used dialogue to heighten her dilemma 

by emphasizing her youth. The idea is not new to the play 

for the playwright keeps striking this sympathetic note for 

troubled youth. The note is off-key; the playwright fails. 

Mildred dissolves into the melodramatic heroine. 

Mildred is comforted by her two friends, but after 

Austin leaves, Guendolen surmises that Mertoun and Mildred's 

lover are one and the same. Mildred is surprised, but her 

secret is safe with her friend. Mildred seems to possess 

her brother's talent for quickly changing her mind because 

she suddenly exclaims that if Mertoun returns that night it 

will be disastrous. She has seen the obvious, but it is too 

late. The contrivances of the play demand that Mertoun ap

pear for the tragic finale, and Mildred's sudden realization 

of disaster—her "infinite moment"—will not prevent the 

tragedy from running its full course. 

Mildred's final appearance is made in Act Three, 

scene ii, as she waits for her lover. Her curiosity is 

aroused when Tresham enters; he is very pale. She is annoyed 

by Tresham's monologue because she suspects the worst. Her 

suspicions are based on Tresham's sudden kindness toward her 

since he had been so harsh previously: 

You call me kindlier by my name 
Than even yesterday--what is in that? 

(Ill, ii, 45-46) 
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When she discovers the empty scabbard, she proceeds to ex

plain that there is nothing left for her but death. The 

lovers will be together after all. Mildred has died rather 

incredibly from emotional stress, but Duffin suggests that 

her death, like the numerous deaths from emotional stress in 

Browning's plays, would have to be accepted in the production 

of the play. 

Frances Theresa Russell does not see Mildred making any 

attempt to free herself from her unseemly position. She 

drifts into her fate; it is not a struggle. Everything is 

in Mildred's favor: her brother approves of Mertoun, the 

idea of marriage is acceptable, her lover is her suitor, and 

15 she has committed no great sin. Her refusal to name her 

lover and her willingness to meet "one night more" mark her 

downfall. It is not tragic; it is too forced for that. 

Numerous parallels between Mildred and Henry, Earl 

Mertoun, her lover,indicate that Browning cast them in the 

same mold. In his first appearance, Mertoun's youth is re

marked upon by Austin, "He's so young." No less than six 

other references to his youth are made in the rest of the 

play, and Mertoun himself emphasized his youth with the 

following statements: 

•^^Duffin, p. 183. 

Frances Theresa Russell, One v;ord More on Brov.ning 
(Stanford University: Stanford University Press, 1 '-'7) , 
p. 59. 
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"I was scarce a boy." (I, iii, 174) 

"Lord Tresham, I am very young." (Ill, i, 104) 

"When I was less than boy." (Ill, i, 108) 

"But I was very young." (Ill, i, 137) 

Guendolen also comments on Mertoun's youth, "He's young," 

(I, ii, 131), and even Tresham remarks, "How young he is!" 

(Ill, i, 102). In fact. Browning draws attention through 

dialogue to Mertoun's youth every time he is on stage. This 

over-emphasis on youth, also seen in the portraiture of Mil

dred, remains ineffective, and the audience is not sympa

thetic toward Mertoun's youthfulness. Once again Browning's 

design has resulted in a character's being portrayed as 

foolish. Perhaps Mertoun would not have won the duel, but 

had he chosen to defend himself he might have come off as a 

stronger character. Indeed Browning's action would have 

been more exciting if the sword fight had not been a one-

character affair. Duels lose their effectiveness when there 

is only one participant. This duel is the final of a series 

of irrational acts in which each character has to conduct 

himself as unnaturally as possible to prevent the play from 

ending naturally. 

Mertoun's casual remark that he has seen Mildred paral

lels Mildred's slip that she knows the color of Mertoun's 

Lounsbury, p. 14 5. 
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hair. Both comments cause the characters to falter and are 

heard by Guendolen who finally realizes the true identity 

of Mildred's lover. In the only "on stage" meeting of the 

two lovers, Mertoun understands the potentially dangerous 

situation and yet he agrees to meet "one night more." His 

love overwhelms him, and he advises Mildred that after their 

final meeting everything will be different. The young 

lovers' steadfast refusal to be patient one more night must 

be the most inexplicable notion in the entire play although 

it is closely rivaled by some of Browning's other contriv

ances. The young lovers' marriage is fully approved, and 

Lounsbury queries why the lovers didn't refrain from doing 

the slightest act that would tend to bring about the revela

tion of their secret. Their perfect safety is in sight; 

there is surely no need for running further risk, no justi-

17 fication at all. 

Mertoun finally reveals in his last monologue that his 

reason for the clandestine affair was that he feared Tresham 

would not approve of his marriage to Mildred: 

I dreamed of you--
You, all accomplished, courted everywhere. 
The scholar and the gentleman. I burned 
To knit myself to you: but I was young. 
And your surpassing reputation kept me 
So far aloof! 

(Ill, i, 134-139) 

Lounsbury finds it ironic that Mertoun would be in awe of 

17 
Lounsbury, p. 138. 
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Tresham's reputation but not Mildred's purity.-̂ ^ This kind 

of irony seems to permeate the entire play. 

Guendolen is an exception to the general failure of the 

characters in A Blot. Although critics praise her for her 

common sense, Lounsbury warns that her soundness of judgment 

is emphasized by its absence in the acts of the rest. 

Actually, it is inappropriate to praise her for her sound 

judgment when she alone could have stopped the obvious trag

edy and did not. Slager credits Guendolen with bringing to 

the play an effective irony because she is able to mock 

Tresham about "the blot," the very subject that has caused 

him such concern. After Tresham's accusation of guilt, 

Guendolen stands by Mildred because she knows that her friend 

needs consolation rather than criticism. However, Guendolen 

in all her goodly wisdom should have recognized that her 

friend needed salvation from the impending disaster more 

than she needed consolation. Guendolen is able to surmise 

that Mildred's midnight visitor and suitor are the same, but 

she does nothing to prevent their meeting "one night more." 

Sir Arthur Pinero heaps heavy criticism on Browning and 

specifically on Guendolen. In the second act, after Mildred's 

avowal to Tresham and his denunciation of her, she faints as 

Lounsbury, p. 134 

19 
Lounsbury, p. 14 3 
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he rushes from the stage. Her other brother, Austin, is 

about to leave her in this condition when Guendolen inter

jects with a speech of remonstrance thirty-eight lines long 

and all of it, grammatically, a single sentence. 

Us Two. 
If you spoke on reflection, and if I 
Approved your speech—if you (to put the thing 
At lowest) you the soldier, bound to make 
The king's cause yours and fight for it, and throw 
Regard to others of its right or wrong, 
—If with a death-white woman you can help. 
Let alone sister, let alone a Mildred, 
You left her—or if I, her cousin, friend 
This morning, playfellow but yesterday. 
Who said, or thought at least a thousand times, 
"I'd serve you if I could," should now face round 
And say, "Ah, that's to only signify 
"I'd serve you while you're fit to serve yourself: 
"So long as fifty eyes await the turn 
"Of yours to forestall its yet half-formed wish, 
"I'd proffer my assistance you'll not need— 
"When every tongue is praising you, I'll join 
"The praisers' chorus--when you're hemmed about 
"With lives between you and detraction--lives 
"To be laid down if a rude voice, rash eye, 
"Rough hand should violate the sacred ring 
"Their worship throws about you,--then indeed, 
"Who'll stand up for you stout as I." If so 
We said, and so we did,--not Mildred there 
Would be unworthy to behold us both. 
But we should be unworthy, both of us, 
To be beheld by—by—your meanest dog. 
Which, if that sword were broken in your face 
Before a crowd, that badge torn off your breast. 
And you cast out with hooting and contempt, 
—Would push his way thro' all the hooters, gain 
Your side, go off with you and all your shame 
To the next ditch you choose to die in! Austin, 
Do you love me. Here's Austin, Mildred,--here's 
Your brother says he does not believe half--
No, nor half that--of all he heard! He says. 
Look up and take his hand! 

(II, i, 333-370) 
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A description of the scene helps to demonstrate the effect 

of this lengthy tirade. Mildred is stretched senseless upon 

the floor, and Guendolen, who is supposed to be sympathetic 

toward the unhappy girl, shows her feelings, not by instantly 

tending her, but by delivering thirty-eight lines of ornate 

eloquence conveying the basic idea, "If you leave her, may 

your meanest dog do likewise at your greatest need." That 

is the whole substance of the speech. As for effect, it 

keeps the audience wondering when Guendolen will help her 

unfortunate cousin. Surely, Pinero feels, a glass of water 

20 would be more to the purpose than a cataract of words. 

Frances Russell categorizes Guendolen as the wise and 

21 

sometimes witty woman in Browning's stock of characters. 

Otten finds Guendolen used by Browning to foil Tresham's 

harsh judgments. She stands by Mildred in spite of Tresham 

and Austin's condemnations. She not only motivates the 

physical action and provides superficial irony by her naive 

comments in Act One, but she accepts the burden of the moral 

choice when she encounters Mildred at the end of Act Two and 

judges her "free from all that heap / Of sins." Being free 

from a blind loyalty to the family name and an orthodox view 

20 
Sir Arthur Pinero, "Browning as a Dramatist," Tran

script of the Royal Society of Literature, XXXI (1912), 262 
264. 

•̂"•Russell, p. 78. 
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of morality, she is capable of making the right moral judg-

22 ment. Charlton credits Browning with giving Guendolen a 

simple humane wisdom in contrast to the others' prescribed 

standards of action, and she appears as one of the only real 

and natural people in the play. The other is Austin. Un

fortunately, the contrived plot prevents them from control-

23 ling the story and averting the series of deaths. 

The only remaining character is Gerard. If any char

acter should be praised for running true to form, it is he. 

His sole purpose in the play is to reveal the secret to 

Tresham. He knows his duty and does it. Had some other 

characters possessed his devotion to duty Browning might 

have created a fine play. But Browning didn't. He loaded 

his "drabbing, stabbing et autres gentillesses" on a tech

nically weak vehicle that collapsed under the weight. The 

play has been damned by critics for its contrivances, but 

the play's greatest fault is found when measured against 

part five of Lounsbury's outline: "Although Browning's 

characters speak vaguely and endlessly about their feelings 

they do not act upon them." This failure to act is the down

fall of the play, for Browning's play with action muffles 

itself with artifices; and when there is a real need for the 

characters to act, they don't. Mildred refuses to tell the 

^^Otten, p. 222. 

^•^Charlton, p. 52. 
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truth about her secret, Mertoun refuses to defend his honor 

in the duel, Tresham refuses to listen to either Mildred or 

Mertoun, and Guendolen refuses to step in and take command 

of the situation and avert the tragedy. 

The characterization produced an unrealistic quality 

that the theater audience rejected, and the play failed. The 

characters seem to have a natural hesitancy toward action; 

yet even when they finally act, their actions are unbeliev

able. The actions of the characters are in a dramatic sense 

incredible because they are unintelligible; they are unin

telligible because they are arbitrary. Their arbitrariness 

is another outcome of the disadvantages for drama inherent 

in the Browning way of seeing life. To the individualist, 

freedom of will must tend to absoluteness, and a man's ac

tions will appear almost completely as his own choice. Yet 

what for him are the noblest impulses may seem but whims to 

others, and his highest sanctions may appear as the distorted 

apprehensions of a moral anarchist. Mildred's purity, Mer

toun 's humility, and Thorold's honor are notions of right 

which are clearly prompted by an impulse for goodness; but 

each of them, to justify itself as an authoritative sanction, 

presupposes conditions incompatible one with the other, to 

the utter confusion of any comprehensive system in which right 

24 
remains right and wrong is indubitably wrong. Browning has 

^^Charlton, p. 50. 
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produced unbelievable characters and then imposed an impos

sible code of honor on them. The code of honor applies 

only to Tresham, but the young lovers are destroyed by its 

inflexibility. 

Browning's main device for revealing the nature of his 

characters was dialogue. Pinero feels that in Browning's 

eyes drama was essentially a matter of words; and words to 

Browning meant, not conversations, but orations. The 

lengthy asides halted the action, but some "one-liners" re

duced the dialogue to the absurd. Throughout A Blot the 

references to the youth of the lovers draws the audience's 

sympathy away from the inept couple--the direct opposite of 

Browning's purpose. Tresham's "one-liners" break the mood 

and singlehandedly devour the weak duel scene. Even with 

the appeals for sympathy, the lengthy asides, and the "one-

liners," the dialogue fails because the characters do not 

express their true feelings. The characters do not speak 

and act from their own inward spontaneous impulse. They are 

"mere mouthpieces for the poet who is laboring, reflectively 

rather than dramatically, to expound their emotions or to 

wring the last drop of casuistic implication from the situa-

2 6 
tions in which he has placed them." 

25 
Pinero, p. 264. 

Pinero, p- 267. 
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While the dialogue eroded the dramatic quality of his 

work. Browning's plots were also damaging. Since the plots 

were usually conducted without any regard for probability, 

the audience rejected them. The "tragic" ending of A Blot 

is due to two wholly incredible circumstances. It is sheer 

madness on Mildred's part to tell her brother that she is 

willing to marry Mertoun without at the same time telling 

him that Mertoun is her lover. It is this apparent depth of 

baseness on her part that exasperates Tresham to a state of 

frenzy, and there is no sense in her leaving him under the 

intolerable illusion. Again, it is madness of Mildred, know

ing that the intrigue is discovered, to give the signal which 

27 

summons Mertoun to her room. It is madness on the part of 

the playwright to assume that an audience would be sympa

thetic toward such a person. Mildred and Mertoun were vic

tims of plot, and the contrivance of this plot devalues the 

effect of their unfortunate deaths. 

Early critics seem to shy away from Browning's obvious 

faults as a playwright. One critic, William Norman Guthrie, 

sees Browning's failure as a dramatist resting on the idea 

that as a "true poet" Browning was not able to make conces

sions to the "vulgar needs of commercial success." Guthrie 

concludes his argument that "it is therefore unfair to hold 

Pinero, pp. 267-268. 
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Browning responsible for not becoming a great dramatist, 

supposing God had given him the sort of faculty necessary 

28 
for one." This criticism seems to be most representative 

of pre-1912 criticism of Browning's plays because like the 

majority of its sister-pieces it places the blame for Brown

ing's lack of success as a playwright on anything and every

thing except the playwright himself. Truthfully, the failure 

of A Blot rests with an ambitious young man and a weak play 

that was penned in five days. He had certainly hoped for 

success with A Blot, for he still believed he was capable of 

creating great drama. Uot writing as a pure dramatist, he 

created plays that lack incisiveness. They are readable in 

the library, but they are obviously awkward on the stage. 

He did not improve with his experience in the theater, and 

his failure to write great tragedy can be traced to his 

sheer carelessness. His work is consistently dramatic, but 

the dramatic lyric or mono-drama suited his purposes more as 

a poet than as a playwright. He never disciplined himself 

29 in the theater. Concentrating on "character" and "action," 

Browning seemed to show no concern for the audience's re

action. In fact, he regarded the ordinary audience with a 

William Norman Guthrie, "Browning and the Drama," 
Addresses Commemorating the Birth of Robert Browning (:J'eW 
York: New York Browning Society, 1912), p. 50. 

29 
DuBois, pp. 652-653. 
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certain contempt. Indeed, Browning's play, A Blot, stretched 

the audience's imagination; they snapped back by refusing it. 



CHAPTER III 

"DOMIZIA IS ALL WRONG" 

After his failure with A Blot, Browning was to make 

five more attempts at playwriting, but he designed his later 

plays more for the study than the stage. To avoid an un

favorable reaction from an audience. Browning composed Luria 

between October 27, 184 5, and January 22, 1846, without a 

stage production in mind. Having lost interest in playwrit

ing, his enthusiasm for the theater also waned. No longer 

the bright-eyed novice, he was able to view his shortcomings 

as a dramatist more objectively. His spark of ambition had 

been unable to kindle any fiery success, and he wrote to 

Elizabeth Barrett that he no longer had any passion for 

dramatic writing and considered Luria a failure. Sensing 

that the play needed revision, he admitted he had no incli

nation to such work. 

Even without revision, the plot of Luria is well-

organized and basically clear. Browning carefully follows 

the unities of time, place, and action. The time element 

is one day; the five scenes are morning, noon, afternoon, 

evening, and night. The setting is Luria's camp between 

Florence and Pisa, the two warring cities that provide the 

background. The action centers on the conflict between the 

intellect of the North and the native instinct of the East, 

41 
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simply Florence against Luria. As the story opens, Luria 

has been hired by Florence to command its army. Fearful of 

a Florentine general who might be victorious in battle, the 

Signory, Florence's governing body, has elected to choose 

a foreigner to head their forces. Luria is a typical Brown

ing hero, guided by honor and devoted to duty. He loves his 

adopted city and serves it well. As the play unfolds on the 

day of the battle that can make Florence victorious, Luria 

contemplates what his reward will be after his victory. 

However, his contemplation is in vain because the Florentines 

are planning otherwise. Puccio, the Florentine commander 

Luria replaced, has often found fault with the Moor's con

duct and has expressed his feelings to Braccio, the Signory's 

commissary, who is observing the war's progress. Included 

in Braccio's reports, Puccio's petty complaints serve to 

discredit Luria. Braccio distrusts Luria because he fears 

that after the war is over Luria might try to capitalize on 

his new found popularity and rule Florence. The conflict 

between intellect and native instinct is brought into sharp 

focus as Braccio avows that intellect shall rule the city. 

Domizia, the only woman in the play, suspects Braccio's 

motives. Seeking revenge for her father and brothers who 

have been accused of treason, she decides to use Luria as a 

pawn in her attempt to avenge her family honor. Her plan is 

based on the belief that Luria will turn against Florence if 
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he is mistreated by the city. Domizia's idea about Florence 

is correct, but she has misjudged Luria. Florence does be

tray Luria. He is tried for treason after the Signory has 

seen Braccio's report, but he does not turn against his 

beloved city. 

When he learns that he is being tried by the Signory, 

Luria threatens that when he is relieved of his command 

Florence will feel the revenge of the savage. Unfortunately, 

since his devotion to duty will not allow Florence to suffer 

the ravages of a civil war or the guilt of betraying a loyal 

servant, he is thrown into despair. To solve the problem in 

typical Browning fashion, he commits suicide by taking poi

son. The slow-acting poison gives each of the Florentines 

time enough to repent and pledge their loyalty to Luria 

before he dies. Tiburzio, the Pisan commander, rushes in 

with the news that he has testified at Luria's trial and 

cleared the wrongly judged hero's name. Braccio confesses 

his error in accusing Luria, but it is too late. Luria does 

not respond to the news; he is dead. Ironically, instead 

of the city's punishing the man,the man has punished the 

city. 

Although both the plot and the characterization of A 

Blot are, for the most part, heavily criticized, this is not 

completely the case with Luria. The play's dominant theme, 

that the intellect of the North shall coldly rule the city 
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instead of the native instinct of the East, knits the drama 

together, and this singularity of theme provides Browning 

with one of his best plots. Unfortunately, the work is 

easily recognized as Browning's because of his usual con

trived devices, a fault which marred all his attempts at 

playwriting. The most outstanding of these contrivances is 

the use of the deus ex machina of suicide for Luria's demise, 

a death that Elizabeth Barrett Browning considered "unheroi-

cal." However, since it was a typical Browning "death by 

plot," Browning vigorously defended the suicide as a neces

sary and logical part in the scheme of the drama. The poet's 

defense, based on Luria's complete devotion to Florence, 

suggests that the main purpose for his suicide was "to pre

vent the harm Florence will do herself by striking him, so 

he moves aside from the blow." Luria's suicide has caused 

great consternation among the critics, and the main cause 

for this concern is the length of the death Luria has to 

suffer—the entire fifth act. 

Unwittingly, perhaps, Edward Berdoe provides the best 

solution to this problem by ending his discussion of the play 

2 at the end of the fourth act when Luna drinks the poison. 

Lounsbury, p. 70. 

2 
Edward Berdoe, The Browning Cyclopaedia (New York: 

Macmillan Company, 1964), p. 262. 
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This solution proves useless, however, since Browning in

cluded a fifth act. The heavy criticism about the suicide 

focuses on the motives of the hapless Moor and the play

wright who nearly nine years after his first play still 

naively believed that an unmotivated death would provide 

any play with a "tragic" ending. As with the deaths of 

Tresham, Mertoun, and Mildred in A Blot, the death of Luria 

doesn't work because the audience is never convinced of his 

motivation. Saving a city from agony is not a usual or very 

credible motivation for suicide in normal society. Louns

bury sees the reason for the suicide as most inadequate; it 

is almost, he feels, entitled to be called ridiculous. Pro

viding the drama with such a conclusion. Browning has ren-

dered Luria unfit for stage production. But since it was 

not the playwright's original purpose to prepare Luria for 

a stage production, this criticism loses most of its 

strength. 

Most critics and readers have trouble separating Brown

ing's plays one from the other since he had an extremely bad 

habit of making the plays very similar in plot and character

izations, and Roma King's remark that Luria's suicide appears 

as just another mistake in a series of mistakes echoes 

3 
Lounsbury, pp. 71-73. 
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4 Lounsbury's criticism of A Blot.^ Some critics, notably 

Charlton and DuBois, find more fault with the playwright 

than the character. Charlton feels Luria's death is a "naive 

moral solution to the political problem and brings about an 

ending which completely lacks the conviction of the inevi-
5 

table." Instead of criticizing the hapless hero, DuBois 

describes Luria's suicide as an act of cowardice on Brown

ing's part. Such cowardice, DuBois suggests, was not singu

lar with Browning, but "such cowardice as makes one distrust 

tragedy or domestic drama as a genre of drama because it is 
6 

tricky." It appears Luria's death serves more as a Browning 

trademark in playwriting than as the sad loss of a noble 

hero. The suicide slows the tempo of the play considerably, 

and Browning's design to influence the reader's feelings 

toward Luria fails. Once again Browning asked his audience 

to sympathize with a character whose reactions are contrary 

to human nature. The audience was unsympathetic toward the 

young lovers in A Blot; there is little reason any audience 

should sympathize with a brilliant general who will not 

stand and fight the battle that could result in his greatest 

victory. 

4 
Roma A. King, Jr., "In Search of Form: The Dramas," 

The Focusing Artifice: The Poetry of Robert Browning (Athens 
Ohio University Press, 1968), p. 62. 

5 
Charlton, p. 49. 

DuBois, p. 639. 
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The other common faults are the volume of dialogue and 

the unbelievable hero surrounded by a menagerie of one-

dimensional minor characters who always act one contrived 

minute too late. Disguised as thinly veiled monologues, 

the dialogue buries the characters and reduces the play to 

an actionless moral essay. As with all Browning plays, the 

dialogue is strongly criticized; however. Browning had im

proved his technique by eliminating the "aside," a dramatic 

device he had heavily favored in earlier plays. Unfortu

nately, this slight change is of little importance because 

the play is still burdened with excess dialogue. Lounsbury 

comments that hardly a character in the play limits himself 

to making a speech of less than a dozen lines, since most 

of them seem to need three or four times that number to ex

press themselves satisfactorily. The play accordingly is 

7 

not made up of dialogues but of a succession of monologues. 

An example of such verbosity is found in an eighty-line 

speech by Braccio in Act One. He explains that Florence has 

chosen a foreigner to lead her troops as a matter of con

venience: 
The foreigner, one not my child. 
Shall henceforth lead my troops, reach height by height 
The glory, then descend into the shame; 
So shall rebellion be less guilt on him, 
And punishment the easier task for me. 

(I, 148-152) 

7 
Lounsbury, p. 69. 
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He provides a brief character sketch of Luria: 

This Luria, our inevitable foe. 
Confessed a mercenary and a Moor 
Born free from many ties that bind the rest 
Of common faith in Heaven or hope on earth. 
No past with us, no future,--such a spirit 
Shall hold the path from which our staunchest broke. 
Stand firm where every famed precursor fell? 

(I, 155-161) 

questions the merit of Puccio's charges yet still sends them 

on to the Signory: 

What is set down? Errors and oversights 
A dallying interchange of courtesies 
With Pisa's General—all that, hour by hour, 
Puccio's pale discontent has furnished us. 
Of petulant speeches, inconsiderate acts, 

(I, 166-170) 

and then leads directly into a character sketch of Domizia 

and explains her interest in Luria: 

This lady who believes 
She outsits Florence, and whom Florence posted 
By my procurement here, to spy on me. 
Lest I one minute lose her from my sight— 
She who remembering her whole House's fall. 
That nest of traitors strangled in the birth. 
Now labors to make Luria (poor device 
As plain) the instrument of her revenge. 

(I, 172-179) 

Next he divulges the basic dramatic conflict in Luria: 

Intellect 
May rule her, bad or good as chance supplies: 
But intellect it shall be, pure if bad. 
And intellect's tradition, so kept up. 
Till the good come—'t was intellect that ruled, 
Not brute-force bringing from the battle-field 
The attributes of wisdom. 

(I, 190-196) 



49 

The speech, a summary of the complete play, would surely 

have continued had not Luria interrupted it. Constructed as 

a vehicle of exposition, this lengthy tirade bored the reader 

instead of enlightening him. Other examples of such wordi

ness are found in Domizia's fifty-line monologue that opens 

Act Two and her sixty-line address to Luria in Act Four. 

Honan criticizes the weak characterization of Domizia and 

feels that her speeches "lack dramatic immediacy and display 

uses of diction, syntax, and imagery that in no sense serve 
o 

to distinguish her character." Typical of her speeches is 

the following from the Act Four address: 

Inconsciously to the augustest end 
Thou hast arisen second not in rank 
So much as time, to him who first ordained 
That Florence, thou art to destroy, should be. 
Yet him a star, too, guided, who broke first 
The pride of lonely power, the life apart. 
And made the eminences, each to each, 
Lean o'er the level world and let it lie 
Safe from the thunder henceforth 'neath their tops; 
So the few famous men of old combined. 
And let the multitude rise underneath. 
And reach them and unite--so Florence grew. 

(IV, 199-210) 

Honan explains that the awkward "inconsciously" and 

"augustest" of line 199 might seem "to convey pomposity or 

dryness, but their momentary effect is not reinforced by 
9 other words in the passage." The diction, awkward m itself. 

p 
Honan, p. 101. 
9 
Honan, p. 101. 
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does not seem to characterize the speaker. Syntactically, 

the passage is so involved that it does not follow normal 

speech patterns. The imagery is confused as Honan explains: 

One of the founders of Florence, guided by a 
star, caused other "eminences" to "lean o'er the 
level world" in order to protect the spot from 
"thunder" so that the masses below might "rise 
underneath" to form the city of Florence. Figu
ratively, a star indirectly causes tall men to 
lean together so that thunder will not reach a 
great number of tiny, rapidly growing men, who 
will soon reach the height of their tall leaders 
and thus form a city.-'-̂  

While the image is very nearly ridiculous under analysis, in 

the reading of the text it is simply vague, complex, and 

rather unintelligible. It does not create any feeling of 

character. 

Although some of Luria's scenes are powerful and moving, 

he is not exempt from the bane of uttering lengthy dialogue. 

In a solo performance covering eighty lines in Act Four, 

Luria ponders his fate and queries why he has been wrongly 

judged: 

Beautiful Florence at a word laid low 
—Not in her domes and towers and palaces, 
Not even in a dream, that outrage!—low. 
As shamed in her own eyes henceforth forever. 
Low, for the rival cities round to laugh, 
Conquered and pardoned by a hireling Moor! 
—For him, who did the irreparable wrong. 
What would be left, his life's illusion fled,--
What hope or trust in the forlorn wide world? 
How strange that Florence should mistake me so! 
Whence grew this? What withdrew her faith from me? 

(IV, 259-269) 

"^^Honan, p. 101. 
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He realizes that his strong feelings toward his adopted 

city have distorted his objectivity, and he decides he must 

die to save the city, another example of Browning's "logic" 

for his dramatic heroes: 

This was my happy triumph-morning: Florence 
Is saved: I drink this ere night,—die! Strange! 

(IV, 326-327) 

While Luria's dialogue is spoken according to the strict 

rules of Browning drama, he does depart from the usual char

acter mold and end his verbalizing by deciding to act. But, 

as might be suspected, the playwright spoils the effective

ness of Luria's action by awkwardly drawing it out. This 

awkwardness on the part of Browning illustrates his inability 

to recognize the effective dramatic scene he has created. 

Luria should have been allowed to either turn his vengeance 

on Florence or commit suicide without the benefit of the 

final act. Had Luria's actions functioned along the patterns 

of normal human behavior, the audience would willingly have 

accepted revenge for his motivation. Indeed, if Luria had 

stood his ground and turned on the self-seeking Florentines, 

the play might have become Browning's dramatic masterpiece. 

Sadly, this is not the case, for Luria was created according 

to the Browning formula of "action in character" instead of 

"character in action." 

"Browningese" dialogue and the characters' inability to 

act according to normal human behavior are common traits in 
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all of the poet's dramas, but Luria, another unbelievable 

hero, carries an enormous burden that no other Browning 

character has to shoulder. He stands in the shadow of Shake

speare's Moor, Othello. Of course, Othello's shadow falls 

across Luria because critics eagerly embraced Browning's 

remark to Elizabeth Barrett that Luria was of Othello's 

country. Luria might be expected to gain in reputation by 

being compared to such a dramatic work, but that is not the 

case. Duffin agrees that while both characters are noble 

Moors, the resemblance does not extend beyond this shared 

nationality. His argument appears to be very convincing 

if for no other reason than the fact that Luria does not 

soar to the dramatic heights of Othello. Such a common 

sense approach to any comparison between Luria and Othello 

finds some disciples among the critics. The main reason 

for even considering such a comparison is the paucity of 

scholarship on Browning's plays. Lounsbury cites three simi

larities between the two characters: both are Moors, both 

are in the service of Italian states,and both commit suicide 

While he cites these similarities, Lounsbury is quick to add 

„12 
that "there the resemblance ceases between the two plays." 

Obviously these similarities are only surface properties of 

•'••'•Duffin, p. 184. 

12 
Lounsbury, p. 68. 
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the plays, and while Shakespeare weaves a tragedy filled 

with action. Browning provides his characters with long 

speeches and little else. Shakespeare succeeds where Brown

ing fails because the playwrights' skills were more dis

similar than their characters. However, not all of the 

critics condemn the Browning work and praise Shakespeare; 

L. A. Sherman compares Luria and Othello and declares Luria 

13 the better. 

Focusing on the weaknesses of both the playwright and 

his hero. Park Honan finds Luria unconvincing: 

But the work fails because Luria himself is un
convincing. If Browning had succeeded in writing 
effective speeches for the Florentine general— 
speeches even very remotely approximating those of 
Othello, for example—Luria would certainly be an 
important work in a unique dramatic form. The dif
ficulty is that in this form all is dependent upon 
the success of the hero's own portrait; all six of 
the minor characters would, in one sense, fulfill 
their artistic functions if Luria fulfilled his, 
and the result in that case would be interesting. 
But Luria is nothing more than a caricature of 
Othello at best, he seems poorly conceived and even 
more poorly drawn.^^ 

As Roma King's earlier criticism of Luria's suicide had 

echoed Lounsbury's, he now criticizes Browning and his hero 

in much the same fashion as Honan: 

[Browning's] primary failure is in the character 
of Luria. He was handicapped by being unable to 

•'•'̂L. A. Sherman, "Luria and Othello: Types and Art 
Compared," Poet-Lore, VI (December, 1894), 585-592. 

^^Honan, pp. 101-102. 
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dissociate his own Moor from Shakespeare's. The 
surface similarities between the two serve only 
to emphasize Luria's superficiality.1^ 

It is difficult not to agree with such criticism of 

Luria, but the effective reader must divorce Luria from 

Othello. As Lounsbury and Duffin observed, the similarities 

between Luria and Othello are only surface qualities. The 

critics have made much of Browning's remark about Luria's 

being from Othello's country in much the same way that Brown

ing over-reacted to Macready's remark about playwriting. 

For a study of literary parallels to be effective, the paral

lels between the two pieces of literature must exist on more 

than a superficial level. Luria's conflict arises from his 

passionate devotion to duty; he has no romantic interest 

such as Desdemona, and his death is not on such a high plain 

as Othello's cruel betrayal by lago. Luria's betrayal by 

Florence is too forced and contrived to effectively generate 

much concern for the poor mercenary who has been betrayed. 

Luria, akin to all Browning heroes, functions on an intel

lectual level that is not ruled by passions. Perhaps, if 

Luria is unconvincing, it is not because he lacks Othello's 

depth but because he is not quite the "noble savage" the 

dialogue suggests. Indeed, instead of being the typical 

"noble savage," Luria displays a greater depth of compassion 

15 
King, p. 62. 
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and understanding than any of the Florentines. Ironically, 

he evidences an even higher level of humanity than the 

nobility of Florence embodies in the play. 

Although the suicide is ineffective. Browning was cor

rect in displaying Luria's strong love for Florence to give 

the sacrifice of the man for the city in Act Four a hint of 

credibility. But while the suicide is still incredible even 

with the knowledge of Luria's passion for his adopted city, 

the main character is not necessarily totally unconvincing 

despite contrary criticism. In his attempt to make Luria 

believable. Browning provided some very powerful scenes 

which give great insight into the character of his Moor. 

One such scene is the temptation scene designed to illus

trate Luria's love for Florence. During the scene, Tiburzio, 

the Pisan commander, visits Luria in an attempt to persuade 

him to change his allegiance by revealing Florence's plan to 

betray him. Luria explains that he is closer to Florence 

than any native son: 

Sir, I am nearer Florence than her sons. 
I can, and have perhaps obliged the State, 
Nor paid a mere son's duty. 

(II, 166-168) 

He advises the Pisan that his poor judgment is a result of 

his having been deceived in the matter. The last line in 

this scene displays an example of Browning's irony that per

meates his dramas: "I trust Florence; Pisa is deceived." 

(II, 198) 
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Another such scene occurs after Luria learns of his 

betrayal and vows that he will seek revenge: 

Now, Florence— 
Is it to be? You will know all the strength 
O' the savage—to your neck the proof must go? 
You will prove the brute nature? Ah, I see! 
The savage plainly is impassible: 
He keeps his calm way through insulting words. 
Sarcastic looks, sharp gestures—one of which 
Would stop you, fatal to your finer sense. 
But if he stolidly advance, march mute 
Without a mark upon his callous hide. 
Through the mere brushwood you grow angry with. 
And leave the tatters of your flesh upon, 
—You have to learn that when the true bar comes. 
The murk mid-forest, the grand obstacle. 
Which when you reach, you give the labor up. 
Nor dash on, but lie down composed before, 
—He goes against it, like the brute he is: 
It falls before him, or he dies in his course. 

(Ill, 349-366) 

He realizes that he has been betrayed and Braccio and Puccio 

have been baiting him: 

You grew so bold on, while you so despised 
The Moor's dull mute inapprehensive mood. 
Was saving you: I bore and kept my course. 
Now real wrong fronts me: see if I succumb! 
Florence withstands me? I will punish her. 

(Ill, 372-376) 

At this point, Luria moves away from the gaggle of Browning 

characters for the first time in the play because, while he 

is devoted to his duty and honor, he is not blinded by it as 

is Tresham in A Blot. This scene presents Luria as the 

virile, powerful general Browning must have hoped for in his 

initial thoughts about the work. Luria stands alone, and in 

the heat of passion—another new twist in Browning drama--he 

decides to punish his beloved city. But the strength of the 
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scene deteriorates as Browning heavyhandedly forces Luria 

into a state of despair that leads to his sad decision to 

commit suicide instead of do battle against Florence. It 

seems that Browning was not aware of what could have truly 

been Luria's "infinite moment." 

A third scene that offers some glimpses of dramatic 

skill and potential greatness is the death scene. Contrived 

to excess and hopelessly mired in artifice, the death scene 

has some snatches of dialogue that are better than the usual 

"Browningese," and these brief moments elevate parts of the 

death scene to the level of the temptation and revenge 

scenes. The best example of this dialogue is spoken by 

Luria in praise of his own country: 

My own East! 
How nearer God we were! He glows above 
With scarce an intervention, presses close 
And palpitatingly, his soul o'er ours: 
We feel him, nor by painful reason know! 

(V, 228-232) 

Regretfully, two scenes and some brief dialogue cannot buoy 

up an entire five-act play. Still these sketches of great

ness suggest that while Browning wanted to be a great play

wright he did not recognize the good in his own work. 

The menagerie of minor characters surrounding Luria in

cludes Husain, Luria's friend; Puccio, the former Florentine 

commander; Braccio, the Signory's commissary; Jacopo, Brac

cio 's secretary; Tiburzio, the Pisan commander; and Domizia, 
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a noble Florentine lady. Browning gave a definite purpose 

to all of these characters except-Domizia, and she might 

well have been left out of the play without changing it. 

Even before the play was completed. Browning complained in 

a letter to Elizabeth Barrett Browning that "Domizia is all 

wrong; I told you I knew that her special colour had 

17 faded." To fault Domizia for not being a strong love 

interest for Luria draws unfair criticism to a character 

whose potential lover is married to duty. 

Each of the minor characters is stamped with the inepti

tude characteristic of the Browning stable of players. 

Honan notes that Husain, Luria's friend, seems to move 

through the drama "like a ghost instead of a definite char

acter, and he has no position in Luria's army and lacks a 

18 
place of residence, a past, and even a future." Puccio, 

the Florentine commander Luria replaced, acts as the cata

lyst to create the conflict between the Moor and the Signory. 

Obviously motivated by jealousy, Puccio actively seeks to 

discredit Luria's ability. The Signory's commissary, Braccio, 

provides the means to supply the Signory with a record of 

Puccio's petty complaints. Motivated by fear, Braccio 

•'•̂ Slager, p. 274. 

•'•̂ Honan, p. 99. 

1 ft 
Honan, p. 101. 
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embodies the coldness of Florentine intellect that desires 

to save Florence from any powerful outsiders. This unfounded 

fear of a power-mad Luria's ruling Florence clouds Braccio's 

judgment in preparing his reports, and he does not realize 

his error until, as is peculiar to Browning's plays, it is 

too late. Domizia, motivated by revenge for family honor, 

never really provides any clear intent in the play except as 

a listener on occasion for Luria's monologues. 

Tiburzio and Jacopo calmly perform their tasks. As the 

opposing general, Tiburzio appears more as "the good true 

fellow" Browning describes than as the warring enemy. 

Tiburzio has more compassion for the hero than any of the 

wrongly-inspired Florentines. Luria's greatest enemies are 

in his own camp; Puccio and Braccio provide the pettiness 

and jealousy to generate the trial. However, while Braccio, 

Puccio, and Domizia represent the Florentine spirit that 

desires to have intellect rule the city, Tiburzio provides 

a contrast against their envious behavior and single-minded 

dogma. Ironically, it is Tiburzio, Luria's supposed enemy, 

who provides the testimony at the trial to clear Luria's 

name of the false charges. Jacopo functions well as Brac

cio 's secretary and delivers a sample of Browning's finest 

dialogue in describing Luria: 

rests sometimes, 
I see him stand and eat, sleep stretched an hour 
On the lynx-skins, yonder; hold his bared black .irms 
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Into the sun from the tent-opening; laugh 
When his horse drops the forage from his teeth 
And neighs to hear him hum his Moorish songs: 
That man believes in Florence as the Saint 
Tied to the wheel believes in God. 

(I, 102-109) 

Unfortunately, the minor characters share Luria's basic 

shortcoming; they also languish in a shadow—Luria's. They 

never perform as a force because all of Luria's thoughts and 

actions occur almost in spite of them. The play is typically 

Browning in that it dissolves into a sketch of one main char

acter who is surrounded by a host of poorly drawn characters 

whose own actions depend too heavily on the strength of the 

main character. No minor character in Luria rises to the 

level of Guendolen in A Blot, and all of them seem to appear 

in various degrees of messenger rather than as vital char

acters. Browning's single-minded concentration on plot 

reduced Luria to a one-character drama, and that one char

acter cannot carry his load. Again a Browning play collapses 

under artifices, contrivances, and devices. 

In all fairness to Browning, a more effective comparison 

can be made between his first effort, Strafford, and his 

final play, Luria. Both works are heavily steeped in history 

and require a greater knowledge of history than the average 

theater-goer would care to possess. The main characters, 

Luria and Strafford, are noble soldiers who serve unworthy 

masters, but each man seems to willingly resign himself to 
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the fate that prevents him from opposing his weak ideal. 

While the lead personages in each work are cast in similar 

molds, the plays have several technical differences. Basi

cally, the tragedy of Luria is more contrived and hence more 

artificial than Strafford. The chief cause of the great 

artificiality in Luria is Luria's lingering death, but it 

is difficult after a study of these plays to expect Brown

ing's poison to be fast-acting when his characters are not. 

Other differences between the two plays include the dedica

tions of the works and their purposes. Strafford, dedicated 

to Macready, was written expressly for the stage, but Luria, 

dedicated to Walter Savage Landor, was written for the study. 

While the differences in purpose—stage presentation and 

closet study—are important, the technical differences sug

gest that Browning had made some progress as a playwright. 

Luria's structure is well-ordered, and each character except 

Domizia has a definite purpose. Strafford is poorly orga

nized, and the characters are vague and awkwardly worked 

into the plot. Browning created smooth verse that is almost 

wholly free from obscurity for Luria, but the verse in his 

initial attempt is at best disjointed and extremely formal

ized. The chaos in the first work clouds the play's central 

idea and confuses the conflict revolving around it. Luria's 

main thesis is so heavily emphasized that it becomes more 



62 

important than the characters."'•̂  With the improvements, it 

would appear that Luria would be a more successful play, 

but it is not. 

Luria's basic failure comes from Browning's inability 

to divorce himself and his play from his original basic 

dramatic formula of "action in character." Browning had 

abandoned his original formula to write A Blot, but after 

its failure he quickly returned to his basic thesis. In 

Luria, the abundant dialogue limits the action and bores the 

listener. As in A Blot, the audience has been asked to be 

sympathetic toward an unsympathetic character whose final 

noble gesture appears absurd and finds no understanding ear. 

What little action occurs in the play is ironically pro

duced by the minor characters' procrastination which in turn 

creates the necessary plot contrivances. While Luria's 

temptation scene is powerful, the irony of the situation 

that Luria has punished Florence instead of the reverse at 

the play's end is rendered ineffective because the audience 

has difficulty in accepting Luria's motive. Surely the work 

would have been more exciting and effective if Braccio's 

fear of a power-mad Luria had been realized. Any audience 

could find some degree of sympathy for a mighty general who 

sought revenge on the city that betrayed him. Perhaps, if 

19 
Slager, p. 286. 
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the deadwood were cut away, portions of the play could be 

constructed into powerful dramatic monologues. Such an idea 

is purely conjecture, but Browning did use the drama to per

fect the art of the dramatic monologue. Yet, paraphrasing 

his introduction to Paracelsus, in his final play he en

deavored "to write a play and not a poem." 

Even under the heavy barrage of criticism for its lack 

of character development and imprecise dialogue, Luria is 

not without its admirers and imitators. Duffin, a severe 

critic of most of the other plays, names Luria as a good 

play. He finds the plot "single and direct" even without 

action and praises the argument within the drama because 

"it is an argument over a vital matter." The technical 

aspect of the work is also admired by Duffin who finds "the 

20 verse as plain and direct as the construction." Another 

admirer of Luria is Maurice Maeterlinck, twentieth-century 

Belgian dramatist, who imitated a portion of Luria in his 

own work, Monna Vanna. In a letter to William Lyon Phelps, 

he explains that he borrowed a scene from Luria: 

I just read with interest, in The Independent, 
the note that you have rightly wished to devote to 
Monna Vanna. You are perfectly right there is be
tween an episodic scene of my second act (that 
where Prinzialle unmasks Tribulzio) and one of the 
great scenes of Luria a similarity that I am aston
ished at not having seen pointed out sooner. I am 

^^Duffin, p. 184. 
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astonished all the more, since far from hiding this 
similarity, I have been anxious to affirm it my
self by engaging exactly the same rival cities, the 
same time, and almost the same characters; whereas 
it would have been very easy to transpose every
thing and make the loan of it unrecognizable if I 
had had the intention of concealing it.21 

Maeterlinck admits that he is "an ardent admirer of Browning," 

and in a second letter reveals that the "borrowed" scene was 

actually inspired by a reading of Luria. He suggests that 

Phelps should not be surprised that Browning's drama served 

as an inspiration: 

If it seems natural to look for a starting point 
in Shakespeare, why should you be astonished that 
we look for them in Browning?^2 

Perhaps, if the reading public had shared Duffin's 

praise and Maeterlinck's admiration, Luria might have en

joyed some critical success. 

-̂̂ William Lyon Phelps, "Browning in France," Modern 
Language Notes, XXXI (January, 1916), 29-30. 

^^Phelps, p. 30. 



CHAPTER IV 

"THIS UNLUCKY PLAY" 

In 1846, Browning published his last two plays, Luria 

and A Soul's Tragedy. He displayed a preference for Luria 

as the better play, but critics in general have not agreed 

with him. Browning's attitude toward his last two plays 

illustrates his tendency for preferring his poorest work 

to his best. While Luria displays some fine dramatic 

qualities, A Soul's Tragedy stands as the best of the Brown

ing plays with the possible exception of Pippa Passes, which 

has drawn much critical interest and approval during the 

twentieth century. A Soul's Tragedy, original in concept 

and demonstrating a certain creativity on the part of the 

playwright, was the "unlucky play" in the series, largely 

because Browning himself displayed a certain hostility to

ward it. Struck by what he regarded the clearness of Luria, 

he considered Tragedy as obscure and withheld its publica-

tion for some two or three years after it was written. He 

told Elizabeth Barrett that the play was "all sneering and 

disillusion," and he would gladly destroy the manuscript if 

she would but give the word. Displaying a different atti

tude toward the play. Miss Barrett praised the high quality 

Lounsbury, p. 14 8. 
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of Browning's effort and recommended that it be published. 

She felt Browning's criticism of the play was unjust, and 

she wrote. 

It is a work full of power and significance, and 
I am not at all sure—(not that it is wise to make 
comparisons, but that I want you to understand how 
I am impressed!)—I am not at all sure that if I 
knew you now first and only by these productions— 
• "Luria" and "The Tragedy" — I should not involuntar
ily attribute more power and a higher faculty to 
the writer of the last.2 

Such praise was well-deserved because Browning succeeded 

in A Soul's Tragedy where he had failed in his earlier plays. 

The plot is consistent and develops naturally, and, even 

more surprisingly, the characters are understandable and 

motivated by impulses that are recognized as normal human 

behavior. This improved characterization provided Browning 

with one of his best characters, Ogniben, the papal legate, 

and possibly his best play. The most impressive change in 

Tragedy over the earlier plays was Browning's amazing dis

missal of trappings and artifices. He did not rely on the 

deus ex machina of sudden death to provide a relief for his 

dramatic situation, and not one single character died on 

stage. 

The play is divided into two acts; Act One is written 

in clear and forceful blank verse, and Act Two is written 

2 
Lounsbury, p. 150. 
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in prose. Duffin praises the verse in the first half of the 

play, but he fails to find the prose in the second act 

3 either original or dramatic. In the first act of the play, 

Chiappino faces exile because he has spoken against the 

tyrannical provost. Chiappino's case has been taken up by 

his best friend, Luitolfo, who goes to plead the case before 

the provost. While he is away, Chiappino and Eulalia, 

Luitolfo's betrothed, wait for him. The scene develops as 

Chiappino speaks harshly of Luitolfo because he feels 

Luitolfo has always had good fortune while he is on the 

verge of becoming an outcast. Chiappino portrays himself 

as one who defends his political beliefs and who hates hypoc

risy and compromise, and he paints Luitolfo as an "habitual 

compromiser." Jealous because Eulalia is to marry Luitolfo, 

Chiappino reveals to her that he has loved her since they 

were children. Chiappino's tirade is interrupted by the 

sudden entrance of Luitolfo, who behaves quite out of char

acter for the portrait Chiappino has painted. Luitolfo re

veals that during his audience with the provost he lost his 

temper and killed him. With a large crowd in pursuit, he 

begs Chiappino and Eulalia to escape with him. As a token 

of his friendship, Chiappino displays a certain nobility by 

agreeing to face the mob which he believes seeks vengeance 

^Duffin, p. 183 
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for the provost's death and to allow his friend, Luitolfo, 

to make good his escape. Ironically, the crowd does not kill 

Chiappino; they proclaim him a hero for destroying the tyran

nical provost. The first act ends as Chiappino prepares to 

speak to the crowd, and he has not told the people that 

Luitolfo is the real hero. 

The second half of the play unfolds "exactly a month 

later." Chiappino, who previously had professed high politi

cal ideals, is preparing to accept the provostship. Previ

ously he was opposed to the office and had spoken out against 

it, but now he has compromised his ideals. Ogniben, the 

clever papal legate, discloses the change in Chiappino's 

character by means of engaging him in a very clever debate. 

Meanwhile, Luitolfo returns to the city in disguise and 

learns Chiappino is to become the new provost, marry Eulalia, 

and inherit Luitolfo's property. At first, Luitolfo refuses 

to believe the drastic change of fortunes, but when he sees 

Chiappino and Eulalia together he is convinced. As Chiap

pino is about to claim his prize of office, Ogniben asks who 

killed the provost. Luitolfo steps forth from the crowd and 

exposes Chiappino as a fraud. With his ideals compromised 

and his moral character degenerated, Chiappino leaves town 

in disgrace. Ogniben ends the play by philosophizing about 

the nature of men who raise themselves to high office under 

false pretenses. 
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The novelty of Browning's play lies in the fact that 

the.first act is written in poetry and the second in prose. 

The subtitle of the play—"Act First, Being What Was Called 

the Poetry of Chiappino's Life, And Act Second, Its Prose" 

reveals Browning's proposed meaning for the play. This two-

part structure exactly suits the subject matter, and the 

notion of shaping the structure of the play to fit the sub

ject matter was considered an experimental process for the 

Victorian theater. The first part ends with Chiappino's 

momentary triumph, but the second part ends with his com

plete degeneration. The two parts are different in tone, 

structure, dramatic quality, and use of language. Both 

acts are complete within themselves with the first act being 

more dramatic than the second because the action becomes 

static in the second act. 

Basically serious in tone, the first act sharply con

trasts with the second act, which is predominantly ironic. 

The general difference in tone arises from the playwright's 

purpose in creating the play, and he emphasizes this differ

ence by the use of poetry and prose. The first act is 

largely dramatic in structure^ in contrast with the second 

act which is structured as an argument between Ogniben and 

Chiappino. The dramatic quality of the first act hinges on 

4 
Slager, p. 254. 
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the anticipation of Luitolfo's return from his interview 

with the provost. In the second act, the dramatic quality 

rests in Ogniben's skillful baiting of Chiappino. Although 

the second act is almost reduced to a verbal match of wits, 

Ogniben's sharp tongue keeps the argument from dissolving 

into a typical Browning "actionless moral essay." The use 

of language is contrasted by the implementation of poetry 

in Act One, where Chiappino expresses his high ideals and 

there is a need for light fast-moving verbal expression, and 

the employment of prose in Act Two, where Chiappino's hypoc

risy is exposed to the cold, practical light of day and 

there is a need for realistic, somber expression. 

Part of the critical success of Browning's "unlucky 

play" -rests on his characterizations. While he seems to be 

working with his original formula of "action in character," 

Browning manages to create characters who perform according 

to natural human behavior and who solicit a certain measure 

of understanding from the reader. The very fact that Brown

ing had created characters who behaved in normal patterns 

of human expression is within itself a major achievement 

for a dramatist who had been heavily criticized for creating 

"one-sided characters" in "one-character" plays. 

There are two strong reasons why Brgwning finally meets 

with success in characterization in Tragedy; the first is 

his freedom from Macready's influence, and the second is 
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his restriction to a small number of characters. No longer 

writing for Macready and free from the "shackles of the 

professional theater," Browning was able to bring the emo

tional turmoil and guilt compulsions of his characters into 
5 

the open. The restricted number of characters allowed 

Browning to concentrate on the development of stronger char

acters, and his playwriting skills were not stretched thinly 

over a multitude of characters that lacked depth and pur

pose. It is in Tragedy that Browning finally invests every 

character in one of his plays with a purpose. Even the 

bystanders in the play serve a function and do not engage 

in idle conversation as is the case in Strafford and A Blot. 

Another noticeable improvement in his characterization 

is that by giving each character purpose he has eliminated 

the menagerie of minor characters who resided in the shadow 

of the over-powering lead character in each of the other 

plays. He removed this blight from this play by creating 

each character so that he could function independently of 

the protagonist's nature. 

With all of these changes in his characterization for 

this play, it is little wonder that Chiappino, the main 

character, does not appear as the typical Browning hero. 

Chiappino does not bury the other characters in the shadow 

^McCormick, p. 990. 
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of unbelievable heroics, and he is spared the task of per

forming the Browning "death by plot." He exhibits both 

greatness and pettiness, traits found in most human beings 

but few Browning characters. At first, he appears to be 

"self-centered," and his idealism appears to be "phony."^ 

He displays his pettiness by criticizing his best friend, 

Luitolfo, who has gone to plead his case before the provost. 

But when it is learned that Luitolfo has killed the provost 

in anger, Chiappino's greatness is emphasized as he volun

teers to take the blame for the crime and assist his friend 

in his escape. In the second act, the emphasis shifts to 

the pettiness of Chiappino's nature. The "habitual compro

miser" he has railed against in the first act personifies 

his true nature in the second act. His idealism has com

pletely deteriorated, and he is exposed as a fraud. While 

he has failed, Chiappino has a measure of success because 

he is able to recognize his shortcomings as an idealist and 
7 

to understand his real nature. 

Luitolfo is revealed through Chiappino's dialogue in 

Act One as a less than noble character. His faults and 

weaknesses are built up by the jealous Chiappino. When 

Luitolfo does appear and explains that he has committed 

King, p. 57. 
7 
King, p. 59. 
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murder, his character takes on a certain degree of greatness 

because he has acted in defense of his friend's honor. How

ever, he displays pettiness by expressing a desire to escape 

from the mob. Actually, his reaction is based on the false 

assiunption that the crowd is angry. This false assumption 

is the crux of the play in that it provides Chiappino with 

both his rise to power and the seeds for his destruction. 

In the second act, Luitolfo once again provides a contrast 

to Chiappino's character, and at the end of the play Chiap

pino's pettiness is emphasized by Luitolfo's greatness. 

Eulalia does not rise to the level of Guendolen in A 

Blot, but, on the other hand, she does not sink to the "lack 

of purpose" of Domizia in Luria. Her position in the play 

is restricted by the playwright's purpose and his fondness 

in the later plays for the practice of creating a listener 

so that the effects of monologue are broken up by occasional 

lines of response. Eulalia's purpose in Tragedy is actually 

more than that of listener in that she provides Chiappino 

with the motivation for his jealous passion in Act One. The 

very notion that he wants Eulalia for himself demonstrates 

another phase of the pettiness of his character. In the 

second act, Eulalia is rejected by Chiappino, but the impres

sion is given that she is not destroyed by his rejection. 

The fourth character in the play is Ogniben, the Pope's 

legate. If any of the characters in the play threatei.s to 
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overthrow the delicate balance of character development, it 

is the comical Ogniben. Browning preserves his character 

equilibrium by not introducing Ogniben until the second act 

and not allowing him to appear as a character in his own 

right until the play has ended, for all practical purposes. 

Ogniben is the wittiest of Browning's characters. His dia

logue has the quality of the comic speech of Shakespeare 

and, surprisingly for Browning drama, the "unforced finality 

p 

of common sense." Yet, even though he is carefully con
trolled by the playwright, Ogniben constantly threatens to 

become a character in his own right instead of remaining 
9 

the visual representation of Chiappino's conscience. 

The success of Browning's characterization in Tragedy 

may be traced to an analysis of the relationship among the 

three main characters. The soul that is reduced by tragedy 

is Chiappino, but, to some degree, both Luitolfo and Ogniben 

are a part of Chiappino's character. Browning saw the drama 

as "a wise metaphysical play about a great mind and soul 

turning to ill."'''̂  Browning enlarged his concept of his 

central character until it could no longer be contained in 

a single character. Even though he skillfully keeps the 

Charlton, p. 56. 

McCormick, p- 990. 

King, p. 56. 
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characters separate, Luitolfo and Ogniben are both presented 

in the play as other aspects of Chiappino's personality. 

Browning recognized at an early stage in the creation of the 

piece that he had to provide a contrast to Chiappino and 

furnish his hero with a means of recognizing his moral de

generation. Luitolfo provides the contrast which mirrors 

Chiappino's greatness in Act One and his pettiness in Act 

Two. Ogniben is the means through which the central char

acter becomes aware of the reversal of his attitudes and of 

his own guilt and hypocrisy. Charlton sees this mirroring 

of Chiappino's attitudes as a "comic katharsis" because 

Chiappino will always mistake his own soul by over-dramatizing 

his importance according to the theatrical opportunity he is 

afforded. However, the world around him is peopled by such 

characters as Luitolfo and Ogniben who will not be deceived 

for long, and they draw Chiappino back into his proper place 

in the scheme of things. This display of the triad of char

acters springing from a common source is another hint of the 

early beginnings of the dramatic monologue form in Browning's 

writings. More important in the study of his plays is the 

realization that Browning had finally demonstrated the abil

ity to create a main character who was not surrounded by 

minor ineffectual characters. Browning had managed to move 

^^Charlton, pp. 55-56. 
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away from the subordinate character who was controlled in 

his entirety by the main character's passions, and, by 

limiting himself to only two other truly important char

acters, he is able to balance character "action and reac

tion" by creating minor characters that were strong enough 

to express some independent action and thought. 

A Soul's Tragedy breaks with Browning traditional drama 

in the quality of its dialogue. The dialogue may be criti

cized for its strong resemblance to the monologue form, but 

this criticism is not as applicable to Tragedy as it had 

been to earlier plays. At least, the reader is given a 

variety of expression in Tragedy, and the "dialogue-

monologues" are not the lengthy tirades of Strafford, A Blot, 

or Luria. Although the playwright himself considered it 

obscure, the play is not, and the dialogue is among Brown

ing's best. The main criticism of the dialogue focuses on 

Chiappino's abundant exposition in part one and the length 

of the second act. Indeed, most of the dialogue is criti

cized, but, unlike the earlier plays, this play does not 

drown in a flood of dialogue. Tragedy differs from the 

other plays because, contrary to the usual form of Browning's 

dramas, Act One explodes into action after the lengthy dia

logue, and Act Two is kept afloat by the suavity of Ogniben's 

speeches. An example of Browning's improved dialogue is 

Chiappino's speech to Eulalia in part one: 
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I've spoke my mind too fully out, by chance. 
This morning to our Provost; so, ere night 
I leave the city on pain of death. And now 
On my account there's gallant intercession 
Goes forward—that's so graceful!—and anon' 
He 11 noisily come back: "the intercession 
Was made and fails; all's over for us both; 
'T is vain contending; I would better go." 
And I do go—and straight to you he turns 
Light of a load; and ease of that permits 
His visage to repair the natural bland 
Economy, sore broken late to suit 
My discontent. Thus, all are pleased—you, with him 
He with himself, and all of you with me 
—"Who," say the citizens, "had done far better 
In letting people sleep upon their woes. 
If not possessed with talent to relieve them 
When once awake;—but then I had," they'll say, 
"Doi±)tless some unknown compensating pride 
In what I did; and as I seem content 
With ruining myself, why so should they be." 
And so they are, and so be with his prize 
The devil, when he gets them speedily! 

(I, 207-229) 

Honan remarks on the clarity of the passage and the 

economy with which these lines sketch an outline of Chiap-

12 pino's thoughts. Clarity and economy are two traits which 

are usually foreign to Browning dialogue. Another instance 

of this improved dialogue is found in Chiappino's confession 

to Eulalia in Act Two: 

I had despaired of, what you may call the mate
rial instrumentality of life; of ever being able 
to rightly operate on mankind through such a de
ranged machinery as the existing modes of government: 
but now, if I suddenly discover how to inform these 
perverted institutions with fresh purpose, bring the 

12 
Honan, p. 96. 
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functionary limbs once more into immediate communi
cation with, and subjection to, the soul I am 
about to bestow on them—do you see? 

(II, 222-231) 

Browning's characters had developed to the point of recogniz

ing their own human weaknesses. Browning had not endowed 

his earlier characters with this quality, and, since they 

were unable to recognize their hioman shortcomings, characters 

such as Tresham were allowed to pompously promenade across 

the stage in the guise of dramatic personalities. 

The clarity of dialogue and economy of lines also char

acterize the description of Luitolfo's deed, which is the 

catalytic action for the entire play: 

Luitolfo: What was peace for, Chiappino? 
i tried peace: did that promise, when 
peace failed. 

Strife should not follow? All my peace
ful days 

Were just the prelude to a day like this. 
I cried "You call me 'friend'" save my 
true friend! 

Save him, or lose me!" 

Chiappino: 
But you never said 

You meant to tell the Provost thus and thus. 

Luitolfo: Why should I say it? What else did I mean? 

Chiappino: Well? He persisted? 
Luitolfo: "Would so order it ^̂  

You should not trouble him too soon again. 
I saw a meaning in his eye and lip; 
I poured my heart's store of indignant words 
Out on him: then--I know not! He retorted. 
And I . . . some staff lay there to hand--

I think 
He bade his servants thrust me out--

^ "̂ "̂'̂ '̂  • • • (I, 315-329) 
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This portion of dialogue reveals a scene that is believable 

because the character has acted in a fit of passion, and, 

although the audience has been led to believe that Luitolfo 

is not the type of person to commit such an act, his de

scription serves to convince the audience that not only was 

he capable of committing the deed—he committed it! 

Although he does not appear in Act One, Ogniben's wit 

and skill give the play some of its finest dialogue. One 

example is his philosophy for evaluating a person's worth: 

For though the bright moment of promising is but 
a moment and cannot be prolonged, yet, if sincere 
in its moment's extravagant goodness, why, trust it 
and know the man by it, I say—not by his perfor
mance; which is half the world's work, interfere as 
the world needs must, with its accidents, and cir
cumstances: the profession was purely the man's 
own. I judge people by what they might be,—not 
are, nor will be. 

(II, 301-309) 

He continues to reveal himself as a knowledgeable member of 

human society as he discusses his purpose in the scheme of 

things: 

I help men to carry out their own principles: 
if they please to say two and two make five, I 
assent, so they will but go on and say, four and 
four make ten. ^̂ ^̂  365-368) 

His finest lines come in an explanation of the nature of 

man's own contradictions: 

But what then? There is truth in falsehood, 
falsehood in truth. No man ever told one great 
truth, that I know, without the help of a good 
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dozen of lies at least, generally unconscious ones. 
And as when a child comes breathlessly and relates 
a strange story, you try to conjecture from the 
very falsities in it, what the reality was,—do 
not conclude that he saw nothing in the sky, be
cause he assuredly did not see a flying horse 
there as he says,—so, through the contradictory 
expression, do you see, men should look painfully 
for, and trust to arrive eventually at, what you 
call the true principle at the bottom. Ah, what an 
answer is there! to what will it not prove appli
cable?—"Contradictions? Of course there were," 
say you! 

(II, 401-415) 

Ogniben's remark, "There is truth in falsehood, false

hood in truth" is a pivotal doctrine in Browning's works. 

As Norton B. Crowell explains it, "In Browning's work, man's 

truth is not false because it changes; it changes because 

it is false—at least because it is false in part." Para

phrasing this remark, one arrives at the Browning philosophy 

of "failure in success and success in failure," and the 

greatest embodiment of this idea is found in the Browning 

plays. 

A final example of Ogniben's excellent contribution to 

the dialogue is found toward the end of the play when he 

finally snares Chiappino in a trap: 

I only desired to do justice to the noble senti
ments which animate you and which you are too modest 
to duly enforce. Come, to our main business: shall 
we ascend the steps. I am going to propose you for 
Provost to the people; they know your antecedents. 

^^Norton B. Crowell, The Convex Glass: The Mind of 
Browning (Albuquerque: University of New Mexico Press, 
1968), p. 84. 
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and will accept you with a joyful unanimity: 
whereon I confirm their choice. Rouse us! Are 
you nerving yourself to an effort? Beware the 
disaster of Messere Stiatta we were talking of! 
who, determining to keep an equal mind and con
stant face on whatever might be the fortune of 
his last new poem with our townsmen, heard too 
plainly "hiss, hiss^ hiss," increase every moment. 
Till at last the man fell senseless: not per
ceiving that the potentous sounds had all the 
while been issuing from between his own nobly 
clenched teeth, and nostrils narrowed by resolve. 

(II, 567-592) 

Chiappino realizes that Obniben has unmasked him, and the 

play draws quickly to a close. This quickly-drawn conclu

sion was also an important improvement in the Browning 

dramatic technique because some of the earlier plays limped 

toward an ending. 

Before returning to the discussion of the experimental 

structure of the play—a discussion that dominates the criti

cism of A Soul's Tragedy—it is important to note that the 

characterization and improved dialogue are not the only suc

cesses in this play. The play is amazingly free of any 

artifice of love or death; the protagonist does not go 

bravely off to his death as Strafford does or resign his 

throne for love as Colombo does. He is not forced to commit 

unnecessary suicide as in Luria's case, nor is he thrown 

into an irrational duel as is Mertoun. He does not have to 

remind himself and the audience he is dying, and although he 

is exposed as a fraud, his fraudulent nature does not soar 

to the height of Djabal's plight. Indeed, while critics 
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have searched elsev/here, they seem to ignore Browning's 

success in eliminating awkwardness from this play. The 

success of this play, in comparison to the lack of success 

in A Blot and Luria, comes about because Browning foregoes 

the standard "death by plot" which was a trademark of his 

dramas. It is true that there is a death in Tragedy, but 

Browning has the intelligence and dramatic skill to have it 

take place off-stage, and the reader is spared the "lengthy" 

suicide or the improbable "forgotten" poisoning. In Tragedy, 

there are no duels or deaths from emotional stress; there 

are no unexplained attitudes or tirades on moral issues. In 

comparison to other Browning dramas, Tragedy moves in a logi

cal pattern of action, and the characters do much more than 

"walk on stage, say their long speeches, and walk off." 

The focal point in the criticism of Browning's A Soul's 

Tragedy is the unusual structure of the play. King indicates 

that Browning had "at last grasped the importance of situa-
14 

tion as an organic part of dramatic movement." By reducing 

the number of important scenes to two, he does away with the 

overcrowding of his earlier plays. His economy in the number 

of scenes and characters bears witness to his improved tech

nique as a writer of plays. More important to the develop

ment of the play is the realization that both scenes are 

14 
King, p. 56. 
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important to the development of the characters, and the 

characterization is a result of situation and not of revela

tion as in "Paracelsus." The two crisis moments—Chiappino's 

sacrifice and his exposure as a fraud—are related, and the 

one leads toward the other. This relationship affords the 

play a unity denied earlier plays. Luria is the only other 

play that rivals Tragedy for its unity and compactness of 

structure and plot. The two-scene structure is "natural and 

workable, and the use of poetry in one, prose in the other, 

is purposeful and ef fective. "-"-̂  Shaw sees the two-part 

structure as a more appropriate form for a study in spiritual 

disintegration than for a stage play. Commenting on the 

dramatic monologue quality, Shaw observes that as an ironic 

method this two-part structure anticipates Browning's cre

ation of "Mr. Sludge, the Medium," who presents the real 

side of his character at the end of his monologue. 

Even though the play is praised, as with all Browning 

dramas, it, too, is criticized. Browning was never disci

plined enough in playwriting to fully understand and employ 

all the aspects of the art, and this lack of discipline 

15 
Slager, pp. 257-258. 
William David Shaw, "The Search for an Objective Form: 

Pippa Passes and the Plays," The Dialectical Temper, The 
Rlietorical Art of Robert Browning (Ithaca, New York: Corr.cll 
University Press, 1968), p. 54. 
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caused him to produce the heavily criticized dialogue. Even 

though Tragedy was a great improvement over his earlier 

dramatic efforts, the complaint that the dialogue was really 

disguised monologue still remained to haunt Browning's at

tempts. In part one, Chiappino's long speeches almost 

develop into monologues, and in part two, the play is void 

of action as Ogniben's discourse gains the spotlight. Charl

ton comments that "it [Ogniben's prose] is not mainly dia

logue: it flows in an easy harangue which is almost monologue 

17 in circumstance, and is really monologue in essence." King 

criticizes the work because "its dramatic tension that results 

from the dialectical arrangement of situation and character 

is more a promise than a reality. The credibility of the 

18 
play is undermined by an unfortunate mixture of styles." 

This "unfortunate mixture of styles" is the combination of 

abstract symbolism and stark realism, a combination which 

also plagued modern dramatists. Even such an accomplished 

playwright as Henrik Ibsen had trouble with this "mixture" 

in his early attempts at employing the form. It is, thus, 

no great discredit to Browning that he had difficulty with 

the form. 

17 
Charlton, p. 56. 

•) o 

King, p. 60. 
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While the play is relatively free of the contrivances 

and artifices that burdened the earlier plays, David Shaw 

objects that "the semi-dramatic structure of the play forces 

Browning to invent a melodramatic action." This objection 

echoes past criticism that the Browning plays are steeped 

in artifices and contrivances. Such criticism seems unfair. 

A Soul's Tragedy develops logically according to a plan 

that the poet-playwright masterfully controls; he even man

ages to keep all of his characters in check. The only part 

of the play that he seems to lose control of is the dialogue, 

but he should not be criticized for creating "melodramatic 

action." True, the earlier plays were heavily contrived, 

and A Blot would meet with greater success if it were pro

duced as a melodrama; but Tragedy's circumstances are pur

posefully structured and are acceptable to the theater. 

The entire play succeeds because Browning kept control 

of his play for once and carefully avoided any hint of his 

earlier artificiality. The misunderstanding of the crowd's 

attitude and the timely re-appearance of Luitolfo are not 

contrivances in the old design; they are essential elements 

of the plot's development. Indeed, one of the most effective 

things about Tragedy is the characters' willingness to act; 

they have lost the "natural hesitancy" that their forerunners 

19 
Shaw, p. 56. 
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seemed to delight in possessing, m light of the well-

structured development and logical action of Tragedy, it is 

difficult to see that Shaw's criticism of "melodramatic 

action" is justified. 

The most interesting and valid criticism of A Soul's 

Tragedy is McCormick's attitude toward the ending, or as he 

sees it, the endings of the play. Ironically, the play that 

is carefully structured on two levels suffers from two end

ings, one effective and the other almost unnecessary. The 

real climax of the play is Chiappino's being forced "to 

face his crime at the very moment he is about to formalize 

his seizure of power." The second ending of the play is 

Ogniben's statement, "I have known Four-and-twenty leaders 

of revolt." In the intervening time between the two endings, 

Ogniben appears "like Pippa to have a being of his own," 

and when Ogniben no longer functions as Chiappino's con-

20 science "the dramatic action of the play crumbles." But 

the criticism of Tragedy is not as harsh as the critiques 

of the other plays, and not one critic sees the action in 

Tragedy as "one mistake after another in a series of mis

takes" as was the common criticism of A Blot and Luria. 

Since Browning's dialogue tends to be a series of poorly 

disguised dramatic monologues, it is heavily criticized and 

20 
McCormick, p. 990. 
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rightly so. However, while the dialogue is faulty, it 

should be recognized as a writing practice for the dramatic 

monologue form, and Browning should be credited for sal

vaging something from his disastrous playwriting career. It 

appears that Browning was able to develop his most effective 

poetic technique more fully because he had served his appren

ticeship with the drama form. Park Honan sees in A Soul' s 

Tragedy a possible foreshadowing of the poetic form that 

would eventually surface as an independent foim in The Ring 

and the Book: 

A Soul's Tragedy presents, in effect, very 
nearly two complete Chiappinos. To a remarkable 
extent the portraits of Parts I and II have an 
independent existence; they have the effect of 
two fully wrought dramatic monologues about the 
same person, an effect most nearly paralleled in 
the two monologues of Guide in The Ring and the 
Book.^^ 

The very recognition of the early developmental stages of 

the dramatic monologue form give the unfortunate plays a 

certain importance in Browning's development as a poet. 

Not only did A Soul's Tragedy serve as a forerunner to 

Browning's most successful poetic form, it also served as an 

indication of possible developments in the theater. When 

A Soul's Tragedy is considered connection with other plays 

of the Victorian era, it must', like Pippa Passes, be regarded 

as highly significant because it makes an effort to adapt 

^•^Honan, p. 94. 
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form to subject and assumes a mature and complex view of 

human nature. Both of these developments focus attention on 

Tragedy as an important and progressive experiment in theat-

rical form and content. The form that Browning created 

for Tragedy was too experimental for the tastes of the 

Victorian theater. The problem of audience acceptance was 

a result of the circumstance "that Browning appeared in the 

theater at a time when there was no one capable of interpret

ing his plays or encouraging what was really original, and 

23 vital, and realistic." This argument can be applied to 

A Soul's Tragedy and Pippa Passes because they demonstrated 

what was original and vital in Browning's dramas. The only 

play in the Browning series that could possibly have met 

with audience approval in the Victorian era was A Blot in 

the 'Scutcheon, if Browning had allowed it to be presented 

in burlesque form. Of course, the inflexible and ambitious 

young dramatist would never have permitted one of his plays 

to suffer such ill treatment. 

Browning permeated his dramas with irony, and Charlton 

and DuBois picture A Soul's Tragedy as the most ironic of 

the lot because it is a comedy instead of a tragedy. DuBois 

considered the play a "comic tragedy" because Chiappino does 

^^Slager, p. 258. 

^^McCormick, p. 991. 
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not die and renders his story more tragic because of it. 

The play' s form appeared to DuBois to be a rebellion on 

Browning's part against tragedy as a type of drama.^^ 

Charlton felt the play was "comedie humaine" because it was 

written in "a key utterly unlike that of all the other 

Browning plays," with the spirit of comedy prevailing in 
25 

the work. Perhaps this comic quality exists in the play, 

but it does not control the play to the extent that this 

criticism suggests. However, the ironic twist of the trag

edy actually being a comedy can be supported by evidence 

from the play that "things are not what they really seem 

to be." Chiappino appears good yet he turns to ill, Luitolfo 

appears cowardly yet he is heroic, and Ogniben appears as a 

comic spirit yet he skillfully unmasks the fraudulent soul. 

Charles Dickens praised A Blot, Maurice Maeterlinck 

was moved by Luria, but no less an important personality 

than Elizabeth Barrett spoke on behalf of A Soul's Tragedy. 

Browning was hesitant to publish Tragedy because he feared 

that its obscurity would damage the "clearish" quality of 

Luria, his favorite play of the two. In his correspondence 

he had led Miss Barrett to believe that the play was of poor 

quality, but after she became familiar with the play, she 

24 
DuBois, p. 642. 

25 
Charlton, p. 55. 
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wrote, "The worst thing is that I half believed you, and 

took the manuscript to be something inferior—and the advis-

ableness of its publication a doubtful case."^^ It was her 

avid praise of the play that finally convinced Browning that 

it was worthy of publication, and he published it. 

The important facet of A Soul's Tragedy's development 

is that Browning demonstrated a skill with the dramatic art 

form he had not displayed in his earlier plays. He seemed 

to have more fully recognized the "importance of situation 

as an organic part of dramatic movement." He parlayed his 

experience with character development into a winning combina

tion as he produced four strong characters to carry the play. 

Working with clarity and economy, he succeeded in creating 

his most effective dialogue. The action in the play was 

logical, and it took place at the right time. The hesitancy 

on the part of the regular Browning characters was gone, and, 

even more important, the hesitancy on the part of Browning 

the playwright, to create what he felt, had faded. He took 

his story and created a moving tragedy; the complete play 

is far from perfect, but he no longer committed the errors 

of the novice playwright. Even though he had lost his ini

tial interest in the theater. Browning was able to recognize 

the poetic form which was to bring him success, and he moved 

away from the plays. 

^^Lounsbury, pp. 150-151. 



CHAPTER V 

THE PLAYS: REVIEWS AND RECONSIDERATIONS 

Browning's playwriting career had stretched over a ten-

year period of frustration and failure, and, although he 

created eight plays during this time, none of them attained 

the theatrical success he had so eagerly sought. At the 

close of the period. Browning turned from playwriting to 

poetry; the critics were left to ponder the multiple reasons 

for Browning's failure as a dramatist. 

Pre-1912 criticism of Browning's playwriting career 

faults everything and everybody except the playwright, but 

modern critics have been more realistic. The awkward and 

uncomfortable Browning-Macready "relationship" and Browning's 

attitude toward the "popular Victorian theater" have emerged 

as major reasons for Browning's failure. Actually, the the

ater itself was in a transitional state, and a burlesque 

spirit dominated theatrical productions. Browning's own 

"notion" of drama caused him to take leave of Macready's 

tutelage; his loyalty to Macready as a producer of his plays 

was weakened by his own considerations of successful drama. 

During the early years of his dramatic career. Browning tried 

to write plays that pleased both Macready and himself and. 

^McCall, p. 51. 

91 



92 

in attempting to please everyone, he pleased no one. Accord

ing to Terry Otten, Browning was "never comfortable writing 

for Macready and the popular stage."^ 

Another major cause of the failure of the dramas was 

Browning's inability to escape from his analytical process 

of characterization. In creating a character. Browning 

showed a marked preference for searching for "inward springs" 

rather than depicting "outward show."'̂  Because he relied so 

heavily on this analytical process of characterization. 

Browning's characters were too intricate for the stage.^ He 

let his personality intrude into everything he wrote; his 

dramatic figures exist as mere projections of his own mind. 

Standing over his -characters like a puppeteer pulling the 

strings, he kept everything carefully ordered from the be

ginning of each drama. Mildred, Tresham, Pym, Strafford, 

Djabal, Colombe, Valence, Chiappino are all passive instru

ments of a destiny carefully worked out for them by the poet. 

At a Browning drama, the audience senses that the characters 

2 
Otten, p. 214. 
Kate Upson Clark, "Browning As a Masquer," Addresses 

Commemorating the Birth of Robert Browning (New York: Now 
York Browning Society, 1912), p. 91. 

4 
Shaw, p. 44. 
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"have no possible escape, no chance of independent psycho

logical development."^ 

Even when Browning succeeded in creating credible char

acters such as Guendolen, Ogniben, or Luria, he restrained 

them enough to prevent their development into complete and 

independent characters. His concern for "action in charac

ter" over "character in action" prevented his characters 

from rising above an "actionless" character analysis. The 

characters were paralyzed by a certain ineptness that con

trolled their behavior and reduced their actions to absurdi

ties . In A Blot in the 'Scutcheon, Guendolen is fully aware 

of every detail of the lovers' "secret," but she cannot act 

to avert the tragedy because Browning wanted his play to 

have a "tragic" ending regardless of its disastrous effect 

on characterization and audience acceptance. Luria, the 

unfortunate hero in Luria, was denied his "infinite moment" 

because the Browning dramatic formula kept him from logically 

and naturally losing his temper and seeking revenge on 

Florence. Browning endowed Luria with heroic strength and 

noble purpose, but when Luria's devotion to duty had been 

slandered he was unable to call up his "heroic" strength. 

Instead of victory in battle, he chose to commit suicide. 

In A Soul's Tragedy, Ogniben, perhaps Browning's best-drawn 

Ernest Reynolds, Early Victorian Drama: 1830-1870 
ork: Benjamin Blom, Inc., 1965), pp. UJ-I^O. 

5 

(New York: Benj 
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character in the plays, never becomes a full-blown character 

because Browning heavy-handedly controls the play's deli

cate balance of characterization and forces Ogniben to 

remain as an off-shoot of Chiappino's conscience. 

All of Browning's characters lack purpose because their 

original dramatic design is confused by the dramatist; in

deed. Browning treated his antagonists with such a lack of 

dramatic focus that he created "pseudo-antagonists" who 

could not serve as effective catalysts to the action. In 

Luria, Puccio and Braccio are able to create a conflict of 

interests, but the two antagonists' actions are petty, not 

villainous. Unfortunately, Browning's villains were as 

ineffectual as his heroes. 

The characters whose development was stymied by the 

tightly-held reins of the playwright were also hindered by 

Browning's awkward dialogue. Called "Browningese" by critics, 

the dialogue was, as Pinero said, "orations, not conversa

tions," and Browning's characters never advanced beyond the 

"static discourse" used in "Paracelsus." Browning chose to 

develop his characters through dialogue, and, while this 

technique is used by more successful playwrights. Browning 

literally stopped the action in his dramas to explain some 

aspect of a character's personality. 

As though the faulty dialogue and awkward characteriza

tions were not enough. Browning's dramas were also plagued 
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by contrived plots. These plots, laboriously created by 

the poet, make it difficult for an audience to accept the 

action as credible. Criticized for being "a series of mis

takes," the plots are the rigid frameworks that lead each 

play toward a disastrous conclusion. By preventing char

acters who could have averted obvious tragedy from acting. 

Browning forced the workings of an impossible plot on each 

drama. He naively relied on a series of artifices to keep 

his weak plots moving, but the artifices halted the dramatic 

action instead of progressing it. His first consideration 

in the creation of the plays was always the involved plots, 

and, with the plots as focal points, the characters were 

carefully molded to fit the artificial dramatic situations. 

So important were the plots to Browning, several characters 

were killed simply to satisfy the impossible action lines. 

In A Blot, the major artifice is the plight of the 

young lovers. Browning pours all his interest and enthusiasm 

into developing the tragedy of their love match, and yet he 

concentrates his main focus in characterization on Tresham. 

While the audience is almost constantly reminded about the 

youth of the lovers, its attention has to focus on an in-

depth character analysis of Tresham whose attitude toward 

family honor literally destroys the family. The plot con

trivances are rendered useless because, since no true con

flict exists, the young lovers and Tresham's dilemmas 
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deteriorate to a comic level. Browning depended too heavily 

on generating audience sympathy with devices that were not 

capable of creating it. 

In Luria the intolerable device is the lengthy death 

the hero has to suffer. In contrast to other Browning dramas, 

Luria moves well and effectively until the hero decides to 

commit suicide instead of waging battle. The play does not 

fail because the hero commits suicide; it fails because, as 

controlled by the playwright, the suicide is ineffective. 

Browning, whose inflexible approach to the drama form was as 

ruinous to his career as was his naivety, defended the pro

longed death—an entire act in length—as necessary to the 

structure of the play. While he was not persuaded by 

Elizabeth Barrett's argument that Luria's death was "unhero-

ical," her argument foreshadows the critical notion that 

Luria's demise made the entire play "unheroical." If Brown

ing had hoped for dramatic success, he seemed to turn away 

from it in this play by his insistence upon a contrived 

ending. 

Unlike the contrivances in A Blot and Luria, the plot 

devices in A Soul's Tragedy are necessary and keep the action 

of the play moving. In Tragedy the characters have lost 

their natural hesitancy to act, and the playwright manages 

to organize both his characters and their actions into an 

effective dramatic scheme. The play works because the 
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action is logical and the characters are credible. With A 

Soul's Tragedy Browning created his best play except for 

Pippa Passes. 

However, the plot contrivances, the confusing dialogue, 

and the weak characterizations were not the only causes of 

Browning's unsuccessful attempts at playwriting. The lack 

of audience acceptance, the change the Victorian theater was 

undergoing, and Browning's growing disillusionment with the 

theater were other reasons for Browning's lack of success 

as a dramatist. 

Strafford, A Blot in the 'Scutcheon, and Colombe's 

Birthday failed as dramatic productions because they could 

not generate audience interest and support, two vital in

gredients for a successful play. Macready produced and 

directed the unsuccessful productions of Strafford and Blot, 

and Helen Faucit managed an ill-fated production of Colombe's 

Birthday at Haymarket Theater. Even before it was produced, 

Macready feared Strafford was "too historical" for the popu

lar stage, but his notions about drama that would meet with 

audience acceptance were as inflexible as Browning's approach 

to the dramatic form.^ Part of the reason for Strafford's 

failure was the obscure dialogue; Paganelli writes that "for 

the stage, Strafford remains too allusive and obscure." Of 

McCormick, p. 9 83. 
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course, such a deficiency may be explained by the fact that 

this was Browning's initial attempt at writing for the 
7 

stage. While Macready's criticism that "too much attention 

was paid to character development and not enough to action" 

was valid, the play's failure after five appearances may 

have been partly due to Macready's managerial advice. He 

failed to recognize that the "truth of character" was the 

dramatic experience which had excited him about Browning's 

writing, and he should have encouraged Browning to develop 

that element for an audience. Following Macready's advice. 

Browning revised his play so many times that he obscured 

what was original and did not make the play more actable. 

Macready is thus to be criticized for coaching Browning 

on the wrong techniques after first recognizing his potential 

talent as a playwright. The more Macready studied Strafford, 

the less confident he felt about producing it. He thought 

that only the acting could save the play, but the acting was 

not enough. The opening night performance was a benefit and 

the house was full, but,after that performance, attendance 
Q 

dwindled. Browning was depressed by Macready's suggested 

changes and obvious pessimism, and he asked to withdraw 

7 
Paganelli, p. 201. 
^McCormick, pp. 983-984. 
9 
Lounsbury, p. 51. 
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Strafford. It was too late for such action, and the drama 

played its disastrous turn on the boards."'"̂  

The newspaper reviews of Strafford suggest that the 

play was doomed from the beginning. Criticizing the acting 

that Macready had hoped would save the play, John Forster 

comments in The Examiner of May 7, 1837, 

Mr. Vandenhoff was positively nauseous, with his 
whining, drawling, and slouching, in Pym; and Mr. 
Webster whimpered in somewhat too juvenile a fash
ion through Young Vane. Some one should have 
stepped out of the pit, and thrust Mr. Dale from 
the stage. 

Thus, Macready's hopes for the play were dashed. The lack 

of audience acceptance for Strafford was the result of sev

eral causes, including the faulty playwriting, the poor 

staging, and the lamentable acting. 

After this production's failure. Browning and Macready 

were to mount one more presentation of a Browning drama. 

The work, A Blot in the 'Scutcheon, was most unlike Straf-

ford. Following Macready's instructions. Browning had at

tempted to create a piece for the "popular theater." He 

considered it as a serious drama although it possessed 

greater potential as a burlesque version of Romeo and Juliet. 

As with Strafford, A Blot was greatly altered before it was 

produced. Browning trusted Macready's judgment and accepted 

his suggested changes until Macready advised a new ending 

•'•̂ Reed, p. 597. 
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for the play. Balking at this suggestion and positive that 

Macready had no artistic reasons for advising what Browning 

felt would destroy the play, he assumed Macready's attitude 

was governed by personal reasons. The play opened Febru

ary 11, 1843, and failed miserably. 

A Blot met with critical resistance and audience apathy 

The Literary Gazette of February 18, 1843, reviewed the play 

as "too long" and commented that "its inherent faults are 

fatal." The Examiner reviewer enjoyed the play, but he 

lamented that "there are defects in the tragedy." A revival 

of the play in 184 8 gained praise for Samuel Phelps, who 

played the role of Lord Tresham, but did little for the repu

tation of the play. A Blot not only ended Browning's rela

tionship with Macready; it also ended any effort to stage a 

Browning drama for a decade. In 1844, Browning finished 

Colombe's Birthday and tried to interest Charles Kean in 

producing it, but it was not until Helen Faucit's presenta

tion in 1853 that it finally saw the stage. It was not a 

success and ran for only seven performances. 

The lack of audience acceptance can be traced in part 

to the prevailing attitudes that controlled the Victorian 

theater. The state of Victorian drama was at a low ebb when 

Macready had hoped Browning would be a "spirit of poetry 

'̂ •'•Reed, pp. 601-602. 
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whose influence would elevate, ennoble, and adorn our de-

12 
graded drama." The weaknesses of the Victorian drama can 

be summarized as follows: 

1. The drama was not based on the times; 

2. There was a romantic revival which was a poor 
imitation of the Elizabethans' techniques; 
bombast took the place of style; 

3. A burlesque spirit dominated the stage; 

4. The lack of copyright laws enabled the theater 
managers to use whatever material they wished 
from foreign writers, thus reducing the demand 
for English playwrights; and 

5. The Victorian smugness kept from the stage "for 
over a century any thought reflective of the 
true attitude of mind and soul of the true 
thinkers in England.^^ 

While the theater itself cannot be made to carry the 

total blame for Browning's failure, the prevailing attitudes 

of stage managers and the ideas of "popular theater" were 

instrumental in keeping him from any theatrical success. 

Browning's stage plays, basically popular in design, are 

obscured by subjective action in character which interferes 

with the movement of the plot; his closet dramas, little 
14 

more than character studies, lack playable stage form. 

Browning's own attitudes toward the theater, actors. 

1 2 

McCormick, p. 9 83. 

•̂ •̂ McCall, pp. 51-52. 

•'•̂ Otten, p. 214. 
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audiences, and stage-managers served to widen the gap be

tween the playwright and his desired theatrical success. 

"® '^'''^^^ Colombe's Birthdav for Charles Kean and his wife, 

but when they expressed a desire to delay its production 

for at least two years. Browning refused and printed it. 

He felt that Kean was being a "special slow-head" because 

he claimed "he needed as much time to memorize a single part 

within a play as Browning needed to write a second play as 

^0^9 as Colombe's Birthdav. "^^ With such contempt for ac

tors. Browning found it difficult to resign himself to the 

actor's prerogative, in the nineteenth century, to edit the 
16 

play's text. His attitude was fostered by Macready's 

carelessness in editing A Blot. 

Browning's dislike for actors paralleled his contempt 

for the Victorian audience. The obscurity of his plays made 

them difficult for audiences to appreciate them, and the 

history lessons Browning imposed upon his audiences only 

compounded their hostility. Browning wrote for the learned, 

not the average theater-goer. He further weakened the appeal 

of his plays for the Victorian audience by creating long and 

rhetorical speeches that were fashioned in the speech form 

15 
Harold Orel, "The Relationships between Three Poet-

Dramatists and their Public: Lord Byron, Thomas Talfourd, 
and Robert Browning," University of Kansas Humanistic Studies, 
XL (1969), 43. 

^^Orel, p. 43. 
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of the Elizabethan theater. Although he worked diligently 

to produce such speeches, as a novice playwright. Browning 

was unable to create dialogue that fitted the Elizabethan 

pattern successfully. He simply ignored the fact "that 

Victorian audiences were not accustomed to and did not want 
17 Elizabethan drama." 

Browning's plays were thus out of place in the Victorian 

theater; the theater did not fail them—it simply was not 

prepared to accept and interpret them. The audience recog

nized the change in life situations, and when a contemporary 

story was told in the terms of the old conventions of dra

matic action and character, it usually failed. The Shake

spearean speech form degenerated into bombast because "the 

emotions represented the way men had once felt rather than 

18 how they actually responded in the nineteenth century." 

Harold Orel, in a study of Browning's relationship with the 

public during his playwriting career, concludes: 

Robert Browning was an enthusiastic amateur with 
an exceptional opportunity to continue a dramatic 
tradition more than two centuries old. What Brown
ing wrote grew out of a "set of attitudes" toward 
the playgoing public, actors, managers, the condi
tions of theatrical staging, and a concern that 
their meaning should not be distorted by faulty 
interpretations of text. 

•^^McCall, p. 53. 

^SlcCormick, p. 991. 

•'•^Orel, p. 48. 
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Even the physical stage had undergone a change; the 

Elizabethan stage projected into the audience, but the Vic

torian stage was built as the modern "picture" stage. How

ever, when the platform stage gave place to the "picture" 

stage, some dramatists still held to the platform tradition. 

By creating for the Shakespearean stage. Browning added to 

the artificiality of his dialogue.^^ With dramatic form in 

a transitional state. Browning was "for all practical pur

poses working in a vacuum. The old forms were decadent, 

and the new ones were just being created. "̂ "̂  Browning was 

too early for experimental drama and too late for the verse 

drama form. 

The only critical success that seems to evolve from 

Browning's playwriting career is Pippa Passes. Although 

Charlton criticizes most of the other plays, he suggests 

that "if Browning had written nothing after Pippa Passes, 

it would have been said that the world had lost a stupendous 

dramatist." His judgment is based on the notion that Pippa 

Passes is a "prolific display of many of the gifts of a 

22 
dramatist destined to be great." McCormick sees Pippa as 

20 
T. W. Robertson, "The Victorian Transition," Modern 

English Playwrights: A Short History of the English Drama 
from 1825, ed. John W. Cunliffe (Nev; York: Harper and 
Brothers, 1927), p. 21. 

21 
Shaw, p. 63. 

22 
Charlton, pp. 66-67. 
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the Browning play that best "attracts an audience brought 

up on Eugene O'Neill and Tennessee Williams. "̂ "̂  Of course, 

as with all Browning dramas, the criticism is not unanimous, 

and the dramatic success or failure of Pippa has been argued. 

J. M. Purcell concluded that Pippa fails because Ottima and 

Sebald are not spiritually saved by Pippa's song and Brown

ing's original design was altered so that Ottima is not 

developed as the main character and the Monsignor is not 
O A 

portrayed as a character of evil intentions. j. M. Ariail 

feels Pippa is a success because, contrary to Purcell's argu

ment, Ottima and Sebald are saved spiritually, as Browning 
25 regarded salvation. 

Pippa Passes ' success or failure as a dramatic piece 

interests the modern reader because of the possibility that 

Pippa could meet with some success in the modern theater. 

The experimental drama form used in Pippa would be more ac

ceptable form in today's theater. The "Ottima-Sebald" scene 

would be the highlight of the production, and the remainder 

of the play could undergo some minor revision so that it 

would be equal to the "Ottima-Sebald" scene. 

^•^McCormick, p. 991. 

^^J. M. Purcell, "The Dramatic Failure of 'Pippa 
Passes'," Studies in Philology, XXXVI (1939), 37. 

25 
J. M. Ariail, "Is 'Pippa Passes' a Dramatic Failure?," 

Studies in Philology, XXXVII (1940), 120. 
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Another Browning play that has possibilities for be

coming a success in the modern theater is A Blot in the 

'Scutcheon. If a director were to approach it as a melo

drama for the summer season at a community playhouse, it 

would be a hilarious success. The play possesses all the 

devices for an entertaining melodrama: Tresham could be 

played as a villainous maniac, Mildred and Mertoun's youth, 

which Browning focused upon, would finally serve a theatri

cal purpose, and their innocence would serve to accent 

Tresham's villainy. With the "pseudo-seriousness" removed, 

the duel and the deaths would add to the total comic effect. 

As the play stands, the duel and deaths combine to create 

an undesired comic effect, but, by producing the play as a 

melodrama, the comic appeal would be effective. The play 

lends itself to such a production, and quite possibly such 

a production might generate interest in Victorian theater 

and Browning drama. 

On the other hand, A Soul's Tragedy may be studied as 

an example of Browning's early work that foreshadows the 

dramatic monologue form. This play, more effective than 

Luria and void of an unbelievably good Pippa-like character, 

was designed for the study; Browning never intended it for 

the stage. The work is interesting in that Browning creates 

three sides of one personality. While the play is faulty, 

the study of the character of Ogniben, an improved form 
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which had first appeared as D'Ormea in King Victor and King 

Charles and later fully bloomed into Bishop Blougram in 

"Bishop Blougram's Apology," makes such a study worthwhile. 

Among the Browning plays, the success of Pippa Passes, 

the production feasibility of A Blot, and the study of A 

Soul's Tragedy offer the most interest for the modern reader, 

In most studies of Browning's works, the plays are slighted 

except for possibly some lines taken out of context and 

labelled "Pippa's Song." The critics' conclusions about 

the plays tend to be second-hand, and many of them are based 

on anecdotes such as the famous "after-dinner" conversation 

at Talfourd's. 

Actually, the critics' constant emphasis on failure 

makes it difficult to enjoy the plays and hides the fact 

they were a writing exercise for polishing and refining the 

dramatic monologue technique. Throughout the plays, the 

characterizations and the dialogue development hint at the 

emerging dramatic monologue form which developed into Brown

ing's major writing achievement. Ironically, the "failure" 

of his plays produced his poetic "success." Phoenix-like, 

the dramatic monologue form rose from the ruins of the play

writing career. Turning away from the plays. Browning was 

talented enough to recognize this form and capitalize on it. 

He wrote to Alfred Domett that "he had come to a breathing 
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space in his labors." The ten-year period of frustrating 

failure had ended; Browning would return to his "labors" 

and write again, but he was no longer a "writer of plays." 

^^Slager, p. 237 
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