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Summary

The subject of my thesis being 'Browning's Poems of Faith and
Doubt! I have limited my study %o those poems that deal directly with
the theme of religious doubt and uncertainty. ' I have divided the V
study into six chapters. The first chapter deals with the Victorian
Age and the multiple forces within it that gave rise to the sense of
religious doubt. The remaining chapters are devoted to the poems
dealing with matters of faith and unbelief, commencing with Christmas-

Eve and Easter-Day (1850) and concluding with Asolando: Fancies and

Facts (1889). My endeavour has been to trace the theme of faith in
the poems and to relate it to the development of the poet's personal
belief,

Chapter I deals .with the*conflicting forces acting on the different
spheres of life--moral, political and social, and the effect of thesg
forces~upon the minds of Victorian poets. \

Chapter I1 takes up the problem concerning faith in some detail,

the poem under discussion being Christmas-Eve and BEaster-Day. Christﬁas-

Eve is primarily an examination of the different religious sects (Catho-
licism, Dissent, and Rationalism), and of the purpose and sincerity

] inherent in each of these. The divergent views are examined against the



basic fact of the Christian faith, namely, the birth of Christ. The
gist of Easter-Day is the realisation that the ideal attitude is one
that renounces temporal pleasures. The inherent weakness of man pre-
vents him from fulfilling such an extreme reqﬁirement. The conclusion
suggests that even for the narrator, there is some hope and that hope
rests on the mercy of God as exemplified by the life, death and resur-
rection of Christ.

Chapter IIT traces the line of development of Browning's faith by

examining the monologues from Men and Women (1855) and Dramatis Personae

(1864). In these poems, the problems of contemporary religion and the
difficulty of reconciling faith with intellect and science are discussed.
The study involves not only the poems dealing with faith, and with the
positive qualities of love and goodness, but also those treating the
subject of rationalistic scepticism, unbelief, and total misinterpretation
of life. In addition, there are poems dealing with religious abuse and
the various ways by which Church doctrines can be manipulated to serve
one's own advantage.

In Chapter IV, The Ring and the Book (1868-9), my approach has been

an examination of truth, partial truth and deviation from truth in the
separate monologues, and to relate the entire poem to Browning's religious
convictions. ‘EP addition, I have analysed the poem as an uhiavelling of
the dichotomy between 'fact! and !'fancy'. The two important issues I have
‘discussed are (a) the poet's attempt to ally 'fact' with 'fancy' and (b)
his abiding faith in a purpose behind the travails of life. These issues
have been examined with reference tb Book I and Book X, and also the

monologues of Guido, Caponsacchi and Pompilia. I have treated the



monologue of the Pope (Book X) in some detail, under the title 'A
Reassessment of Truth in the context of "self-authorised" action'.
Special attention has been given to those passages which serve to
indicate Browning's attitude to the existence of evil in a divinely
planned universe and to the Higher Critics of his own day and age.
Chapter V deals with the poems written after 1870. Red Cotton

Night-Cap Country, Ia Saisiaz, Ferishtah's Fancies and Parleyings with

Certain People of Importance in Their Day have consequently been dis-

cussed under the heading 'Browning's Iater Poetry'. Red Cotton Night-

Cap Country has been dealt with as a poem concerned with the ways of
belief, and with the advantages and drawbacks involved within different
creeds. In the course of my study bf the poem I have traced the difference
between an honest apprehension of faith, and a blind adherence to religious
ceremonies. la Saisiasz deals with the theme of death and imﬁortality and
is at once a meditation and a revelation of the poet'!'s personal diffi-
culties. My aim has been to show that Browning found the meaning of life -
in the realisation that the quest itself is as important as the object
sought after, and it remains with the readers to come to their individual
decision. DPassages where Browning's religious hopes and fears are most
evident have been stressed. At the same time I have pointed out that

the speculations of the speaker (presented through the debate between
Reason and Fancy) should not be dismissed as 'glib philosophy' and 'anti-
rational argument! due to their subjective nature. Finally, the importance
of choice has been discussed, as has the validity of partial knowledge.

Ferishtah's Fancies are in effect a series of lessons propounded by a

Persian sage to his disciples. The poem deals not only with religion and



the question of faith, but upholds the worth and dignity of the human
flesh. I have concentrated on the poems dealing with the former--in
particular with'A Bean-Stripe! and 'A Pillar at Sebzevar'!. In Ferishtah's
Fancies I have examined the theme of uncertainty, not unmixed with hope.
Like the dervish Ferishtah, Browning searched for an optimistic inter-
pretation of life, even in the face of conflicting contemporary ideas.

Chapter V concludes with Parleyings with Certain People of Importance

in Their Day. The work is of considerable length and complexity, and I
have limited my analysis to those poems which deal with the theme of

faith and doubt. The essence of Parleying with Mandeville is that we

must take life with its share of good and evil; +the paradoxical parleying
is an attempt by Browning to explain the existing anomalies of the earth.

The implication of Parleying with Christopher Smart is a justification

of the ways of God to man and in the parley with Gerard de lairesse
Browning attempts to refute the cliché that idealist art is higher than
realistic art. I have treated the 'Prologue! and 'Fust and his Friends:
An Epilogue! in brief.

Chapter VI deals with Asolando; Fancies and Facts (1889). In this

chapter I have traced the final thoughts of Browning regarding (a) the
nature of truth, (b) the nature of the next world and of the consequences
that follow when a certainty of eternal life is provided to man. The

poems on which attention has been centied are the Prologue, Dubiety,

Rephan, Development, Reverie and the Epilogue. Dubiety deals with the

necessity of doubt, Rephan and Reverie concern the problem of whether
there is, or is not, an existence after death, Development deals with

Browning's personal experience. The title 'Reverie! and stanza seven



Aof the poem in particular suggest that Browning is recording his own
thoughts in this poem. Consequently, I have traced a parallel betweeh
the ideas presented in the poem and the poet's personal hopes and specu-
lations. Once more, the emphasis has fallen on the most human of all
virtues--love. In the Asolando volume, Browning continues his quest,
trusting to his personal convictions which in turn are based upon his
capacity to love.

My aim has been to show that, to Browning, life is a process of
continuous growth and, consequently, the efficacy of an eternal life
would remain incomplete unless the strivings were continued in the life
to come. Seen thus, the Epilogue does not proclaim a final solution,
but offers a set of hopeful assumptions founded on Browning's personal
experiences. No simple answer has been found and the question of 'Doubt”

and Faith! remains open.



- Chapter One

The Victorian Age

Brovning's preoccupations with the religious insecurity of the
nineteenth century, were in some sense shared by his contemporary
poets, Tennyson, Arnold and Clough. The great task of the nineteenth
century was to live down the materialism which was the fruit of science.
Tennyson, Arnold, Clough and Browning tried to counteract the feelings
of doubt and at the same time to keep in touch with reality, but the
forces of fragmentation worked to a different extent upon the personalityk
of each in turn. What was common to all these poets was their attempt
to find an individual solution to the general problem.

On Browning, the philosophical and scientific findings of +the
century made a firm and lohg-lasting impressiono1 He not only grasped
the éignificance of evolution, but was among the first to express its
meaning adequately. Any criticism that Browning made, was directed not
against the theory, but against the conclusions drawn from the theory
and based on imperfect premises. A plausible explanation of the diversity
of the forms of life, involving purely physical mechanisms, had been put
forward by the séientists. What remained to be offered to the Victorian
public was the certainty that there is nevertheless a Loving God, and
Browning's task was to provide this faith. It was not an easy matter and
it was necessary for Browning to arrive at a form of personal faith before

he set about propounding the idea in his poetry.



The ultimate hopefulness of Browning derives its validity from
its grounding in experience. It was preceded and accompanied by a
profound awareness of the difficulties of his time. The political
changes did not pass by Browning unnoticed and he was concerned with
social facts to an equal degree. But the problem which occupied
Browning's mind most deeply was that concerning faith.2 Browning's
faith in Christianity did not admit of the combination of worldliness
and ritvalism that was characteristic of the Roman Church in the nine-
teenth century. Browning was equally aware of the extremism of Non-
Conformity and the misuse of clerical positions in Romish Churches,
but he did not ridicule their doctrines.3 The vital element in
Christianity was whole-heartedly accepted by Browning and constantly
emphasised in poem after poem, and this was the element of love.
Browning repeatedly stressed this quality, from Paracelsus, through

Christmas-Eve and Easter-Day to the speech of the Pope in The Ring and

the Book. And in the 1855 version of Saul the idea (of love) finds
its most compelling lyrical expressione. The subject of 'love! was
treated in Saul as early as 1845. The first nine sections of the poem

appeared in the same year in Dramatic Romances. At that point the poem

was laid by. Despite upholding the beauty of the natural world and
listing the good things of the earth, Browning apparently failed to
reach a conclusion that satisfied him.

Browning's next major work was Christmas-Eve and Baster-Day (1850).

The mood of debate and uncertainty that marks Christmas-Eve and the

introductions of the Christ-figure at the conclusion of Easter-Day

point the way to the final version of Saul (1852—3).4 We may conjecture



that the earlier difficulties in Saul were resolved by the poet's
own religious development. Since Browning's preoccupation with religion
and matters involving faith and doubt found its first articulate and

complete expression in Christmas-Eve and Easter-Day, I begin my dis-

cussion with a-{reatment of these poems.



Notes

For authoritative general discussions of the impact on the
Victorian world of scientific developments, see:

D.R. Oldroyd, Darwinian Impacts, Milton Keynes: Open
University Press, 1980,

CeCe Gillispie, Genesis and Geology: A Study in the
Relations of Scientific Thought, Natural
Theology and Social Opinion, 1790-1850.
Cambridge, Masss Harvard University Press,
1951.

2 'Political questions seemed to Browning to shape themselves in

local and temporary ways, and he preferred to look at things in their
universal and permanent aspects'e Hugh Walker, The Greater Victorian
Poets, p. 283,

5 General introductions to the religious controversies of the
nineteenth century are offered in the following:

JeBe. Schneewind, Backgrounds of English Victorian Literature
A.0.J. Cockshut, Anglican Attitudes

Frederic Harrison, Studies in Early Victorian Literature

Richard A. Levine, The Victorian Experience

Hugh Walker, The Greater Victorian Poets

4 In the final version, after having 'gone the whole round of
creation' David realises that the supreme quality which is possessed
by God and man alike is the virtue of love. In order to draw a closer
connection between this 'human' faculty and the boundless source of
Love in the Creator, David is brought by the conditions of the poem
(and his own religious consciousness) to predict the amalgam of the
man-love (partial) and God-Love (eternal) in the perfect Christ-figure:

s o o my flesh, that I seek
In the Godhead! I seek and I find it.e O Saul it shall be
A Face like my face that receives thee; a Man like to me « « »

Saul (lines 308-310)

The 'atonement' implication in the crucified Christ-figure bridges the
gap between fallible mankind and the remote and terrible Godhead of the
0ld Testament.



Chapter II

The Incarnation in the Poetry of Robert Browning

Introduction

Argument about man's place in the universe, and of the ultimate
purpose of existence is as old as human speculation. It is not
surprising that in an age of disbelief (or, of a diffuse ethos
lacking a unified centre), this disquieting condition should be
deepened considerably. Yet it is not, perhaps, too much of an over-
simplification to consider two major positions amidst the welter of
conflicting views in the social and religious sphere of Victorian
England. The first stance would reveal the universe to be what our
senses show it to be. This view would be undoubtedly simplistic,
uncomplicated and assuring. Considered within this framework, man
would be no more than a functioning part of the universe. The second
position would admit of man being a higher kind of creature; a being
who by the virtue of some kind of faith or knowledge is raised above
nature. The first position is pantheistic, the second can be embodied
in a variety of Christianity. It was this second position that met
with constant attack in the Victorian world, and although the main
issues it involved were to an extent connected with Biblical criticism
and were consequently academic, it nevertheless influenced the

political and social spheres.



Though sceptics and non-believers had existed in the earlier
part of the nineteenth century, Christianity's basic story and creed
was believed in, and accepted by the méjority of the people. The
debate on the factual truth of the Bible, and of its validity for
men professing to be Christians, caused a considerable stir. This
attack on the literal accuracy of the Bible came from the Continent,
and by 1830 Germany alone had produced a host of 'lower critics!?.
Apart from the critics influenced by the writings of Gotthold Lessing
and Johann Gottfried von Herder, a number of writers proposed views
according to which the Bible should be seen, not merely as a historical
document, but as a treatise presenting a higher kind of truth. The
former group of critics investigated the grammar and the philology and
the received text of both parts of the sacred book, while the latter
examined the internal consistency and the historical plausibility of
the Gospél narratives, and concluded that they (Gospels) were myths.

The first of these thigher critics!' to make a massive impression

on the Victorian mind was D.F. Strauss. His Life of Jesus (Das Leben

Jesu) written in 1835, first appeared in a complete English version
translated by lMary Ann Evans in 1846, and immediately caused a stir

of unrest. Although Strauss's theme was the significance of the life
of Jesus, he held that the Gospel narratives were essentially myths.
This conclusion was in direct opposition to the conviction of believing
Christians.

In 1844 an anonymous publication called Vestiges of Creation

appeared, and succeeded in throwing the Victorian reading public into

further disquiet. The writer set up a hypothesis according to which



all the marks of design (creation) in the universe could be

explained without calling in a designer. According to the author,

all the different species, both flora and fauna, could be accounted
for by accepting the theory of a long process of evolution. The
publication suggested the thought that man was no more than a—product
of his environment, and this automatically brought the theory of 'free
will! and the belief in the immortality of the soul into question.

The advances of scientific workers showed that rigid and un-
exceptionable laws ruled the movements of the universe. What room
could then be left for Providential interpositions, for God's direct
guidance of his creation? The Victorians believed in progress, but
they realised that this failed to bring either relief oi renewal of
faith. The decline of religion in the future seemed inevitable and
painful to the Victorian mind. This sense of anxiety was felt acutely
by the poetic voices of the period, giving rise to the elegiac note
that is predominant in the poetry of the age.

The 1850-608 are undoubtedly marked by the greatest crisis of
faith. In the wake of an industrial civilization, and the new findings
in the realm of science, values, beliefs and shared assumptions became
increasingly blurred. While very obviously sharing the intense aware-
ness of his age, which so troubled contemporary men of literature,
Browning is distinguished by his acceptance of the conditions of that
age. Browning's theory had not been imposed upon him by external
arguments or forces, but emerged as a response to‘his own needs, and
product of his argument. Initially, Browning studied churches and

creeds for their dramatic possibilities alone, and a group of his poems



is devoted to representing the bigotry and inconsistency of various
dogmatic creeds, particularly those which encourage men to be self-
centred and intolerant, qualities which were antithetical to Browning's
creed of service and love.l

After his marriage, the earlier aloof and slightly satirical
treatment of ecclesiastioal themes gave place to more serious efforts
to analyse the religious instincts. The first evidence of the change

was the poem under discussion, Christmas-Eve and Easter-Day. Considered

from the point of view of Clyde DeVane, the poem is a result of
Browning's attempt to use the 'white light! of his own personality,
rather than the 'broken lights' of the characters through whom he had
spoken hitherto. There is general agreement among the critics that the
poems signify or represent a serious approach on Browning's part to
religious problems he had ignored in his poetry up to 1850. DeVane
felt that the poems were the result of Elizabeth Barrett Browning's
religious persuasion, and a host of other critics trace the origin to
the dual event that influenced Browning's life in the spring of 1849;
the birth of Pen, and the death of his mother. The varied speculations
on religion at the time could have added further inspiration. However,
my concern is not to trace the conditions that led to the formulation
of the poem, but to trace the development of Browning'!s religious ideas.
It is perhaps worth noting, that Browning's poem appeared almost
simultaneously with In Memoriam. Both works resemble each other in
examining at some length the problems of Qontemporary religion, and

the difficulty of reconciling faith with an intelligent interest in

philosophy and science. Tennyson and Browning both appear to believe



that such a reconciliation is possible, since faith depends on an
intuitive sense transcending reason. The arguments in the respective
poems are based on the authors' particular 'metaphysical interpretation
of evolution'. The differences are in treatment and mental processes:
Tennyson uses the didactic method and Browning the dramatic; Tennyson
proceeds from the individual problems to the general theory, Browning
applies the revealed vision to the individual problems. To Browning,
all disagreements and tensions are finally resolved in a heaven which
is 'not another realm of reality, bub a reward for participating in
the vitality of a single cosmic principle: "on earth the broken arcs;
in the heaven, a perfect round“'.2
Browning's ambition for complete understanding is sustained by

his belief in a benevolent cosmic purpose. His belief in a personal
God is reaffirmed, time and again, and there is nothing more real in |
the universe than the believer and Christ:

My God, my God, let me for once look on thee

As though nought else existed, we alone!

And as creation crumbles, my soul's spark

Expounds till I can say,=--Even from myself

I need thee and I feel thee and I love thee.

I do not plead my rapture in thy works

For love of thee, nor that I feel as one

Who cannot die: but there is that in me

Which turns to thee, which loves or which should love.

Pauline (lines 822-30)

From Pauline onwards Browning retains this drive towards an’all-
inclusive consciousness on the part of the poet. By 1849 Browning
appears to have accepted the doctrine of the Incarnation, and was

applying it as a solution in Paracelsus to the disparity between the



finite and infinite. The additional line 'A troop of yellow-vested,
white-hair'd Jews / Bound for their own land where redemption dawns,!
gives to the previous metapho%aa distinctly Christian context, and
also points to the major theme of Christmas-Eve. (The latter was

published a year after the revised edition of Paracelsus appeared. )

Christmas~Eve and Easter-Day

Christmas-Eve and Easter-Day (1850), are always linked together as

expressions of Browning's religious views, and the characteristic

tone that runs through the‘poems is not that of certainty, or absolute
belief, but that of a tentative hope. The poems have received special
attention for they are said to represent directly, without the recourse
to dramatic concealment, the mature thoughts of Browning. Both the
reflective tone and the substance of the poems--earnest probing of
life'!s mystery and purpose--~have aided them in occupying a prominent
place amidst Browning's poems of religious inquiry.

Christmas-Eve is primarily an examination of the different religious

sects, and of the purpose and sincerity inherent in each of these. The
poem can be accepted as the expression of Browning's personal stand in
an era when Catholicism, Dissent, and Rationalism were engaged in severe
opposition against each other. Browning examines the three divergent
views against the basic fact of the Christian faith, namely, the birth
of Christ.

The poem opens with the narrator standing in the doorway of a
chapel on Christmas eve. He has been driven by stress of weather to

take refuge in this shelter, which turns out to be a little dissenting



chapel on the edge of a desolate common. The unsavoury atmosphere,
the crowd of unattractive worshippers, and the overall monotony of
the sermon are described realistically and with a hint of irony.
A parody of the biblicai parable of the shepherd and his flock
conveys the first impression the congregation has on the speaker.
Browning, with his unerring eye for detail, describes the motley
crowd, and their resentment of the stranger who has encroached on
their service:

'Good folks'!, thought I, as resolve grew stronger,

'This way you perform the Grand-Inquisitor--

When the weather sends you a chance visitor? . « »

If I should choose to cry, as now, "Sharesi®--
See if the best of you bars me my rationi'

(1lines104~116)

The animosity of 'the chosen ones' heightens the narrator's
distaste, and the final resolve to enter the chapel is not prompted
by religious fervour, but by his determination to call out for
'Shares' and make known his demands:

' « o shut your mouth, and open your Testament,
And carve me my portion at your quickliest!!

(lines 121-122)

The combination of the 'hot smell and human noises!, and 'the
preaching man's immense stupidity'!, drive the narrator out again.
The contrast between the narrow and stifling atmosphere of the Zion
chapel meeting, and the free, open earth and sky is treated admirably.
 Nature shall be the place of worship, and the method of instilling

belief into the heart of the speaker. Whereas men seek God in their



cloistered shrines, he wishes to make the whole wide world his place
of prayer. We know from the poem that the speaker will return again,
and despite the disagreeable elements he has encountered, he will
decide to remain. But first he is given a chance to consider two
alternatives. Once more, Browning, introduces the importance of
choice in the life of an individual.

Standing on the common outside the chapel, the narrator suddenly
becomes aware of a double rainbow in the sky, andklooking up, he
beholds a vision of Christ. The main characteristic of the vision
is the air of kindness and humanity.

All at once I looked up in terror.

He was there. _
He himself with his human air.

(lines 430-433)

The figure seems to have just left the chapel, and the face, turned
away from the -speaker, fills him with guilt. He feels that the Lord
is deliberately withholding His blessings'from the 'deserter'. The
vision brings to his mind the recollection of how:

e« o o he did say,

Doubtless that, to this world'!s end,

Where two or three should meet and pray,
He would be in their midst, their friend;

(Lines 443-446)

The speaker proclaims his love for Christ, and emphasises that it
was this element of love in him that led him to repudiate the congregation

and their 'unattractive' mode of worship. His own love and reverence for



God had prompted his scorn for the humble gathering. He had mistakenly
supposed that God could not accept a form of worship that was not
aesthetically pleasing and morally wplifting.

The speaker humbly acknowledges his mistake, and hastens to make
atonement for his act of vanity and intolerance. Grasping the hem of
Christ's vesture, in a voice filled with fear and contrition, he cries

out:

'But not so, Lord! It cannot be

That thou, indeed, art leaving me--

Me, that have despised thy friends!

Did my heart make no amends?

Thou art the love of God--above

His power, didst hear me place his love,
And that was leaving the world for thee . . »
Folly and pride o'ercame my heart.

Our best is bad, nor bears thy test;
Still, it should be our very best.

I thought it best, that thou, the spirit,
Be worshipped in spirit and in truth,
And in beauty, as even we require it--
Not in the forms burlesque, uncouth . .

(lines 455-470)
(my italics)

As a sign of forgiveness, Christ gathers the suppliant in His long and
sweeping garment, although the speaker's belief that he is treated with
special favour may be erroneous. He may well be the 'lost sheep'! in
need of being saved. The protagonist is to be carried across the world,
to witness other sights, and learn the entire lesson of love, of which but
the merest rudiments seem as yet to have been learned.

The first place the speaker visits is Rome. The midnight Mass at
St Peter's Basilica is in progress, to the accompaniment of music and

ornate ceremonial. The atmosphere is solemn, filled with the expectant



awe as the silver bell announces the consummation of the sacred
mystery--symbol to the worshippers of the new day of endless life
which is their Lord's and therefore theirs. The congregation,
though externally different from their brethren in the Zion chapel,
are true worshippers. Above the obvious error, sincere faith and
love are discernible:

« « « Though Rome's gross yoke

Drops off, no more to be endured,

Her teaching is not so obscured

By errors and perversities,
That no truth shines athwart the lies:

(lines 614-618)

The chief merit of the worshippers in the Basilica lies in their
capacity to love. The over-embellishment is cloying and faintly
repelling, but the laity consists nevertheless of 'So many species
of one genus / All with foreheads bearing.lgzgg;. (1ines 705-706)

But love not only abides in the homes of !'faith', Whether humble

or magnificent, but may also live in the place of honest doubt and

inquiry. From Rome, the stronghold of dogma, the speaker is trans-
porﬁed'to Germany, outside the Higher Criticism lecture hall at
Gottingen. Browning portréys this as a fostering place of doubt and
denial. According to the professor 'with a wan pure look', reason
should assist men in periodically correcting their tendency to swerve
from the right line of truth. This error is committed by accepting
traditional accounts blindly. The professor and his students have
alert, inquiring minds, and the lecture, for all its scepticism, is
not devoid of reverence. Through the doubt and denial, love can be

seen, and Christ enters the place and remains there.



The speaker concludes that tolerance is after all the most
reasonable and the most religious attitude, wherein one may experience
the value of religion's self and afford to be careless about its sects:

'Let me enjoy my own conviction,
Nor watch my neighbour's faith with fretfulness,
» o « various climes .« +

Fuse their respective creeds in one
Before the general Father's throne!!

(1ines 1144-1157)

Yet, this resolve of the speaker (to attempt a genial tolerance of all
creeds and religious beliefs) is, at its best, a line of easy compromise,
and, at its worst, a deliberate shirking of making a moral choice.
Indifference is the easiesf of attitudes; tolerance is the most diffi-
cult. By avoiding the responsibility of making a decision, and thereby
choosing one particular form of worship, the speaker is weakening his
position and revealing his religious apathy. What he is mistakenly
referring to as 'tolerance! turns out to be a form of moral atrophy.

Thus the climax of Chrisitmas-Eve is not reached till the speaker finds

himself once more in the little chapel. The wanderings and visions
have been, after all, a dream. The sermon in the dissenting chapel

is near the end, and the speaker wakes to join in the concluding hymn.
His earlier contempt gives way to sympathy, and the cold aloofness to
a genuine companionship of the spirit.

The substance of the first poem is then the review of the three

distinctively Christian points of view upon religious matters in 1850.
Although the speaker can understand the germ of love and sincerity

that informs these religious doctrines, he is clearly more in favour



of the Non~-conformist and the Catholic forms of worship. The figure
of the professor, at the institute of Gottingen, bent upon demolishing
the Christ~myth, is significant. He can be taken as a composite of
Comte and Strauss. He embodies the rationalistic tendency of the
time; and while Browning is not blind to the merits of the professort!s
point of view, 'he condemns this scientific analysing of Christianity
as he condemned in his letters the scientific vivisection and classi-
fication of né‘bu:ce.'3
The GOttingen professor is both sincere and learned. What causes
the speaker 1o rise up and leave the lecture hall is not the prbfessor's
lack of erudition, but the total absence of love:
Truth's atmosphere may grow mephitic
When Papist struggles with Dissenter,
Impregnating its pristine clarity,
One, by his daily fare's vulgarity « « »
One, by his soul's too-much presuming « «
But the Critic leaves no air to poisonj

Pumps out with ruthless ingenuity
Atom by atom, and leaves you--vacuity.

(lines 900-913)

The speaker emphasises the essential part played by love in the
relationship of God and man. Through this virtue alone man intuitively
recognises his own importance degpite his apparent insignificance in
the cosmos. The skies reveal God's power, but the human heart gives
equally convincing evidence of the ‘'nobler-dower!, Hié love.

For the loving worm within its clod,

Vere diviner than a loveless god

Amid his worlds, I will dare to say.
You know what I mean: God's all, man's nought:

(1ines 285-288)



God, after creating man, and endowing him with the faculty of love,
leaves man to exercise it in accordance to his (man's) own desire.
The speaker had felt intimations of God's love in his youth, and had
realised that it is this quality that establishes a direct relation

between man and God:

e « o gazing up in my youth, at love
As seen through power, ever above
A1l modes which make it manifest,
My soul brought all to a single test--
That he, the Eternal Pirst and last « «
Whose wisdom, too, showed infinite,
Would prove as infinitely good;
Would never, (my soul understood, )
With power to work all love desires,
Bestow e'en less than man requires . «
Would never need that I, in turn,
Should point him out defect unheeded,
And show that God had yet to learn
What the meanest human creature needed . .

(lines 329-350)

From these lines it is clear that to Browming (as to the speaker), love
is 'the nobler dower', but it is equally clear that God created man to
use 'his gifts of brain and heart . . .! (Section V, lines 289-296.)
lMan's mind (power) is as important as the heart (love); but; love is

fundamentally unlike mind or power in that its sum cannot be increased:

But love is the ever-springing fountains
Man may enlarge or narrow his bed
For the water's play, but the water-head--
How can he multiply or reduce it? . . &
But 'tis not a thing to bear increase
As power does: be love less or more
In the heart of man, he keeps it shut
- Or opes it wide, as he pleases, but
Love's sum remains what it was before.

(lines 318-328)
(my italics)




It is here stated with absolute clarity that the sum of knowledge

not only may be, but must be enlarged from birth to death. Love,

on the other hand, is a fixed quantity, and affords a test of whether
man elects to shut his heart to it, or open it wide. Love is given
to us complete, and knowledgevis given in the germ. Both are kinetic
attributes, and should be exercised ceaselessly.

Thus, one of life's greatest tests is to see whether man will
take this great gift of love, which is present not in an absolute or
total quantity, but 'less or more / In the heart of man,' and open his
‘heart wide to it's (love's) growth. Love, like everything else in life,
is a growing and becoming attribute. It should not be considered as a
stagnant absolute. Nor can it be considered to be an all-inclusive
quality, existing independently of reason. W.0O. Raymond states 'Even
though he (man) may not know until the Day of Judgement that they are
in accord with divine reality, he must act in obedience to jggigi
guidance .« .'4 And yet, this is exactly what Browning is warning
his protagonist against. IMan is expected to 'use his gifts of brain
and heart,! and although it is very likely that the intuitions may be
reliable guides of life, they are not infallible. Part of the test
of life is to examine the principles and dogmas, and to consider the
motives before 'leaping! into the 'act!s Browning traces this co-
existing feature of love and knowledge as early as in Paracelsus, and
gives it the sublimest utterance in the monologue of the Pope (ggg

Ring and the Book, Book X.) In the present poem, the thought can be

seen in the words of the speaker, as he sums up his 'new resolves':



So I summed up my new resolves:
Too much love there can never be.
And where the intellect devolves
Its function on love exclusively,
I, a man who possess both,
Will accept the provision, nothlng loth,
Will feast my love, then depart elsewhere,
That my intellect may find its share.

(lines 731-738)

Although the sentiments of the speaker'of Christmas-Eve do not

appear to betray a contempt for knowledge, Browning has been repeatedly
accused of exalting the quality of love to the detriment of 'intelligence!'.
E.D.H. Jommson writes 'Browning's most forcible condemnation of rationa-
lism, however, comes in those poems which deal with the problems of

belief. In Christmas-Eve and Easter-Day, published in the same year as

iIn Memoriam, the poet had worked on the grounds of his own highly
individualistic faith. It sprang from a purely intuitive conviction
of the necessity of a loving Gode « . .'5
This is an unfair criticism of one of Browning's most cherished
beliefs. By introducing the scene of the arid lecture-room at
Gottingen, Browning is not denouncing the validity of reason. It is
not really Strauss's historical findings that the speeker is objecting
to, it is rather the purely intellectual, cold and unemotional substitute
that he (the professor) offers for the Christ of the Evangelists.
Browning sees the need for something more substantial than a Fable,
lyth, or Personification. It may be partially true that
e o o the ineptitude of the time
And the penman's prejudice, expanding
Fact into fable fit for the clime,

Had, by slow and sure degrees, translated it
Into this myth, this Individuum,

(1ines 871-875)



Yet, the speaker continues:

'Tis one thing to know, and another to practise.
And thence I conclude that the real God-funcition
Is to furnish a motive and injunction

For practising what we know already

« o« o Whoever can take

The same  to his heart and for mere love's sake

Conceive of the love, that man obtains

A new truth; no conviction gains

Of an o0ld one only, made intense

By a fresh appeal to his faded sense.

(1ines 1039-1061)

Douglas Bush interprets the scene at Gottingen in the following way:

Browning could not take historical criticism as
final, because human reason and knowledge are limited
and fallible and because the real evidence is within
the soul. He sees the divinity of Christ and the
transforming power of human and divine love as facts
of experience which mere biblical scholarship cannot
overthrow. Thus in spite of his antagonism to
Strauss, Browning's attitude was not altogether
different, though his positive faith was less intel-
lectual and more fervent.

Discussing the same sections, a simple but perceptive statement has

been made by John Bury in Browning Studies, (1882): that to Browning

there are itwo sides to an individual's Weltanschaung,
the individual and the universal. And again, that

although to Browning Love is 'the end and purpose of
life, knowledge is the means whereby it perfects and
fulfills itself.'7

(my italics)

Bury quotes as evidence of his theory the query of the Pope:

Why live
Except for love--and how love unless they know?



Thus, in Christmas-Eve, Browning finds something valuable, something
unpleasant. This dichotomy of emotion applies to thekEvangelical
chapel and Roman Catholic Cathedral--the purely intellectual approach
is finally found unimportant. Having explored the three modes of
belief, the narrator chooses the first. His first visit to the chapel
had proved to be exceedingly distasteful. In facﬁ, this was the
congregation that had provoked his scorn and ridicule, but now the
speaker feels an urgency to al;gn himself with this sect. The Roman
Catholic ritual is permeated with love, but there are too many
incidentals added to the service. These detract from its original
purpose, namely, to bring the worshippers close to God. The Higher
Critics depend solely on reason, and do not possess 'love! but only
the 'ghost of love'. The vacuum created by the intellectual approach
of the Biblical Critic is the only position totally rejected.
Ve cannot know why the narratorts final choice should be the

. Evengelical chapel. The Evangelicals are portrayed as vulgar, but
the speaker decides that here, where the fewest impediments are placed
between the believer and his religious experience, he must cast his
lot:

I then in ignorance and weakness,

Taking God's help, have attained to think

My heart does beat to receive in meekness

That mode of worship, as most to his mind,
Where earthly aids being cast behind,

His A1l in All appears serene
With the thinnest human veil between . . .

(1ines 1301-1307)



Whether or not Browning himself actually adopted the Evangelical
position in practise is of little real conseéuence in my present dis~
cussion. I agree with the opinion of T.J. Collins, that what is
important is that the narrator picks the most 'fleshly! of the three
alternatives as the surest route to God. The term 'fleshly! stands
for that mode of worship which is nearest to our common life, and is
not far removed from our everyday experiences. The congregation in
the little dissenting chapel are poor, ignorant and not very clean.
Their mode of worship is crude, and the sermon is not without errorx.
Yet their earnestness and religious zeal is no less than the ‘'raree
show of St Peter's successor, / Or the laboratory of the Professor!!
Here, as elsewhere, Browning supports the warmth and genuineness of
the human heart, although it may lack intellectual awareness and
ritualistic excesses.

Secondly, certain ideas emerge from the poem which are attri-
butable (or can be attributed) to Browning, because they are con-

sistent with similar ideas in Easter-Day, the Essay on Shelley, and

later in Men and Women. The ideas are 'the necessity of belief in

Christ as the mediator between the human and the divine; the value
of love shared by man and God as the instrument which makes such
mediation possible, and the definiteness of the assurances for faith
provided by reason.'8

Collins treats Christmas-Eve not to add another definition of

Browning's 'religion! to the numerous ones already in existence, but
primarily te consider it (and the companion poem) as reflections of

the religious ideas Browning was exploring and assimilating during



this stage of his development. He further wishes tolargue that
tthese ideas embody, in their preoccupation with bringing into a
harmonious reiationship the human and the divine, the basic problem
of poetic theory which Browning was investigating at the same time.'9

I concur with the theory of Mr Collins, and my effort will be to

consider Christmas-Eve and Easter-Day as articulations of Browning's

'contemplation' regarding prevalent’religious ideas. They §Qgglg‘gg§
be treated as Browning's final convictions, but as stepping stones
which serve to guide the readers to perceive the workings of the poet's
mind, and a clearer understanding of his conflicte.

It is an interesting fact, however, that Miss Barrett had
anticipated the matter (regarding the choice of the protagonist in

Christmas-Eve), and in her letter dated August 15, 1846, writes as

follows:

I neant that I felt unwilling, for my own part, to
put on any of the liveries of the sect. The truth,
as God sees it, must be somethlng so different from
these opinions about truth . . . I could pray any-
where and with all sorts of worshippers, from the
Sistine Chapel to Mr Fox's, those kneeling and those
standing . . . still you go quickliest there, where
your sympathies are least ruffled and disturbed--
and I like, beyond comparison best, the simplicity
of the dissenters. «+ .

(my italics)

Here, in compact prose, the substance of Christmas-Eve is hinted at.

The letter continues:

When the veil of the body falls, how we shall look
into each other's faces, astonished . . . after one
glance at God's!



The magnificent scene of the Day of Judgement in Easter-Day is
suggested here. Browning agreed with Miss Barrett, and although he
felt unwilling to constrain his religion to any sect, if a choice

has to be made, he too chooses the Dissenting position. It would

be however, both presumptuous and critically misleading to accept

the 'thoughts'! presented in the poem as indubitably those of the poet.

Brovwning wrote House and Shop to discredit self-revelation of the

artist. It is true that Christmas-Eve (as well as Easter-Day,

Epilogue to Dramatis Personae, la Saisiaz) written manifestly in

propris persons express personal values to a greater measure than do
the other poems. Thus, while refraining frpm accepting the final
choice as a conclusive proof of Browning's religious preference, we
can present three tentative views.

1. The reasoning of the speaker within the poem establishes
him as a liberal believer. Browning, too, was from the
outset, always an inquirer, and the faith of his heari
was infinitely more important to him than any organised
religion.

(Lines 3%63-374)

2, It is as foolish to adore the mind as to 'worship! . . .
'simple work of nomenclature', or to hold that Harvey is
the Supreme Being because he has invented the circulation
of blood. Of the three viewpoints in matters of the
spirit, none is entirely acceptable or perfect, and
rightly so. If forced to make a choice, it is preferable
to elect unreasoning love over unloving reason; but man
is never asked to make such an extreme choice. Consequently,
the happylneanrests in a choice involving both head and the
heart, not one alone.

(1ines 1301-1310)

3. Freedom to Browning is always within set limits. Even while
showing the efficacy of the human heart, he never advocated
the anarchy of absolute individualism. Life is a test of each
man individually, and each must face the test essentially alone
and seek help both from his intelligence and from his intuition.
Brovning does not, however, counsel each individual 'to set up
his own code of ethics in a vacuum, absolutely divorced from
all others, and perhaps at cross purposes to them.lO



Easter-Day

Faster-Day is organised around a debate. Since neither of the
speakers has avname, we can refer to the first speaker as the éceptic
(not sceptical in the matters of faith, but sqeptical as’to how far
it is possible to practise Christianity without being exposed to
strife and stress). To the second speaker, a naturally uncomplicated
individual, we can give the name 'the easy believer!'.

Like the preceding poem, Easter-Day is marked by the absence of
that dramatic disguise which more or less conceals the other works of

Browning. The differences between Christmas-Eve and Eagter-Day is,

that whereas in the first there is only one speaker, in the present

one there are two interlocutors. Consequently, it would be a mistake
to identify Browning with either. We can rather assume that Browning's
opinions shine through both the speakers.

Vhereas Christmas-Eve opens with the lively account of the little

dissenting chapel, Easter-Day plunges at once into a sort of rumination,
leading to religious discussion. The opening lines are charged with .
emotional tension: 'How very hard it is %o bé / A Christian!!'! Clearly,
the speaker is a deeply religious man, but he appears to be labouring
under some kind of emotional distress. Thus his religion has not
brought him certainty and peace of mind. The words of the speaker
reveal that he has spent a great deal of time in thinking over his
position, and has finally come to the conclusion that the road to the
Christian faith is difficult and uncertain. At the outset the speaker
feels vulnerable, and his words betray his anxious state of mind. We,

having read the poem, know however that this very 'uncertainty of



Christian faith' will later be accepted by the individual, and that
he will learn that the essence of religion lies in the continuous
shift of faith. Thus it is not only impossible, but against the laws
of the universe to achieve complete certitude.

To come back to the introductory lines of the poem, the speaker
complainé that the various aspects of faith offer him little satis-
faction. He is caught in the throes of dichotomous emotions--his
natural impulses prompt him to enjoy materialvcomforts, while his

conscience warns him of the consequence:

How very hard it is to be

A Christian! Hard for you and me,
Not the mere task of making real
That duty up to its ideal . . »
But hard I mean, for me and you
To realise it, more or less,

With even the moderate success
Which commonly repays our strife
To carry out the aims of life.

(1ines 1-12)

The speaker admits that if he could be sure of the ultimate purposer
behind this universe, and of God's express will, then he would gladly
suffer every adverse condition to carry out 'the least Command of God.!
Yet it is this certainty that is denied to mankind, and according to

the first speaker, this lack makes belief difficult, if not impossible;

+ » o The whole, or chief

Of difficulties, is belief.

Could I believe once thoroughly,

The rest were simple.
Prove to me, only that the least
Command of God's is God's indeed,
And what injunction shall I need
To pay obedience?

(1ines 29-37)
(my italics)



In reply, the second speaker admits that he finds no cause for
agitation or perplexity in his life. His attitude can be said to
be that of an teasy believer!, or tdetached! Christian. He is

satisfied to base his belief on probability and uncertainty:

You must mix some uncertainty
With faith, if you would have faith be.

(lines T1-72)

Furthermore, he contends that those who wish to turn a blind eye upon
the beauty of the world, are only showing ingratitude to God for the

varied splendours he has provided:

Such is man's usual gratitude,

Such thanks to God do we return,

For not exacting that we spurn

A single gift of life, forego

One real gain,--only taste them so
With gravity and temperance,

That those mild virtues may enhance
Such pleasures, rather than abstract

(lines 205-211)

The narrator (or, the ascetic speaker) cannot be convinced, and pursues
his earlier theorem, namely, man must reject the world if he wishes to
be saved. He concludes his torrent of negative and ascetic generali-
gations with a plea for his friend's advice. The 'easy believer!
attempts to placate the anxieties of his companion by agreeing that:

I'd take, by all means, in your place,

The safe side, since it so appears:

Deny myself a few brief years,

The natural pleasure, leave the fruit
Or cut the plant up by the root.

(1ines 268-272)



Curiously enough, the first speaker now changes his mind. So
far he was convinced that it is hard to be a Christian and was
resolved to make the most of his self-inflicted abstinence. Yet,
now that his friend agrees in part with him, he contemplates the
uncertainty of an after-life. There is no guaréntee that a life of
piety and rejection will ensure happiness in the life hereafter. How
is he to know, or any man for that matter, that he would not be
renouncing everything for an empty future:

If after all we should mistake,

And so renounce life for the sake
Of death and nothing else?

(lines 297-299)

The question that persistently presents itself is 'Is it therefore
worth while to try?! The easy believer is now impatient, and warns
his friend not to put the seeds of doubt into his mind. But the
tascetic believer! is not to be subdued, and the second section of
the poem is taken up with the account of a vision that he experienced
three years before on the common.

The attitude of the easy believer is one of apathetic tolerance,
and his arguments can be seen to find a more 'worldly' utterance in a

memorable monologue that Browning later wrote. Bishop Blougram!s

Apology was first published in Men and Women, November 1855, and

according to several biographers, it was probably writtén in February,
1850, The monologue deals with Blougram, a worldly and erudite
ecclesiastic. The reasonings of the bishop are an echo of the words

of the 'easy believer' in Easter-Day:



You must mix some uncertainty
With faith, if you would have faith be.

(lines T71-72)

According to Bishop Blougram:

All we have gained then by our unbelief

Is a life of doubt diversified by faith

For one of faith diversified by doubt

We call the chess-board white, we call it black.

(lines 209-212)

The words of the bishop make the dialectical victory (in the context)
easier, but they intensify the appearance of insincerity. Blougram's
premises may contain certain ideas that were held by the poef, but
the corollaries that follow run counter to Browning's values.
Browning wishes the bishop to be understood as a man, who 'said true
things, but called them by wrong names's. But although Blougram lacks
whole-hearted belief, faith rather than scepticism is his element.

He has Browning's sympathy, at least his infellectual sympathy.

In Bishop Blougram's Apology, the arguments are being directed

at a journalist, called Gigadibs. Just as many of the bishop's

theories can be superficially compared to the beliefs of the second

speaker in Easter-Day, similarly Gigadibs! views can be compared to
those of the 'sceptical! or 'ascetic' believer in Easter-Day.
Gigadibs! tragedy is that he cannot act as long as he demands absolute
faith as a condition of accepting Christ, and with no action there can
be no test and no growth. The 'ascetic! speaker in Easter-Day craves
likewise for ‘'complete knowledge! of God'!'s purposes, and his initial

distress springs from this inordinate desire. But here the superficial



similarities of the two poems end. Christmas-Eve and Easter-Day is

an endeavour to examine the grounds upon which a Christian believer
may base his faith, while Bishop Blougram remains unparalleled in
its breadth of sophistical arguments.

The poet's own thoughts are not perceptible through the speech
of either of the speakers: one trusting, the other assailed by
doubts. Browning does enunciate his own ideas in the next section
(Section XX) through the voice of God who counsels the troubled
narrator about the correct use of earthly aids in the struggle for
belief, The importance of the vision lies in the message that
although the ideal way to serve God would mean a dissociation from
all earthly lures, the natural weakness of mankind makes it impossible
for them to live up to this extreme principle. Since God is All=- |
Powerful and All-Love, He understands human limitations and does not
expect them to behave in any way which is inconsistent with ordinaxry
humanity. The beauty and pleasures of this world should not be
spurned, and neither should they be accepted as the final means to
reach God. The world and all the creature-comforts are only a partial
apprehension of truth--they are the means to an end, not the end in
themselves. To the 'ascetic' believer, even today, three years after
the manifestation, life is still a continual 'warfare'.ll

In Baster-Day, as in Christmas-Eve, the redeeming quality of

love is emphasised. The ultimate need and the supreme satisfaction
of the soul consists in Love. Christianity is a matter of faith.
While a scientific certainty on the subject is impossible, and not
even desirable, might not a greater measure of probability be

reasonably demanded before engaging in so arduous an undertaking?



The answer that is given is practically that which is contained
in Christ's fourth beatitude: 'Blessed are they who do hunger and
thirst after righteousness: for they shall_be filled.'! The soul
of man yearns for love, not finite love, but that which is unlimited
and eternal. The meaning of the parable-vision can be understood
when it is considered within this contexte

The vision had come upon the narrator (ascetic believer) one
Easter evening, three years ago, by the chapel upon the desolate
common. He was meditating on the apparent worth or worthlessness
of earthly life, and the thought struck him as to what his case might
be if he chanced to fall dead that very minute:

How were my case, now, did I fall

Dead here, this minute--should 1 lie
Faithful or faithless?

(1ines 3%96-398)
His commonsense stressed that he was a Christian, and he was momentarily
lulled into a false sense of security. Suddenly, the midnight was 1lit
up with red flames, the hour of Judgement had come, and passed by
swiftly, inexorabiy.

The speaker met with an answer regarding his position immediately;
he was judged to be 'faithless!: 'There stood I, found and fixed.!
(1line 552).

The speaker stands condemned to that which had been his choice
through life. He had committed the exrror of preferring the shadbw to
the substance. All the incredible beauty and variety of wonders which

the world of nature possesses, were his, from the remote grandeur of



the Alps to the tiny graces of the humming-bird, from the flowing
rivers to the myriad intricacies and laceworks of the fems. But
all this, the 'voice' reminds him, is but 2 paltry gein. The man
stands excluded from the grace of God.

Thou said'st, 'Let spirit star the dome

Of sky, that flesh may miss no peak,

No nook of earth, I shall not seek

Its service further!! Thou art shut

Out of the heaven of spirits; glut

Thy sense upon the world: 'tis thine
For ever--take it!

(lines 693-699)

The voice of God confirms the narratort!s evaluation of his own weak-
ness in the expressed preference for the imperfection of earth to the
perfection of heaven. On the surface, the passage (lines 675-707)
contradicts Browning's celebration of the value of imperfection. But
when we read the ensuing discussion carefully, we realise that it
centres on the relative values of earthly attributes, and consequently
it does not contradict, but substtiates the opinions concerning imper=-
fection. The same ideas were expressed by Browning earlier, in

Paracelsus and Sordello. The world should not be utterly rejected,

but should be viewed as something which can help man to a higher goal.
As the narration proceeds, the speaker recounts how he made

repeated choices, and how every choice that succeeded the previous

one, deepened his anguish. BHe craved for art objects, and the boon

was granted. The realisation that beauty is but the first rung of

the ladder to eternal joy caused him to retract his wish and entreat

for knowledge. Yet, this goal in its turn left him as dissatisfied as

the previous ones had done:



All still is earth's, to know, as much

And feel its truth, which if we touch

With sense, or apprehend in soul

What matter? I have reached the goal o « «
The goal's a ruin like the rest!

+ (1lines 893~901)

Science, philosophy, music, should be able to break earth's bond, but
their temporal quality imposes limitation. (Here I find a strong
parallel to Faust. Like the protagonist in Goethe, the speaker in
Easter-Day aspires to infinite beauty and knowledge, yet fails to
realise the all-embracing quality of love.) The 'voice' bade him
remember that all the intuitions of man's mind, his guesses at truth,
his graspings after the infinite, are God-given, and none are‘the
inherent property of man. (lines 904-920)

Such gleams made bright the earth an age;
Now the whole sun's his heritage!

- (1lines 927-928)

Once more the speaker makes his petition. He no longer wishes to
catch at the broken reeds, but hopes to reap the flower of love. He
has realised his mistake in attaching all values to earthly things, and
finally grasps the importance of love. Nature, Science, Art, Humanity,
have no separate value from faith. Even man's love for his fellow humans
is secondary, and it is the love of God that is integral. All other
factors are dependent upon this awareness. Love is the one quality
accessible to man, upon which he may completeiy depend for salvation;
it is an attribute that envelops all things on earth, and its value is

further enriched by the fact that through His love for man, and as

evidence of it, God became flesh and suffered death.



Finally, the lesson has been learnt, and humbly the man prays:

Thou Love of God! Or let me die,

Or grant what shall seem heaven almost!
Let me not know that all is lost,
Though lost it be--leave me not tied
To this despair « « »

Only let me go on, go onm,

Still hoping ever and anon

To reach one eve the Better Iand!

(1ines 992-1004)
(my italics)

The day was breaking, and the man awoke to the struggles and crosses of
everyday life. He felt thankful that he was not left in God's contempt
apart, bound down to the earth, 'the fiend in angel's shape's The
ascetic believer ends his declaration as he had begun, by asserting that
all said and done, he finds it 'hard to be a Christian'.

The gist of Easter-Day is the realisation that the ideal attitude
is one that can renounce temporal pleasures. No human substitute
possibilities can replace Christian faith. But mankind is by nature
fallible and this inherent weakness of man prevents him from fulfilling
such an extreme requirement as the Christian religion demands of its
adherents. It is difficult for man to deny the joys and comforts of
this world. Thus the final hope for our deliverance is the infinite
mercy of Christ.

Browning concludes the poem by suggesting that even for the
narrator, there is some hope and that hope rests on the mercy of God
as exemplified by the life, death and resurrection of Christ:

But Easter-Day breaks! Bui

Christ rises! Mercy every way
Is infinite, and who can say?

(1ines 1038-1040)



In strong contrast with the note of hope in Browning's poem is
the experience of Clough. When for Clough religious certainties
disappeared, the initial sense of desolation and loss was 'urgent,
explicit and plangent, and found expression in what is probably the

most powerful of the poems of the "lost gene:cation"':12

Easter-Day

Christ is not risen!
Christ is not risen, no,
He lies and moulders low;
Christ is not risen « +
As circulates in some great city crowd
A rumour changeful, vague, importunate, and lowd . . .
Or authorship exact,
Which no man can deny
Nor verify;
So spread the wondrous fame;
He all the same
Loy senseless, mouldering, low
He was not risen, no,
Christ was not risen!
Ashes to ashes, dust to dust;
As of unjust, also of the just--
Yea, of that Just One too.
This is the one sad Gospel that is true,
Christ is not risen.

1
(1ines 5«8, 48-63) ’

And yet, the reply in the second part of the poem, though sombre,
is not devoid of an element of hope:
Joy with grief mixes, with despondence hope.

Hope conquers cowardice, joy grief;
Or at least, faith unbelief.

Easter-Day II
(lines 32-34)



It would be erroneous to claim that Browning knew all the
answers to the problems of his age, in matters of religious belief.
He too, was assailed by feelings of doubt, not unlike those felt by
Clough and Matthew Arnold. Browning was never a sectarian or leaner

upon creeds, (though the conclusion of Christmas-Eve proves to be an

exception to this point) and he preferred to worship outside church
walls. ‘Secondly, Browning believed in the necessity of uncertainty
(or partial certainty) in matters both secular and theological.
Whereas for Arnold and Clough the doubts in the sphere of religion
spelled utter pessimism, for Browning they were necessary to prevent
a 'torpor of assurance' from settling down. He writes in A Death in
the Desert:

God's gift was that man should conceive of truth

And yearn to gain it, catching at mistake,
As midway help till he reach fact indeed.

(1ines 610-612)

And finally, Browning at no time interpreted the Bible literally. As

Kingsbury Badger has said in his article on Browning's religion,

If we may say of Browning that 'he at least believed
in Soul, was very sure of God' [la Saisiaz, 604], we
cammot truthfully add any more than that he believed
in the incarnation of Love. He did believe in a
Supreme Being, but his Trinity was the metaphysical
Power, Intelligence, and Love, rather than the theo-
logical Father, Son and the Holy Ghost.l4

Consequently, Browning would not echo Clough's lament, but assert:

But . . o Christ rises! (since) Mercy every way
s infinite,



According to Collins, Easter-Day is truly written in the spirit
of the Christian 'Magnificat', and its source does have its deepest
roots in Browning's religious convictions and in his_appreciation of
the truth revealed through the Incarnation. Browning's growing
interest in the figure of Christ, and in specific Christian doctrines
associated with Christ can be seen from the poems completed between
1845-1852. Earlier, in 1841, Saul had been attempted and left incom-
plete. The solution came in 1845, and the second half of the poem
centres around David's prophetic vision of the Incarnation, that is
on the figure of Christ as representative of the union of flesh and
spirit, of man and God.

Saul does not stand alone as evidence of Browning's growing
faith during this period. Apart from the two poems discussed in this

section, the two revisions of Paracelsus and the Essay on Shelley all

help to 'point to Browning's increasing conviction that in the figure
of the Incarnate Christ he has found both an idea on which to ground
his religious faith, and a symbol which at one and the same time states
and solves the aesthetic problems of reconciling the fleshly and the
spiritual, the spotted and the pure.! 15

Although the chronology of publication seems to suggest that
Browning first 'solidified! his religious position and then advanced
his aesthetic on the basis of this position, his activities during this
period (as poet, letter writer, critic) indicate that his religious and
aesthetic thoughts developed simultaneously, and were mutually dependent.
His energy was directed towards the fundamental problem of apprehending

perfection through imperfection, of somehow fusing apparent opposites.



It would be incorrect to assume that Browning could not complete
Saul in 1841 because he was unaware of the existence of certain
Christian doctrines. The doctrines of Incarnation were familiar to
Browvning before he expressly used them in his poetry after 1846, but
they did not constitute an integral part of his thoughts. Discussing

the relation of Browning and Philosophy, Philip Drew writes:

I shall limit 'philosophy! to 'ethics! and begin my
account in 1850. The poems before that date, though
important in the evolution of Browning's characteristic
literary stance are not of first importance in the
history of his thought. The major exception is Sordello.
The first poem which shows clearly his preoccupation
with the problems with which he was to struggle for the
rest of his life is Christmas-Eve and Easter-Day (1850).16

The basic tenet of Browning's thought as a philosopher and as a

poet before Christmas-Eve and Easter-Day is that man must recognise the

limitations of his own powers. For the philosopher, this means that it
is impossible to know God directly, and for the poet, this means that
it is impossible to present an absolute vision of truth in a work of

art. The implications of these ideas are examined in Pauline, Paracelsus,

and Sordello. Browning tried to resolve the conflicting demands of
infinite aspiration and finite ability, by adopting a conscious belief
in the man-God synthesis of Christ.

Christmas-Eve and Easter-Day are lifted above the position of mere

theological arguments by their beauty, and the spiritual fervour which
informs them. The opening section, with its description of the gathering
of the dissenting congregation, is rich with bold, racy humour. The
depiction is almost parallel to the genial and tinted tapestry-work with

which Chaucer unfolds his Canterbury Tales.




Well, from the road, the lanes or the common,

In came the flock: +the fat weary woman . . .
Prompt in the wake of her, up-pattered

On broken clogs, the many-tatiered

Little old~faced peaking sister-turned-mother . . .
Then a tall yellow man, like the Penitent Thief,
With his jaw bound up in a handkerchief,

And eyelids screwed together tight,

Led himself in by some inner light.

"(lines 47-84)

One cannot say that the lines have been shaped by Browning's dissenting
up-bringing, since he depicts the German professor's room with similar
inteiest. The technique of chronicling the minutest and meanest detail
has a specific aim: +the external detail conjures up an atmosphere of
deprivation and ignorance, and this (knowledge) is delicately balanced
with the astonishing realisation that Christ has entered and accepted
the worship}7 The congregation is, as it were, a page or a sheaf of
pages, from the book of life, and like life itself, the warring qualities
here are both rare and plebeian.

Easter-Day is less varied than the first poem. It has, however, a
large share of the beauty of apocalyptic visions. The clearness of the
vision is the most prominent characteristic of both poems, but it does
not mean, however, that Browning would have accepted all the views he
may seem in these visions to support. We should refrain from reading
too much of a positive and dogmatic theology into them.

Elizabeth Barrett was wiser than the Browning Society when she
declared: 'Don't think that he has taken to the cilix--indeed he has
not--but it is his way to see things as passionately as other pe0ple‘

feel them.':S



. Browning's argument, if argument it can be called, is an appeal
to the common facts of man's religious experience and an indictment of
any form of intellectual analysis which attempts to discount the
strength of human sentiment. 'The Victorian honest doubt remains on
the intellectual surface and the bedrock of intuition is not disturbed.
In fact it is this prior emotional assurance which prepares for and
Justifies the emotional ardour of the visionary climax of the poem
Easter-Day: this section of the poem would only seem uncharacteristic
if the very definite limits to the scope of Browning's free inquiny
were ignored . . .'19

The three predominant ideas which appeal to the readers most in

the poems under discussion, are:

a) the importance of love, and its redeeming quality,
b) the importance of choice in the life of an individual,

c) the essence of the theophanic event is not the spectacle,

but the impact.

I shall end my discussion by recounting the views of a few critics
and assessing whether they are justified in their assumption, by referring
to the three central ideas I have mentioned before.

According to Barbara Melchiori, Browning's attitude to Catholicism
was contradictory, and his works betray 'depths of bitter anti-Catholic
prejudice underlying his frequent attempts at broadmindedness.'2o

Owing to the employment of the dramatic monologue technique,
Browning's characters have to speak for themselves, and according tp

Melchiori, they constantly voice Browning's prejudiced criticism of

the Catholic Church and the Catholic religion. It is true, the



declarations of Browning in Christmas-Eve and Easter-Day are open

and broadminded, but these should not be taken as being his last word
on the subject. Ms Melchiori quotes the following passage to justify
her opinion, and points out that here too, *'the operative word is
“error"!:

Though Rome's gross yoke

Drops off, no more to be endured,

Her teaching is not so obscured / By error and perversities,

That no truth shines athwart the lies: .
(1ines 614-618)

I see the error; but above
The scope of error, see the love.

(lines 647-648)

I fail to see why one particular word should be extracted from the rest
and made to harbour a different meaning from that which is obviously
apparent. I should like to revise the statement, and to add that the
interpretation of a poem depends in part upon the nature ofithe context,
and in part upon a reader's interpretétion of the context. For Browning,
the word 'errdr' may have had the same weight of argument as the words
'groSs' and ‘lies!. 'The line ends with the refereﬁce to the sincerity

of the worshippers. Surely a poet is entitled to present his 'reflections!
upon’a subject without having to answer to the charge of wilful- prejudice
and narrowmindedness? Browning at all times preferred to worship out-
side formal churches, yet his natural tolerance enabled him to see the
lembers of love and faith! is diverse forms of worship. I feel DeVane
was riéht to say that 'much as he disliked to surrender himself to
authority, Brovming could appreciate thé beauty of the ritual and the

goodness of many of the priests in the Roman Church and in the High

Church of England, and in The Ring and the Book he was to deal more

generously with the Catholics.! 21



A poem hardly, or rarely, meets ﬁith unanimous approval. ISome
critics felt, at the time of the publication of the poems, that there
was a false air of philosophy, coupled with 'affected quaintness'.22
To others more tolerant of Browning's style and reasonings, the poem
expressed'a sincere and earnest spirit.'zEBut it is an extraordinary
piece of work, fascinating and undoubtedly unparaileled among its kind.
The poet has made his effort, he has produced a work both beautiful and
accurate, and it is now left for the readers to meet him halfway by
making an effort, in their turn, to understand the nuances within the
POEmS .

To conclude, Christmas-Eve and Easter-Day both deal with the

problem of belief. The former examines man and his relation to the
various creeds, the latfer explores man's direct relation to God. Each
poem dwells on the same basic theme: revelation of the Divine love.
Browning's search for tenable grounds upon which one might be a
Christian brings him face to face with the folly of the commonplace
temporizing style of belief which simply ignores everything that menaces

it. The visions in Christmas-Eve, and the 'voice! in the succeeding

poem emphasise the importance of choice, which is an act of worth in
itself. The burden of the poems is that however tempting it may be to
take refuge in a 'mild indifferentism' (XIX) a man must finally stop
vacillating and make a choice, and this choice should be influenced by

his intelligence, his intuition, and by his belief in the 'God of Love!:

Meantime, in the still recurring fear

Lest myself, at unawares, be found,

While attacking the choice of my neighbours round,
With none of my own made--I choose here.

(lines 1%38-1341)
The poem is not a philosopher's answer to Strauss or Renan, but a poet's

speculation.
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Chapter III

Men and Women and Dramatis Personse

In the words of Philip Drew, 'The importance of the poem

(Christmas-Eve and Easter Day) to the student of Browning resides

in its refusal to claim to stand on firm ground'. The poem centres
on the debate regarding religious beliefs in general, and Protestant
Christianity in particular. Yet it should not be treated 'as a day-
by-day Jjournal of Browning's personal doubts and fears, but as a
dialogue designed to clarify the issues and thus share Browning's
experience with his fellow mén. « « » The concluding words "Who can
say?" aptly epitomise the poem's speculative, inguiring, anxious
approach to matters of faith'.l

I should like to take up the next group of poems with this
'speculative, inquiring, anxious' note of Easter-Day in mind. I do
not wish to assume that Browning was a born optimist, or even a con-
sistent optimist. In the present chapter I shall trace the line of
development of Browning's faith by examining the monologues from len

and Women (published 1855),and Dramatis Personae (1864). This will

involve a comprehensive study not only of the poems dealing with faith,
and with the positive qualities of love and goodness, but also of those
(poems) treating the subjects of unbelief, rationalistic scepticism,
and total misinterpretation of the purpose of life. Under the last

category I hope to analyse Caliban Upon Setebos.




Despite his belief in the goodness of mankind and faith in the
benevolence of God, Browning was aware of the forces of evil. He
believed that terrestrial suffering can be explained and resolved.

But intellect on its own cannot explain the dichotomies in the world,
and unless we embrace the quality of hope, integration of the self and
spirit is difficult if not impossible.

Several pdems of Browning deal with the paradox of the concept of
a LoVing God on the one hand, and the experience of various forms of

suffering and failure on the other. Rabbi Ben Ezra deals with the

contrary aspects of life, and atiempts to explain the imperfections as
necessary factors contributing to the moral growth of an individual.

Fra Lippo Lippi deals with the warring factors of epicurean instinct

and asceticism. His experience of life embraces within its gamut
harshness and poverty on the one hand, and 'the beauty and the wonder

o o o' of the world on the other. A Grammarian's Funeral takes up the

subject of a total dedication to knowledge and textual facts. It
measures the 'apparent! failure of the scholar (as judged by the world)
against his personal aspiration. The quest of knowledge the Grammarian
embarks upon is peculiarly insular. The arid world of books stunt his
temporal desires and prevent the complete development of his personality.
Yet earthly attainment is not all. Browning wishes to draw the parallel
between finite achievement and infinite aspiration in this monologue.

Bishop Blougram treats of religious abuses, and explores the various

ways by which the Church doctrines can be manipulated to suit one's own
aanntage. The poem is an examination of the ways of dealing with un-

belief.



Browning's lifelong concern was with incidents 'within' a person,.
but he was also fascinated by the variety of the universe, and again,
with man's energy for self-assessment and self-delusion. He concerned
himself with describing incidents which are 'soul baring, the urgent
but often compromised impulse to determine one's worth'.2

Karshish, Bishop Blougram, and Cleon deal with speakers who face

the situation when the determination of 'one's worth' becomes a necessity.

The poems appeared in the Men and Women volume in 1855, and deal with

subjects concerning faith or the wilful suspension of an act of faith.
In each monologue the speaker has reached a point where an inner assess-
ment becomes an imperative necessity. The protagonist in Karshish and
Cleon is engaged in a sincere if somewhat confusing self-analysis, while
Bishop Blougram launches on the 'apology' fully aware that he is holding
the cards. The discourse that follows is fascinating but naturally
leaves the reader and listeners in a sceptical frame of mind. Karshish
and Cleon are baulked in their attempt to perceive and grasp the truth
by their insular nature. Bishop Blougram, the noted ecclesiastic, is
well-read and apparently open to the ideas of other individuals. What
prevents him from convincing his audience is the uncertain nature of

his premises and the pre-framed conclusion. His position is essentially
spurious, though he personally feels no regret in maintaining a stance
between 'absolute faith' and 'total doubt!, and‘passing it off as a
state of true faith.

I shall deal with the three monologues--Cleon, Karshish, and Bishop

Blougram in turn and emphasise the points where (a) Browning comments on

matters of doubt and faith, and (b) the possibility of accepting these



overtly wairing factors as co-existing. The second point is not
stated implicitly in the monologues, but emerges within the context
of the speakers' speculations.

In dramatic monologue, the materials or facts are presented
empirically~-that is they are shown to be 'existing before and apart
from moral judgement which remains always secondary and problematical.
Even where the speaker is specifically concerned with a moral question,
he arrives at his ansﬁer empirically as a necessary outcome of conditions
within the poem and not through appeal to an outside moral code. Since
these conditions are always psychological and sometimes historical as
well=-~since the answer is determined, in other words, by the speaker's
nature and the time he inhabits--the moral meaning is of limited appli~
cation but enjoys within the limiting conditions of the poenm a validity
which no subsequent differences in judgement can disturb.'5

It will be helpful to consider the monologues in the light of Robert
Langbaum's statement. The thought-processes of the speakers and the
situational condition determining their action should be examined, without
ascribing to the poet the opinions and beliefs of his characters. 1t is
an irrefutable fact that all forms of art are alloyed with a certain
amount of subjective element of the creator, since they (the art forms)
are the expression of his sentiment. Browning's poems- dealing with
religion reveal his bersonal hopes and fears, but whereas the poems as
a group lead the reader to an intimation of the poet's religious position,
the individual poems should not be accepted as undiluted philosophical
treatises in which the protagonist speaks for the poet. Each poem is a

separate entity, and consequently each requires a fresh approach in under=-
standing the subtleties portrayed within, without confusing the revealed

opinions with those of the poet.



Cleon and Karshish emphasise Browning's deepening interests in
questions of a theological character. This idea was further developed

in A Death in the Desert. In these poems, Browning sets out to examine

at some length the problems of contemporary religion and the difficulty
of reconciling faith with intellect énd science. Yet, in both the poems
under discussion, we are led to deduce that such a reconciliation is
possible, since faith depends on an intuitive sense transcending reason.
At all times, Browning was deeply aware of the need to suspend disbelief,

and of the precedence of heart over the logical, anaslytical mind.

The speakers of the two epistolary monologues Cleon and Karshish
are first century pagans. The subject is the impression made on a con-
temporary by Christ's coming to earth. A cursory glance at the poems
reveals that the speakers are vainly groping for a larger faith, dis-
satisfied with their present state of existence. Their psychological
requirements make them perceive the need for a God of Love (Karshish),
and a promise of personal immortality (Cleon). The monologues are thus
similar to Saul and lLa Saisiaz, where Browning emphasises the quality of
Divine Love. The universe had its rise through causes beyond the com-
prehension of man. Both Cleon and Karshish share the forestated concepts,
ﬁut here the similarity ends. Saul and la Saisiaz conclude with a message
of hope and trust; Cleon and Karshish show that the speakers have arrived
at the threshold and are prevented from embracing the Christian answer
that lies before them by their secular concepts.

My intention is to trace the subtle development of religious per-
ceptions in the speakers of Cleon and Karshish. The mode being that of

dramatic monologue, Browning makes Cleon and Karshish intimate the



existence of a higher hope without their realising that they have done
S0. Michéel Mason calls this form of treatment 'ironical'!. 'The

speaker betrays important aspects of mind rather than articulating
“bhem.'4 It is necessary to acknowledge and understand the strain of
irony that runs through the dramatic poems, and I shall endeavour to
discuss the philosophical and religious ideas in the monologues under
consideration within their ironical framework. Although Karshish was
written before Cleon, I would like to reverse the order in my discussion.
There is a deeper tone of religious thinking in Karshish, and this is
the reason for my change in the order,

The theme of Cleon centres around an ancient Greek poet, writing
from 'sprinkled isles, / Lily on lily, that o'erlace the sea', to
answer certain queries of his king and master Protus. The introductory
lines are in the usual style of Brovming, abrupt, dramatic, and
instantly capburing the attention of the readers. The concise and
epigrammatic style has no hint of ambiguity. Browning introduces his
readers to the two main characters naturally and instantly. There is
no sign of the indecision and deviation that marks XKarshish. Cleon is
a Greek of the last period, master of poetry, music, sculpture, a
painter and philosbpher. He is the embodiment of Greek culture, and
yet, for all his sensibility and power of words, Cleon is curiously
blind and self-centred. This decadence of Cleon can be ascribed to the
Greek philosophy which had led men to despair ultimately. Cleon is a
representative of this refined civilisation, and the characteristic

element of hedonism is ingrained in his personality.



The weary old pagan confesses to Protus that the thought of
death is dreadful to one who has devoted himself to the pleasures
of this world, and especially so to the artist because he savours

this fleeting life so intensely. According to Cleon,

e« » o We have discovered . «

That there's a world of capability

For joy, spread round about us, meant for us,
Inviting us; and still the soul craves all « «

(1ines 237-241)

Life is infinitely varied and desirable. The multiple pleasures of

life are lovingly touched and dwelt upon by Cleon in the following

lines:

The grapes which dye thy wine, are richer far,
Through culture, than the wild wealth of the rock;
The suave plum than the savage-tasted drupe;

The pastured honey-~bee drops choicer sweet;

The flowers turn double, and the leaves turn flowers;
The young and tender crescent-moon, thy slave
Sleeping upon her robe as buoyed by clouds,

Refines upon the women of my youth.

(1ines 130-137)

Cleon is aware of the importance of progress, and although he
praises the culture of perfection and gives it a higher place than that
which flourished in its naive simplicity, his inmer agitation is betrayed

in the final:

Beyond the natural man, the better beast,
Using his senses, not the sense of sense.
In man there's failure, only since he left
The lower and unconscious forms of life.

We called it an advance « « .

A tower that. crowns the country. Buti alas,
The soul now climbs it just to perish there!

(lines 223-236)



Cleon has gained success in his time, and yet as he advances in age,
his mind is fraught with despair and doubt. He contrasts the in-
sufficiency of the artistic life with that of his master Protus. It
is true that in the eyes of the world Cleon has 'effected all those
things' his patron 'wonderingly dost enumerate!. The epic poems on
Protus's hundred plates of gold are the creatidn of Cleon, and also
the simple 'little chant, / So sure to rise from every fishing bark'.
He is the author of philosophical treatise and the composer of new music.
In the words of Cleon:

In brief, all arts are mines

Thus much the people know and recognise,
Throughout our seventeen islands.

(lines 61-63)

Since Cleon is surrounded with fame and success, we are prompted
to ask what makes him feel his life is 'insufficient's The sense of
futility arises in Cleon because he cannot believe in the immortality
of the soul. Consequently, he feels Protus is in a more advantageous
position since he lacks Cleon's thirst for knowledge. This insatiable
thirst is the cause of Cleon's despair, because he feels his own fate
is 'deadlier?':

In this, that every day my sense of joy

Grows more acute, my soul (intensified
By power and insight) more enlarged, more keen;

(lines 310-312)

The sharpening of Cleon's sensitivity and intellect is in ironical con-
trast to his failing physical powers. With the enlargement of his vision,

his health fails, while his palsied limbs serve to gquicken the sense of



approaching horror, and !'The consummation coming past escape!. The
following lines are imbued with the same elegiac mood and sense of
nullity that occur in Ulysses:

My hand shakes, and the heavy years increase--

The horror quickening still from year to year . . «

When I shall know most, and yet least enjoy--

When all my works wherein I prove my worth,

Being present still to mock me in men's mouths,

Alive still, in the praise of such as thou,

I, I, the feeling, thinking, acting man,

The man who loved his life so over-much,
Sleep in my urn.

(1ines 310-320)

For Ulysses, life is an eternal quest, 'to follow knowledge like
a sinking star'. Like Cleon, Ulysses has reached the end of his finite
journey, but the tone of Ulysses is comparatively calm and controlled,
as befitting a warrior. As Ulysses prepares to embark on his final
voyage, his words to his mariners are of hope and perseverance. The
future is indefinite, but Ulysses discerns the germ of infinite 'possi-
bility! in it. Whereas Cleon makes no effort to break out of the
confining bonds of his classical perfection Ulysses does not hesitate
to embark on a new voyage. This 'search' 1lifts Ulysses out of his
hitherto sterile existence and gives him cosmic stature. The final
utterance comes as a magnificent burst of hope 'to strive, to seek, to
find, and not to yield!',

Ulysses and Cleon can be read as companion pieces, in so far as

the external setting is concerned, but here the similarity ends. Cleon's
state is more terrible than the Tennysonian hero's. The pagan philosopher
is the nearest to modern man, and like the latter his tragedy lies in the

division between his intellect and his emotion.



In answer to Protus's queries, Cleon advises:

Live long and happy, and in that thought die;
Glad for what was!

(lines 336-337)

However this recommendation of epicureanism is followed by Cleon's
disparaging remark about Paulus, 'a mere barbarian Jew'!, and this is
the moment of !'ironic giveaway'. As I have stated earlier, Browning's
crucial immovation is that the speaker betrays important aspects of his
state of mind instead of articulating them. This 'ironic betrayal! is
an integral part of the poem. As Mason writes, 'Consider the irony of
Cleon whereby Cleon mentions but dismisses the man, Christ, whose teaching
would fill out his own speculations. The force of this is a kind of
nudging « « « joke between Browning and the reader. Oleon»has dropped
out of the picture.'5
In Cleon, Browning has then depicted a refined and pessimistic
philosopher in order to show that without the belief in immortality,
the very argument which is a proof of man's potentialities produces
only despair. Cleon holds that the expansion of culture is fulfilling
a harmonious scheme:
For, what we call this life of men on earth,
This sequence of the soul'!s achievements here
Being, as I find much reason to conceive,
Intended to be viewed eventually

As a great whole, not analysed to parts,
But each part having reference to all--

(lines 73-78)



Cleon believes that the 'sequence of the soul's achievement! in
human life is to be viewed as a great whole, in which every individual

part is synthesized, and he continues:

How shall a certain parit, pronounced complete,
Endure effacement by another part?

(1ines 79-80)

Progress, therefore, is the gradual combining of the original 'perfect
separate forms'!'. The eventual result is mankind.6 Growth is the only
reason for staying on earth, and Cleon prefers his civilised mind to

the cruder genius of his ancestors:

We of these latter days, with greater mind
Than our forerunners « « .

Look not so great, beside their simple way,

To a judge who only sees one way at once « « «
And ours is greater, had we skill to know!

(lines 64=72)

Browning presents the intensity of Cleon's conviction in the process

of growth ironically:

I have not chanted verse like Homer, no--

Nor swept string like Terpander, no--nor carved

And painted men like Phidias and his friend . .
Say, is it nothing that I know them all?
The wild flower was the larg