Robert Browning and “Fra Lippo Lippi~

Yoshio Oro

Robert Browning’s “Fra Lippo Lippi”, composed in the style of dramatic monologue, has
always been considered as one of his masterpieces. This poem is based on the career of the
famous painter who lived during the time of the early Renaissance in Italy. The poem has been
examined and discussed from an artistic point of view, usually in comparison with the twin poem
“Andrea del Sarto.” Both of them are primarily concerned with art. In Roma A. King, J1.’s phrase,
“The essentially passive Andrea is married to a beautiful and sensual woman; the virile, masculine
Lippo is a monk. Where Andrea fails, Lippo succeeds all too readily. Andrea is debilitated by an
emptiness of soul; Lippo is possessed of a powerful upsurge of life (physical and spiritual), which
creates tension between his own impulses and the expectations imposed on him by the world.”

In many respects these two poems contrast with each other, but they have been treated and
discussed as though of the same category. It is from a different point of view, however, that the
writer would like to examine “Fra Lippo Lippi.”

If this poem is read as a facet of Fra Lippo Lippi’s biography, it is strange for us to discover
the painter’s life superimposed over that of Browning himself. In the poem Lippo is purposefully
represented as the first, naturalistic and realistic artist during the time of the early Renaissance.
This suggests, as Professor DeVane states, “Browning’s view of his own position in poetry in the
nineteenth century,” which is again designated in his short poem “How It Strikes a Contempo-
rary.” Undoubtedly the artistic creed which Fra Lippo Lippi expresses to the guard is represen-
tative of Browning’s own views and feelings. .

Before Browing came to be known, he had as a poetic apprentice experienced many failures
in his work composition.. His great effort to gain popularity was to use a natural, realistic and
colloquial style. Like Lippo who had opposed the mediaeval opinion of the time, such as ex-
pressed by his betters and the prior in the poem, so too had Browning when he challenged the
conventional romantic poetry of his generation.

The reader will surely find in the Renaissance painter a sympathetic and like character to that
of Browning. It is from both the artistic point of view and the autobiographical point of view

that we can fully value and appreciate “Fra Lippo Lippi.”
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