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The Significance of The Sirocco
in Robert Browning’s “The Englishman in Italy”

X B £ O
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Robert Browning’s poem “The Englishman in Italy” was first called “England in Italy. Autumn
at Sorrento” in the manusecript form. Before he published it, he changed the subtitle to “Piano
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di Sorrento.” When in1849 it was finally grouped and published in the volume Dramatic Romances
and Lyrics, the title was changed to the present one “The Englishman in Italy. Piano di Sorrento.”
The alteration of this title is one of the important clues to the meaning of this poem. It would
seem that he intended the poem to be as a lyrical, travel poem. However, by renaming the
subtitle and then the main title, he shifted the emphasis from season to place; from country to
man; from lyrical poem to dramatic poem.

When Browning sent it to Elizabeth Barrett in an unfinished condition, f.;he last section of
the poem had not been written. This section was probably added to the poem on her advice or
suggestion. In A Browning Handbook Professor DeVane quotes what Elizabeth Barrett said to
Browning as follows: “The end you have put to ‘England in Italy’ gives unity to the whole. . . just
what the poem wanted.” This section is one of the few places in which he frankly embodied his
opinions on politics, and his feeling against Corn Laws in particular.

In this poem Browning shows us many experiences of his journey to Italy. These are related
in such descriptions as the rattling down of the quail-net; girls’ fetching of the drying figs under
housetops, etc. It seems that these and other details of the poem are given from his own personal
observation. He praises the exotic features of Italy which are not found in his native country.
The sirocco, the well-known, hot storm, is loosed on people working “In the vat, halfway up in
our house-side,/ Like blood the juice spins,/ While your brother all bare-legged is dancing/
Till breathless he grins,/ .. ." (ll. 73-76.)

When Browning visited Italy in 1844, the country was suppressed under Austrian tyranny,
while in his native country the abolition of the Corn Laws was being hotly debated in Parliament.
On one hand, the political sirocco was raging above the heads of the assiduous, Italian country—
folk, and on the other hand the economic, social sirocco was blackening the English sky, which
he depicted in the last section he later added to the poem.

Before Browning had visited Italy, he had still to obtain fame in his literary apprenticeship
as a dramatic poet. His travel to Italy was an exodus from his mental, or spiritual sirocco; in
other words, a pilgrimage to his muse. Therefore, this “sirocco” involves three different mean—
ings: political; economic or social; mental or spiritual.

Probably, Browning hoped that this metaphorical storm would pass as surely as the sirocco

wind is passing in his poem.
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Browning invites the reader associate the Englishman with Ulysses, who is so well enter—



“The Englishman in Italy” & U5

tained in this Italian paradise that he has momentarily forgotten his homeland. He has set—

tled sedately in the lush surroundings where even toil seems to him ease and comfort, and the

beauty is a temporary refuge from his own problems.
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