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«FRA LIPPO LIPPI»: THE REAL THING

Artis art, because it is not nature.
Johan Wolfgang Goethe

What's art but an intense life...?
Henry James'

In his famous «Essay on Shelley» («Introductory Essay», 1852) Ro-
bert Browning indicated that an age would never completely under-
stand its artists because they live a more advanced stage of existence
than the people around them. The poet’s soul in particular has «arrived at
[a] higher state of development than those of his audience», according
to Browning.? Does this belief mean that poets, for example, do not
represent in their work the realities of their era?

The question of the role and value of representation in poetry is
particularly intriguing when we study Browning’s poetry. All bad poetry,
according to Browning, arises from lack of accurate representation —a
view which may suggest the mimetic theories rather than the poet’s
Romantic inheritance:

All the bad poetry in the world ...will be found to result from ...a
want of correspondency between [the poet’s work] and the ve-
rities of nature, — issuing in poetry, false under whatever form,
which shows a thing not as it is to mankind generally, nor as it is
to the particular describer, but as it is supposed to be for some
unreal neutral mood.®

In contradistinction to the above view, the poet in his letter to Ruskin
which defends his artistic practice in Men and Women, denies that a
message can be conveyed directly and discursively:

I know that | don’t make out my conception by my language; all
poetry being a putting the infinite within the finite. You would
have me paint it all plain out, which can’t be; but by various
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artifices | try to make shift with touches and bits of outlines which
succeed if they bear the conception from me to you.*

Fra Lippo Lippi, the fifteenth-century Florentine painter and monk,
and the fascinating psychological and artistic peculiarity in Browning’s
poem, elaborates this idea when he says that no one can completely
reproduce or represent nature. Does Browning, an eminently puzzling
figure, explain his own aesthetic credo through his mask and if so in
what sense does he regard his poems as representational?

The critics unanimously claim that there is a representational root
of Browning’s poetry which blossoms into the clouds of spiritual
expression. According to Glen Omans, «it is only by means of an ac-
curate portrayal of the flesh that the artist, Lippo [or Browning], is able
to suggest the true nature of the soul»®. «By so doing», Omans claims,
«Lippo elevates himself toward soul or God, and in turn, elevates other
less gifted persons by sharpening, first, their awareness of the world of
physical symbols and so leading them to a glimpse of the ideas
themselves»®. Similarly, claims Donald Hair, «it is the painter’s task
[and the poet’s] to reproduce carefully the look of things, and in doing
so to lead the viewer on to a consideration of the spiritual significance
of them»". Other critics, such as Leonel Osmond and W. David Shaw,
share the same belief®.

These views have many merits, and introduce some subtleties of
the question, does Browning regard his poems as having primarily a re-
presentational foundation or value? Omans believes, in the context of
comments on «Fra Lippo Lippi», that through this main character Brown-
ing reveals his theory of a poetry that does not merely «transcribe»
reality but uses details of it «to evoke complex ideas»’. One wonders
whether such ideas are contrary to reality or lack correspondence.
Omans, regrettably, does not pursue the problem deeply enough. He
describes «Fra Lippo Lippi» as «a poetic form which begins with the ac-
curate, detailed, and three-dimensional portrayal of a particular human
character». According to Omans the poet may begin with an accurate
portrayal but he shifts to higher or transcendent topics. The critic, how-
ever, by not discussing the accuracy of these more complex ideas or
justifying his own exclusion of these ideas from accurate, true de-
scription, leaves the reader baffled.

Behind this murky discussion, which is common in scholarship on
Browning, there is a question not quite formed. In a discussion of «Fra
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Lippo Lippi», consistent with the previously mentioned view of Omans,
Donald Hair has the glimmer of some new interpretive ideas, yet they
do not appear fully. Hair emphasizes not the representation of nature
but the presentation of something more. In his view, Browning lifts «the
veil of familiarity from the world, so that we are seeing it as if for the
first time»". It is unclear whether this glimpse of the world is new or not.
What is more than an «accurate» presentation of nature? This is the
question critics leave unanswered. «Andrea del Sarto», «Old Pictures
in Florence», and «An Essay on Shelley» present facets of Browning’s at-
titude towards representation in poetry but in «Fra Lippo Lippi» Brown-
ing seems to be more concerned with this issue. Before understanding
what Browning meant to convey that is beyond an accurate portrayal
of nature, we should consider his rejection of a representational view of
poetry, and the best court for considering this case is «Fra Lippo Lippi».

Fra Lippo denies that nature can be reproduced or represented,
completely and without any interpretive differences:

nature is complete:
Suppose you reproduce her — (which you can’t)
There’s no advantage! (Il. 297-99)"

Here Fra Lippo denies an assumption that the critics took for granted:
he denies the possibility of a perfect rendering of nature. Perhaps even
more surprising, he denies the value for art to do so. The monk also
speaks about his use of many intricate, technical details when painting
(Il. 130-50), and this approach depends for its value on accurate part-
for-part representation of some physical thing. The Prior notices Fra
Lippo’s preoccupation with such details in his drawing book, and cri-
ticizes the monk for not giving them an outward form on their churches
as pictures of monks and their churchly things. In this passage Brown-
ing shows that the value of art does not consist in details with repre-
sentational value, for such a view cannot distinguish art from almost any
signs, such as casual, informative markings on buildings. Thus, question-
ing the mimetic orientation, the poet seems to move on to what M. H.
Abrams calls the expressive theory of art, and to agree with Blake:

No Man of Sense can think that an Imitation of the Objects of
Nature is The Art of Painting, or that such Imitation... is worthy of
Notice.... If the Art is no more than this, it is no better than any
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others [sic] Manual Labour; any body may do it & the fool often
will do it best as it is a work of no Mind.™

Throughout the poem, Fra Lippo expresses views in opposition to
the Prior. The Prior states that a painter should ignore the flesh, going
beyond it to higher values (Il. 180-85); Fra Lippo claims to be a «beast»
who proclaims the «value and significance of flesh» (Il. 268-70). Then,
even though according to him the value of painting does not consist in
technical details, nevertheless the senses are important to the artist. If
sensory details are useful, perhaps they convey instructions or a spiritual
message from the artist. The Prior tells Fra Lippo that art is not needed
to convey instructions, because if art encodes them, they exist prior to
the art and so can be conveyed non-artistically:

when your meaning’s plain
It does not say to folk — remember matins,
Or, mind you fast next Friday! (Il. 317-19)

Ironically, this time the Prior is right: art is not needed if its value is to
convey instructions or a message that it merely encodes, or polishes.
But the Prior missed the meaning of what Fra Lippo had just said: «This
world... / means intensely»; the artist's task is «to find its meaning» (II.
313-15), not merely to re-write the same message in a different form.
Instead, the message itself becomes transformed from life into a spe-
cific and more particular and more heightened or intense look at things.
Fra Lippo believes there is no advantage in reproducing or repre-
senting nature: «You must beat her, then» (1. 299). The critics referred to
at the beginning of this essay have not developed Browning’s attitude
towards representation in this detail, to see that he denies the repre-
sentational virtue of poetry. Its value is something else.

Moreover, Browning indicates what this other virtue is —a virtue that
is not antithetical to some correspondences with physical things, be-
cause sensory data of them must form the clay for poetic meaning. Im-
mediately after Fra Lippo states that we cannot reproduce nature
completely and that we must beat her, he defines this primary virtue of
art:

we’re made so that we love
First when we see them painted, things we have passed
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Perhaps a hundred times nor cared to see;
And so they are better, painted — better to us,
Which is the same thing. Art was given for that.... (Il. 300-04)

It is our nature, the monk claims, to be interested in something only
when we first see it painted, or symbolized by some art. We should
distinguish carefully two meanings: the monk does not mean that art
enhances our appreciation for things already under our gaze; instead,
only through art do some objects come before our mind’s eye. «To find
[the world’s] meaning», Fra Lippo or Browning says, «is my meat and
drink» (I. 315).

The primary value of poetry cannot be the accurate representation
of physical things, of things already made; it is the making of new
objects, having an ideal or figurative value. As a clarification and
definition of the notions of art presented by Fra Lippo, a passage from
«Andrea del Sarto» can help; Andrea states:

Somebody remarks
Morello’s outline there is wrongly traced,
His hue mistaken; what of that? or else,
Rightly traced and well ordered; what of that?
Speak as they please, what does the mountain care?
Ah, but a man’s reach should exceed his grasp,
Or what’s a heaven for? (Il. 92-98)

Browning presents the alternatives of the accurate representation of
physical things and of the inaccurate; neither matters, because the
point of art is something other than copying or replicating the outer. It
is more elusive. Andrea makes the hieroglyphic remark: «does the
mountain care [about the accuracy of representation]?» This personi-
fication is the outward mirror of the poetic self: the poet must give form
to the core of his feeling, his self, his «fancy», his «live soul»*, through
the personae of mountains and men. This is indeed the core of the ex-
pressive theory: «A work of art is essentially the internal made external,
resulting from a creative process operating under the impulse of feel-
ing, and embodying the combined product of the poet’s perceptions,
thoughts, and feelings»'.

Outside of his poems, Browning states that poems communicate
indirectly: «<You would have me paint it all plain out, which can’t be...»".
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The value of a poem is not solely a discursive message but more the form
of the poet’s «various artifices», which Browning makes with «touches
and bits of outlines». They succeed «if they bear the conception from
me to you»'®; or, they succeed if they transport you, if they help you to
move from a conception to a new one. Of course, the poet by not
employing representation as the primary virtue of poems does not
ignore all relational values and data present in the everyday world.
He can be said to represent only selectively and only to form an object
for contemplation, not action as in the everyday representation of
tables or chairs. The poet has

a double faculty of seeing external objects more clearly, widely,
and deeply, than is possible to the average mind, at the same
time that he is so acquainted and in sympathy with its narrower
comprehension as to be careful to supply it with no other
materials than it can combine into an intelligible whole™.

This is the skill of an «objective poet». There is also the skill of the
«subjective poet». He also has a fuller perception of nature and of man,
yet he presents through the thing he perceives «Not what man sees,
but what God sees»™. The expressive theory emphasizes the analogy
between God and poet: «The paramount cause of poetry is... the
compulsion of the “creative” imagination which, like God the creator,
has its internal source of motion»™. In this type of poetry the poet's
inner feeling in the total experience predominates over the forms of
outward things as vehicles, mirrors, and possibilities of feeling. The
difference between objective and subjective poet seems to be a matter
of emphasis on theme or subjects rather than a matter of two seperate
but related processes.

Browning summarizes his view of poetic skill in «<One Word More to
E. E. B». — his dedication to Men and Women — when he states that
rather than conveying a message to act upon, a poem presents a style
to contemplate and appreciate (with any changes in action being se-
condary).

Let me speak this once in my true person,

Not as Lippo, Ronald or Andrea,

Though the fruit of speech be just this sentence:
Pray you, look on these my men and women,
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Take and keep my fifty poems finished;

Where my heart lies, let my brain lie also!

Poor the speech; be how | speak, for all things.
(I. 137-43)

The central point is present in the last two lines: in the first, Browning
asserts an identity of heart and brain; in the second, he suggests that
there is a limit to what speech can directly convey, but there is also its
power to put the whole of a poet’s self into the poem, his signature.
When the poet’s self is objectified in a poem, he can further develop
and articulate his style of perceiving or feeling things, as a mirror
allows one to change one’s appearance; he can «remake» himself, as
Yeats would say. In this respect the poet is ahead of his peers.

At the end of his monologue on his painting The Coronation of the
Virgin, Fra Lippo Lippi refers to our question of poetic meaning and
value with which he has been struggling throughout the poem. He
promises that:

I shall paint a piece
... There’s for you!...
God in the midst, Madonna and her babe...
[and] who but Lippo! I! —
Mazed, motionless and moonstruck — I’'m the man!...
(lines 344, 345, 348, 363, 364)

Fra Lippo the artist has the power to perceive himself objectively
and to put the whole of his perception into his painting, his signature.
Then, he can articulate his style of perceiving, his theory of art, by using
a concrete, «sharp, earthly, clear and sensuous diction»®. In this way
the objective contemplator (Fra Lippo Lippi the painter, or Browning the
poet) can achieve a sharper realization of himself and of life through
the articulation of his perception.

When Yeats wrote that «<even when the poet seems most himself...
he is never the bundle of accident and incoherence that sits down to
breakfast; he has been reborn as... something intended, complete», he
emphasized the analogy between artistic growth and self-realization or
self-transformation®'.

The statement that an artist lives a more advanced stage of
existence than his contemporaries is surprising to many people when
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first heard — not because they wonder at the artist being ahead of them
by having a specific skill, but because art does affect the quality of life,
by changing one’s perception.
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MEPIAHWH

S. J. lliopoulos and Liana Sakelliou,
«Fra Lippo Lippi»: The Real Thing

210 dok{jd Tou yia Tov Shelley, o Browning loxupietat 6Tt ol kah-
Nitéxveg dev yivovrat andAuta katavontol and Tnv emoxr Toug, Ka-
B8g dnuoupyolv og €va Tio TIPoNYHEVO aTddlo umtdpEewg amd Toug
OUYXPOVOUG TOUG. Amd ToV LoXUPLoUS autd avapueTal €va epwtnua
OXETIKA e TO £(30g ™G «TPAYHATIKOTNTAG>» e Ty orola aoyohou-
VTal 010 £pY0 Toug. Me avapopég T000 OTLG EVVOLEG TOU «AVTIKELUEVL-
KOU» Kal TOU «UTTOKEWEVIKOU» TIounTr], 600 Kal ot POAVTIKEG Bew-
pleg mepl TéxVNG, Kat pe enikevipo To moinua Tou Browning «Fra Lippo
Lippi», avaAUetat n mep{mAokn dnuioupyikn dadikacia mou mpoteivel
0 TIONTNG Yla TNV avaltnon «aAneelag» Kat «vorjpatog». H dadika-
ofa autr, Tou «avanaplotd» My avahoyia peta&l ©egol Kat TomTr,
KaBperttiCel T WK OxEom avdpeoa oty KAAAITEXVIKY] dnuoupyla
Kal Tr) CUVAKOAOUBN LETAUOPPWTIKY EUMELPIA, TNV «TTPAYUATIKOTNTO»
TIOU KABLOTA TOV KAANITEXVT TIPWTOTIOPO.
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