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Browning's ''Sicilian Pastoral'' 
Jo b11 Ma y11ctrd 

N His Brorz.vni11g Handbook~ "\~1• C. De \T::i.nc long ago noted that 
there ,vas a n1anuscript of the lead pocrn to AJc11 n11d TfT on1en, 
''Love Among the Ruins, 1 " in the I-loughton Co] lcction in the I·I ar-
vnrd College Library .. I ,vant here to report on the manuscript 

and suggest briefly \Vhat relevance it n1ay hav·e to recent critical discus-
sion of the poem. 

The manuscript, orj g inall y part of the Atn y I~o-\ ve] l Co 11 cc tic n1 is 
evidently an early or po::;sibly a first draft of the poem.1 Benveen the 
18 5 s published text and later editions the only change., except for 1ninor 
vru-ia.tions in punctuation, ,vas the reduction of the poem fron1 fourteen 
stanz-as of six lines each to seven stanzas of nvel ve ea ch. The n1anu-
script at Harvard illso consists of seven stanzas of nvelv·e lines ea.ch., and 
sho,vs that Bro,v1ung 111etel) 7 restored the poen1~ in the Jater editions, 
to its first forn1. Holvever, in the manuscript there is a one-]inc break at 
the mi<ld le of ea ch stanza to sn gg est a pause. I nasn1 u ch ns ch e variations 
in the manuscript ~re relatively fe\v, I merely list the variant lines \Vith 
the standard readings~ for con1parison (the relevant phrases arc printed 
in italics) . \\ 1h ere present, the f e \ v variations b ct\v een M e11 nn d 
T-T1 ou I e11 -and the standard version a re a 1 so 11 ot ed .. 

Title: Sicilian Parton?/ 
Line 

1 ,,, here the qz1 iet co I ored e'll d of even 
s1nilesi 

2 1'1iles and n1iles, 
8 So they say; 

L o'i.Je A 111ong the Ruins 

qttiet-caloured end of eve11i11g 

1niles 
(So they say) 

1. The lviS. is ,vr i tten in i nk1 one sid c only, on four sh E:ets of ve 11 u mi measurjng 
10.9 cm. x 10 cn1.1 9+8 cm. x 10 cm., 11 cm .. x 10.1. cm., 9.7 cm. x 10,1 cn1, The ,vriting 
is dear and legible, ,vith only a fc\lr" corrections. 

1 The con111 a.rj son is: ,vith the Stand~ rd text as given in The lJT orks of Roh ert 
Browni1Jg 1 ed. Augus.tine IljrreH (New York, 1919),. pp. 2 ::29-2 30. Variations fol-
lowed by [lr1& '''] are from the r 8 5 s .first c di tion. The i\1S. xea din gs a re pu blishcd 
by pcru1 is..-; ion of the I-I arv~ rd College Library. 

436 
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9 H1 as- our country's very c8pita1, (the) 

Jjts/3 prince 
11 Hdd lus court in, had bis counci1s, sent 

afar 
1 3 1-l aw - the country does not e\•cn 

boast a tree! 
i 7 Intersect and give a na1nc to1 else thcr 

run 
18 Into one-
23 i\-indc of 1narble n1en might march on 

nor be prest 
26 Never '1.Vfls, 
2 7 Such a carpet :as, this sunnner ti1n e, 

o 1 erspreads-
3 4 St rue k 4 thcn1 tan1e 1 

39 lV hich tlJe caper roots a-top of, by the 
gourd 

40 Oversoared) 
41 H' ben ri t] 1 c patch.in g house leek, s he'1 d 

of b 1 ossom \Vi nks 

Of 
gatbered . .. wieldlng far 

Now~ ' 
"/\1ow - f i\·1&~'] 
(else 

one) 
111arble, .. . . pressed1 

11wrble~ _ . . pre st~ [l\1& \~l} 

tan1c; 
Ry tbe caper overrooted, 

Overscored 1 

TVhile 

4 3 H 1 as the basen1 en t ,vhence a to,ver in 1l 1 arks 
• I 8nc1ent nme 

45 And a burning 1-iug all rottud the 
cha do ts traced 

46 As they raced 
4 7 H' bi! e the tnm1ar c b, and his n1i oions 

and his d:a.1ncs 
49 And I kno,v, ,vhile thus the quiet-

colored C\TC 

51 To thejr folding alt our rnany-rjnk]ing 
fleece 

56 W2its me there~ 
5 7 In the turret ,v hence the charioteers 

caught soul 
59 When the king looked1 ,vhere she looks 

no,v, breathlessi drnnb, 
61 But tbe city be looked out on~ e~tery 

side, 
7 2 Each on et1ch J 
74 South and worth, 

ring, all Touud, 
1'ing all round) [ l\i& W] 
raced, 
A11d • • . 1uonarcb 

iJ ui et-co J mtr ed 

f oldingt 

tbere 
Ul1Tet 
turret, [M'&\'VJ 
duntb 

be looked upou the city., 

each. 
North) 
north, [ j\1&,V] 

1 cthe 1 ' crossed out in th~ 1\ 1 R and 'cits" ·written abovE:. 
• OriginaUy another word, 1lOlh-' .i11egible; 1~struck" written over iti then re-written 

c1ear1y in n1a rgjnL 
n Originally "°y:hHe''; ' 1,vhile'l crossed out and 4=1when" 11dded in margin .. 
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7 7 And yet 111 ust ercd five-seore chariots in 

full force-
79 Ob, heart! ob, blood th11t • • 0 

blood th-at burns! 

83 l\'ich their grm1dcurs and their glories 
and the rest-

84 1~/Jis is best! 

l"" er reserved a tbo11sand 

Oh . + • ob . freezes, 
Ob'J . . oh't . . .. freezes} 
[ J\·1& ,,, ] 
trfrnnpbs ... restr 
trilnnpbs ... rest. [ l\1.& ,\l J 
Love ... best. 

The significa nee of these changes may be bricfl y sun1n1arizcd. The 
ma jorjt}7 arc n1inor in1provcn1ents in phrase or punctuation. Attl1ough 
the changes do not represent a co1nplcte re-casting of the poen1, they 
do indicate a thorough Icvision bcf ore publication ~nd provide evi-
dence of ho,v seriously Bro\vning "\Yorkcd at the poems for A1en and 
J,J 7 on 1e11, per ha p.s his 111 ost deli b era tc bid for so1n c deg rec of popular 
and er i tic-a 1 recognition~ Su hsti tu ti ons, such -as~ '1 By the ca per over-
rooted" for H'~'hich the caper roots a-top of,n or1 nBnt he looked upon 
the city" for HBut the city he looked our on,"' tend to elin1inatc ob-
scurity and roughness -qualities ,,~hich had been so often seized upon 
for crjticisrn in his earlier \Vork. Other 111inor changes, for instance the 
ultin1atc pref crcnce given to c'frcezcs" over ~(tinglcsu in line 79, or the 
substitution of ~, lviarksi for '''V :1st't in line 4 3; sho,v Bro\vrung making 
sensitive editorial judgrnents, selecting the best lvord for his purpose, 
before he ,vent to press. · · 

Although 1nost of his changes are i1nprovernents in sty·le and ,vord 
choice, there is apparently one thrust uf his ,vork that con1cs out in a 
number of his decisions. This is the tendency tu dra,v even n1ore 
strongly· the contrast bct,veen the natural, quiet ,vorld of the speaker, 
and the 111ctallic, bellicose city of the past. The forn1cr cit1r is 111adc to 
appear even more ,varlikc and rren1endous by S11bstituting 1

''' 7ie1ding 
far" in line 1 1 for the 111orc neutral~ "sent afar''; the Hfi ve-score char-
iots" of the inanuscript becon1c ' 1a thousand>' in the published version, 
a tcn-f old increase in striking po,vcr; and in line 8 3, c cgrandeurst, is re-
placed b)7 the n1ore haught)7 t ,-etriun1phs.J' On the other side~ Bro,vning 
n1ade the present of lover 2,vaicing lover even n1orc imrncdiately and 
directly attractive as an alternative. In line 26 an cxclan1ation is added 
after ''Never ,vas', suggesting lyric cnthnsiasn1 over the ('plenty and 
perfection'' of the scene. ~'1\-iarks" for "-e,vas t~c bascn1ent" in line 43 

G Bro,vning wrfrten ~~freeze~'\ then crossed it out and ,vrittcn "tingles:', above 
- hut this. to Oi j s. partly ;crossed our. · · · 
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makes the ruin even 1 ess subs tan tia l in th c n1 oder n scene, a n1 ere tra cc 
rather than a n1onun1cnt. l\1ost strikingly~ the n1anuscript, "This is 
bcstn bccon1cs the \vcll-kno\vn ending, ''Love is best .. 'J 1' T bis,'., mean-
ing the spcakcr~s appojntn1cnt and the modern scene in general, has 
bccon1c a n1orc cxp]icit staten1ent of value. '''hatever hard phalJic 
energies the old city possessed~ his o,vn ]ife, and the silent n1ccting to 
come, arc~ for the speaker., the ,vay of norn1al love .. 

Af tcr all changes henvcen this n1anuscript and the published poc1n 
are noted., ho,vever., the n1ost interesting and suggestive fact about the 
manuscript is, no doubt, its title .. Although the existence of such an 
early title h:;is long been kno,vn, none of tl1c critical discussions uf the 
poen1 has paid 1nuch attention to it. l\1uch of the Jiteraturc on the 
poen1 has been concerned ,vith ftnding sources for Bro,vning's vision of 
the ancient city in conte1nporary archeology or Biblical sources.' Crit-
ics ,vith such intentions have understandably not been interested in 
d,vclling on the fact that Bro,vning hinlself located his poc1n in Sicily 
and not in ancient Babylon or Nineveh; nor have they tried to explore 
the implications of ·this title for a critical reading of the 11oc1n. Y ct the 
dirc-etion of Bro,vning's changes as seen in the I.Jarvard n1anuscript 
\vould sugge.~t1 if anything, that this e:l.rl)7 title n1erits more attention 
than it has so far .received. There is no evjdencc that Bro,v11ingts ne,v 
title represented, jn intention~ any departure fron1 his original concep-
tion of his pocn1 as a pastoral ,vork4 1"'he nc\v titlci stressing the themes 
of I ove and ruins 2 lrc ad y present in the car I icr draft,, rn ere l y brought 
this pocn1 in ljnc \Vjth the a1n1ost novelistic conten1porary situations 
evoked by other titles .in Alen and lf7 01JJe11, "T,vo in the Camp~gna~', 
HA Serenade at the Villa," ~'Any '-''ife to Any Husband/' and so on. 
As Johnstone Parr has suggested1-B the mention of ruins, at a tiine ,vhen 
there "\Yas great cxciten1cnt over conten1porary· archco1ogical discover-
icsl served to give the poctn the flavor of conte1nporaneity that Bro\vn-

.. E.g.t Bernhard Fehr, ~10ber Robert Bro,,·ning~ Lo,Tc A1nong -thc Ruins,:i-' Arcbiv 
fiir dar Studiun1 der ~,leucri?n Spracben und Literaiuren, CXLII (Dec. 19i 1 ), :z.60--
262; Robert La,vi uThc Background of 81·0\vning's 'Love A1nong the Ruin~·/ 11 

A! odcrn I~atiguage Notes., XXX\ 71I ( ~1:ly I 922 ), 3 1 t-3 x 3; Johnstone Parr 1s interest-
ing. '1Thc Site :and Ancient City of Rro-\vning's 'Lo,·e Among the Ruins/.,., I' AfLAt 
LX\TIJ[ (/\·1arch l 953) 1 12.8-r 37. R. K. R. Thornton! , .. A Ne,v Source f()r Bro\vn-
ingts tLo,·c A1nong the Rains/ jo) Notes and Queries! x,, (i\·lay 1968). 178~179j docs 
suggest :. s possib! e sou rcC!S t\Vo \Vo r ks close to tr'1 di tiona l pastor~ l Ii tera tu:rc, Spcn -
ser's transbniullS of Du Hc1l:ily1 Ruins- of Ro·n1e and The Rtlins of Tin1e. 

8 P::irr., pT 137. 
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ing ,vou]d have wanted in the lead poem of his fifty n1cn and ,vo1nen, 
just as the poem, "i\1esmerism'' ,vould have hnd the .same interest to 
Bro,vning~s audience as a poem titled., HE~S.P~" might h2vc to readers 
toda)r· Although the nc,v title thus stressed the modernity of this 
escape to love., there ,vas no dc~ernphasis of the pastoral nature of the 
poen1r B1·0,vning's changes from the H-arvard n1anuscrjpt to the 
printed version n1crcly further strengthened the age-old pastoral 
themes ,vhich the earljer title evoked. As ,ve have seent Brolvning 
,vorkcd jn n consistent ,Yay· in his revision to heighten the traditional 
and essential dichoton1y of the pastoral vision: celebration of country· 
innocence and c ond ctnna tion of urban corn1ption. 

Park Hunan,s authoritative study of Bro,vning~s artistry in the de-
velopment of individual characters in the n1onologues O has ca1lcd 
needed attention to Bro\vning's for111al 1nastery of diction., versifica-
tion1 and i1nagcry. But ,vhat has been neglected in the critical studies 
of this poe111 is less the rhetorical technique of Bro,vningts poetic art 
th-an his Jarger strategy in Crea.ting a modern version of a traditional 
pastoral. In vic,v of this neglect I ,vant1 in conclusion1 f 0110,ving the 
broad hjnt in the 1nanuscript tit1et tu stress the artistry in Bro,vning's 
overall use of the pastoral forn11 and to suggest the place of such a poc1n 
in Bro,vning's n1onolugues generally·. The traditional and, no doubt, 
n1ost ca su a 1 readers~ in tcrpreta ti on of 'Lov c A n1 ong the R uins1'' is that 
Bro"rning, through the· speaker, is affirn1ing the values of love against 
the deathly, ,vnrlikc values of the ancient city. Thus 1 a.s Robert I-ar1t\V 
puts it," 'Love A1nong the Ruinst teaches that viral hu1nnn love is better 
than all the dead glory of the past.,, 10 Such a vie\v, naively identifying 
Bro,vning ,vjth the speaker in his n1onolognc~ though not for that rea-
son necessarily incorrect, starts out on the path of least resistance to 
the usual kind of oversimplification .of Bro,vning. Carried a step 
further~ this kind of rca ding casil y reduces the poem to a nt ere n1 es.sage 
or statcn1ent of the poet's philosophy: 1'Bro,vning says, 'Love is best.' J, 

Recent1y, in opposition to this usual vie,v of the poen1, t\vo n1ore 
sop h isti catc d interpretations have been argued. \\' 4 Dn vid Sh -a, v, 11 

seeing Bro\vning's pocn1.s ns steps in -a dialectic of value from aesthetic 
tu ethical and finally to religious a,vareness, secs hLovc .A.Jnong the 
Ruins'' as a criticis1n) not an endor~e1nent, of the speakcrts attitude: 

{I Hrow-ning's Cl:J{rr~cters ( 1961), 
1n L~\\T1 P• 3 I 3• 
1] The Vi~lectjcal Te111per (Nc,v YorJ.:~ J 968) ! pp4 11s~119. 



Harvard University - Houghton Library / Harvard University. Harvard Library bulletin. Cambridge, Mass., Harvard University Library. Volume XX, Number 4
(October 1972)

Bro·IBning'>s "Sicilinn Pastoral') 44 I 
the speaker reveals the ch a ractcristic Ii n1 i ta ti ons of the 1 'aesthetic Ii f e'' 
even as he strains at realizing these ]imitations. And '~'il)ian1 Cadbury, 12 

another perceptive recent con1mcnta tor on Bro,vni ng~s poc1ns, dis-
tinguishing nv o f orn1s in Bro, vni ng, s 1no nol ogucs, the I yr i c ( in v"1 h ich 
the poet sin gs his o,vn concerns through the mouthpiece of a character) 
and the anti-lyric (jn ,vhich the poet creates fi character apart fro1n 
himself ,vith ,vhon1 he docs not ask us to agrec) 1 sees ,:tLove Among the 
H .. uins" as an anti-lyric monologue that fails. To Cadbury, Bro,vning 
scc1ns to have , vr i tten a. pocn1 in Yi hi ch h c cl car 1 y· intended to ex press 
his personal (]y·ric) vic,vs through the narrator; yet the poetn itself, 
like the anti-I yric 1 leads us to question the vn]idity· of the gra)r, leveled, 
disorganization \Vhich the speaker offers as his alternative to the cor~ 
ruption of the ancient city. Accepting neither the usual vie".r of the 
poen1 nor such an antithetical vic,v as Sha\11 takes, Cadbury suggests 
that ,ve arc left, bct,vecn the t,vo., on the horns of a ditcn1111n: 1 ,,,, c 
simp]y do not kno,v ,vhether Bro,vning ,,,ishes us to take his poem as 
true version of philosophy, or to read it as the attitude of a no doubt 
fl.a\vcd character like the many others he so bril1iantl~l creates.', 111 

Botl1 Sha,v and Cadbury· pro,Tidc il1nn1inating observations on partic-
u]ars of the poem; furthcr111orc, this bald sun11nar)r of their positions 
hard I y docs justice to the subtlety of their gc n cral arg·u tnen ts. But even 
on the basis of such sin1plified redactionst I think it is fair to ask ,vhether 
either of these vic\vs, as ,velJ as the traditional reading of the poem, 
ad equatcl}T accounts for the degree of conscious arcistry revealed by 
Bro,vning's revisions from his n1anuscript and his conception of the 
poetn fron1 the beginning as in a traditional pastoral n1 ode. 

Sha,v hin1self critjcizcs Cadbury for atten1pting to force the poc,n 
into one or another of t\VO pre-set molds. Ent in fact all three vic"\"1-.:rs of 
the pocn1 ,vhich I have 1nentioned tend to approach the Bro"~ning 
n1onologue ,vith a single prc-assun1ption: that the poen1 is a statcn1cnt 
of vic,vs ,v"ith Vlhich the poet, and hence, by our irnplication jn the 
poem as readers, ,ve, too, ,vill ,vish to agree or di~grec. Bro,vning 
agrees ,vith the speaker; he disagrees; or he is himself uncertain 2nd 
confused as to ,·vhat he thinks. Is there son1e other ain1 Bro,vning n1ight 
have sec hin1sclf in ,vriting a poem than that of affirming or criticizing 
a particular :attitude? The ~ns\ver, hoth from the evidence of the manu-

;1!1 ~'Lyric and And-Ly.rjc Forms: A l\1:ethod for Judging Bro\\rning+,s University 
of Toronto QuarterlJ\ XXXIV (Oct. 1964), 49--67. 

ii: P. 65. 
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s crj pt and fro n1 the pl casure conn i-less read er.s1 not all of them she p-
h erds or drop-outs fron1 urban society,. have taken in this poem is) ob-
viously, y cs~ Les.s absolute than his i nterprctcrs, Bro, v ning ere ate d in 
his pocn1 a n1odcr11 version of an age-old fortn. As such the poetn pre-
sents not a. statc1ncnt of pbilosoph)r or a dialectical -argun1cnt hut a ti1ne-
]ess attitude~ that of longing for escape from the barbarities of civiliza-
tion jnto :t ~implc, pastoral ,vorld, projected jnto one n1on1ent of ti1ne~ 
Although v~'e may., on the one hand, find in the poen1 the rea!=.'ons for 
the uttructiveness of a pastor~l escape from cornp1exit)r or ,ve n13y, on 
the other hand, focns on the i1lusoriness of an)r such attcn1pt to substi-
tute a simpler vision of life for the realities jn ,vhich ,ve live, 1.vc do not 
read the poen1 in order to 111r1ke these judgrnents. "\1/c are asked rather 
to participate for the ti1ne ,ve read the pucn1 in one point of vie"\ one 
itnpression of reality. And Bro,vning~s strategy is-to bring alive the 
tradition of pastoral, declared dead h) 7 DI. Johnson, h)7 rc~casting it 
into a forn1 that, even n1ore than a hundred yc::1.r.s ]arcr, sri11 sce111s to us 
essentially n1odern and in1mediate. The lover speaks not in the con-
ventional forn1s of song or sonnet but fron1 an imn1cdiatc setting and 
in a strangely individual, aln1ost Jilting, echoing rhyt11111. I·Ie uses not 
the Jitera .. ry dcscripttve terms of llcnaissance pastoral hut the direct de-
scriptive vocabulary of close ron111ntic observation of nature; and he 
sccn1s to p]acc hin1self at the vanguard of ti1ne., ,vith a conscious sense 
of a distant and very di.ff crcnt past. 

~{ et the truth he discovers, the ti-nth of ''love is bcst,u is quintessen-
tially ,vhat its critics have called it: pedestrian and even hackneved. 

• r 

The lovers' sHtnce~ sccn1ingly so nc'"'r, is really another assertion of the 
age-old thcn1c of nn escape to a purer ,vorJ d; and this coalescence of ne,v 
an<l old js the essence of Brrnvningls art. 1 ... hc poen1 captures for a nc,,r 
aO"C a.n acrclcss truth that, 1ike :;lll truis1nst is perpen1a1ly both true and 

0 T 

false. Bro,vning's artistry is not the assertion or denial of this truisrn 
but his success in J)Ouring old ,vine into ne,v bottles, in bringing alive 
for his reader one recurrent ,va) 7 of looking at reality4 

In one sensc1 Sha\v is of course right in placing this pocn1 Jo,ver jn a 
hicrirchy of BroYvning's n1onologues than n1an}r others. The pastoral 
1110de itself, even in· its traditional form, ,vas1 of course., conceived of ::is 
a n1inor one~ and the .speaker's rather black and ,vhitc pcrceptionst as 
Cadbury points out -as ,vell, :1.rc not to be con1pa.rcd to the con1plexity· 
of the Pope's vision of life, or for that matter~ to thnt of Blougra1n or 



Harvard University - Houghton Library / Harvard University. Harvard Library bulletin. Cambridge, Mass., Harvard University Library. Volume XX, Number 4
(October 1972)

443 
of Andrea dcl Sarto. But it js ,vcll to remcn1bcr that it is of the essence 
of Ilro,vning,s mature art that no direct onslaught to the entire truth 
of things can be for hin1 .successfuL "I ::11n _only a pninstaking feHo\v,"' 
Brolvning said jn his \VCll-kno,v11 rcn1ark to his friend~ l\1adan1c Du 
Quairc, deprecating his t::ilcnt in cotnparison to his ,vifc's, 'tCanit you 
irnagine a clever sort of angel ,vho plots and plans -and tries to bui]d up 
sornerhing - he ,vants to n1ake you see it ~.she sees it- sho\vs you one 
point of vie\v, carries you off to another 1 ha1nn1ering into your head the 
thing he ,vants you to understand/' H In such an art, each individual 
n1onologue is an exploration of one vvay of looking at reality and the 
artistry of each poc1n is that of finding the forn1 that is adequate to the 
parttcu1ar \'jsion. The process can be understood almost as a special 
forn1 of ,~7allacc Stevens' '(poc1n of the 111ind in the act of finding '\'hat 
,vill suffice/' Each successful 1nonologuc is sufficient to the 11point of 
vicl\r" of the speaker, just as each is necessarily insufficient to the busy 
angel ,vho creates one speaker a:nd his point of vie" .. , only to rnove on 
in1rnediately to another. 

Three poe111s later in the original A1e11 a11d 111 0111eu, a very· different 
speaker, .c'\1n Ita1ian person of quality/' is aBo,ved to say. ,vhat can be 
said for the joys of the city over the ennui of inexpensive country 
living .. But Ilro,yning doesn't ask us to judge bct\vecn the argurncnts 
for ~u1d against urhan life propounded by the speaker of ' 1U p at a. \l ill a 
- Do\vn in the Cir.yt' and the speaker of "Love A1nong the Ruins .. " 
E~cll is a point of vie,v ,,-orth exploring to the extent that Ilrovlning 
is successful in the difficult art of .finding the form that expresses the 
vie,v. ~fhe evidence provided by the chance survival of Bro,vning's 
earlier yersion of -'CLovc An1ong the Ruins''" rcnlinds us that Ilrolvn-
ing ,vas quite conscious that he ,vas creating a specific form for a speci-
fic pojnt of vie"\"v; and for those \\~ho continue to enjoy the experience 
offered in ,HLove lunong the RuinsH it provides reassurance of Bro\vn-
i n g 1 s ca re and artistry in his best 111 on ol o gu es~ 

11 Sutherland Orr, Life and Letters of Robert Browning (London, 190B ), p. 2 35. 
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