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Browning’s “Sicilian Pastoral”
John Maynard

N H1s Browning Handbook, W, C. DeVanc long ago noted that

therc was a manuscript of the lead poem to Aden and Women,

“Love Among the Ruins,” in the Idoughton Collection in the ar-

vard College Library. I want here to report on the manuscript
and suggest briefly what relevance it may have to recent critical discus-
sion of the poem. .

The manuscript, originally part of the Amy Lowell Collection, is
cvidently an carly or possibly a fiest draft of the poem.! Between the
1855 published text and later editions the only change, except for minor
variations in punctuation, was the reduction of the poemn from fourtecn
stanzas of six lincs each to seven stanzas of twelve each. The manu-
seript at Harvard also consists of seven stanzas of twelve lines each, and
shows that Browning merely restored the poem, in the later editions,
to its first form. However, in the mapuscript there is a one-linc break at
the middle of each stanza to suggest a pause. [nasmuch as the variations
in the manuscript are relatively few, 1 merely list the variant lines with
the standard readings * for comparison (the relevant phrases are printed
in italics). Where present, the few variations between Men and
W omen and the standard version are also noted.

Title: Sicifian Pastoral Love Among the Ruins
Line
1 Where che quiet colored end of even qitiet-coloured end of evening
smiles,
> Miles and z#iles, siiles
8 So they say; (So they say)

*'The MS. is written in ink, one side only, on four sheets of vellum, measuring
10,0 L. X I¢ €N, 9.8 €I, X To Ccm,, 11 M. X 10,2 ¢M., 9.7 ¢M, X 10,2 ¢m, T he writing
is clear and legible, with only a few corrections,

*The comparison is with the standard text as given in The Works of Robert
Browning, cd. Augustine Birrell {(New York, 1919), pp. 229-230. Variations fol-
lowed by [M&W] are from the 1855 fiest edition. The MS. readings are published
by permission of the [arvard College Library.
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Browning's “Sicilian Pastoral”

s our country’s very capital, {the}

/its/® prince

Held his court in, bad bis councils, sent
afar

Now — the country does pot even
boast a tree,

Intersect and give a namc to, else they
ran

Inta arne —

Made of zzerble men might march on
nor be prest

Never awas,

Such a carpet as, this summier tiie,
o’erspreads

Struck 4 them tawie,

Which the caper roats a-top of, by the
gourd

Quersaared,

When® the patching houseleek’s head
of blossom winks

W as the basement whence a tower in
ancient time

And a burning #ing all rotnd che
chariots traced

As they raced

W hife the swomarch, and his minigns
and his daincs

And I know, while thus the guiet-
colored eve

To their folding all our many-tinkling
fleece

Waits me there,

In the t#rret whence the charioteers
caught soul

When the king looked, where she loaks
now, breathless, ditinb,

But the city be looked ont on, every
side,

Fach on esch!

South and norih,

437
Of

gathered . . . wielding far
Now, —

Now —— [M&W]

(else

one)

wrarbie, . . . pressed,
uzarble, . . . prest, [M&W)
moas!

suinnier-tine,

tame;
By the caper overrooted,

Ouerscored,
W hile

Marks

ring, all round,

ring all round, [M&W]
raced,

And . . . wonarch

quiet-coloured
folding,

there

tirret

turret, [M&W]
ditpnd

he looked upon the city,
each.

North,
north, [MEW]

*“the” crossed out in the MS. and “its” written above.

* Originally another word, now illegible; “struck” written over it, then re-written
clearly in margin.

" Originally “while”; “swhile™ crossed out and “when” added in margin.
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77 And yet imusiered five-score chariots in  Yer reserved a thousand

full force —
79 Ob, heart! oh, blood that . . .0 Gh...ob ... freezes,
blood that burns! Ob, ... oh, .., freezes,
[ M&W]
83 With their granderrs and their gloties rimaaphs . . . rest!
and the rest — . trivaphs o .. rest. [M&W]
84 Thisis best! Love . . . best.

—

‘The significance of these changes may be briefly summarized. The
majority are minor improvements in phrase or punciuation. Although
the changes do not represent a complete re-casting of the poem, they
do mdicate a thorough revision before publication and provide cvi-
dence of how scriously Browning worked at the poems for Aen wid
W omen, perhaps his most deliberate bid for some degree of popular
and critical recognition. Substitutions, such as, “By the caper over-
rooted” for “Which the caper roots a-top of,” or, “But he locked upon
the city” for “But the city he looked out on,” tend to eliminatc ob-
scurity and ronghness — qualities which had been so often seized upon
for criticism in his carlier work. Other minor changes, for instance the
ultimate prefcrence given to “freezes” over “tingles” in line 79, or the
substitution of “Marks” for “Was” in linc 43, show Browning making
scnsitive editorial judgments, selecting the best word for his purpose,
before he went to press. .

Although most of his changes are mprovements in style and word
choice, there is apparently one thrust of his work that comes cut in a
numnber of his decisions. This is the tendency to draw even more
strongly the centrast berween the natural, quict world of the speaker,
and the metallic, bellicose city of the past. The former city is made to
appear even morc¢ warlike and tremendous by substituting “Wielding
far’” in line 11 for the more ncutral, “sent afar”; the “five-score char-
iots”’ of the manuscript become “a thousand” in the published version,
a ten-fold increase in striking power; and in line 83, “grandevrs” is re-
placed by the more haughty, “triumphs.” On the other side, Browning
made the present of lover awaiting laver even morc immediately and
directly attractive as an altcrnative. In line 26 an cxclamation is added
after “Never was” suggesting lyric enthusiasm over che “plenty and
perfection” of the scene, “Marks” for “was the bascment” in line 43

® Browning had written “freezes”, then erossed it out and written “tingles™ above
— but this, too, is partly crossed out.
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Browning's “Sicilian Pastoral” 439

makes the ruin even less substantial in the modern scene, a merc trace
rather than a monument. Most strikingly, the manuscript, “7T'his is
best” becomes the well-known ending, “Love is best.” "7 his,” mean-
ing the speaker’s appoinument and the medern scene in general, has
become a more explicit statement of value. Whatever hard phallic
encrgies the old city posscssed, his own Jife, and the silent meeting to
come, arc, for the speaker, the way of normal love.

After all changes betwcen this manuscript and the published pocein
are noted, however, the most interesting and suggestive fact about the
manuscript is, no doubt, its title. Although the existence of such an
carly title has long been known, nonc of the critical discussions of the
poem has paid much attention to it. Much of the literature on the
poem has been concerned with finding sources for Browning’s vision of
the ancient city in contemporary archeology or Biblical sources.? Crit-
ics with such intenuons bave understandably not been interested in
dwelling on the fact that Browning himself located his poem 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 poem. Yet the
dircction of Browning’s changes as scen in the Harvard manuscript
would suggest, if anything, that this early title merits more attention
than it has so far received. There is no evidence that Browning’s new
title represented, in intention, any deparcure from his original concep-
tion of his pocm as a pastoral work. The new title, stressing the themes
of love and ruins alrcady present in the carlicr draft, merely brought
this peem in line with the almost novelistic contemporary situations
evoked by other titles in Men and 1Women, “Two in the Campagna,”

“A Serenade at the Villa,” “Any Wife to Aoy Husband,” and so on.

As Johnstone Parr has suggested,® the mention of ruins, at a time when
there was great cxcitement over contemporary archeological discover-
ics, served to give the poem the flavor of contemporaneity that Brown-

“E.g., Bernhard Fehr, “Ober Robert Brownings Love Amouog -the Ruins,” Archiv
frir das Studiznm der Neuerer: Sprachen und Literatzren, CXILIT (Dce. 1921), 260~
262; Robert Law, “The Background of Browning’s ‘Love Among the Ruins,'”
Modern Language Notes, XXXV (May 1922), 312-313; Johastone Parr's interest-
ing, “T'hc Site and Ancient City of Browning’s f.ove Among the Ruins,’” PA{LA,
LXVIL (March 1953), 128-137. R, K. R, Thornton, “A New Source faor Brown-
ing's ‘Love Among the Ruins,’ ” Notes and Queries, XV (May 1968), 178-179, does
suggest as possible sources two warks close to traditional pastoral literature, Spen-
ser’s translattons of Du Bellay, Ruins of Rowre and The Ruins of Time.

* Parr, p. 137.
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ing would have wanted in the lcad poem of his fifty men and women,
just as the pocm, “Mesmerism” would have had the same interest to
Browning’s audience as a poem titled, “E.S.P.” might have to readers
today. Although the new title thus stressed the modernity of this
escape to love, these was i de-emphasis of the pastoral nature of the
poem. Br owning’s changes from the Harvard manuscript to the
printed version mcrely further strengthened the age-old pastoral
themes which the earlier title evoked. As we have seen, Browning
worked in a consistent way in his revision to heighten the traditional
and cssential dichotomy of the pastoral vision: cclebration of country
innocence and condemnation of urban corruption.

Park Honan's authoritative study of Browning’s artistry in the de-
velopment of individual characters in the monologues® has called
needed atrention to Browning’s formal mastery of diction, versifica-
tion, and 1 imagery. But what has been neglected in the cridcal studies
of this poem s less the rhetorical technique of Browning’s poctic art
then his largcr strategy in creating a modern version of a traditional
pastoral. In view of this ncglect T want, in conclusion, following the
broad hint in the manuscript title, to stress the artistry in Browning’s
ovcrall use of the pastoral form, and to suggest the place of such a poem
in Browaing’s monologues gencrally. The traditional and, no doubt,
mast casuzl readers’ interpretation of “Love Among the Ruins,” is that
Browning, through the speaker, is affirming the values of love against
the deathly, warlike valucs of the ancient city. Thus, as Robert Law
putsit, “ ‘Love Among the Ruins’ teaches that vital human love is better
than all the dead glory of the past.” ** Such a view, naively identifying
Browning with the speaker in his monologue, though not for that rea-
son necessarily mmcorrect, starts out on the path of least resistance to
the wsual kind of oversimplification of Browning. Carricd a step
further, this kind of reading casily reduces the poem to a mere message
or statement of the poet’s philosophy: “Browning says, ‘Lave is best,” ”
Recently, in opposition to this usual view of the poeny, two more
sophisticated interpretations have hecen arpued. W. David Shaw,™
seeing Browning’s pocms as steps in a dialectic of value from aesthetic
to ethical and finally to religious awareness, sees “Love Among the
Ruins™ as a criticism, not an endorsement, of the speaker’s attitnde:

* Brouming's Characters (1961)

" Law, p. 313, :
¥ The Dialectical Temper (New York, 1968), pp. 113-119.
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the speaker reveals the characteristic limitations of the “aesthetic life”
even as he strains at realizing these limitations. And William Cadbury,’®
another perceptive recent commentator on Browning’s pocms, dis-
tinguishing two forms in Browning’s monologues, the lyric (in which
the poet sings his own concerns through the mouthpiece of a character)
and the anti-lyric (in which the poct creates a character apart from
himself with whom he docs not ask us to agrec), sees “Love Among the
Ruins” as an anti-lyric monologue that fails. To Cadbury, Browning
seems to have wricten a poem in which he clearly intended to express
his personal (lyric) views through the narrator; yet the poem itself,
like the anti-lyric, lcads us to question the validity of the gray, leveled,
disorganization which the speaker offers as his alternative to the cor-
ruption of the ancient city. Accepting neither the usual view of the
poem nor such an antithetical view as Shaw takes, Cadbury suggests
that we are left, between the two, on the horns of a dilemma: “We
simply do not know whether Browning wishes us to take his poem as
truc version of philosophy, or to read it as the atditude of 2 no doubt
flawed character like the many others he so brilliantly creates.” 2

Both Shaw and Cadbury provide illnminating obscrvations on partic-
ulars of the poem; furchcrmore, this bald summary of their positions
hardly does justice to the subtlety of their general arguments. But cven
on the basis of such simplified redactions, 1 think it is fair ro ask whether
either of these vicws, 25 well as the traditional reading of the poem,
adequatcly accounts for the degrec of conscious artistry revealed by
Browning’s revisions from his manuscript and his conception of the
poem from the beginning as in a traditional pastoral mode.

Shaw himself criticizes Cadbury for attempting to force the poem
into one or another of two pre-set molds. But in fact all three vicws of
the poem which I have mentioned tend to approach the Browning
monologue with a sizgle pre-assumption: that the poem is a statement
of views with which the poet, and hence, by our implication in the
poem as readers, we, 100, will wish to agree or disagrec. Browning
agrees with the speaker; he disagrees; or he is himself uncertain and
confused as to what he chinks. Is there same other aim Browning mighe
have sct himself in writing 2 pocm than that of affirming or criticizing
a particular attitnde? The answer, both from the evidence of the manu-

¥ “Lyric and Anu-Lyric Forms: A Method for Judging Browning,” University

of '{';ronto Quarterly, XXXIV {Qct. 1964), 49-67.
“P. 6.
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script and from the pleasure countless readers, not all of them shep-
herds or drop-outs from urban society, have taken in this pocm is, ob-
viously, yes. Less absolute than his interpreters, Browning created in
his poem a modern version of an age-old form. As such the poem pre-
sents not 2 statement of philosophy or a dialectical argument but a tume-
Jess attitude, that of longing for cscape from the barbarities of civiliza-
rion into a simple, pastoral world, projected into one moment of time.
Although we may, on the one hand, find in the poem the reasons for
the atcractiveness of a pastoral escape from complexity or we may, on
the other hand, focus on the illusoriness of any such attempt to substi-
tute a simpler vision of life for the realities in which we live, we do not
read the poem in order to make these judgments. We are asked rather
to partlczpate for the time we read the poen s one point of view, one
impression of reality. And Browning’s strategy is to bring alive the
tradition of pastoral, declared dead by Dr. Johnsen, by re-casting it
into a form that, even more than a hundred ycears later, still scems to us
cssentially modern and immediate. The lover speaks not in the con-
ventional forms of song or sonnet but from an immediate sctting and
in a strangely lndlvldual, aimost lilting, echoing rhythm. Fe uses not
the literary descriptive terms of Renaissance pastoral but the direct de-
scriptive VOC‘lbul"tl‘y of close romantic obscrvation of nature; and he
scems to place himself at the vanguard of time, with a conscious sense
of a distant and very diffcrent past.

Yet the truth he discovers, the truth of “love is best,” is quintessen-
tially what its critics have called 1t: pedcetmn and cven hackneyed.
The lovers’ stance, scemingly so new, is really another assertion of the
agc-old theme of an escape to a purer world; and this coalescence of new
and old is the essence of Browning’s art. The poem captures for a new
age an ageless truch thag, Jike all truisms, 1s pecpetually both true and
false. Browmng § artistry is not the assertion or denial of this truism
but his suceess in pouring old winc into new bottles, in bringing alive
for his reader one recurrent way of looking at reality.

In one sense, Shaw is of course right in placing this pocm loiver in a
hicrarchy of Brownmg s monologues than many others. The pastoral
made 1tsclf cven in its traditional form, was, of course, conceived of as
a minor onc, and the speaker’s rather black and white perceprions, as
Cadbury points out as well, are not to be compared to the complexity
of the Popc s vision of life, or for that matter, to that of Blougram or
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of Andrea del Sarro. But it 1s well to remember that it is of the essence
of Browning’s mature arc that no dircer onslaught to the entire teuth
of things can be for him successful. “I am only a painstaking feilow,”
Browning said in his well-known remark to his friend, Madame Du
Quairc, deprecating his talent in comparison to his wife’s, “Can’t you
imagine a clever sort of angel who plots and plans and tries to build up
something — he wants to make you see it as he sees it — shows you one
point of view, carrics vou off to another, hammering into your head the
thing he wants you to understand.” ** In such an art, each individual
monologue is an exploration of one way of looking at reality and the
arustry of each poem is that of finding the form that is adequatc vo the
particular vision. The process can be understood almost as a special
form of Wallace Stevens’ “poem of the mind in the act of finding What
will suffice.” Each successful monologue is sufficient to the “point of
vicw” of the speaker, just as each 1s necessarily insufficient to the busy
angel who creates one speaker and his point of view, only to move on
immediately to another,

Three poems later in the original Men and Women, a very different
speaker, “an Italian person of quality,” 15 allowed to say. what can be
said for the joys of the city over the ennwi of mnexpensive country
living. But Browning docsn’t ask us to judge between the arguments
for and against urban life propounded by the speaker of “Up at a Villa
— Down in the City” and the spcaker of “Love Among the Ruins.”
Each is a point of view worth exploring to the extent that Browning
is successful in the difficult art of finding the form that expresses the
view. The evidence provided by the chance survival of Browning’s
earlier version of “Love Among the Ruins” reminds vs that Brown-
ing was quite conscious that he was creating a specific form for a speci-
fic point of view; and for those who continuc te cnjoy the expcrience
offered in “Love Among the Ruins™ it provides reassurance of Brown-
ing’s care and artistry in his best monologues.

“ Sutherland Orr, Life and Letters of Robert Browning (London, 1908), p. 235.
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