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“Fra Lippo Lippi”: A Defense for Art and Material Reality
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At first it might seem as t_.:l._.'g_jl Ropbert Browning's “Fra Lippo Lippi” arastica ly uxiaposes the flesh

and the soul with the season of Carnival and the liturgical season of Lent representing these two
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However, upon inspecting the poem s form, confeni, and ine speaker nimsell, a more complex
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Fra Lippo Lippi himself embodies the unity of the spiritual and the material, which at tirst glance
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king contradiction to the reader. However, the poem reveals that
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he monks are, in fact, self-contradictory. Lippi begins the monologue by trying fo jus
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suspicious circumstances to the gquards that catch him “at alley’s end \ where sportive

their doors ajar” (ll. 5-6) in the miadle of the night. The monk is presented in a questionable light as

one who chases atfter the desires of the tlesh. He bribes the guards with a ‘quarter tlorin” {l. 28] to

he saints, and scripture throughout his entir
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monastic ider-fi"-;,-' flauntir g his knowledge of the Sc riptures and tradition. As a chi
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reality—bread, shelter, and clothing—to survive. He says, “"Twa
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the warm serge and the rope that goes all round” (ll. 103-104). He enters the monastic tradition to

receive the sustenance he previously lacked while living in the world. This proves the importance o

the Church'’s mission to feed the poor and orphaned, while simultaneously exposing how it

contradicts itself. The Church forces its members to denounce the very things that drew them to
i .

oarticipate in the divine— the very things God provided for them in order to live
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Just as Lippi‘s persona fuses the monastery with the dark a ough which he
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elevates the human experience to the transcendent. He talks about painting God and the Virg

these / secured af their devotion, up shall come /
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Out of a corner when you least expect, / As one by a dark stair into a great lignt, / Music and
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kKing, who but Lippol II" (ll. 359-363). By painting the heavenly realm—an abstract and distant

rough likening the “flowery angel brood” (I. 349)

natience” ([. 359), and the Prior’s niece to St. Lucy, he makes them accessible. He is even able to
stial beings as he does with the guards standing before him. When the

R e Il SR ' = e o el o ERTER TR L P L e e L fama o
angeis praise nis work, nis emotions dre maniresieda mrougn visibie I_?} VSICAl redcitons oy Dilusning
- - ) )

and smiling.

This emotional manifestation through facial expression is something that fascinates Lippi. In both his
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monologue and his art, Lippi often fixates on the human face, which is the soul illustrated in the flesh.
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He says, “| drew men’s faces on my copybooks, s
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Joined legs and arms to the long music-notes, / Found eyes and nose and chin for A's and B's, /
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And made a string of pictures of the world” (ll. 122-133). Here, he compares the face to @ musica
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emotion—an element of the soul which has no material shape—and contains it in a phvsical form.
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(iambic pentameter) and manipulates it Dy breaking the traditionc
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nature. He takes an elevated torm associated with .l"",_:"l%l' I"lfj‘:i,:g;_ﬂ" ana makes it common.

fransparent, easy fo lL-.j.=| ow. In addition to the torm of |% poem, Ine genre itselt is also indicative of

this idea. The dramatic monologue of a single realistic character in @ particular situation—a monk

suspecied of unlawrul behqavior— expresses broad, complex, and :_-f|'i O3
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he purpose of art. The Prior believes that the soul should be devoid of the material. He instruc
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In his monologue, Fra Lippo Lippi does not separate the spirit and the flesh. On the contrary: He

stands tirmly against dualism and argues that material reality is an extension of the spiritual realm—a
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e to participate in the realm of the divine.
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Browning, Robert. "Fra Lippo Lippi
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