LITB1 – Robert Browning’s ‘Fra Lippo Lippi’ 

AO3 – Interpretations of the poem 

1) This poem is yet another defensive speech by a flawed and abnormal protagonist, as untrustworthy as Porphyria’s Lover and the so-called Patriot.
· Expresses his emotions and fury at the public’s complaints of his art ( “swallows” his “rage”)

· He is sensitive towards criticism, but has the ability to control his temper, as opposed to the abnormal protagonist in Porphyria’s Lover, who kills his lover for an irrational reason
· Lippi tries to gain sympathy from the reader by mentioning that he is an orphan (“my mother died And father died they left me in the street”). By mentioning this, he is trying to describe why he is so corrupt and explains that he had to give up the pleasures of life at a young age without choice
2) This poem contains a challenging debate about the role of religion in society, and is more complex than just the criticism of an atheist.
· The monk represents Christianity as a whole, and Browning is satirizing how Christianity often displays their actions as virtuous even when they aren’t
· Browning depicts the idea that religion consists of abstinence and restraint as a way of becoming closer to God and to drink, swear and participate in sexual activities, was seen as entirely unacceptable
· People of God are meant to be pure and sinless; however the monks portrayed in Fra Lippo Lippi do not seem completely committed to serving God
· There are references to Jesus Christ and the Virgin Mary as they were viewed as inspirations in Victorian society, who attempted to create a false exterior around society to hide the sins being committed
· Lippi talks about leaving the church to pursue a “free” life. Most religions talk about how their religion helps the follower to live a life of freedom, therefore this may be a hint from Browning that he disagrees with religion
 

3) The monologue presents a compelling argument about the importance of realism in art.
· He talks of painting the saints and religious figures (“Could saint John there draw-“) which tells us that he wants to be able to paint the world and human nature as he sees and experiences it 
· The church believes he should paint church-related paintings, but Lippi does not agree and is unwilling to paint "saints and saints/And saints again" 

·  “Why can't a painter lift each foot in turn, Left foot and right foot, go a double step” - Lippi wants to move on and make progress with his art instead of doing what the church says he should do
· Lippi’s art has the focus on the idealised surface rather than seeing the truth beneath it, as his paintings showed no ‘sinners’ because he was forbidden to do so, not because they didn’t exist. Likewise, the Victorians see only the ‘beauty’ of the Renaissance era because they chose to look only at the art created rather than the society it came from
· Fra Lippo Lippi saw and appreciated the beauty in living beings, as God created them, and felt it was only fair to paint these things and truly represent the beauty in God’s work e.g. painting a ‘prostitute’ in the church, he presents her as a beautiful woman, yet she can only be conceived as sinful due to her “devil’s-game”
· Lippi believes that art was meant to show truth and draws the lean person as lean, the fat person as fat and the murderer as a murderer. This is shunned by his superiors as they are not holy and pure like the bible characters, but he believes that all of God’s creations should be accepted
4) The drunken voice that Browning creates makes this a difficult poem to take seriously in the same way as his more threatening personae.
· His drunken speech is made to be quite amusing and humorous to the reader to show his light-hearted personality 
· His drunken rant illustrates the difficulties of appropriately following the monastery’s morals and values, while still leading a normal life

· It is hard to read a poem that is a drunken monk going off on a tirade about his past life and the hardships and struggles he has endured 
· The rant within the poem shows that the drunk will say anything he truly feels without regards to consequences
· If Browning had chosen to display these opinions with a sober man, the reader would be more focused upon the outrage of that speaker as opposed to the underlying meaning of his speech
5) This is by far the most morally corrupt of Browning’s monologues, depicting a shockingly profane monk with whom we simply cannot empathise.
· Lippi has escaped from his bedroom and has been caught outside a brothel, which gives the impression that he does not take his monastic duties seriously and does not abide by the rules
· Lippi’s choice of words and his behaviour seems out of place for a monk and may suggest that he is arrogant  
· He believes he can act as he likes due to the fact that he is employed by ‘Cosimo of the Medici’ (a very powerful and wealthy family) and isn’t worried about the policemen because the most powerful people in the area will support him 
