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Art in obedience to laws":
Form and Meaning in
Browning's "Abt Vogler"

ALAN BISHOP AND JOHN FERNS  °

Abstract. In “Abt Vogler” (1864), Browning does not assert the superiority
of music to all other forms of art. Rather, in order to secure the poem’s
central statement that all art is of divine origin, he endorses within the poem
his protagonist’s belief that the creation of music reveals God’s inspiration
more directly than the composition of poetry, which obeys laws created by
God but comprehensible by man, To achieve his purpose, Browning appears
to have employed, for the creation of “Abt Vogler,” a system of laws derived
from Pythagorean and medieval number symbolism, as was appropriate to the
poem’s musical, philosophical, and religious concerns, Thus, the stanza form
of “Abt Vogler” seems to have been dictated by number symbolism; and the
poem’s thought demonstrably evolves in accordance with each stanza’s
numerological significance. The result is a fine matching of form and meaning
through which “Abt Vogler” comes to embody a paradox central to its
meaning: quintessentially “art in obedience to laws,” it simultaneously
achieves the freedom and immediacy of “all triumphant art.”

' S ELECTED BY ifs cteator in 1885 as representative of his highest

achievement in lyrical poetry of moderate length,! “Abt Vogler” has
since become ‘“‘generally accepted as one of Browning’s finest poems,”?
receiving “the suffrage of the English-speaking world.”® Yet close critical

analysis of the poem has been comparatively rare—perhaps in part because its

gee Letters of Robert Browning Collected by Thomas J. Wise, ed. Thurnian L.
Hood (London, 1933), p. 235.

2¢, willard Smith, Browmng s Smr Imagery: The Study of a Detail in Poetic Design
(Princeton Univ. Pmss, 1941), p.
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25



26 | VICTORIAN POETRY ALAN BISHOP AND JOHN FERNS | 27

Motreovet, ohce penietrated by the teader, it identifies iiself as the source of a
fotinal patternn rematkable for its potent combination of beauty, ordet ard
flaxibility—in fact, as the soutce of an sesthetic achievement that supetbly
Promotes the poetii’s argutiient. Although Smith found that “Abt Vogler’s”
“4everal structiiral phetiomena are difficult to specify,” his impressions of the
poem’s form are most perceptive: “lts logical divisions merge with an
imagistic pattern equally important to the tumn of the argument, and, while
the poem tises with the cumulative Insistence of the formal fugue, the
Impression of the freedom of improvisation remains® (Smith, p. '183).
Freedom within bonds: a paradox completely and significantly at home in
the poem’s endeavor, and in fts intetfused modes of religious, aesthetic, and
philosophical thought,
. These three modes of thought are the progenitors and preservers of
Huthber symbolism. Brownlig—who was extremely well-tead in Greek
philosophy, the Kabalah, Dante, in medieval and Retiaissance literatisre
fenetally and nutnerous aesthetic writings, as well as being himself a devotee
jisic, painting, and atchitecture—was undoubtedly fariitiar with mote
than ohe tradition of nutnbet symbolism, Thete is o eviderice, as far as we
kitow, of his drawing on this knowledge for othet poems, But “Abt Vogler,”
It its theme and its modes of thought, made number symbolism an obvious,
péthaps ail inescapable, fotmal agent. Moreovet, it is possible that Browning
tidy have beett influenced in his use of number symbolism by his reading
2. dioufid the time he was engaged with this poem (between his wife’s death in
SR¥: 1861 and the poem’s publication in 1864). It seems likely, for instance, that,
;I cotisidering the subject of “Abt Voglet,” Browning reread an eighteenth-
* tétitury work In the theory of music—Charles Avison’s Essay on Musical
Expression—which he possessed in two edjtions.? One of several indications
. SUpporting this sipposition is a hotable cortespondence between the line
*“Why rushed the discords in, but that harmony should be prized?” and
Avison’s dssertiont that “Discords are necessary to relieve the Ear, which is
thetiwise immediately 3atlated with a continued, and unvaried Strain of
+ Harmony.”® If Browning did reread Avison, he might well have pondered
that author’s chief analogy between music and painting (for, like Browning,
visoti frequently comparés music with painting and poetry): “They are both
dutided in Geometty, and have Proportion for their Subject” (Avison, p, 21).
‘This statement alone could have turned Browning’s mind in the direction of
Pythagotean number symbolism. Then there is the possible influence of the
i gtéatest medieval number-symbolist, Dante: we know that in or soon after

meaning has seemed so clear, its form o simple and obvious, The néglectTs
unfortunate, first, because the tneaning of “Abt Voplér has been widely
misconstrued and, second, because its formal achievenignt has fiot been fully
recognized. “Abt Vogler” has been praised but not appreciated, .
C. Willard Smith has paraphrased what he considets to be the pdefﬁ"
theme in these words: “It aims to persuade the teader that music is superiof
to all other forms of artistic expression. Paintitig and poetry, great as th
may be, ate ‘but art in obedience to laws,’ whilé music trahscenids the lawy 6f
art to become one with the laws of God” (Smith, p, 182). Sevetal critics havé;
echoed this interpretation—ignoring, among othéf factots, that “Abt Voplet':
is cast as a dramatic monologue and thus its stateiments are (at least in the)
first instance) the speaker’s. Bven so, Vogler at to point elevdtes nitisic hﬂd\z 8
poetry and painting as art (if he had, his close assoclation of misic it
architecture would have been confused if hot self-cofittadictory). Rathef, d§
Vogler meditates on the processes of artisti¢ creation, he concludés that the;
~ impenetrable mystery and beauty of musleal composition (its “process:
. wonder-worth™) is a more ditect tevelation of God’s beneficent power ("Bl
here is the finger of God") thant the composttion of poetty, which obeys laws:
God-otdainied but accessiblé to human cotnptehétision (o that we can “knoWi
why the forms are fait” iii poetty). Music, then, provides the naturdlg
paradigm of art’s divine inspiration—not i 4 superioﬂty/bf kirid, but {1 th
natute of its ctealion. The poem dccepts this preriise’ Iti ordeét to secuid;
Vogler’s central statement (centtal in fact ag well a8 fétaphot, we shdultf-
note) as its theme: that all art is inspited by God and 3o tnanifests Hg
pervasive redemptive goodness: “It is all ttiumphant art,” fot God fs thé!
creator of aesthetic laws, and so of poetry no less than mitsic.
Perceiving this fundamental argument of “Abt Voglet” provides orie with
a key to an understanding of its formal qualities and of thelt tole in the totdl
work. Clearly the presentation of thé protagonist and his situation—thie;
dedicated anhd inventive Abbé, solitary, rapt, extemporizing at  hi§f
orchestrion—in itself finely fulfills the process of musical composttion that hé:
describes. But if the poem as a whole is forcefiilly to enddrse Vogler's central;
statemient—and so to move it beyond the dramatic motiologue’s limitation” 10
the speaker’s point-of-view—1t must eémbody the truth that God is “exlstet
behind all laws”: for Vogler’s description of music’s liideseribable procass B33
hete rendered (in a double paradox) through poetty, an att that he clalms {6
be “in obedience to laws.” In othet words, the poein as d whole ¢al
convincingly embrace and expand Vogler's ciutclal statémeit of fatth onily by,
evolving into “triumphant art® through a willed and perceptible submissto
of the poet's art to a system of laws. And this *Abt Voplet” accotiplishes, 74
The system of laws that Browning posited fot the création of his poetit’
was apparently eclectic in origin, but completely approptate to its theh.lék"

4 . :/
See Browning Collections Catalogue: Sotheby, Witkinson and Hodge (London,
May, 1913), p. 71.gNos. 360, 361. Y w e {

SChatles Avison, An Essay on Musical Expression (London, 1753), p. 23.



Lo Dante’s usé of “the mystical propettles of nutnbers.»? . .-
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' Mote important, and more securely demonstrable, Is the ptogressive
Humber symbolism which orders the poem’s thought and shapes its form
{aitza by stanza, To evaluate its role and importance, this must be followed
8 1t unfolds in the coutsé of the poem.

» ‘The basic sighificatiot of the number 1 is unity: it subsumes all other
umbets, belng the first principle from which all the othet umbers flow; and
.the religlous context it represents God, the creatot of all things, Thus the
fitst lde of the fiest stanza in “Abt Voglet” asserts a unity miraculously
tréated out of divetsity—the musician’s “structure brave,” built of “manifold
JhUsic % ‘The whole of thé first stanza theh proceeds to expand this idea:

1859, Browning was gWen a copy of The New Life (Vita Nuova) by
- ttanslator; C. E, Norton,® who, in essays appetided to his ttansiation, diei
.. . .attention to the numemlogicany based symimetry of Vil Nuo»d, and

‘But the evidence for the nuthber sytubolisit of “*Abt Vﬂglét" is lntéfh !
¢ sathet than external, I the coutse of a detalled eritical analysiy of the pue
" v hope to demonstrate, first, the existerte of a systemi of laws based’e
number symbolisin, and, second, its poteticy In molding the posti as 4 whe
iito an expression of the belief that poetry—Browhing's art as dgaifs
Voglet's—is ho less profound an effect of divine insplration than musics thil
“the finger of God,” if not directly apptehienisible Iit the dctual creation Bf" R

poetry, is nevertheless patently “avistetit behitid all lﬂws;” §hﬂbmg ﬁﬂﬂ ; étéated at the sound of “the ineffable Name” by a swarm of ftenzied diVeme
guiding all creation towards unity and ultlmate flllﬂllﬁiehl it thé pétfécﬂﬁ
of heaven,

The number symbolism of “Abt VOglét” segitis coinposed of tWﬁ
strands: the musical and the teligious-philosophical. But these intertwit
naturally, since both spritig essentially froftt the Pythagoreéatt ttadition: 1t 8
impossible, of course, to discern the actual sourcés of Browning’s o
system; and indeed this is so pattly becaiise, as the poem revedls this systé
to us, it becontes clear that the poet hds élosely followed the petieral lines
the Pythagorean tradition, with its developtnénts in the wotk of Dante afid
other medieval writérs. Thus, although sevétal ﬁumetdlog{cal studiés wers
consulted in the preparation of this paper, it includés ho attiibution 6
meafing that cannot be easily validated by consulting the {mlhorltatl
Medieval Number Symbolisrit by Vincent E. Hopper. /

It seems very likely that the “Abt Vogler” stahza-fdfm Was cteated wllh
careful attention to number symbolism. Especially i1 the context of 4 poest:
about music, its eight liies immedidtely -suggest .the muslcal octave;: EB
signifying completion; perfection, unity, 4¢ each stanza runs through all thg
noles of the diatonic scale and comes to test ot the totile, Oné might als§
assume, mote hesitantly, a similat meaning fof thé unvaiying hexateters: 618
the first petfect number in Pythagorean thought, beliig the stim of its divisofs
1, 2, and 3. Perhaps, also, the fout rhymes of éach stanza make thélf
conttibution, pointing to the Pythagoteati tetrad, which symbolizes the
universe. Each stanza, then, would appear appropridtely to épitomize
related qualities of completion, perfection, and unity for which 4l att stiit
and which God’s beneficerice bestows; and thus to tmdetline formally ‘te
poem’s theme. !

— presctiption, and helps to establish 4 uniott of the poen’s three
cteators: Voglét dnd Solomon até both artists, and both can cteate only
through the miraculous powet of the Supreme Creator.

But, as the first lines of the second stanza regretfully admit, the
titsician’s “beautiful building” must rapidly unravel into time. The humber 2
tépresents cortuption, transitoriness, diversity: introducing evil in its flight
from the Cteator’s uhity, duality implies the imperfections of sinful human
‘8xpetience. In this staiza Browning consequently stresses duality and
diversity (*Ah! one and all, how they helped, would dispart now and now
gottibine”), and In basing Vopler's building on the floor of hell combines a
tefetence to duality (hell and earth) with a tecognition of the inevitable
{itvolvement of evil in any earthly cteation. Yet the evil is seen as contributing
8" Hiysticaily to the ultimate triumph of good; just as medieval numerologists,

like Datite, fourid a benevolent quality for 2 in its linking of the holy
Hutnbers. 1 and 3. (Through this adaptation they wete able to discountenance
any dttribution of evil to Christ, the Second Perspn of the Trinity.)

2o+ Centered on 4 vision of the New Jerusalem, the third stanza completes
the posti’s esseintial triads atid brihgs its first movement to a close. The
{impetfect earth and hell of the first two stanzas now yearn upwards towards
the peifection of heaven; the evanescence of Vogler’s “beautiful building”
and Solotinon’s pleastité-palace foreshadow the immutable glory of the New
A Jotusaleim with Its “rampited walls of gold as transparent as glass,” whose
7, gatthly refléctioh is the domie of St. Peter’s splendidly illuminated on a feast-
tight. Vogler's creation unites with this vision of aesthetic and heavenly
V' perfection: just as the numbet 3, holy, perfect, and joyous, unites the triad of
Father, Son; and Holy Ghost into a mystical Unity more perfect than unity
itself. Perhaps Browning also had in mind Dante’s association of 3 with
Beatrice, the miraculous earthly symbol of perfection., As the stanza
consumimates coalescing unions of the three-in-one—earth, hell, heaven;

SSee Sotheby's Catalogue, p. 90, No. 603.
107 "The New Life of Dante Alighieri, trans. Chatles Eliot Norton (Boston, 1867), p
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comtriott chord of C Major (which clearly tépresénts thie teturh to muptar
experenice), Vogler's finigets slide “by- semitones While the diatosil 3&‘
~ corisists of seveti hotes; the chromatic scalé—-which s the entire tangdf
" gounds eticompassed by each uctavé=tonslsts of twelve; So; 1
sybolic dssertloti of unity achleved out of divefsity, the poem refié
explotation of the entire Fange of expetience, for 4 motnent recallifighl
sharp ecstasy of creatlon (“1 blunt it dnte a nlith") and the
conisolifigly to test fn “the € Majof of this fife.* t1 medieval symbol
a sacred humber: it sipifies utilvérsality, being assoctated with Chel
Apostles and the Church} and it slghifies completion; belg associatd
the zodfac and the months of the yéar. ‘thius, the resolitioh of *Abt V.
in twelve stanzas radiates 4 sense of completlon; ‘petfection,’ unltyis
consummates the poem’s celebration of {t§ theme and convinclngly et

the quiet, profoundly optimistic close,

“Abt Vogler” is a poem of éxquisite ctaftsmdnship, Its asstreds
movement and finely sustained totie of calti ecstasy indicate that Brownlk
in submitting his art to a system of laws, did hot sacrifice his poetic freed
Drawn from an eclectic number-symbolism entitely appropriate to the poent’s;
thematic concerns, these laws provided a fortilal ‘agent that otderéd
shaped; but did not constrict, the evolution of “Abt Voglet.” The resul
joyful marriage of form and meanitig. *Abt Voglet” is %4t in obedier
laws”: “Abt Vogler” is “‘all triumphant art.”



