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When I first considered the genres for these reading responses, I felt quite nervous about the poetry genre.  
I do not read or listen to much poetry.  The genre as a whole has never appealed to me, not as a reader and 
certainly not as a writer.  Despite my predisposition to dislike poems for being poetry, some poems have 
stuck with me from various English classes I took.  The majority of the poems that I enjoy carry the voice 
of an obviously flawed or dangerous character, such as in Robert Browning’s “My Last Duchess.”  The 
work I chose for this response is Browning’s slightly lesser known “Soliloquy of the Spanish Cloister.”  
The poem was first published in 1842 as part of a collection called Dramatic Lyrics.  To read it again, I 
pulled it from a pile of my notes from Ray Ventre’s English 284 class. 
 
This poem is the thoughts of a jealous monk sitting among his fellow colleagues in a monastery.  He is 
bent on condemning Brother Lawrence for his outward good works.  He contemplates ways to catch 
Lawrence in a sin publicly.  All these ways start with his own sins: cutting Lawrence’s flowers so he is 
unable to beautify the cloister’s tables, leading Lawrence into a biblically condemned act so that he might 
go straight to hell, casually dropping open his French novel to the most ghastly part so that Lawrence 
accidentally reads it, or, finally and ultimately, making a deal with the devil to get rid of Lawrence.  The 
jealous monk projects his own faults onto Brother Lawrence. 
  
The audience of “Soliloquy of the Spanish Cloister” is made up of people who like to explore ego and the 
human hypocrisy of viewing one’s own self as better than all others.  The common saying, “When you 
point a finger at someone, there are three pointing back at you,” is fitting when describing the monk and 
his thoughts.  As one example, the monk brings up looking at a woman in the fourth verse: “Saint, 
forsooth! While brown Dolores/Squats outside the Convent bank/With Sanchicha, telling 
stories,/Steeping tresses in the tank,/Blue-black, lustrous, thick like horsehairs,/— Can't I see his dead eye 
glow,/Bright as 'twere a Barbary corsair's?/(That is, if he'd let it show!)”  He thinks that Lawrence covets 
Dolores, yet the only reason why he can describe those feelings in such detail is because that is how he 
himself feels.  While Lawrence does not show any signs of lust, the one who accuses him lust reveals his 
own.  People like this poem probably agree with (or at least understand) the idea that their views of others 
reveal things about themselves. 
 
As I looked at the language of the poem, I was reminded of Beverley’s advice to end a line on a strong 
verb or strong noun.  I realized that I can better explain how the first line sucked me in.  There was more 
to it than just the growl.  “Gr-r-r-there go, my heart's abhorrence!” ends on a strong noun.  Brown just as 
easily could have written something like “Gr-r-r there I go, abhorring.”  That line might have gone along 
with lines five and seven; they end in “trimming” and “brimming.”  The word abhorrence had the power 
to make that first line set the tone for the entire poem.  In the last line of verse three, I noticed how 
Browning ended with a strong verb. “(He-he! There his lily snaps!)” easily conveyed the feeling of 
gleeful malice that the monk gets from ruining Lawrence’s flowers. 
 
The exploration of moral hypocrisy is the poem’s appeal to both ethos and pathos.  Beverley mentioned 
that most of what she writes about in her poetry comes from ideas and images that make her think, “Go 
away! I don’t like you.”  The monk’s attitude toward Lawrence make the audience think similarly.  They 
can feel jealous along with the monk —pathos.  And they realize that they understand the feeling so well 
because they have acted that way many times.  It is part of human nature to have egotistical moments.  
Humans have an obligation to admit and then study the nature of that human weakness.  That is the ethos.  
An appeal to logos in the poem is in the way it begins and ends.  The poem follows the monk’s thought 
from his first frustrations to various contemplations of how he can end that frustration.  Each idea is more 



desperate than the last.  He’s only musing over what might be possible, and at the end nothing about his 
situation has changed, except that the audience may understand him better than he understands himself.  
He is still frustrated, and can only growl and think of Lawrence as a swine. 
 
This poem’s strength is the language and how it changes as the monk’s mood changes.  He is able to 
insult Lawrence in an intellectual fashion: “If I trip him just a-dying,/Sure of heaven as sure can be,/Spin 
him round and send him flying/Off to hell, a Manichee?”  His elation at the destruction of Lawrence’s 
flowers so affects him that he can only let out a rather childish “He-he!”  The change in language makes 
the character more relatable.  A weakness of this poem is the length.  Beverley suggests packing a punch 
with a word or a line and keeping things short.  I noticed that the last line of verse six could be entered 
earlier in the poem, and the rest of verse six could be cut out.  It only adds the monk’s words out loud to 
Lawrence when it is more important to focus on his thought progression. 
 
“Soliloquy of the Spanish Cloister” fits the poetry genre in form, language, and purpose.  The best poetry 
entices its audience in all three aspects to ponder the meaning and value of the poem .  This poem’s 
purpose is to reveal the true nature of the monk, and in the process, also reveal something about human 
nature.  Its form and language present jealousy and false self-righteousness in a humorous, yet 
uncomfortably truthful manner.  I wonder how Beverley developed the skill to share her poetry aloud 
when it is so personal and often—to use her own word—morbid.  How draining is her emotional 
experience?  How concerned would she be (or not) if she stopped feeling so emotional when she shared 
her poetry? 
 


