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This premiere stage version of Robert Browning’s work is produced by Ann Greyson in
conjunction with East Heights Productions. Adapted by Miss Greyson and director Brenda Urquhart,
who skillfully presented the succession of speakers: the citizens of Rome (Tertium Quid and Lucina),
the participants (Guido Franceschini, Pompilia, and Giuseppe Caponsacchi), the lawyers (Dominis
Hyacinthus de Archangelis and Johannes Baptista Bottinus) and the Pope (Innocent XllI: Antonio
Pignatelli).

The precursor to the story is as follows: Pietro and Violante Comparini, a low class, elderly,
childless couple living in Rome, bought and adopted a prostitute's baby, which they named Pompilia.
The Comparinis passed her off as their own, and when she was twelve-years old, they sold her into a
marriage with forty-six-year-old aristocrat Count Guido Franceschini.

This epic, narrative poem (twenty-one thousand lines of verse) published between 1868 and
1869, was considered by many critics to be the most important in Victorian literature, which
integrated writer Robert Browning's interests: the ltalian scene, a sensational murder trial, and the
complexity of the human persona.

Later in the story, with the help of a priest, Pompilia took flight from Count Guido
Franceschini’s castle. Guido contacted authorities that caught Pompilia at Castelnuovo, a few miles
short of Rome, and placed her temporarily in a convent, then released her to house arrest in a villa on
the outskirts of Rome in the care of Pietro and Violante. In December 1697, a son, Gaetano, was born
to Pompilia, who stood to inherit the Count Guido’s estate. Despite that, Guido and four accomplices
arrived at the Comparini’s villa on the night of January 2, 1698, and mortally wounded Pompilia,
inflicting twenty-two stabbings upon her, additionally to killing her adoptive parents. The young girl
lived two more days and was able to identify Guido as her assassin to the authorities. Before reaching
the Tuscan frontier, Guido and his accomplices were caught, arrested, charged with murder and
brought to Rome to face trial. Guido admitted to the murders but claimed justification on the grounds
of his wife's alleged adultery. His murder of Pompilia, as well as his in-laws the Comparinis, raised
psychological concerns which challenged Browning’s analytical mind.



Robert Browning's The Ring And The Book featuring Carolyn Alexis Chiodini (LUCINA), King Stuart (THE
POPE), Richard Chassler (GUIDO), and Lisa Zee Ziembicki (POMPILIA).

Richard Chassler fell into the role of the villainous Count Guido with a complex image of an
innocent man, a victim in the self-exoneration of himself. In the dramatic scene when he addresses
the court, Guido’s evil idiosyncrasies were displayed with a blend of self-pity, characterizing his wife
as a scheming and deceiving adulteress who stigmatized him without remorse. Underneath it all,
Chassler portrayed Guido’s disconcerting character with traits of chauvinism. Whereas, Lisa Zee
Ziembicki’s portrayal of Pompilia was a symbol of virtue in distress, a heroic prototype, very
convincing in her compliance to the tyranny of Guido, her parents, and the Church. In doing so, she
acted against society’s conventions, for which she was at its mercy. In a few days of agony, her
moving soliloquy on her deathbed, is where she affirmed her innocence by declaring that she was
never the priest’s lover. Each soliloquy rendered either by Richard Chassler or Lisa Zee Ziembicki
illustrated the feelings of their two characters, explicitly demonstrating nothing less than the
ethical question of human morality.

Jerry Goble, as the priest Giuseppe Caponsacchi, needed more emphasis when expressing his
religious and philosophical meditations, as well as conviction in speaking his lines. He lacked force
when telling the court his side of the story, admitting his love for Pompilia, but insisting it was only
out of pity for her.

Vito Viscuso playing the prosecutor Johannes Baptista Bottinus was very absolute,
concentrating on a biography of the murdered wife Pompilia as an innocent martyr; ignoring the issue
of Guido's guilt; which, in fact, for him as a prosecutor was not necessary since he had Guido's
confession.



In contrast, Ken McFarlane as Dominis Hyacinthus de Archangelis, the lawyer for the defense,
was just as effective in his monologues, devoted to his client's claims though facing insuperable
difficulties in offering arguments based on mitigating circumstances.

Dave Hawthorne as the Pope acted very forceful in his assertions about the murders as
malicious and inexcusable, and not as a crime of passion; concentrating on the consistency of Guido's
premeditated wickedness. However, the actor lacked the pious, and evangelical glow expected of his
character. Although, it is possible that the director, Urquhart, cleverly omitted certain parts in the
Pope's speech as being irrelevant, and somewhat boring to the audience. Still, well delivered was the
Pope’s meditation on questions of authority, God, truth and justice before deciding that Guido should
not be pardoned.

A scene, impressively directed as well as superbly performed, was Guido’s last and notorious
soliloquy, delivered from his cell: he speaks savagely of his hatred for his wife. But just as soon as the
executioner’s steps are heard outside the door, Guido breaks down in delusional despair and begs for
his life in an uncanny performance:

“I am the Grand Duke’s — No, | am the Pope’s!
Abate, —Cardinal, —Christ, —Maria, —God, ...
Pompilia, will you let them murder me?”

A galvanizing statement completely evoking his character, but to no use, his words falling on
deaf ears. In conclusion, he and his accomplices were convicted and sentenced to death by the Pope.
On February 22, 1698, they were executed: Guido Franceschini was beheaded in the Piazza del Popolo
in Rome, Italy.

Ann Greyson made an excellent choice producing this play. This old murder case, as related
by Robert Browning, reflects a quasi-deconstructive view of narrating the story from different
perspectives. The monologues, artfully excerpted from the long poem, were essentially dramatic with
great emphasis on the psychology of the individuals and their course of consciousness.

— Meaghan D’0Otazzo
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