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In a world wrought with economic depression and hierarchical repression, there is little question as to why the Victorian poets chose their
subject matter; society was simply too turbulent and volatile to ignore.
One such Victorian poet who chose to examine the faults in his world
was Robert Browning through his poem “My Last Duchess.” Written
in 1842, the poem is most likely based on Alfonso II de’Este, the Duke
of Ferrara, during the Italian Renaissance. De’Este married Lucrezia di
Cosimo of the “nouveau riche” Medici family when she was just fourteen, and her relatively newfound wealth may have left her belittled and
victimized by de’Este like the murdered duchess in Browning’s poem.
In the poem, the duke’s use of rhetorical devices establishes power
over the duchess, the audience, and the reader, ceding superiority to
the arrogant figure. Yet Browning overlays a satirical and ironic mood
that parodies the duke’s greed and egocentrism. In “My Last Duchess,”
Browning conveys the duke’s foolish obsession with possession through
the duke’s self-absorbed monologue in order to mock the value of material wealth and imply that men consumed by lust for control lose respectability.
Almost immediately the narrator, or duke, imposes his high-class status
and learnedness through use of iambic pentameter. His lines are honed
in and never skip a beat, as he structurally manipulates his language
to portray his calm composure and set a steady cadence for his audience. Likewise, the rhyming couplets at the end of each line, as with
“wall”(1) and “call”(2), lighten his tone with their sing-song quality.
This playfulness demonstrates that the duke is not deeply affected by
the death of his “last duchess”(1) and coaxes the reader to accept the
same nonchalant attitude. At the same time, however, the rhyming couThis paper was written for Patty Welze’s Advanced Placement British
Literature class in the fall of 2012.
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plets contribute to Browning’s ridicule of the duke. The stark contrast
of the lightheartedness of the rhymes portraying the darkness of the
duchess’s fatal affairs is unnatural, irrational, and even ridiculous. The
narrator is therefore more of a careless clown than a commandeering
duke, unable to express the relatable, human emotions of grief due to
his silly preoccupation with himself and his personal gain.
Trying to gloss over his faults, the enjambment of the duke’s lines demonstrates his struggle to control other’s opinions. In the quick transition
“there she stands / As if alive. Will’t you please rise? We’ll meet / The
company below, then. I repeat, / The Count…”(46-48) the duke hardly
acknowledges a change in thought from the duchess’s death to joining
“the company below,”(47) depicting that the duke regards his duchess’s
death as lightly as he regards the relatively insignificant meeting. In an
almost comedic manner, Browning never has the listener interject or
interact with the duke in order to accentuate the duke’s self-centered
stream of consciousness. Flowing from line to line seamlessly, the duke
is either so captivated by himself that he is completely ignorant of others or so unwilling to be rebuked that he refuses to give others the opportunity to rebuke him. Even as he addresses the listener when saying,
“so, not the first / Are you to turn and ask [the origin of the duchess’
blush]”(12-13) there is no solid evidence that the listener ever asked
such a thing. Therefore, the duke may be simply putting words into
the listener’s mouth as he wishes to justify his lengthy backstory of the
painting. This obliviousness to the listener and unhindered rambling
seems to be Browning’s way of further rendering the duke as both egocentric and foolish.
From the first line, already the duke’s objectification and ownership of
his “last duchess”(1) is portrayed. Firstly, he refers to her not by name,
as one would normally attribute to a loved one, but with a title, “duchess,” and moreover one that he is in possession of with “my.” She, he attests, is “painted on the wall,”(1) describing her as the material painting
itself, and not as though the painting is of her. He even refers to her in
the present tense both in “that’s”(1) and “there she stands”(4), treating
her as if she was never more than the weak, lifeless replication of her
true, human self. The duke’s language portrays that he considers the
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duchess to be something to “sit and look at”(6), an activity which he is
fully entitled to, as if she were merely a painting of her desirable “countenance”(7) and nothing more.
Then through such carefully chosen words as “last” in reference to the
duchess, and “as if she were still alive”(2), the narrator gently eases the
fate of his deceased wife onto his audience in attempts to lessen the
severity of the situation. Purposefully not calling her ‘my deceased wife’
and instead ruminating on her being “still alive,” he is trying to remain
in control of his light tone and not offend his listener. He then continues
to name the painting of her “a wonder, now”(3). The painting, symbolic
of the duchess, being a “wonder, now” depicts how he can still regard
her face as a “wonder” without being overwrought with mourning. His
actions also urge the audience to follow his suit and disregard the duchess’s death, for the duke supposedly had the more intimate relationship
with her and would be more subject to grieving. However, the reference
to “now,” as opposed to when she was still alive, hints that the duke
values the current painting—a lifeless piece of material wealth—more
than he valued his last duchess. In refusing to reveal signs of guilt or
mourning, the narrator not only sets an example for how the recipient
of his speech should act, but also insinuates he never cared for his wife
enough to mourn over her absence.
Amusingly, even in his attempt to gain the listener’s sympathy through
avoiding words of violence or sin and addressing him as “sir”(13), the
narrator seems unable to censor his condescension and desire for control. He undermines his own blarney in referring to the listener as a
“never read / Stranger”(7-8) and thereby belittles the man in implying
he had a lesser, “never read” education. Referring to the listener as a
“stranger” likewise radiates of lack of respect, by not only distancing
the duke from the man, but also portraying the duke’s conceited lack
of interest in learning the man’s name. In this way, Browning is able to
represent the duke as unlikeable and pompous, unable to display even
moderate signs of respect.
The narrator then reasserts his control over both our perception of the
poem and the listener’s understanding of the painting when he claims
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that “since none puts by / The curtain I have drawn for you, but I”(910). The duke emphasizes that he, and “none” other, has drawn “the
curtain” and thus he alone is capable of revealing or hiding what he
likes. Although in reference to giving the listener a view of the painting,
the sentence can also be extrapolated onto the poem as a whole, for, as
the first person narrator, no one else can “put by,” or relate, the elapsed
events but him. In underscoring his own essentialness to the story, the
duke exhibits both vain pride and authority, even though it is ironically Browning, the poet, who is in full command of the duke and the
readers’ affinity toward him. Browning may therefore be seen almost as
heroic in exposing the affected, artificial desire for control and wealth
in upper-class society.
Further along in the passage, the duke tries to justify his indifference to
the duchess’s death by depicting her at fault in her lack of fidelity and
disregard of status. “’Twas not / Her husband’s presence only, called
that spot / Of joy into the Duchess’ cheeks”(13-14), he claims, implying
there were others besides “her husband” who were bringing her “joy”
(most likely in a sensual manner as depicted by the reference to her
“cheeks” flushing). The duke then wonders aloud if the artist who painted her, Fra Pandolf, said “her mantle laps / Over my lady’s wrist too
much”(16-17) to either provoke her to reveal her mantle-covered wrist
more or perhaps to imply her haphazard rush to redress herself after
indecent exposure. Again superimposing his thoughts onto the artist,
he says, “paint must never hope to reproduce the faint / Half-flush that
dies along her throat”(17-18). The “half-flush” along her throat exudes
a certain “faint,” or hidden, arousal Fra Pandolf may have felt unable to
capture, while the fact that it “dies” issues a darker undercurrent foreshadowing the duchess’s fate. Both statements are indicative of the secretive, sensual acts that the duke wants to bring to light and criticize.
But by placing the words in Fra Pandolf ’s mouth instead of his own, he
is able to distance himself from the soiling of the duchess’s reputation
and present himself as the victim of her impurity. This cunning projection of another’s thoughts is extremely manipulative, making the duke
more dislikeable through feigning righteousness.
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Employing metaphorical and lavish language, the duke then spews
“’Twas all one! my favour at her breast, / The dropping of the daylight in
the West, / The bough of cherries some officious fool / Broke in the orchard for her, the white mule / She rode with round the terrace”(25-29),
painting an elaborate picture of the duchess’s adulterous affairs. Firstly,
he displays his own innocence in dutifully giving her a “favour,” or token of love, to keep by “her breast,” which is the place nearest the heart
and often associated with affection. But with the “dropping of daylight,”
or surreptitiously under the cover of night, the duchess’s “bough of
cherries” is “broken.” The sensual connotation of cherries infers the loss
of her virginity to the “officious fool,” while the setting of an “orchard”
may be a biblical allusion to the garden of Eden. This allusion would
then imply her sinfulness and loss of purity, as well as hinting at the
duke’s god complex, for he, like God, would be the one disobeyed by the
woman. Similarly, the “white mule / She rode with” suggests a second
affair, noticeably not with the respectable ‘white horse,’ as the phrase
usually goes, but with a demeaning and lowly “white mule.” The duke’s
clever manipulation of diction and figurative language to portray her
infidelity forces the reader to accept the duchess as disloyal and to question her judgment in choosing a “fool” and “mule” over the “favour”bearing duke. Together, these lines persuade the listener to accept the
duchess’s wrongfulness and guilt, whether deserved or not.
Likewise, the asyndeton as the narrator hops from “my favour” to
“dropping” and so on depicts the duke as overwhelmed and victimized in his supposed inability to form grammatically accurate sentences. However, in exhibiting her sinful acts with such rich, well-crafted
metaphors as “cherries” breaking and riding “white mules” the duke
is still clearly well-composed. This inconsistency in self-possession between his structure and language wreaks of lies and deceit, for the duke
seems to be exaggerating both her actions and his emotions toward her
to gain control of the listener’s sympathy. Again, Browning is revealing
the cracks in the duke’s monologue, faults that seem unavoidable for
one so solely focused on self-promotion.
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In further egotistical attempts to gain the listener’s understanding, the
duke employs interjectory caesuras and rhetorical questions. With interruptions like “—how shall I say?—“(22) and “—I know not how—”
(32), the narrator inserts himself into the story in a more conversational
way that constantly circles back to him and reinforces his own feelings
and opinions. In this manner he is better able to influence the opinions
of the listener, suggesting that the listener, too, should struggle with the
duchess’s adultery and “know not how” she “ranked [his] gift…with
anybody’s gift”(32-34). Similarly, when speaking of his “gift of a ninehundred-years-old name”(33) being treated like any other (both “gift”
and the inclusion of a date emanating arrogance), the duke wonders
“Who’d stoop to blame / This sort of trifling?”(34-35). The rhetorical
question is posed in such a way that “to blame,” or to handle the “trifling” affair diplomatically, would be considered stooping and belittling, a consequence, the duke claims, no one would willingly impose
on themselves. As he later says, “I choose / Never to stoop”(42-43), conveying his arrogant, proud sense of status, as well as subtly stating that
he did not handle the affairs in a “stooping,” or empathetic manner.
This refusal to confront his wife’s infidelity in an understanding way
only adds to the duke’s ridiculousness. He is fully aware that he could
have said “‘just this or that in [the duchess] disgusts’” (37-38) him (the
word “disgusts” again insinuating lack of true affection), and even realizes that he could have given her the chance to “let herself be lessoned
so”(40), which would have been a peaceful remedy to the situation. But
first he claims not to have the “skill / In speech”(35-36) to do so, a transparent lie as evidenced by his advanced employment of literary devices
to establish control and acquire sympathy throughout the poem. Here
he is making weak excuses for his actions, perhaps alluding to some
element of guilt or attempt to erase his blame. Even if he did admit to
having such oratory skills, though, he would still regard letting “her
be lessoned” and pardoned “stooping”(43). Through repetitive employment of the word “stoop,” the duke’s obsession with maintaining social
status is reinforced, while his stubborn refusal to handle his wife in the
humane manner attests to his childish, self-centered callousness.
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Finally the narrator reaches the conclusion of the duchess’s story in stating “This grew; I gave commands; / Then all smiles stopped together”(25-46). Avoiding the use of words associated with death or killing,
the narrator quickly skims over his self-initiated murder of his wife
with vague, short phrases of giving “commands” and “smiles” stopping.
Again the narrator is trying to sidestep the vulgarity of his actions and
maintain the sympathy of the listener by distancing himself from the
act in only issuing “commands.” He then brings the poem full circle
with “There she stands / As if alive”(46-47). Like the beginning of the
poem, the duchess is portrayed as still existing to the duke because of
the present tense verb “stands.” She is only her physical appearance to
him, only a material object to be possessed. The duke’s inability to show
further signs of mourning depicts him as inhuman, or too focused on
himself to care enough for another being.
Not even pausing to reflect on his feelings after her murder, the duke
immediately turns to address the listener in search of further material
gain. “The Count your master’s known munificence / Is ample warrant
that no just pretense / Of mine for dowry will be disallowed”(49-51), he
rambles, a wordy, comical way of predicting that the listener’s master
will grant him a large dowry. The duke eludes outright asking for money, again signifying his skill with words, but it is evident that all traces
of the should-be depressing story are lost while the duke is overcome by
his pursuit of more wealth. This hurried transition of thought is therefore inconsiderate to his deceased wife. As if in afterthought, the duke
then mentions that the count’s “fair daughter’s self ”(52) is actually his
main “object”(53). It is now clear that he wants to remarry, and is speaking with the servant to a count he is in need of impressing. His mention
of the count’s “fair” daughter tries to portray some level of decency, yet
the duke undermines his own attempt with the demeaning word “object.” He has not learned from his previous marriage, and still regards
women as items to be had, not companions to share one’s life with.
Most suggestive of all Browning’s mockery of the duke is the irony in
the duke’s desired goal and his odd way of approaching it. Although it
is revealed that the duke now wants to remarry and needs to woo the
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listener of the poem to do so, the duke foolishly decides to relate the
story of how he murdered his last wife—not great reassurance for the
future safety of the count’s daughter. In this way, Browning portrays the
duke as so blinded by material wealth and objectification of women
that he cannot see the wrong in his story and therefore comes across as
unwise and even silly. Browning then has the duke excitedly point out
Neptune, god of the underworld, “taming a sea-horse”(55) on their way
down to meet the guests, teasingly comparing the painting’s subject to
the duke’s “taming” of his wives. Since Neptune is associated with hell,
corruption and sin, so too is the duke related to such wicked concepts
of wrongdoing.
In his ignorance of his own self-centeredness and in his overpowering
desire for ownership, the duke is depicted as ridiculous and repugnant.
Not only does he not exhibit signs of remorse for issuing the death of his
last duchess, but he also uncontrollably craves the acquisition of further
material goods. Browning’s portrayal of the duke embodies and derides
all men fixated on wealth and status, as they undoubtedly become arrogant and oblivious to the more wholesome aspects of life, such as love
and companionship. As seen through Browning’s mockery of the duke,
Browning preaches that high social status is overrated and repressing,
while the deprecation of women is unjust and overly controlling. This
may be representative of the Victorian era in which Browning wrote the
poem, an era in which depression was prominent, riots rampant, and
the social hierarchy so restrictive that many were nostalgic for prior
times. Whatever the case may be, Browning professes one ultimate lesson: there is more to life than one’s possessions and one’s self.
Appendix
“My Last Duchess”
Robert Browning
That’s my last Duchess painted on the wall,
Looking as if she were alive. I call
That piece a wonder, now: Fra Pandolf ’s hands
Worked busily a day, and there she stands.
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Will’t please you sit and look at her? I said
“Fra Pandolf ” by design, for never read
Strangers like you that pictured countenance,
The depth and passion of its earnest glance,
But to myself they turned (since none puts by
The curtain I have drawn for you, but I)
And seemed as they would ask me, if they durst,
How such a glance came there; so, not the first
Are you to turn and ask thus. Sir, ’twas not
Her husband’s presence only, called that spot
Of joy into the Duchess’ cheek: perhaps
Fra Pandolf chanced to say “Her mantle laps
Over my lady’s wrist too much,” or “Paint
Must never hope to reproduce the faint
Half-flush that dies along her throat”: such stuff
Was courtesy, she thought, and cause enough
For calling up that spot of joy. She had
A heart—how shall I say?—too soon made glad,
Too easily impressed; she liked whate’er
She looked on, and her looks went everywhere.
Sir, ’twas all one! My favour at her breast,
The dropping of the daylight in the West,
The bough of cherries some officious fool
Broke in the orchard for her, the white mule
She rode with round the terrace—all and each
Would draw from her alike the approving speech,
Or blush, at least. She thanked men,—good! but thanked
Somehow—I know not how—as if she ranked
My gift of a nine-hundred-years-old name
With anybody’s gift. Who’d stoop to blame
This sort of trifling? Even had you skill
In speech—(which I have not)—to make your will
Quite clear to such an one, and say, “Just this
Or that in you disgusts me; here you miss,
Or there exceed the mark”—and if she let
Herself be lessoned so, nor plainly set
Her wits to yours, forsooth, and made excuse,
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—E’en then would be some stooping; and I choose
Never to stoop. Oh sir, she smiled, no doubt,
Whene’er I passed her; but who passed without
Much the same smile? This grew; I gave commands;
Then all smiles stopped together. There she stands
As if alive. Will’t please you rise? We’ll meet
The company below, then. I repeat,
The Count your master’s known munificence
Is ample warrant that no just pretence
Of mine for dowry will be disallowed;
Though his fair daughter’s self, as I avowed
At starting, is my object. Nay, we’ll go
Together down, sir. Notice Neptune, though,
Taming a sea-horse, thought a rarity,
Which Claus of Innsbruck cast in bronze for me!

