Victorian Age Poetry
Robert Browning—1812-1889
Although known as one of the greatest Victorian Age poets, Browning spent many years writing plays. No doubt the techniques he learned as playwright helped him perfect the dramatic monologue, a type of poem in which a fictional speaker addresses a silent listener about a critical experience in his or her life. “My Last Duchess” and “Porphyria’s Lover” are two such dramatic monologues.

Though the fictional speakers in Browning’s poems often display abnormal behavior—in these two poems they are both insanely jealous lovers—Browning himself was a respectable, well-balanced person. He is also famous for his romance with the poet Elizabeth Barrett. The couple eloped in 1846 and moved to Italy where they lived happily until her death in 1861. Elizabeth Barrett is quite famous in her own right as a writer, in particular for a volume of poems called Sonnets from the Portuguese. One of those sonnets and its most famous first line is included in the Browning packet. 

Dramatic Monologue definition
A literary work that consists of a revealing one-way conversation, usually directed to a second person—a silent listener or an imaginary audience. 
It typically involves a critical moment of a specific situation with the speaker’s words unintentionally providing a revelation of his or her character. 
“My Last Duchess” takes place in 16th century Italy and reflects the esteem for art that characterized the Italian Renaissance. Loosely based on actual events in the life of Alfonso II, duke of Ferrara, the poem presents a single episode in the duke’s negotiations to marry the daughter of a powerful count. As the poem begins, the duke is showing a portrait of his former wife to the count’s agent. The painting of the duchess “looking as if she were alive” is typical of Renaissance portraits, in which painters endeavored to portray their sitters as accurately and realistically as possible. 

“Porphyria’s Lover” first appeared with another dramatic monologue under the title Madhouse Cells, a title that reveals the poet’s fascination with abnormal states of mind. 

Answer on a separate sheet of paper. 

“My Last Duchess” questions:

1. Line 1—What can you infer from the duke’s use of the word last?

2. Lines 9-10—What might it mean that no one save the duke draws the curtain?

3. Lines 21-24—How do you think the duke feels about the duchess’s tendency to be easily pleased?

4. Line 46—What do you think happened to make the smiles stop?

5. Lines 53-54—The count’s agent has gestured for the duke, because of his higher social status, to descend first. The duke responds that they will go down together. In your opinion, is the duke’s graciousness in ignoring social differences genuine?

6. Lines 56—What can you infer from the last two words of the poem?
7. What do you think happened to the duchess? Why do you suppose the poet never tells us exactly what happened to her?

8. How would you describe the speaker’s attitude toward his former wife?

“Porphyria’s Lover” questions:

1. Lines 6-9—What do you think Porphyria’s first actions reveal about her?

2. Line 15—Although the speaker has heard Porphyria, he does not reply. Why do you think he remains silent?

3. Lines 22-25—What is Porphyria unable to do? What might the “vainer ties” be?

4. Line 44—Why does the speaker open Porphyria’s eyes “warily”?

5. Lines 56-57—What does the speaker claim here?

6. Why do you think the speaker kills Prophyria?

7. Do you think the speaker feels guilty for what he has done? 

8. How would you describe the mood throughout the poem?
