


My Last Duchess  by Robert Browning



1. That's my last Duchess painted on the wall,

2. Looking as if she were alive.  I call
3. That piece a wonder, now: Fra Pandolf's hands
4. Worked busily a day, and there she stands.

5. Will't please you sit and look at her? I said

6. "Fra Pandolf" by design, for never read
7. Strangers like you that pictured countenance,

8. The depth and passion of its earnest glance,

9. But to myself they turned (since none puts by

10. The curtain I have drawn for you, but I)

11. And seemed as they would ask me, if they durst,
12. How such a glance came there; so, not the first






13. Are you to turn and ask thus.  Sir, 'twas not

14. Her husband's presence only, called that spot

15. Of joy into the Duchess' cheek: perhaps

16. Fra Pandolf chanced to say "Her mantle laps

17. Over my lady's wrist too much," or "Paint

18. Must never hope to reproduce the faint

19. Half-flush that dies along her throat": such stuff

20. Was courtesy, she thought, and cause enough

21. For calling up that spot of joy.  She had

22. A heart---how shall I say?---too soon made glad,

23. Too easily impressed; she liked whate'er

24. She looked on, and her looks went everywhere.








25. Sir, 'twas all one! My favour at her breast,

26. The dropping of the daylight in the West,
27. The bough of cherries some officious fool
28. Broke in the orchard for her, the white mule
29. She rode with round the terrace---all and each

30. Would draw from her alike the approving speech,

31. Or blush, at least.  She thanked men,---good! but thanked

32. Somehow---I know not how---as if she ranked

33. My gift of a nine-hundred-years-old name

34. With anybody's gift.  Who'd stoop to blame







35. This sort of trifling? Even had you skill

36. In speech---(which I have not)---to make your will

37. Quite clear to such an one, and say, "Just this

38. Or that in you disgusts me; here you miss,

39. Or there exceed the mark"---and if she let

40. Herself be lessoned so, nor plainly set

41. Her wits to yours, forsooth, and made excuse,

42. ---E'en then would be some stooping; and I choose

43. Never to stoop.  Oh sir, she smiled, no doubt,

44. Whene'er I passed her; but who passed without

45. Much the same smile? This grew; I gave commands;

46. Then all smiles stopped together.  There she stands










47. As if alive.  Will't please you rise? We'll meet

48. The company below, then.  I repeat,

49. The Count your master's known munificence

50. Is ample warrant that no just pretence

51. Of mine for dowry will be disallowed;

52. Though his fair daughter's self, as I avowed

53. At starting, is my object.  Nay, we'll go

54. Together down, sir. Notice Neptune, though,

55. Taming a sea-horse, thought a rarity,

56. Which Claus of Innsbruck cast in bronze for me!
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More of a command than a question.





He has the control now and names and discusses her when and how he wants.





He controls the conversation and gives all the instructions  to the emissary or envoy.





Stationary


And under control





Enjambment: may suggest a level of emotion or nervousness.





Archaic diction





Re emphasing the power he alone has over her now.








Caesura: suggest he is hiding something or pausing to think.





His tone is acerbic when he talks about her.





Suggests a distance





Possessive





The reader infers that she is dead.





Language is rhetorical at times; blunt and rough at others.





Fresco: stuck to the wall.





One verse: imitates speech and the duke droning on.





Likes it, or her, now. 





Caesura. A pause, metrical or rhetorical, occurring somewhere in a line of poetry. The pause may or may not be typographically indicated.





Caesura. A pause, metrical or rhetorical, occurring somewhere in a line of poetry. The pause may or may not be typographically indicated.





Highly emotive word choice.





The Duke sees sin lurking in every corner.





In an interview, Browning said, "I meant that the commands were that she should be put to death . . . Or he might have had her shut up in a convent."





Synecdoche: serves to highlight the quality that defines her. 





What good was it to him when it was the same smile she gave to everybody else.





He keeps the picture upstairs and even more secluded: he has more control over her.





Smiles could relate to the smiles of others and the fact that they were saddened by her death by ultimately unwilling to say antything as he was too powerful.





This grew:


his annoyance and enmity grew.


Her behaviour escalated.





He is a man of noble birth. He considered himself superior to her as she was noveau riche. She did not the appropriate respect to a distinguished person as himself and he resented this.





a suggestion of infidelity and unfaithfulness





The poem's ending recalls its beginning - as the duke points out another treasure. A bronze sculpture of Neptune (the Roman god of the sea, called Poseidon by the Greeks) taming a sea-horse.





Listing- anti climax:


He begins by identifying things which should be worthy of her affection and then goes onto list things which should not be worthy of her affection but which she appreciated regardless.





One of the reasons why Browning likes the monologue so much, is that he is able to exploit the gap between what the speaker (within the poem) wants us to know, and what the poet (standing outside the poem) allows us to read between the lines.





The purpose of the monologue (and the soliloquy) is not so much to make a statement about its declared subject matter, but to develop the character of the speaker.





For Browning, the genre provides a sort of play-space and an alternative persona with which he can explore sometimes controversial ideas.





Browning uses an AA BB rhyme �scheme, which is very common to ballads and songs.  It also enhances the  irony of the speaker's later comment that he does not have "skill / In  speech" (lines 35-36). 





Polite yet detached and formal.





He uses an to stop the vowels clashing: this contradicts what he had said- he does have skill in speech. We may doubt others things he says also.





Very emphatic in his statement. He is resolute about holding onto his pride and dignity as he sees it.





The constant reference to her using pronouns demonstrates a detachment and a lack of respect for the duchess.





This apparent moral decay of Victorian society, coupled with an ebbing of interest in religion, led to a morally conservative backlash. So-called Victorian prudery arose as an attempt to rein in something that was seen as out- of-control, an attempt to bring things back to the way they once were.





Like some of Browning's fellow Victorians, the Duke sees sin lurking in every corner.


The Duchess is a victim of a male desire to inscribe and fix female sexuality. The desperate need to do this mirrors the efforts of Victorian society to mould the behaviour--sexual and otherwise--of individuals. For people confronted with an increasingly complex and anonymous modern world, this impulse comes naturally: to control would seem to be to conserve and stabilize.





Meter: "My Last Duchess" comprises rhyming pentameter lines. The lines do not employ end-stops; rather, they use enjambment--that is, sentences and other grammatical units do not necessarily conclude at the end of lines. Consequently, the rhymes do not create a sense of closure when they come, but rather remain a subtle driving force behind the Duke's compulsive revelations.





"My Last Duchess" is in iambic pentameter (10 syllables, or five feet, per line with five pairs of unstressed and stressed syllables), as Lines 2 and 2 of the poem demonstrate.   


That's MY | last DUCH | ess PAINT | ed ON | the WALL,  �ook ING | as IF | she WERE | a ALIVE | I CALL  








It is an image of power and domination.





Name drops here to project a flattering image of himself.





An allusion to her naivety and simplicity as the Duke saw it


(negatively)





Underlining his possessiveness and control.





Indicates how easy it was to please and flatter her, but may be interpreted by the Duke as admission of her guilt and infidelity.





Adopts perhaps a mocking tone.of voice as he mimics Fra Pandolf’s compliments.





Ambiguity here over whether Fra Pandolf was just being gallant and the Duke was happy with this or maybe it was the final straw as he suspected she was even flirting with a religions man?





Assonance is used to make this key phrase memorable.





His word choice and tone of voice can barely conceal his contempt for her.





The inclusion of the detail about her heart makes a stark contrast to  her husband.





Introduces the notion of death.





Implies she was too simple to differentiate: the mocking tone continues.





Alliteration helps to reinforce the movement of the sun.





The list of items which surround her such as the “cherries” the “ white” mule all reflect her qualities of sweetness and goodness and innocence.





There is also some possible allusion to sexual assignations with other men.





Her physical freedom seems to have been limited.





To stoop for him would mean to show weakness. He was not brought up to do this, but perhaps there was also a fear and insecurity in him. This relates also the Victorian conservative element that Browning was commenting on.





Undesirable behaviour





She lacked good judgement as he saw it.





Perhaps she may have argued the point with him.This would be completely unacceptable to him.





Perhaps not a  warm and communicative relationship.





Repetition of the idea that she now unequivocally under his control.





Assonance





Atmosphere?





The count is wealthy enough to be able to afford a hefty dowry with his daughter,but then he goes on to reassure the emissary that the money, of course, is not his main concern.





Reveals what she will be to him.





The name dropping also underlines his superficial and materialistic character.








