My Last Duchess – Robert Browning (Dramatic Monologue)

Key Facts:

· Setting is Renaissance Italy, Ferarra. Renaissance was a period of arranged marriage, love and appreciation of the arts, and rigid social class systems. Ferarra is an Italian city-state famous for exporting marble.

· This poem is based on the life of The Fifth Duke of Ferarra, Alphonso II D’Este (ruled from 1559-1597). 

· His first Duchess, Lucrezia died in 1561, after only 3 years of marriage.

My Last Duchess – Vocabulary

1. Countenance – A look of encouragement or moral support

2. Durst – Dare, past tense

3. Officious – Excessive eagerness in offering unwanted goods, services, gifts, etc.

4. Trifling – Something of very little importance

5. Munificence – Generosity

6. Dowry – Money and property given to groom at wedding by bride’s family.

Comprehension Questions

1. What is the outstanding quality of the Duchess’ picture that causes viewers to comment?

2. Only the Duke is permitted to ‘draw the curtain’ (lines 9-10) and show the painting of the Duchess.  What might this suggest about his personality?

3. What do lines 13-15 imply about the Duke?

4. According to the Duke, what was wrong with the Duchess?  What qualities of hers did he comment on in lines 22-23? Lines 29-34?

5. What qualities in the Duke are suggested in the following lines:

a) 33

b) 11

c) 42-43

d) 45-46

e) 48-53

6. In lines 54-56, the Duke makes an easy transition to another object of art, a bronze statue.  Does this imply anything about him besides his pride in his art collection?

7. Throughout the poem, Browning has implied that there are a clash of wills and personalities between the Duke and his Duchess.  Unable to dominate her while she was alive, his sense of possessive tyranny is satisfied by placing her portrait among his art collection.  Regarding the Neptune and the sea-horse statue, is there any suggestive power in the word ‘taming’?  What could this image symbolize?

8.Why is the final word of the poem appropriate?

9. This poem is written in rhyming couplets (aa,bb,cc,dd,ee…), but when read aloud, it doesn’t seem to be.  Why do you think Browning designed this poem in this fashion? (Think, what would it imply about the Duke?)
