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ROBERT BROWNING
“MY LAST DUCHESS”
1. A dramatic monologue is a poem in which only _____ person speaks, giving an 
extended narration to one or more listeners.  

“My Last Duchess” is a dramatic monologue since only the duke, listed in the 
subtitle as from “___________,” speaks.
2.  Historical background and the situation of this poem:


The duke referred to is Alfonso II d’Este (1533-1597), Duke of Ferrara, a 
Renaissance duchy (now a district) in north-central Italy. 

In the sixteenth century, when Italy was not unified under a king, a duke was a 
powerful regional political figure.

   
At a time when all marriages between nobility were arranged, Alfonso, 25, 
__________ the thirteen-year-old Lucrezia de Medici of Florence in 1558.  
However, since he was on a military campaign, she did not move to Ferrara until 
1560.  
They lived together only a year before Lucrezia, now 16, _______, 
reportedly of 
what is now called tuberculosis, but more likely of poison.   

A year after her death, the 
duke, who overspent on artwork and thus was in need 
of the large dowry which a marriage would bring, began to cast about for a new 
_______.  


In 1565 an emissary was sent by the wealthy and powerful Count of Tyrol (now 
spelled Tirol), an eastern Alpine region in west Austria, to arrange a 
marriage between the duke and the count’s rather plain, old-maidish 
twenty-six year-old sister—in the poem, “___________” (line 52)—Barbara.

In a splendid ceremony she and Ferrara were wed in December 1565.
3.  STRUCTURE refers to the arrangement of a poem.  

     Browning’s poem “My Last Duchess” is divided into five sections.

     A.  Lines 1-15:  At the end of a tour of his upstairs art gallery, the Duke of Ferrara 
stops his unnamed guest, addressed as “Sir” (13), in front of a painting.  

(a) Line 8 reveals something strange about this painting.  What makes it 
mysterious?  


The duke keeps it hidden behind a “_________.”

After uncovering the painting, the duke reveals that it is a near full-length 
portrait of “his last” wife (1) since he says “there she _________” (4 and 
repeated in 46).  

(b)  What words ironically indicate that she is dead (not, for instance, divorced, 
which “last” in the first line could suggest)?  


He says the woman in the painting looks “as if she were ________” (2 and 
partially repeated in 47).


(c) In speaking of the painting, on whom does the duke (again ironically) 
initially concentrate?  

The painter Frà __________ (3 and 5), not his recently deceased wife.  It is the 
artist’s skill at capturing the “________ and __________” of the duchess’s 
“countenance” (6-8) and the “spot of ______” in her “cheeks” (14-15) that is 
praised by the duke, not those qualities in his late _______.

Note:  “Frà” (3) is a title given to an Italian monk or friar, meaning “brother.”  


Many 
artists during the Renaissance, such as Browning’s fictitious Pandolf, 
sought membership in religious orders for protection from vagrancy laws.

        
(d)  Who is it that focuses the conversation on the duchess?  

The visitor, who, the duke says, is “not the ________” to “____” (12-13) about 
his previous wife’s vivacity and beauty as captured in the painting.

(e)  Hinting why the painting of his dead wife had brought no remorse to his lips 
and also why he kept it curtained, the duke says that this joyful expression was 
not necessarily occasioned by whom? 

“Sir, ’twas not / Her ____________ presence only” (14-15) which caused her 
face to light up.  The attached adverb indicates the duke’s egotism:  His wife, he 
obviously felt, should exhibit pleasure “________” (15) when he was present.


(f)  The first fifteen lines establish that the duke’s previous wife is ________, 
that for some reason  he keeps her portrait __________, and that while she was 
alive he was annoyed with her.  The reader cannot but help but wonder whether 
there is some _____________ 
between these three circumstances. 

Note on vocabulary:  “by design” (6):  on purpose; “durst” (11):  dared.  
     B.  Lines 15-31:  In this section of the poem the duke begins to make a case against 
the conduct of his “last” duchess.

(a)  He speculates about compliments paid to his wife by whom?  

“[P]erhaps ____ __________ chanced to say” (15-16).  


And the duke further conjectures (without any proof) what her response was:  He 
says that “such stuff / Was ___________ [the duke never imagines that it was 
flirtation on the painter’s part], _____ thought,” which she acknowledged by 
evincing (“calling up”) “that _______ of joy” (19-21).

Note on vocabulary:  “Spot,” which seemed to mean “a small quality” in line 14, 
has its more 
sinister meaning here, “a flaw or defect, as in character or 
reputation.” 


(b)  What is the principal “spot” or flaw that the duke finds in his young wife? 
“She had a ________ . . . too _______ [quickly] made _______” (21-22).  

(c) What proof does he give that everything equally delighted her?  (These 
examples seemingly are not conjectures but activities observed by the duke.)

She appreciated the duke’s gift of a necklace—“my _______” (25)—but in 
the same way she extolled the sunset or “a bough of _________” 
brought by a 
palace official or a ride on a “white ______” (26-29).
     C.  Lines 31-45


(a) The duke concedes that there is nothing wrong when an aristocratic lady 
accords a minimal show of gratitude or appreciation—an “___________ speech 
or ________”—toward someone or something beneath her notice (31-32).


(b) What irks Ferrara so much is that his young wife’s egalitarian conduct 
seemed to rank his  “_______” of his family’s  ______-__________-years-
old _______ / With __________ gift” (32-34); that is, her conduct showed 
that she did not appreciate, or even comprehend, what greatness she had been 
fortunate to __________ into. 

(c)  The duke admits that he could have spoken to his young wife, telling her 
“Just this / Or that in you ___________ me; here you _______ / Or there 
_________ the mark [of aristocratic propriety expected of an Este, Ferrara’s 
family name]” (37-39).

(d) He imagines—there’s his conjecturing again—her response:  She may be a 
disobedient student and not agree to “be ___________ [taught]” (40).  


There is the possibility, he considered, that she may have the audacity to argue 
with him, her lord and master—“set her _______” against him or make 
“________,” thereby implicitly shifting the blame onto him (39-41).

(e)  The duke then says that he never considered such a scene because even to 
approach her with a demand that she behave like a Ferrara duchess would be 
“___________; and I choose / ________ to stoop” (42-43).

(f) Thus he ceased to make eye contact with her—“Oh sir, she smiled, no 
_________ [he did not know because hereafter his eyes never met hers] / 
Whene’er ___ passed her” (43-44).  However, he did spy on her and caught her 
gracing everyone she met with her “_________” (45).


Note on vocabulary:  “forsooth” (41):  (archaic) in truth.  “Whene’er”:  Whenever.  

     D.  Lines 45-47

(a)  These three lines are the climax or the high point of this narrative poem since 
they answer the indirect question posed at 3A(f), the connection between the 
_______ of the duchess, the covered ___________, and the duke’s egotistical 
irritation with her.


(b) Unable to control his wife’s conduct and unwilling to confide what acts of hers 
were infuriating him, he does ultimately control her fate:  “I gave 
___________; / Then _____ smiles __________ together [simultaneously]” 
(45-46).  

What is this statement a euphemism for?  He had his wife secretly __________.   


Note:  After her death he finally achieves total control over her because he 
determines who will see her portrait:  “since _______ puts by / The 
__________ I have________ for you, save [except] ___” (9-10).  


(c) The Duke’s narrative about his “last Duchess” comes full circle: “There she 
_________ / As if _______” (46-47) echoes the opening “__________ as if 
she were _______” (2).

     E.  Lines 47-56


(a)  The last part of the poem explains why the duke ends his visitor’s upstairs 
tour of his palace in front of this particular painting.  This person is an emissary 
from a “________” (49).  
    
(b) The duke and this emissary along with their separate aides—the 
“__________ below” (48)—had been negotiating a contract for the proposed 
marriage of the duke and the ___________ of the count (52), particularly the 
“________” (51) which Ferrara would receive.


 The duke had halted the negotiations to take the emissary on the tour, 
calculatingly drawing it to a close at the head of a marble stairway where there is 
a painting mysteriously hidden by a “__________” (10).  

(c)  It becomes apparent why the duke had the emissary pause before the portrait 
of his “last Duchess” (1).   


The purpose  of his  story about his previous wife is to communicate to the 
emissary precisely what  the  Duke of Ferrara expects  from  his  prospective 
________ and  from  her  father.  

He is not talking at random.  He is issuing a warning:  This is how my former 
“___________” (1 and 15) conducted herself.  

I did not attempt to educate her in proper behavior since I never “________” 
(43).  Give this duchess-to-be this alert of the ___________ expected of her.

(d)  Having made this disclosure, the duke returns to the business at hand.  He 
expects to be paid a high dowry:  He says that he is certain that the count will 
accept that “no just pretense / Of mine for ________ will be ____________” 
(50-51).

Note on vocabulary:  The word “pretense” (50) means “a claim, as to a right, title, 
distinction, [here a high dowry], etc.”  


(e)  In lines 53-54 what mock courtesy does the haughty duke extend to the 
emissary?  


After the two men stand up (47) and the duke indicates that they should rejoin 
their aides below (48), the emissary—shaken by the duke’s subtle confession of 
having had his first wife ___________ for trivial oversights—does not wish to 
commit one of these lapses himself.  


He indicates that in descending the stairwell, he will walk a step _________ the 
duke, as propriety dictates.  


Pleased that the emissary is cognizant of what courtesy he expects and thus will 
convey this to his prospective bride, the haughty Ferrara rewards his visitor by 
breaking the rule of rank:  He mockingly insists that the two of them “go / 
_____________ down [walk side-by-side], sir” (53-54), the word echoing the 
use of “____________” (46) in revealing his previous wife’s death sentence. 

 
(f)  As they descend the stairs, the duke points out a sculpture of the Roman god 
of the sea, “Neptune . . . / ___________ a sea horse” (55-56), symbolic of the 
way in which the Duke views women should be held in check.

4.  What does the duke’s love of art suggest about his character?  

     (a) The poem opens with him speaking about a work of art, the ___________ of his 
last duchess.  He __________ how excellent the portrait is before he begins to 
discuss the character of the duchess, who the reader quickly realizes is not a 
_________ being to him but a subject of a fine painting by a celebrated artist.
     (b) As noted, the poem closes with the egotistical duke ostensibly putting aside 
all thought of the fate of his last duchess by bragging about the “_________” of 
a statue “cast in bronze for ____!”  (55-56)

Note:  “Claus of Innsbruck” is an imaginary sculptor.  At the time of the poem 
Innsbruck was the capital of Tyrol, ruled by the “Count” (49), in the poem the 
Duke of Ferrara’s prospective father-in-law.  
5.  Contrast the qualities of the duke and his last duchess, pointing out any symbolism.
     (a) The duke, who sentences his young wife to death for behavior which even he 
terms “_________” or trivial (35), is cold and ___________.


Contrastively, the duchess is ____________; she responds with innate joy to  
“_____________” (20) or a thoughtful gift (27-28) by those below her in rank.   

     (b) Ferrara is egotistical, believing that he and only he—a symbol of male 
____________—should be the center of his ________world.  In only his 
“__________” (14) should she be happy.   He asserts with the finality of a 
haughty tyrant, “I choose / Never to ________” (42-43).

However, the duchess was so altruistic and ___________ that even the duke 
admits (with scorn) “she _________ whate’er / She looked on” (23-24).


Note on vocabulary:  “whate’er”:  whatever.

     (c)  The duke is devious.  Instead of informing the emissary what he expects of his 
next wife, he stages a show before the ____________ of his previous duchess 
to convey what he does not want in his future wife.  

On the other hand, his last duchess had such an easy-going and ______ nature 
that she could not contain her “approving _________,” / or “blush” (30-31) of 
___________ for the kindness extended to her by anyone.
     (d)  Ferrara is ______________;  his life is obsessed with his “______-hundred-
years-old ________” (33).  

In contrast the duchess’s attitude is democratic: “her looks went 
____________. / Sir, ’twas all ______!” (24-25), the inference being that she 
viewed all people as equal.
     (e)  In essence, while he saw everyone as (or turned everyone into) a possession, she 
viewed each as a distinctive ___________. 
Answer Key
1.  one; Ferrara.
2.  married (or wedded); died; bride (or wife); daughter.  
     Note to teacher:  Ferrara and Lucrezia lived together only thirteen months, from 
February 1560 to her death on April 21, 1561.

He apparently considered her uncouth and uneducated, and her family, the 
Medici, as nouveau riche (“new rich”) compared to his family, the Este.       
     Note to teacher:  Some texts (such as certain Norton anthologies) list Barbara as the 
niece of the Count of Tyrol.  In truth, she was his sister.  Barbara was the eighth 
daughter of the Holy Roman Emperor Ferdinand I; Ferdinand (later the Count of 
Tyrol) was his second son.  

Ferdinand I died in July 1564 and was succeeded by his oldest son Maximilian II.  
The next year the new emperor placed Ferdinand, whom he had named as Count 
of Tyrol, in charge of arranging the marriage of their sister, rather old for 
matrimony in Renaissance times, to Ferrara.  

The count’s major adviser, 
Nikolaus Madruz handled the negotiations with the 
duke and is presumably the emissary who silently listened to the monologue in 
Browning’s poem.  

With great pomp Barbara’s marriage to Ferrara took place on December 5, 1565.  
It appears to have been a happy one even though (or perhaps because) she was 
religious and he was secular.  Barbara died of what was later called tuberculosis 
in 1572, and no rumors circulated (as with Lucrezia) that she was poisoned.  

Ferrara, 46, took a third wife, Margherita of Mantua, in 1579.  They were married 
for eighteen years until his death in 1597.  She outlived him by twenty-one years. 


Ferrara produced no legitimate or illegitimate offspring.  Browning would not 
have known the following:  Ferrara was injured in a jousting tournament when he 
was a youth which left him impotent.
3.  A.  (a)  curtain; stands. 

Note to teacher:   Some critics maintain that “last” (title and line 1) indicates 


that the duke had several previous marriages because the usual meanings 


of “last” are the “latest” or “most recent” in a series.  


Since this was historically not the case, Lucrezia being the first wife of 


Ferrara, by using “last,” Browning may have decided to distance his 



poetic 
Ferrara’s marital situation from the historical Ferrara’s situation.  



However, another poetic explanation is possible.  The word “last” (1)  may 


be viewed as the duke’s  challenge to the emissary:  Lucrezia will be my 


“final” or “last” wife 
unless the count meets all my financial terms and, 


more importantly, convinces his “daughter” to agree to be the “tame” 


wife that I want.  


Seen as a threat in this interpretation, “last” is rhetorically more powerful 


than the use of “late,” meaning “recently deceased.”      

Note to teacher:  There is a doe-eyed three-quarter-length portrait of a 



standing Lucrezia painted in the late 1550s by the great 16th-century 


Italian artist Agnalo di Cosimo, aka Il Bronzino.  


It is reproduced in the Wikipedia entries on “My Last Duchess” and 



“Lucrezia de’ Medici, Duchess of Ferrara.”  


In its entry on the Duke of Ferrara, “Alfonso II d’Este, Duke of Ferrara” 


there is a studious likewise three-quarter-length portrait of the standing 


duke painted by Girolamo da Carpi, the 16th-century House of Este 



resident artist at Ferrara.
            Note to teacher:  Browning capitalizes titles of nobility in the poem, such as 


“Duchess” (1 and 15) and “Count” (49), which today would be upper-cased 


only when used with the name (Princess Diana) or the full title (the Duke 


of Windsor).  


Nowadays in the sentence, “The duke came in,” lower-case is used for the 


title, but in the sentence “The Duke of Ferrara came in,” the title is 



capitalized. 





In this handout I have capitalized “duke,” “duchess,” and “count” only 


when 
quoting the title as it appears in Browning’s poem and when it 


precedes a name or is used in the full title.  Otherwise, these are lower-


cased.   
           (b)  alive.

           (c)  Pandolf; depth; passion; joy; wife.

      Note to teacher:  The expression “spot / Of joy” (14-15) will be repeated in line 

21, but it will have a different meaning.

           (d)  first; ask. 
           (e)  husband’s; only.

           (f)  dead; covered; connection.

     B.  (a)  Frà Pandolf; courtesy; she; spot.
           (b)  heart; soon; glad.

           (c)  favor; cherries; mule. 

Note to teacher:  “My favor at her breast” (25): Some critics have suggested 


that “favor” indicates some gift other than a necklace, such as a brooch.  In 

the Bronzino portrait of Lucrezia—there is no record that Browning saw 


it—two fingers of her right hand are fiddling with a bejeweled, egg-shaped 


brooch. 


“officious fool” (27):  “Officious” means “offering unnecessary and 



unwanted advice or services; meddlesome,” qualities which perfectly 


express how the duke felt toward these servants who went out of their 


way to bring objects which they knew would please the duchess.         
     C.  (a)  approving; blush.

           (b)  gift; nine-hundred; name; anybody’s; marry.
 

     Note to teacher:  In Browning’s time the spelling was “years-old” (33).  Today 

     
it is spelled as “year-old.”

     Note to teacher: It is surprising that critics have not challenged Ferrara’s 


statement that his family, the Este, was nine hundred years old.  The 


house was founded in AD 1073 by Alberto Azzo II (1009-1097), who was 


originally based in Milan, then a large city in northwestern Italy.  



That year he built a castle in Este, then little more than a village in 



northeast Italy, near Padua, and, having settled there, Alberto named 


himself and his family after Este.   


Since the time of Browning’s poem is 1565, using this founding date of 


1073 would make the House of Este just short of five hundred years old.  


Even considering Alberto’s earliest known ancestors, the Estensi, a tenth-


century powerful Milan family, would add only c. a hundred years to the 


family history.


I do not believe that it is in character for the poetic Ferrara to exaggerate 


by adding three or four hundred years to his family’s history; for instance, 


he would know that the count’s emissary would have researched the House 

of Este preparatory to beginning the marriage negotiations and thus would 

catch the lie of line 33.


My conclusion is that the error of “nine-hundred-years-old-name” is 


Browning’s.  


Perhaps he chose the “9” (representative of the duke) to contrast with the 


number associated with the duchess (1; “all one” in line 25).  
           (c)  disgusts; miss; exceed.

           (d)  lessoned; wits; excuse.


     Note to teacher:  “lessoned” (40):  Now rarely used, “lesson” is a transitive 


verb which has two basic meanings:  (1) “to give a lesson to” or “to teach” 


and (2) “to rebuke or reproof.”  Both are applicable to the duke’s 



statement.  


However, he is doubtlessly also punning on “lessen,” meaning that the 


democratic conduct of the duchess “belittled, minimized, and disparaged” 


Ferrara and the House of Este.
           (e)  stooping; Never.

           (f)  doubt; I; smile.

     D.  (a)  death; portrait (or painting).


     Note to teacher:  “This grew” (45):  The duchess’s indiscriminate kindness. 


(b)  commands; all; stopped; killed; none; curtain; drawn; I [a grammatical error 


by Browning; it should be “save me” because “save” is a preposition here].  

     Note to teacher:  In an interview given many years after the poem was written, 


Browning said, “I meant that the commands were that she should be put to 

death. 
. . . Or he [the Duke] might have had her shut up in a convent.”



His comment, meant to placate his tender-hearted readers who were upset 

that this beautiful creature should be killed, is fawningly illogical since 


Browning, a scholar of Italian history, knew from his readings that the 


Duke of Ferrara had almost certainly had his wife poisoned.  (That she 


died of tuberculosis is a 20th-century theory.)


Victorian era audiences had a tremendous influence on writers.  



Remember that even Dickens changed the ending of his novel Great 


Expectations because they wanted the happy ending where there is the 


likelihood that Pip and Estella will marry.   


(c)  stands; alive; Looking; alive.

     E.  (a)  Count.

           (b)  company; daughter; dowry; curtain.


     Note to teacher:  The words “I repeat” (48) indicate that the negotiations 


had bogged down on the amount of the dowry.  At that point  the duke had 

sought an adjournment in order to give the emissary a tour of his art 


gallery upstairs.  Thus his purpose is both to convey what he expects in his 


prospective wife and that he will not dicker over the dowry which his Este


family name commands.

           (c)  bride; Duchess; stoop; behavior (or breeding, conduct, refinement, etc.).
           (d)  dowry; disallowed. 
           (e)  murdered (or poisoned, if the poem is approached biographically); behind; 

     Together; together.
           (f)  Taming.


     Note to teacher:  “though” (54):  An elliptical expression meaning “though [or 


however] notice as we are going down the stairs the sculpture of Neptune.”


4.  (a)  painting; praises; human.
     (b)  rarity; me. 
           
Note to teacher:  Incidentally, Innsbruck, Austria, hosted the 1964 and 1976 


Winter Olympics.        

  5.  (a)  trifling; heartless; sensitive (or caring); courtesy.

       (b)  chauvinism; wife’s; presence; stoop; selfless; liked.

Note to teacher:  Ferrara’s egotism is subtly revealed in the poem’s last three  


where he implicitly compares himself to the god Neptune.  Extending this 


comparison makes the tiny “sea horse” (55) a symbol of his “last Duchess.”     
       (c)   portrait (or painting); open; speech; gratitude.

       (d)  aristocratic; nine; name; everywhere; one.
       (e)  person (or individual). 
