
 

My Last Duchess by Robert Browning 

 
Lucrezia de Medici 

  Background and Context 

 Published in 1842 during the Victorian period. 

 Robert Browning was fascinated by Italy and lived there for 
a number of years. 

 Ferrara is a region of Italy. In 1561, the Duke of Ferrara’s 
wife, Lucrezia, died and rumours circulated that she had 
been poisoned. This was Browning’s inspiration for the 
poem. 

 The Duke of Ferrara was meant to have married Lucrezia’s 
sister but she died before they could marry. Lucrezia 
married the duke in 1558 at the age of 13 and joined him 
in Ferrara in 1560. She was 16 when she died. 

Synopsis of the poem 

 A rich Duke shows a visitor a portrait of his late wife. The 
Duke says he disliked her flirtatious behaviour and put a 
stop to it.  At the end of the poem, it becomes clear that 
the visitor is arranging the Duke’s next marriage.  

Form and Structure 

 Dramatic monologue – rambling monologue reflecting the 
arrogance and powerful status of the Duke 

 Written in iambic pentameter 

 Rhyming couplets are used to show the Duke’s desire to 
take control and enjambment is used to show when he 
loses this control. This helps to portray him as unstable. 

 The poem is ‘framed’ by the visit to the Duke’s collection of 
art works, much as the Duchess now exists within a frame. 

Vocabulary 

 Countenance – face 

 Durst – dare 

 Mantle – cloak 

 Bough – branch 

 Officious – interfering 

 Forsooth – indeed 

 Munificence – generosity 

 Dowry – sum paid to the husband by the bride’s family 

 Avowed – said 

 Neptune – Roman god of the sea 

Quotations 
‘Choose never to stoop’: the verb ‘choose’ shows his power to make choices, being male and rich. Use 
of the verb ‘stoop’ shows he sees it as beneath him to explain why she has upset him. 
‘My gift of a nine-hundred-years old name’: believes he has done the Duchess a favour by marrying her 
and elevating her social status. Pride shown in his power and influence that he sees his name as a ‘gift’. 
‘I gave commands then all smiles stopped together’: could suggest the relationship was broken or that 
he had power over whether she lived or died.  
‘Will’t please you sit and look at her?’: rhetorical question to his visitor shows obsession with power 
and his expectation that he will be obeyed. 
‘Notice Neptune, though / Taming a sea-horse’: when moving away from the painting of the Duchess, 
he points out another painting, also about control. 

Poetic Techniques 

 Repetition of ‘stoop’ shows the Duke’s arrogance and fixation with status 

 Use of the caesura in line 45 ‘This grew; I gave commands;’ highlights the sinister euphemism he is using 

 Use of possessive pronouns reflects the Duke’s narcissism 

 Use of phrases that would usually be conversational (‘how shall I say?’, ‘I know not how’, ‘(which I have not)’) but sound 
practised and contrived when used by the Duke. Browning uses these to show the manipulative nature of the Duke. 

 Use of rhetorical questions presents the Duke as exercising his authority. He does not expect to be answered but 
expects obedience instead. 

Links 
Ozymandias 

Tone 
 

Sinister, warning, ominous, arrogant, 
proud, bitter. 



 


