Exploring Dramatic Monologue through Robert Browning’s My Last Duchess
I. Social and Literature Background for Dramatic Monologue
A. Social Background
In the history of the United Kingdom, the Victorian era was the period of Queen Victoria's reign, from 20 June 1837 until her death on 22 January 1901. Those are the years when Victoria was Queen of the United Kingdom of Great Britain and Ireland and Britain then embarked on global imperial expansion, which made it the largest empire in history. Industrial Revolution launched in Britain revealed the important role of science played in the dramatic development of economy; on the other hand religions began to lose its authority in the ideology and control on people. The pluralistic society was full of conflicts between science and superstition, democracy and autarchy, capitalism and feudalism, urbanization and natural economy, freedom and patriarchy. Facing the plight and complexity of the society, people were anxious and full of uncertainty about the development directions of the society. 
B. Literature Background
In literature, the authors in Victorian age got sandwiched between two great movements that majorly influenced Western Culture, the Romantics and the Modernism. On the other hand, it was the age of the novel and everyone was reading Charles Dickens, George Eliot. Poetry did not do well in the Victorian period and Romantic poets like William Wordsworth and Lord Byron were popular in poetry lovers.
Robert Browning was such an intelligent poet who sensitively realized the social changes and poetry plight, and thus changed the expressions of poetry accordingly. In his poetry, the author was no longer the sole authority who exerted his influence and imposed his values on readers, but detached himself from the poetry and appointed a spokesman to narrate, who enjoyed the same authority with the author. The spokesman was no longer the substitute of the author and expressed the author’s ideas but a man who had his own way of thinking and was independent from the author. The readers needed to figure out the underlying meaning of the author from the narration of the protagonist, sometimes in an ironical way. Robert Browning’s poetry was just like the social conditions he was in, open and diverse.
II. The nature of dramatic monologue
Epics, lyrics and drama are the three orthodox genres in literature and dramatic monologue retains some relation to them but belongs to a separate category.  Through a comparative study, it will be much easier to understand features of dramatic monologue. The comparative method is supported by Curry’s statement “the nature of the monologue will be best understood by comparing it with some of the literary forms which it resembles, or with which it is often unconsciously confused” (p.13)
A. Comparison with Epics
I will begin with the comparison with epics because “the dramatic monologue differs more widely from the epic than from any other type” (Howard, p.37). Epics, taking Homer’s Epic as one of the typical examples, are long narrative poems recounting glorious deeds of their national heroes. This genre has been consistently used by peoples around the western world to transmit their traditions, without the aid of writing, from one generation to another. Thus it is identified by scholars as a kind of heroic oral poetry usually used for people who struggle for a national identity. It is an expression of national consciousness and its emphasis is upon national or universal significance. Dramatic monologue, on the other hand, selects a spokesman who is supposed to have one or more hearers, to narrate without being interrupted. The aim is to portray characteristics of an individual. The focus is on individuality. Howard writes “the epic being a prolonged narration of events, the dramatic monologue a short presentation of one occasion” and “ […] the emphasis [of epic] is […] upon the national or universal significance […] the dramatic monologue […] is strictly individual” (p. 37).
B. Comparison with Lyrics
Curry states that “the dramatic monologue is much more closely related to the lyric than to the epic” (p.14) Even browning himself calls some of his volumes “Dramatic Lyrics”, “Dramatic Romances and Lyrics”. Through lyrics, the poet gives direct expressions of his feelings, which demonstrates the subjective feature of this genre, while in dramatic monologues, the poet intentionally separates him from the speaker and do not express his favors directly. The author transfers his ideas to the speaker who speaks to a definite audience on the special occasion. Readers need to work hard to find the meaning behind the words through the subtle psychological description of the speaker, sometimes in an ironically betraying way. Comparatively, the dramatic monologue is more objective than the lyric.
Browning’s personal experience may also contribute to the objectiveness of this genre. In Browning’s early writing, romantic poet Shelley had inaugurated a melodious apocalypse. In 1833, Robert Browning published his first poem Pauline, in which Shelley was compared as Sun-treader. However, Browning was heavily criticized for its pathological admiration and emotional exposures in Pauline. Thus in his future creation, Robert Browning withdrew himself from the poem to show objectiveness and portrayed the individuality of the speaker through his/her own speaking.
C. Comparison with Drama
Dramatic monologue resembles lyrics in that both are simple and short as a complete whole. But it is more dramatic than lyric shown by the word dramatic, indicating that the speaker speaks in a dramatic situation. However, their differences lay in three aspects: plot, conversation and soliloquy. The drama has a plot which is divided into acts and scenes, whereas the dramatic monologue has no plot. The dramatic monologue “catches up an individual at a critical moment, which corresponds to the climax of the drama, and reveals his character by a flashlight” (p. 39). In drama, there are conversations on the platform which could be conducted by more than one person. In Dramatic monologue, it is a monopolized conversation in which the reader could only identify the conversation feature through the words of the speaker. There is an imaginary audience, but the audience says nothing. Regarding the soliloquy, both has only one speaker who is thinking aloud. But in drama, the speaker’s thoughts flow freely without interruption, while in dramatic monologue, the soliloquy is influenced and modified in some degree by the hearer.
III. Case Study of My Last Duchess
My Last Duchess, published in 1842 in a book of poems titled Dramatic Lyrics. As the book title suggests, it was a new type of poetry for the Victorian age which combined some aspects of stage plays and some aspects of Romantic verse. Browning got inspiration for My Last Duchess from the history of a Renaissance duke, Alfonso II of Ferrara, whose young wife Lucrezia died in suspicious circumstances in 1561. Lucrezia herself never got to enjoy riches and status; she was married at 14 and dead by 17. After her death, Alfonso courted (and eventually married) the niece of the Count of Tyrol. In the poetry, the Renaissance duke is conducting a marriage negotiation with an envoy. The Duke takes the envoy around his stately home to show his art collection, including a portrait of his late wife, which he calls the Last Duchess. 
This poem consists of three parts of dramatic monologue: the occasion, the speaker and the hearer. It is set in the marriage negotiation of the Duke with an envoy and the Duke speaks and the envoy listens. Hobsbaun gives three conditions for dramatic monologue: “First, it should appear to be spoken by a person other than the poet. Secondly, it should reveal some aspect of character. Thirdly, it should feel like drama” (pp.227-228). The first condition may come from the comparison with epics and demonstrates the objectiveness of dramatic monologue; the second condition from the comparison with epics and show its individuality while the third indicates its dramatic feature.
A. Individuality in My Last Duchess
The Duke, who speaks to an imaginary hearer, began his monologue performance and speech like on the stage. He was not interrupted by others or limited to conventions in other forms of poetry. 
From the beginning of the poem, we learn that the Duke is showing the envoy the painting of his Duchess. His purpose is to let the envoy know that it is a great honor to be able to see the painting of his beautiful last Duchess from the line “for never read︱Strangers like you that pictured countenance” and even the painter must finish the painting “busily a day” because the Duke does not want him to watch the Duchess more than necessarily. The painting is kept for the Duck himself and only he is able to draw the curtain that covers the picture. He is jealous and on the other hand peacockish and vain and wants to impress the envoy with the beauty of his Duchess by showing him the picture. The envoy is startled by the Duchess’ beauty and could not help asking “how such a glance came there”. The Duke recalls the day Pandolf creates the painting and the artist makes the Duchess flush by saying “her mantle laps︱Over my lady’s wrist too much” and “paint︱Must never hope to reproduce the faint︱Half-flush that dies along her throat”. The Duke regards the Duchess as his possession or a piece of art. The Duchess likes smiling and it is easy to call up that spot of joy from her, which the Duke regards as trifling and disgusting and thinks he is too elegant to choose never to stoop to lesson her. From the description, we could see a vivid portrait of a hypocritical, cool-blooded and conceited man. 
B. Objectiveness in My Last Duchess
In dramatic monologue, the poet withdraws himself from the poem and does not express his favors but only gives indirect allusions to let the readers work out the underlying meaning. “Its best known attribute is that it is spoken by a person other than the poet himself” (Hobsbaun, p.227). There are discrepancies between what the Duke wants to express and what he really expresses.
[bookmark: OLE_LINK1][bookmark: OLE_LINK2]The Duke blames his last Duchess for a sort of trifling and not respect his “nine-hundred-year-old name” and ranks it with anyone’s gifts such as “The bough of cherries some officious fool｜Broke in the orchard for her”. The Duchess “had｜A heart […] too soon made glad, ｜Too easily impressed” and even the sunset please her and makes her smile. From these words, the readers see a pure, gentle, endearing, lively and friendly young lady. The Duke meant to speak high of him, but we saw an overconfident, imperious and cruel guy who regards the Duchess as his personal property and does not allow anyone else to get contact with her. An irony is employed here to show the resourceful underlying meaning in this dramatic monologue.
The Duke shows false modesty by saying “Even had you skill｜In speech - (which I had not)”. The reality is that he tortures her with cold violence to lecture her. But the Duchess makes excuse to defend for herself. The Duke is thus angry that his wife disagrees with him. So he gives commands, “Then all smiles stopped together.” All these imply that the Duchess has been killed by the Duke. The Duke only loves himself and regards his wife as personal belonging, even not allowing her to smile to others. Here the Duke is representing the patriarchy and feudalism power while the Duchess could be regarded as the emergence of democracy in the society. The author implies the social conflicts here. That is where the readers could interpret the poem from the political point of view.
C. The Dramatic features
The drama has a plot connected by acts and scenes with a climax. Dramatic monologue has no plot but reveals the speaker’s character by a flashlight at a special moment, which is corresponding to the climax of the drama. In dramatic monologue, although the hearer is in the background, they are essential part of the monologue. It is through the interaction between the speaker and the hearer the poem progress and the reader could infer some underlying information. 
From “Nay, we’ll go｜Together down, sir”, we could infer that the painting is somewhere upstairs. It is just when they start going downstairs that the Duke mentions Neptune, from which we may have a bold guess that there is a window which could see the statue in the garden. Thus the painting may be somewhere up the staircase. The duke usually greet guests downstairs and few people could go upstairs, so the painting is hanged upstairs on purpose that only the Duke could see it. It is a great honor granted by the Duke to the envoy to have a glance of the beauty of the Duchess. From “We’ll meet｜The company below, then”, we know that the duke pays great importance to the envoy and holds a party for him. By doing these, the Duke wants to impress the envoy with his gentleness and hospitality so is able to marry the “fair daughter” with ample dowry. However, we could see the miserable fate of the lady from “Though his fair daughter’s self, as I avowed｜At starting, is my object”. By showing the envoy Neptune taming a sea-horse, the Duke indicates that he wants to marry someone subordinated to him and could be tamed as obedient “animal”. He never knows to respect his wife but treat her as his possessions. 
IV. Conclusion
As a dependent genre, dramatic monologue is always associated with Robert Browning. Any forms of literature go through the unconscious and conscious stages. In the unconscious stage, the creators focus on the content of the literature regardless of its structure. In the conscious stage, some writers notice the specialties of the literature category and fix the form for it and establish a new genre. Dramatic monologue gets inspirations from letter, sonnet etc. and emerges in a period when drama is declining. In dramatic monologue, the author detaches himself from the poem and appoints a spokesman. The author does not express his emotions or favors directly but in a connotative way through indirect allusions or ironical betrayals. The readers needed to find out the underlying meaning by them. All these make dramatic monologue have multi-level meanings and different points of interpretations. 
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Appendix
My Last Duchess 
That's my last Duchess painted on the wall,           
Looking as if she were alive. I call                   
That piece a wonder, now: Frà Pandolf's hands        
Worked busily a day, and there she stands.           
Will 't please you sit and look at her? I said           
'Frà Pandolf' by design, for never read               
Strangers like you that pictured countenance,         
The depth and passion of its earnest glance,          
But to myself they turned (since none puts by         
The curtain I have drawn for you, but I)              
And seemed as they would ask me, if they durst,       
How such a glance came there; so, not the first        
Are you to turn and ask thus. Sir, 't was not           
Her husband's presence only, called that spot         
Of joy into the Duchess' cheek: perhaps              
Frà Pandolf chanced to say, 'Her mantle laps            
Over my lady's wrist too much,' or 'Paint              
Must never hope to reproduce the faint               
Half-flush that dies along her throat:' such stuff         
Was courtesy, she thought, and cause enough          
For calling up that spot of joy. She had                
A heart -- how shall I say? -- too soon made glad,        
Too easily impressed; she liked whate'er               
She looked on, and her looks went everywhere.         
Sir, 't was all one! my favour at her breast,              
The dropping of the daylight in the West,               
The bough of cherries some officious fool               
Broke in the orchard for her, the white mule             
She rode with round the terrace -- all and each           
Would draw from her alike the approving speech,         
Or blush, at least. She thanked men, -- good! but thanked   
Somehow -- I know not how -- as if she ranked            
my gift of a nine-hundred-years-old name                
With anybody's gift. Who'd stoop to blame               
This sort of trifling? Even had you skill                   
In speech -- (which I have not) -- to make your will         
Quite clear to such an one, and say, 'Just this            
Or that in you disgusts me; here you miss,              
Or there exceed the mark' -- and if she let              
Herself be lessoned so, nor plainly set                 
Her wits to yours, forsooth, and made excuse,           
-- E'en then would be some stooping; and I choose       
Never to stoop. Oh, sir, she smiled, no doubt,           
Whene'er I passed her; but who passed without         
Much the same smile? This grew; I have commands;      
Then all smiles stopped together. There she stands       
As if alive. Will 't please you rise? We'll meet            
The company below then. I repeat,                    
The Count your master's known munificence            
Is ample warrant that no just pretence                 
Of mine for dowry will be disallowed;                  
Though his fair daughter's self, as I avowed              
At starting, is my object. Nay, we'll go                  
Together down, sir. Notice Neptune, though,            
Taming a sea-horse, thought a rarity,                   
Which Claus of Innsbruck cast in bronze for me!          
