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ROBERT BROWNING’S POETRY 

Robert Browning 

Robert Browning was born in 1812 , the son of fairly liberal parents who took an interest in his 

education and personal growth. He read voraciously as a youth, and began to write poetry while still 

quite young, influenced by Percy Bysshe Shelley, whose radicalism urged a rethinking of modern society. 

However, Browning’s earliest works garnered him some negative attention for their expression of strong 

sensations their morbid tone. Thus for a time he set poetry aside to work on plays, finding in their 

fictional world an apt space for experimentation and development as a creative mind. Most of the plays 

did not find success, however, and Browning turned back again to verse. 

Browning’s first important poem was the lengthyParacelsus, which appeared in1835 . Really a long 

dramatic monologue, the poem described the career of the sixteenth-century alchemist, and achieved 

popular success, establishing Browning as a familiar name with the reading public, if not yet as a great 

poet. In 1841 Browning put out Pippa Passes, a loosely structured set of poems that draw from the 

sensationalism of modern media. This was followed by 1842 ’s Dramatic Lyrics and 1845 ’s Dramatic 

Romances and Lyrics.Along with the 1855  volume Men and Women and the 1864  book Dramatis 

Personae, these two collections, although not wild successes, contain most of the poems today 

considered central to the Browning canon. But the poet achieved true literary stardom with the 

publication of his verse novel The Ring and the Book, a historical tragedy based on a group of documents 

Browning had found at an Italian bookseller’s. The work appeared in installments from 1868 to 1869 , 

and Browning societies soon sprang up all over England, rocketing Browning into a fame he enjoyed 

until his death in 1889 . 

Just as Browning’s professional life centered around this crucial publication, so, too did his personal life 

center around a crucial relationship. Following the appearance of her celebrated first collection, 

Browning had begun corresponding with the poet Elizabeth Barrett, a semi-invalid who lived in the 

home of her extremely protective father. Not long after their first face-to- face meeting, the two poets 

married in secret and fled to Italy, where they lived until Elizabeth’s death in 1861 . During this time 

critics considered Elizabeth much the finer poet, and scholars even proposed her as a candidate for poet 

laureate when William Wordsworth died (Alfred Tennyson received the honor instead). Although 

Elizabeth Barrett Browning’s work still receives much scholarly attention, Robert Browning’s subtle, 
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detail-oriented poems have proven attractive to modern critics, and he has now replaced his wife as the 

Browning of favor. 

Browning lived and wrote during a time of major societal and intellectual upheaval, and his poems 

reflect this world. England was becoming increasingly urban, and newspapers daily assaulted the senses 

with splashy tales of crime and lust in the city. Many people began to lose faith in religion as various 

new scientific theories rocked society—most notably Charles Darwin’s theory of evolution, articulated in 

his 1859 The Origin of Species, and many questioned the old bases of morality. Just as religion and 

science were shifting in their roles, so, too, was art: artists and critics were moving toward what would 

become the “art for art’s sake” movement at the end of the nineteenth century. Browning responded to 

these cultural upheavals in the 1840 s and ’50s with poems in which he explores the relationship of 

morality to art, and the conflict between aesthetics and didacticism. Mid- 19th-century Britain 

experienced economic turmoil as well: wealth and consumption were on the rise at the same time that 

poverty soared, and the need to reconcile these two facts finds an analogue in the struggle to decide 

between material beauty—often manifested in luxurious furnishings, decorations, ornament, and 

clothing—and morality—in the form of a concern for the poor. Browning explores all of these issues in 

his poetry, even though he sets many of them in the Renaissance or other distant historical periods; this 

is part of his way of achieving relevance while never becoming moralistic or overly strident. But 

Browning’s genius lay not so much in his choice of subject matter or setting, but in his craftsmanship: 

the fascination of his poetry owes to his strong portrayal of characters and his wealth of detail. 

Browning’s most important poetic message regards the new conditions of urban living. By the middle of 

the nineteenth century, the once-rural British population had become centered in large cities, thanks to 

the changes wrought by theIndustrial Revolution. With so many people living in such close quarters, 

poverty, violence, and sex became part of everyday life. People felt fewer restrictions on their behavior, 

no longer facing the fear of non-acceptance that they had faced in smaller communities; people could 

act in total anonymity, without any monitoring by acquaintances or small-town busybodies. However, 

while the absence of family and community ties meant new-found personal independence, it also meant 

the loss of a social safety net. Thus for many city-dwellers, a sense of freedom mixed with a sense of 

insecurity. The mid-nineteenth century also saw the rapid growth of newspapers, which functioned not 

as the current-events journals of today but as scandal sheets, filled with stories of violence and carnality. 

Hurrying pedestrians, bustling shops, and brand-new goods filled the streets, and individuals had to take 
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in millions of separate perceptions a minute. The resulting overstimulation led, according to many 

theorists, to a sort of numbness. Many writers now felt that in order to provoke an emotional reaction 

they had to compete with the turmoils and excitements of everyday life, had to shock their audience in 

ever more novel and sensational ways. Thus violence became a sort of aesthetic choice for many 

writers, among them Robert Browning. In many of his poems, violence, along with sex, becomes the 

symbol of the modern urban-dwelling condition. Many of Browning’s more disturbing poems, including 

“Porphyria’s Lover” and “My Last Duchess,” reflect this notion. 

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. Thus everything 

came under moral scrutiny, even art and literature. Many of Browning’s poems, which often feature 

painters and other artists, try to work out the proper relationship between art and morality: Should art 

have a moral message? Can art be immoral? Are aesthetics and ethics inherently contradictory aims? 

These are all questions with which Browning’s poetry struggles. The new findings of science, most 

notably evolution, posed further challenges to traditional religious ideas, suggesting that empiricism—

the careful recording of observable details—could serve as a more relevant basis for human endeavor, 

whether intellectual or artistic. 

In exploring these issues of art and modernity, Browning uses the dramatic monologue. A dramatic 

monologue, to paraphrase M.H. Abrams, is a poem with a speaker who is clearly separate from the poet, 

who speaks to an implied audience that, while silent, remains clearly present in the scene. (This implied 

audience distinguishes the dramatic monologue from the soliloquy—a form also used by Browning—in 

which the speaker does not address any specific listener, rather musing aloud to him or herself). 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. He 

often further distances himself by employing historical characters, particularly from the Italian 

Renaissance. During the Renaissance in Italy art assumed a new humanism and began to separate from 

religion; concentrations of social power reached an extreme. Thus this temporal setting gives Browning 

a good analogue for exploring issues of art and morality and for looking at the ways in which social 

power could be used (and misused: the Victorian period saw many moral pundits assume positions of 
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social importance). Additionally, the monologue form allows Browning to explore forms of 

consciousness and self-representation. This aspect of the monologue underwent further development in 

the hands of some of Browning’s successors, among them Alfred Tennyson and T.S. Eliot. 

Browning devotes much attention not only to creating a strong sense of character, but also to 

developing a high level of historic specificity and general detail. These concerns reflected Victorian 

society’s new emphasis on empiricism, and pointed the way towards the kind of intellectual verse that 

was to be written by the poets of high Modernism, like Eliot and Ezra Pound. In its scholarly detail and 

its connection to the past Browning’s work also implicitly considers the relationship of modern poets to 

a greater literary tradition. At least two of Browning’s finest dramatic monologues take their inspiration 

from moments in Shakespeare’s plays, and other poems consider the matter of one’s posterity and 

potential immortality as an artist. Because society had been changing so rapidly, Browning and his 

contemporaries could not be certain that the works of canonical artists like Shakespeare and 

Michelangelo would continue to have relevance in the emerging new world. Thus these writers worried 

over their own legacy as well. However, Browning’s poetry has lasted—perhaps precisely because of its 

very topical nature: its active engagement with the debates of its times, and the intelligent strategies 

with which it handles such era-specific material. 

Themes 

Multiple Perspectives on Single Events 

The dramatic monologue verse form allowed Browning to explore and probe the minds of specific 

characters in specific places struggling with specific sets of circumstances. In The Ring and the Book, 

Browning tells a suspenseful story of murder using multiple voices, which give multiple perspectives and 

multiple versions of the same story. Dramatic monologues allow readers to enter into the minds of 

various characters and to see an event from that character’s perspective. Understanding the thoughts, 

feelings, and motivations of a character not only gives readers a sense of sympathy for the characters 

but also helps readers understand the multiplicity of perspectives that make up the truth. In effect, 

Browning’s work reminds readers that the nature of truth or reality fluctuates, depending on one’s 

perspective or view of the situation. Multiple perspectives illustrate the idea that no one sensibility or 

perspective sees the whole story and no two people see the same events in the same way. Browning 

further illustrated this idea by writing poems that work together as companion pieces, such as “Fra 
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Lippo Lippi” and “Andrea del Sarto.” Poems such as these show how people with different characters 

respond differently to similar situations, as well as depict how a time, place, and scenario can cause 

people with similar personalities to develop or change quite dramatically. 

The Purposes of Art 

Browning wrote many poems about artists and poets, including such dramatic monologues as “Pictor 

Ignotus” (1855 ) and “Fra Lippo Lippi.” Frequently, Browning would begin by thinking about an artist, an 

artwork, or a type of art that he admired or disliked. Then he would speculate on the character or 

artistic philosophy that would lead to such a success or failure. His dramatic monologues about artists 

attempt to capture some of this philosophizing because his characters speculate on the purposes of art. 

For instance, the speaker of “Fra Lippo Lippi” proposes that art heightens our powers of observation and 

helps us notice things about our own lives. According to some of these characters and poems, painting 

idealizes the beauty found in the real world, such as the radiance of a beloved’s smile. Sculpture and 

architecture can memorialize famous or important people, as in “The Bishop Orders His Tomb at Saint 

Praxed’s Church” (1845 ) and “The Statue and the Bust” (1855). But art also helps its creators to make 

a living, and it thus has a purpose as pecuniary as creative, an idea explored in “Andrea del Sarto.” 

The Relationship Between Art and Morality 

Throughout his work, Browning tried to answer questions about an artist’s responsibilities and to 

describe the relationship between art and morality. He questioned whether artists had an obligation to 

be moral and whether artists should pass judgment on their characters and creations. Unlike many of his 

contemporaries, Browning populated his poems with evil people, who commit crimes and sins ranging 

from hatred to murder. The dramatic monologue format allowed Browning to maintain a great distance 

between himself and his creations: by channeling the voice of a character, Browning could explore evil 

without actually being evil himself. His characters served as personae that let him adopt different traits 

and tell stories about horrible situations. In “My Last Duchess,” the speaker gets away with his wife’s 

murder since neither his audience (in the poem) nor his creator judges or criticizes him. Instead, the 

responsibility of judging the character’s morality is left to readers, who find the duke of Ferrara a 

vicious, repugnant person even as he takes us on a tour of his art gallery. 
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Motifs 

Medieval and Renaissance European Settings 

Browning set many of his poems in medieval and Renaissance Europe, most often in Italy. He drew on 

his extensive knowledge of art, architecture, and history to fictionalize actual events, including a 

seventeenth-century murder in The Ring and the Book, and to channel the voices of actual historical 

figures, including a biblical scholar in medieval Spain in “Rabbi Ben Ezra” (1864 ) and the Renaissance 

painter in the eponymous “Andrea del Sarto.” The remoteness of the time period and location allowed 

Browning to critique and explore contemporary issues without fear of alienating his readers. Directly 

invoking contemporary issues might seem didactic and moralizing in a way that poems set in the 

thirteenth, fourteenth, and fifteenth centuries would not. For instance, the speaker of “The Bishop 

Orders His Tomb at Saint Praxed’s Church” is an Italian bishop during the late Renaissance. Through the 

speaker’s pompous, vain musings about monuments, Browning indirectly criticizes organized religion, 

including the Church of England, which was in a state of disarray at the time of the poem’s composition 

in the mid-nineteenth century. 

Psychological Portraits 

Dramatic monologues feature a solitary speaker addressing at least one silent, usually unnamed person, 

and they provide interesting snapshots of the speakers and their personalities. Unlike soliloquies, in 

dramatic monologues the characters are always speaking directly to listeners. Browning’s characters are 

usually crafty, intelligent, argumentative, and capable of lying. Indeed, they often leave out more of a 

story than they actually tell. In order to fully understand the speakers and their psychologies, readers 

must carefully pay attention to word choice, to logical progression, and to the use of figures of speech, 

including anymetaphors or analogies. For instance, the speaker of “My Last Duchess” essentially 

confesses to murdering his wife, even though he never expresses his guilt outright. Similarly, the 

speaker of “Soliloquy of the Spanish Cloister” inadvertently betrays his madness by confusing Latin 

prayers and by expressing his hate for a fellow friar with such vituperation and passion. Rather than 

state the speaker’s madness, Browning conveys it through both what the speaker says and how the 

speaker speaks. 
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Grotesque Images 

Unlike other Victorian poets, Browning filled his poetry with images of ugliness, violence, and the 

bizarre. His contemporaries, such as Alfred, Lord Tennyson, and Gerard Manley Hopkins, in contrast, 

mined the natural world for lovely images of beauty. Browning’s use of the grotesque links him to 

novelist Charles Dickens, who filled his fiction with people from all strata of society, including the 

aristocracy and the very poor. Like Dickens, Browning created characters who were capable of great evil. 

The early poem “Porphyria’s Lover” (1836 ) begins with the lover describing the arrival of Porphyria, 

then it quickly descends into a depiction of her murder at his hands. To make the image even more 

grotesque, the speaker strangles Porphyria with her own blond hair. Although “Fra Lippo Lippi” takes 

place during the Renaissance in Florence, at the height of its wealth and power, Browning sets the poem 

in a back alley beside a brothel, not in a palace or a garden. Browning was instrumental in helping 

readers and writers understand that poetry as an art form could handle subjects both lofty, such as 

religious splendor and idealized passion, and base, such as murder, hatred, and madness, subjects that 

had previously only been explored in novels. 

Symbols 

Taste 

Browning’s interest in culture, including art and architecture, appears throughout his work in depictions 

of his characters’ aesthetic tastes. His characters’ preferences in art, music, and literature reveal 

important clues about their natures and moral worth. For instance, the duke of Ferrara, the speaker of 

“My Last Duchess,” concludes the poem by pointing out a statue he commissioned of Neptune taming a 

sea monster. The duke’s preference for this sculpture directly corresponds to the type of man he is—

that is, the type of man who would have his wife killed but still stare lovingly and longingly at her 

portrait. Like Neptune, the duke wants to subdue and command all aspects of life, including his wife. 

Characters also express their tastes by the manner in which they describe art, people, or landscapes. 

Andrea del Sarto, the Renaissance artist who speaks the poem “Andrea del Sarto,” repeatedly uses the 

adjectives gold and silver in his descriptions of paintings. His choice of words reinforces one of the major 

themes of the poem: the way he sold himself out. Listening to his monologue, we learn that he now 

makes commercial paintings to earn a commission, but he no longer creates what he considers to be 
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real art. His desire for money has affected his aesthetic judgment, causing him to use monetary 

vocabulary to describe art objects. 

Evil and Violence 

Synonyms for, images of, and symbols of evil and violence abound in Browning’s poetry. “Soliloquy of 

the Spanish Cloister,” for example, begins with the speaker trying to articulate the sounds of his “heart’s 

abhorrence” (1) for a fellow friar. Later in the poem, the speaker invokes images of evil pirates and a 

man being banished to hell. The diction and images used by the speakers expresses their evil thoughts, 

as well as indicate their evil natures. “Childe Roland to the Dark Tower Came” (1855 ) portrays a 

nightmarish world of dead horses and war-torn landscapes. Yet another example of evil and violence 

comes in “Porphyria’s Lover,” in which the speaker sits contentedly alongside the corpse of Porphyria, 

whom he murdered by strangling her with her hair. Symbols of evil and violence allowed Browning to 

explore all aspects of human psychology, including the base and evil aspects that don’t normally appear 

in poetry. 

“My Last Duchess” 

Complete Text 

That’s my last Duchess painted on the wall,  

Looking as if she were alive. I call  

That piece a wonder, now: Fra Pandolf’s hands  

Worked busily a day, and there she stands.  

Will’t please you sit and look at her? I said  

“Fra 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, ’twas not  

Her husband’s presence only, called that spot  



  dattaprasad /documents/ notes/ /2013 

Of joy into the Duchess’ cheek: perhaps  

Fra 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, ’twas 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 gave commands;  

Then all smiles stopped together. There she stands  
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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! 

Summary 

This poem is loosely based on historical events involving Alfonso, the Duke of Ferrara, who lived in 

the 16th century. The Duke is the speaker of the poem, and tells us he is entertaining an emissary who 

has come to negotiate the Duke’s marriage (he has recently been widowed) to the daughter of another 

powerful family. As he shows the visitor through his palace, he stops before a portrait of the late 

Duchess, apparently a young and lovely girl. The Duke begins reminiscing about the portrait sessions, 

then about the Duchess herself. His musings give way to a diatribe on her disgraceful behavior: he 

claims she flirted with everyone and did not appreciate his “gift of a nine-hundred-years- old name.” As 

his monologue continues, the reader realizes with ever-more chilling certainty that the Duke in fact 

caused the Duchess’s early demise: when her behavior escalated, “[he] gave commands; / Then all 

smiles stopped together.” Having made this disclosure, the Duke returns to the business at hand: 

arranging for another marriage, with another young girl. As the Duke and the emissary walk leave the 

painting behind, the Duke points out other notable artworks in his collection. 

Form 

“My Last Duchess” comprises rhyming pentameter lines. The lines do not employ end-stops; rather, they 

use enjambment—gthat 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. The Duke is quite a performer: 

he mimics others’ voices, creates hypothetical situations, and uses the force of his personality to make 
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horrifying information seem merely colorful. Indeed, the poem provides a classic example of a dramatic 

monologue: the speaker is clearly distinct from the poet; an audience is suggested but never appears in 

the poem; and the revelation of the Duke’s character is the poem’s primary aim. 

Commentary 

But Browning has more in mind than simply creating a colorful character and placing him in a 

picturesque historical scene. Rather, the specific historical setting of the poem harbors much 

significance: the Italian Renaissance held a particular fascination for Browning and his contemporaries, 

for it represented the flowering of the aesthetic and the human alongside, or in some cases in the place 

of, the religious and the moral. Thus the temporal setting allows Browning to again explore sex, 

violence, and aesthetics as all entangled, complicating and confusing each other: the lushness of the 

language belies the fact that the Duchess was punished for her natural sexuality. The Duke’s ravings 

suggest that most of the supposed transgressions took place only in his mind. Like some of Browning’s 

fellow Victorians, the Duke sees sin lurking in every corner. The reason the speaker here gives for killing 

the Duchess ostensibly differs from that given by the speaker of “Porphyria’s Lover” for murder 

Porphyria; however, both women are nevertheless victims of a male desire to inscribe and fix female 

sexuality. The desperate need to do this mirrors the efforts of Victorian society to mold the behavior—

gsexual and otherwise—gof 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. The Renaissance was a time when morally dissolute men like the Duke exercised absolute 

power, and as such it is a fascinating study for the Victorians: works like this imply that, surely, a time 

that produced magnificent art like the Duchess’s portrait couldn’t have been entirely evil in its allocation 

of societal control—geven though it put men like the Duke in power. 

A poem like “My Last Duchess” calculatedly engages its readers on a psychological level. Because we 

hear only the Duke’s musings, we must piece the story together ourselves. Browning forces his reader to 

become involved in the poem in order to understand it, and this adds to the fun of reading his work. It 

also forces the reader to question his or her own response to the subject portrayed and the method of 

its portrayal. We are forced to consider, Which aspect of the poem dominates: the horror of the 

Duchess’s fate, or the beauty of the language and the powerful dramatic development? Thus by posing 

this question the poem firstly tests the Victorian reader’s response to the modern world—git asks, Has 

everyday life made you numb yet?—gand secondly asks a question that must be asked of all art—git 
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queries, Does art have a moral component, or is it merely an aesthetic exercise? In these latter 

considerations Browning prefigures writers like Charles Baudelaire and Oscar Wilde. 

“Porphyria’s Lover” 

Complete Text 

The rain set early in tonight,  

The sullen wind was soon awake,  

It tore the elm-tops down for spite,  

and did its worst to vex the lake:  

I listened with heart fit to break.  

When glided in Porphyria; straight  

She shut the cold out and the storm,  

And kneeled and made the cheerless grate  

Blaze up, and all the cottage warm;  

Which done, she rose, and from her form  

Withdrew the dripping cloak and shawl,  

And laid her soiled gloves by, untied  

Her hat and let the damp hair fall,  

And, last, she sat down by my side  

And called me. When no voice replied,  

She put my arm about her waist,  

And made her smooth white shoulder bare,  

And all her yellow hair displaced,  

And, stooping, made my cheek lie there,  

And spread, o’er all, her yellow hair,  

Murmuring how she loved me—she  

Too weak, for all her heart’s endeavor,  

To set its struggling passion free  

From pride, and vainer ties dissever,  

And give herself to me forever.  

But passion sometimes would prevail,  
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Nor could tonight’s gay feast restrain  

A sudden thought of one so pale  

For love of her, and all in vain:  

So, she was come through wind and rain.  

Be sure I looked up at her eyes  

Happy and proud; at last I knew  

Porphyria worshiped me: surprise  

Made my heart swell, and still it grew  

While I debated what to do.  

That moment she was mine, mine, fair,  

Perfectly pure and good: I found  

A thing to do, and all her hair  

In one long yellow string I wound  

Three times her little throat around,  

And strangled her. No pain felt she;  

I am quite sure she felt no pain.  

As a shut bud that holds a bee,  

I warily oped her lids: again  

Laughed the blue eyes without a stain.  

And I untightened next the tress  

About her neck; her cheek once more  

Blushed bright beneath my burning kiss:  

I propped her head up as before  

Only, this time my shoulder bore  

Her head, which droops upon it still:  

The smiling rosy little head,  

So glad it has its utmost will,  

That all it scorned at once is fled,  

And I, its love, am gained instead!  

Porphyria’s love: she guessed not how  

Her darling one wish would be heard.  

And thus we sit together now,  
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And all night long we have not stirred,  

And yet God has not said a word! 

Summary 

“Porphyria’s Lover,” which first appeared in 1836, is one of the earliest and most shocking of 

Browning’s dramatic monologues. The speaker lives in a cottage in the countryside. His lover, a 

blooming young woman named Porphyria, comes in out of a storm and proceeds to make a fire and 

bring cheer to the cottage. She embraces the speaker, offering him her bare shoulder. He tells us that he 

does not speak to her. Instead, he says, she begins to tell him how she has momentarily overcome 

societal strictures to be with him. He realizes that she “worship[s]” him at this instant. Realizing that she 

will eventually give in to society’s pressures, and wanting to preserve the moment, he wraps her hair 

around her neck and strangles her. He then toys with her corpse, opening the eyes and propping the 

body up against his side. He sits with her body this way the entire night, the speaker remarking that God 

has not yet moved to punish him. 

Form 

“Porphyria’s Lover,” while natural in its language, does not display the colloquialisms or dialectical 

markers of some of Browning’s later poems. Moreover, while the cadence of the poem mimics natural 

speech, it actually takes the form of highly patterned verse, rhyming ABABB. The intensity and 

asymmetry of the pattern suggests the madness concealed within the speaker’s reasoned self-

presentation. 

This poem is a dramatic monologue—a fictional speech presented as the musings of a speaker who is 

separate from the poet. Like most of Browning’s other dramatic monologues, this one captures a 

moment after a main event or action. Porphyria already lies dead when the speaker begins. Just as the 

nameless speaker seeks to stop time by killing her, so too does this kind of poem seek to freeze the 

consciousness of an instant. 

Commentary 

“Porphyria’s Lover” opens with a scene taken straight from the Romantic poetry of the earlier 

nineteenth century. While a storm rages outdoors, giving a demonstration of nature at its most sublime, 
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the speaker sits in a cozy cottage. This is the picture of rural simplicity—a cottage by a lake, a rosy-

cheeked girl, a roaring fire. However, once Porphyria begins to take off her wet clothing, the poem leaps 

into the modern world. She bares her shoulder to her lover and begins to caress him; this is a level of 

overt sexuality that has not been seen in poetry since the Renaissance. We then learn that Porphyria is 

defying her family and friends to be with the speaker; the scene is now not just sexual, but 

transgressively so. Illicit sex out of wedlock presented a major concern for Victorian society; the famous 

Victorian “prudery” constituted only a backlash to what was in fact a popular obsession with the theme: 

the newspapers of the day reveled in stories about prostitutes and unwed mothers. Here, however, in 

“Porphyria’s Lover,” sex appears as something natural, acceptable, almost wholesome: Porphyria’s 

girlishness and affection take prominence over any hints of immorality. 

For the Victorians, modernity meant numbness: urban life, with its constant over-stimulation and 

newspapers full of scandalous and horrifying stories, immunized people to shock. Many believed that 

the onslaught of amorality and the constant assault on the senses could be counteracted only with an 

even greater shock. This is the principle Browning adheres to in “Porphyria’s Lover.” In light of 

contemporary scandals, the sexual transgression might seem insignificant; so Browning breaks through 

his reader’s probable complacency by having Porphyria’s lover murder her; and thus he provokes some 

moral or emotional reaction in his presumably numb audience. This is not to say that Browning is trying 

to shock us into condemning either Porphyria or the speaker for their sexuality; rather, he seeks to 

remind us of the disturbed condition of the modern psyche. In fact, “Porphyria’s Lover” was first 

published, along with another poem, under the title Madhouse Cells, suggesting that the conditions of 

the new “modern” world served to blur the line between “ordinary life”—for example, the domestic 

setting of this poem—and insanity—illustrated here by the speaker’s action. 

This poem, like much of Browning’s work, conflates sex, violence, and aesthetics. Like many Victorian 

writers, Browning was trying to explore the boundaries of sensuality in his work. How is it that society 

considers the beauty of the female body to be immoral while never questioning the morality of 

language’s sensuality—a sensuality often most manifest in poetry? Why does society see both sex and 

violence as transgressive? What is the relationship between the two? Which is “worse”? These are some 

of the questions that Browning’s poetry posits. And he typically does not offer any answers to them: 

Browning is no moralist, although he is no libertine either. As a fairly liberal man, he is confused by his 
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society’s simultaneous embrace of both moral righteousness and a desire for sensation; “Porphyria’s 

Lover” explores this contradiction. 

 

 


