Poetry
Third Year-second semester
The 6th lecture:                                                                                               د.علياء بدر


Today we are going to start Robert Browning. For Robert Browning if you read the introduction and the biography, it is longer than the biography of any other poet we are going to study this semester. It speaks about his way of thinking, his techniques and how he differs from other 19th century Victorian poets. You remember that the Victorian have something related to the romantics and we have seen this in Elizabeth Barrett Browning and in Tennyson. Their interest in nature though somehow differs from the romantics but still they are learning from the romantics their ideas and precedents and so. For Browning, there is something different. If you want to divide Browning’s life into stages, you can divide it into three stages, first when he was young before his marriage. In fact he started writing poetry when he was still young. 
Robert Browning’s early life: he started writing poetry early and he published his first poem when he was still 21 or 22 years old. Anyway he was not received as Tennyson. He was not appreciated. He was still rotating in the world of Shelley. His poetry was so personal and they readers did not enjoy his poems. Tennyson was taking all the reputation before him. When he fell in love with Elizabeth Barrett, she was older. We talked about that when we studied Elizabeth Barrett. Anyway, they eloped to Italy. They lived there together for 15 years. This is the second stage of Browning’s life. In fact these stages, though they are related to his personal life before marriage and then after his wife died, but it is not his personal life which had made this divisions between the stages of his life. In fact they are related to his poetry in a way or another. During the first years of his marriage, he was called Mrs. Browning’s husband. She was more famous than him. She had a great reputation as a poetess and he was not known. But in fact his life in Italy and when he became more mature, his poetry started to differ and he started to be somehow hiding his personal feelings. He started to wear masks. He tried his pain in writing poetry and he tried his pain in writing plays. He was a failure before his second stage. His first poem was performed only for four days on stage and it was a big lost for the producer. So, when he went to Italy something changed in him. He became more mature. He tried to get rid of Shelley’s style of being too personal and started to write in a different way. In fact when he wrote his first play though it was a failure, but it helped him a lot. You know when you try to be in the shoes of another person and to speak for him as actors on the stage. He learned how to disguise his own personality through writing on the tongue of an actor. He learnt this from the theater, writing plays to be performed on stage. This let him discover what is called dramatic monologue or in poetry what we call it dramatic monologue. It is to speak on the tongue of others as if one is speaking alone or to unobvious person/ audience or so and to speak out what he feels, but the poet is disguised there/ away. And he started this technique. At the beginning, he was not understood and then he gained reputation. They reader started to like his poetry. In the third stage of his life after the death of his wife; Mrs. Browning, he lived as a widower. He did not marry again. He went back with his only son to England and he tried to live another life. Even in his personal life with his friends, the poet was disguised. He spoke with his friends about any topic but not poetry. This is why when he died and buried, his colleagues; the writers and the poets, said that he was so unknown person. No one could know what he has been found and what he is planning to do. He leaned this from the many failures he experienced early in his life. This is a very short summary.
We said that he differs from his colleagues; the Victorian poets. First, he has this writing what we called the dramatic monologue. Another one is that his style was really different as it is shown in page 1233.  I said that he learnt from Shelley, but he in fact diverted from him. He learnt to have his own personality later and his poetry is so smart. You will find it is thoughtful. It reminds us of the poetry of John Donne, Milton and Shakespeare. It is deep and full of ideas and thoughts. After his death, he was appreciated more than Tennyson by the poets and the critics of the 20th century; modern critics. He was much appreciated, much more than Tennyson. They started to criticize Tennyson for his shallowness and started to appreciate for his deep thinking. 
When we want to mention Victorian poets, we have always to mention Tennyson and Browning together, each one for his different style and different contributions to the poetic scene at that time. 


“My Last Duchess”
I enjoyed this poem because it does not only address emotions. It addresses minds. Let us see what the poem says. The first information you want to know about ‘My Last Duchess’ is written in the footnote. 
(The poem is based on real incidents in the life of Alfonso II, fifth duke of Ferrara in Italy, whose first
wife Lucrezia de Medici, a young woman of fourteen, died in 1561 after only three years of marriage.
Following her death, probably of poison, the duke negotiated through an agent to marry a niece of the
Count of Tyrol. In the poem, Browning represents the duke as addressing this agent.)
This is the poem. He is a duke. So, he has a rank; he is an important man. And he had a young wife who died after three years of marriage. He is negotiating, so it is the matter of marriage.  See how is speaking about (negotiation), as if it is a kind of a deal/ business. He is negotiating with one of the agents to marry the niece of another Count (the niece of another important man). He is addressing the agent showing him the portrait of his old wife/ ex-wife. 
I want you while I am reading the poem to try to know what kind of person the speaker is/ what kind of person his wife was. And what is he expecting of his new wife? It is a psychological study.

“My Last Duchess” = as if he had many.

That's my last Duchess painted on the wall,
Looking as if she were alive.

Is he praising his wife or the painting? The painting. 
                          I call
That piece a wonder, 

Which piece? Piece of art; painting. 

                          now: Frà Pandolf's hands
Worked busily a day, and there she stands.

Frà Pandolf is the painter. Why does he mention the name of the painter not the name of his wife?
(Frà Pandolf's hands   Worked busily a day,) He is appreciating his hard work. He worked hard and there she stands. 

(Will 't please you sit and look at her?)

He is inviting the agent to sit and look.

                    I said
"Frà Pandolf"

He repeats Frà Pandolf as if the agent did not appreciate the name of the famous painter. 

                                                      I said
"Frà Pandolf" by design, for never read
Strangers like you that pictured countenance

(Stranger like you) what kind of person he is? He is addressing the agent who is supposed to make deal with the father of his coming wife in such way. 

The depth and passion of its earnest glance

No one/ no stranger had a chance to sit and watch 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;

It is a very long sentence; not yet finished. Let us read it again. 

                                                       I said
"Frà Pandolf" by design, for never read
Strangers like you that pictured countenance,
The depth and passion of its earnest glance,

No one has a chance to read/ to understand/ to grasp the depth and passion of its earnest glance. So, what kind of glance it was that of the duchess!! 

(But to myself they turned  And seemed as they would ask me, , if they durst,) If anyone would look at them, they would ask him.
if they durst,
How such a glance came there

What does it mean that glance? 
And we have between two brackets:
(since none puts by
The curtain I have drawn for you, but I)

It means that a painting is covered with curtains and no one has the permission to open and look and study that glance.

                            so, not the first
Are you to turn and ask thus.

I know that you are going to ask this, you are not the first one. 

                                                 Sir, 'twas not
Her husband's presence only, called that spot
Of joy into the Duchess' cheek: 

It is not only her husband’s presence that called this joy into the Duchess/ on the joyful glance. It is not because of the presence of her husband only. 

                                perhaps
Frà Pandolf chanced to say,

Maybe he is trying to figure out what would the painter have thought at that moment when he was painting the wife. And we have the two quotation marks. 

                        "Her mantle laps
Over my Lady's wrist too much," 

Maybe she was putting a kind of scarf which is covering a part of her. See how he addresses last wife ‘my last Duchess/ my lady’. The painter would have wished that the scarf or that cover which is covering a part of her wrist would be shorter or would show more of what it covers. You see how he looks at his wife and how men would look at her. 

                                or "Paint
Must never hope to reproduce the faint
Half-flush that dies along her throat"; 
  
So, how would men think of his wife?! She was so beautiful. They want to see more. So, she was desired by other men. What was her reaction? He says before that her husband’s presence Her husband's presence only, called that spot   Of joy into the Duchess' cheek: )  as if she knows and she was happy about how people looking at her. He thinks so; this is from his own point of view. 

(Half-flush) as is she was smiling with a shy trying to hide it; it shows some and it hides some. And we have another colon. You see how many colon we have!! As if he is trying to explain more and more. What does it mean when you feel that you have a meaning and you want to display and communicate it with the audience/ with you addressee and you feel that you want to speak more and you have colon after colon? As if you have much more in your heart and you did not yet express yourself. When we have full stops, it means that the meaning finished and that’s it and you stopped her, but when you have colon and you try to explain more and then another colon and then another colon, what does it mean? He just exposes some and still he has and exposes some more and still he has something to say. So, he has many things hidden about his wife. 

(such stuff)  he calls her smile/ her half-shown joy on her cheeks as such stuff. 

               such stuff
Was courtesy, she thought,

She is smiling to others. He thinks that it is out of courtesy. 

                         and cause enough
For calling up that spot of joy. 

You see why she was joyful!! Because he thinks from his own point of view she is not speaking, she is not dead and he is speaking instead of her on her behalf; how he feels and how he thinks that she feels. She thought that this was courtesy. You see what the cause according to him was that she knows that the painter wishes to see more. She knows that the painter was enjoying painting her. She knows that she was beautiful and desired and this is why this spot of joy appeared on her face. 

                                                              She had
A heart . . . how shall I say? . . . too soon made glad

It should be a compliment that she was so simple and she would feel glad for any simple thing/ easily be 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 were the same. My favor at her breast are equal to all these (The dropping of the daylight in the West {the sunset}, the bough of cherries some officious fool {a farmer would cut it for her} and the white mule she rode with round the terrace. 


                                                             all and each
Would draw from her alike the approving speech,
Or blush, at least. 

What kind of person he is trying to describe!! Was he appreciating her simplicity? No. 
Either approving speech (she might say something, showing her gratitude) or at least blush like what you see here on the painting. 

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. 

He is a duke of old history; his name goes back to nine hundred years. All were for her the same. She thanked, she smiled and she would show her courtesy.  


        Who'd stoop to blame
This sort of trifling? 

Stoop = it means to try to calm down and try to be humble. 
Who would stoop to blame this sort of trifling? How does he describe her behavior when she thanked men? She saw beauty and she thought courtesy and she smiled to every simple thing even she used to deal with mule in such a way. So, who would to stoop to blame this sort of trifling?!! Does it mean that he appreciated her or he disgusted her behavior? He disguised it.

              Even had you skill
In speech--

(If you wanted to speak to her). 

Even had you skill
In speech--(which I have not)--to make your will
Quite clear 

Which will? Not to treat him as everyone. 

       to make your will
Quite clear to such an one, 

He calls his duchess an one. 

                                    and say, "Just this
Or that in you disgusts me; here you miss,
Or there exceed the mark"-


(Even if you want to speak which I did not do it) He did not mention that to her.

              and if she let
Herself be lessoned so, 

If she improved herself according to him. 

       so, nor plainly set
Her wits to yours,

And if she set her wits to your own standard/ elevated her wit to your own standard after you speak to her (do o this and this is wrong and this is right).

forsooth, and made excuse,

And she made an excuse and apologized.

--E'en then would be some stooping; and I chuse
Never to stoop.

According to him, it is stooping. 

Did he mention for her anything? What kind of person he is? Is he husband? He is a master. He is the duke and everyone has to deal with him as a duke. Was she a real duchess to him? To be a duchess means that to be an equal. Was she treated as equal? Did he consider her as equal? Did he respect her? No. 
         
    and I chuse
Never to stoop. Oh, sir, she smiled, no doubt,
Whene'er I passed her; but who passed without
Much the same smile?

She has to smile for him only. 

             This grew; I gave commands;
Then all smiles stopped together. 

What happened?
Not only the smiles for me but for others. What did he do? Scared her? Killed her? What kind of person he is, it would suggest something like that. 

       There she stands
As if alive.

To remind him maybe. 

Will 't please you rise?

He told him at the beginning ‘will it please you sit?’ and now ‘will it be you rise?’

                                      We'll meet
The company below, then. I repeat,

(I repeat) continuing what he has started maybe before this speech. 

The Count your Master's known munificence
Is ample warrant that no just pretence
Of mine for dowry will be disallowed;

English women at that time used to pay like the Indians now. The bride should pay the dowry. 
The bride-to-come (the wife-to-be) is the daughter of a Count. 
Do not think that because I am rich I will not accept the dowry. 

 Though his fair daughter's self, as I avowed
At starting, is my object. 

His fair daughter self 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.

What is he pointing at? A statue, Neptune riding on a horse and one of the artists made it for him in bronze for him especially?! 

Now what kind of person is he? Proud of himself. He is proud of his name. He is proud of his position. He is proud of what he owns. What does he own? Painting of Frà Pandolf and the bronze statue. He starts the poem with Frà Pandolf; a piece of art, and he ends it with a piece of art. He is counting the things he owns. Did he mention any of his gifts? No. 
What kind of person as opposed to him? What kind of person she was? simple, close to nature. What does he resemble?  Aristocratic, superficial, materialistic.
Do not forget that England at that time was a colonial. How he treats his wife? He owns, he owns, he owns and he owns his wife. 
Someone is going to proposing someone, why do you think he brought that agent from downstairs up only to show him the painting?!!! To show off what he owns of paintings and statues, that’s all?!!! Why all these speech about his last duchess? 

( I gave commands; Then all smiles stopped ) what kind of person he was? He was obedient. The duke knows his rank and his position and knows how to deal with him. He wants him to be arrogant like him. 
Do not you think that his character and her character may reflect the conflict during the Victorian Age between the romantics’ sense which was still going on against the materialistic world which was also flourishing at that time? 
Do you think that they can live together? Can they be in harmony? No. This was the conflict which Tennyson tried to show in his poetry, not in ‘Ulysses’ but in other poems. So, how did Browning deal with that conflict/ in which way? Also in disguise.   
In fact Browning, at the beginning of his life he lived such a conflict between science and religion. He became atheist like Shelley. But if you read the introduction, you will find that he was born to a family where the father was really educated and the mother was also so religious. During young age at their late 20th when they want to start to build their own personality, people may be lost. Do not forget that the romantics most of them; those young generation, Shelley, Byron, and Keats died early. They did not have the time to mature and to experience maturity in order to change. 
The romantic attitude does not last forever. It is a stage of our life. One day one would feel and be at lost because at young age we imitate others; we do not have our own personality. We meet someone whom we admire and we make him our ideal. And then we see another one and he becomes our own example. At the end you feel that you have many different examples. You admire in this one something which is totally different in what you like in the other. And this is the conflict between generations. For Browning and Tennyson, they had the chance and they started early to be imitating the romantics. But in fact, Tennyson continued and this is why they started to criticize him at the end of the 19th century if you read another time. Now if you to compare and contrast between Tennyson and Browning, it would be very interesting. Reread the introduction on Tennyson and the introduction on Browning, you would see how Tennyson developed and how Browning developed and why Tennyson was criticized at the end of the 19th century and early 20th century and how Browning’s fans are growing more and more because he could go out/ he could pull himself out of the influence of Shelley and the young romantics to form for himself his own personality which suits his own time. It is good to compare and to contrast to see how maturity and the poet changed later.  Of course every one of us has his own conflict. This is nature. They are all different though we are similar/ we are living in the same age and in the similar conditions but still everyone would react differently and here comes the personality. And this is how you are going to learn how to build your own personality. 
Let us go back to the poem. What is the theme of the poem? The conflict between the simple romantic kind of person and the materialistic one. And do not forget that he describes her young. Do you think that he was young? No.
So, they are two different generations, two different natures and two different personalities living under one roof. So, it is the conflict between these two entities/ two worlds.  Now who has the power/ who was stronger? If we want to go more philosophical, do not you think that (this is also nature) maturity kills the childhood? Yes. She was so simple young romantic still she does not have experience of the duke; her husband. She could not understand him what he wants. At the same time, we cannot know what the kind of person which he really was, but we can know him and know her through him. And this is how we speak about childhood later when we are grown-ups. We see our childhood through our own eyes as mature people. 
Let us go to the poem. What are the themes? So, we have the conflict between the two entities; the young and the old, the romantic and the materialistic/ the kind and the arrogant, the humble and the proud. 
Again, these are the same words we are going to describe the characters; the personalities of both, the duchess and the duke. Now how do you think that the poem reflects its own age? 1- In the colonial mind he has, materialistic attitudes he has. He owns, he owns, he owns, like all the English people at that time. 
A student: the style of speaking poem. 
The doctor: this is when you speak about his character/ his personality that he commands and he orders. He gives orders event to the agents (set and look and rise up and let us go down). He gives orders and he does not stoop at all. He considers speaking to his wife telling him that I do not like this and I like this. She considers this as stooping. And he chose never to stoop. These all are the things that you are going to describe the personality. 
But what is about the poem and how it reflects the age? You said that it reflects a colonization kind of the era; colonial mind of the English aristocratic one. What else? 
A student: women’s condition at that time. 
The doctor: she was treated as inferior and he is the superior. He is the master. 
How marriages were arranged? Through agents. So, what kind of marriages? Arranged marriages. Was it fair to the women? No. it was also reflecting the age. So, 2-the condition of women: - how she was dealt with.
                                                           -the arranged marriages.

A student: 3-the position of art at that time. He mentions here the painter and the statue. Art was appreciated at that time. 
The doctor: very good. And who appreciated art? The rich people. So, as if art was restricted to them. 
In fact the poem reflects its age. 

What about the language? It is not sophisticated like Tennyson. What kind of language is it? It needs deep thinking. You have to think in each any every word and the tone. The most dramatic monologue is in the form is that it is called dramatic monologue. As an assignment I want you to define dramatic monologue and what is significant about Browning’s dramatic monologue? 

A student: usually in dramatic monologue, the inner conflict of the character is shown and the psychological realism is realized. The Classics used in the art soliloquies and asides in their works on stage but not in poetry. 

The doctor: so, do you think that Browning belongs more to the Victorian or to the modern?  Modern.
In the modern age, you will find a lot of psychological insights (the characters, the poets, the protagonist and so) and a lot of psychological analyses of the speech. This about the style, what about the form? There is rhyme scheme. 

Taming a sea-horse, thought a rarity,
Which Claus of Innsbruck cast in bronze for me.

It is a half-rhyme because of his egotism. His ego is very high. It is always me. 


I always imagine that the duchess is very fine and simple. Do you think that she was so simple and humble and naive as he describes her? She knows that she is beautiful; she like showing off, so she was not naïve. If she knows that she is beautiful and she tries to show off, it means the she is not naïve. The naïve people behave spontaneously without knowing. 
Do you think that she is naïve or she knows as he describes her? We do not know because this is dramatic monologue; you know through the eyes and the words of the speaker. 
Dow do you think the heroic couplet serves the theme?   The harmony in the rhyme scheme does not at all reflect the disharmony between both as a couple. They were not an ideal couple. You know it is expected that any married people would form a couple, but do you think it always was? No. The harmony showed in the rhyme scheme does not at all match the disharmony between the disharmony between the husband and wife.
The painting here which is covered, why is he covering it? 

A student: he does not want anyone to see her smile as she was showing to everyone. He wants to keep it for himself. 

Another student:  she is one of his belongings. 

The doctor: he covered it maybe because her reality and he does not anyone to see it or maybe because he wants to hide what he has done to this purity. 
She reminds him of other face. It is all analyses; possibility. We cannot specify. We cannot be sure at all. We have many possibilities and we have to say this if you are asked. (It might be because of this and it might be because of this…..).
He is covering it again and he opens it only for that agent, why?
A student: because he wants his future wife to get the lesson.

The doctor:
The poem is very rich. There are many possibilities. This is the richness of the dramatic monologue.  

Now we know the personal life of Browning and how Mrs. Elizabeth Barrett lived with her protective father and how she eloped. We do not do know, maybe it reflects some of his personal life. 
Now going back to the couplet and harmony and pretends and reality, now when you read a heroic couplet, they are related in meaning and so and so there is harmony. This is what is expected when you open the curtains and see that pure lady with her smile. What is expected is something totally different than the duke says about her. So, when he opens the curtain as if he opens the curtain on her reality and to uncover the pretence. This is also another idea. When you think of couplets, you think of couple in harmony, but reality shows that they were not a harmonious couple. So, reality is not always clear. You have to dig deep to know. According to the duke, do not at all be deceived with appearance. Dramatic monologue means that we are exposed to a reality from a one point of view; one side of that reality. We cannot guarantee at all what is really real. 

A student: in one sonnet of Mrs. Browning, she thinks that he is more famous than her. But we know from the biography that he was not famous as her.

The doctor: she feels that he was too much for her because she was ill. And she was 6 years older than him. And for a lady this differs. Also at that time in India and England and in Europe, they lady should be much younger, between 7 and 8 and 10 years younger. Now she is older. You see how the difference how she is supposed to be and how she is now!! This is why she felt that they are not a good match and he is too much for her. 
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