English 406: Discussion Questions

Robert Browning

"Porphyria’s Lover" 

1. In addition to being Porphyria’s former lover, how would you characterize the speaker of this poem? 

2. What is unusual about the way the narrator tells his story? How does he represent Porphyria’s actions and emotions? 

3. What seem to have been the respective social positions of himself and Porphyria? 

4. Which of the speaker’s statements may be projections or misinterpretations? 

5. What are features of the poem’s style and language? How do these influence our reaction to the story? 

6. In assessing the narrator and his tale, how are we to balance sympathy and judgment, horror and amusement? 

7. What do you think were some of Browning’s intentions in writing this poem?

 “My Last Duchess” 

1. What is subtly eerie about the title? What situation does the poem represent? Do we know the envoy’s reaction to what he hears? 

2. What is unusual about the poem’s choice of speaker? How reliable is he intended to be as a narrator? 

3. What are some unexpected moments in the poem? 

4. Why did the Duke feel anger at his wife? Why didn’t he complain to her about her deviations from his desires? To what extent do you think the narrator expected readers to adopt the Duke’s view? 

5. In addition to his past as a wife-murderer, what personal traits of the Duke are revealed in the poem? Do these traits reinforce the plot? 

6. Can you infer/conjecture anything about Robert Browning’s views about love and marriage from studying this poem? 

7. What are features of the poem’s style? Use of irony? Why do you think this poem has been popular for decades? 

"The Bishop Orders His Tomb at St. Praxed’s Church" 

1. How are the title and title-situation appropriate for the poem’s theme? 

2. What are some unexpected features of the bishop’s character, past, and predilections? 3. In what way does his behavior depart from the clerical ideal? What event is referred to in line 34, “that conflagration of my church”? 

4. What are some comic or ironic features of the poem? What is/was his relationship to his “nephews,” Anselm, Anselm’s mother, and Gandolf? 

5. What objects does the bishop admire? What symbolism is inherent in his taste in stones? What is revealed by his references to “a Jew’s head cut off at the nape”? The “vein o’er the Madonna’s breast”? 

6. What seems to be the bishop’s view of death? His reaction to the prospect of his own death? Does he seem to believe in a Christian heaven? Why does he speak of “the life I lived before this life”? 

7. What are some features of the poem’s style? Do you think it is skillfully written? 

8. With what emotions does the poem end? What do you think the reader’s emotions are expected to be--for example, do we feel sorry for the bishop because he doesn’t get his fine lapis-adorned marble tomb? 

9. To what degree may Browning’s poem be read as an indictment of fourteenth century Roman culture? Of certain aspects of its art? 

"Andrea del Sarto" 

1. As a poet, why might Browning have been interested in writing on the topic of an artist's limitations? 

2. What do we learn first about Andrea del Sarto? Would this have been the expected introduction to a painter? How does the order in which facts about him are presented affect the audience's response? 

3. What seems apparent in his relationship with his wife? On what issues does he seem to yield to Lucrezia?

4. What metaphors does he use for Lucrezia? Which of these are ominous, or suggestive of some sort of defect? Which features of her appearance have drawn him to her? 

5. What seems to be Andrea's general mood? His temperament? 

6. What abilities does he have? What does he aspire to be and do? What seems to be the source of his inner conflict? 

7. What seems to be the relationship between his marriage and his inability to achieve a higher art? Does the first impede the latter, or do they both stem from a common cause? 

In what ways does his monologue yield a resolution to this conflict?

8. What do we learn about Andrea's past? Does he excuse his prior deeds? 

9. How is the poem changed by the fact that the poem is spoken to Lucrezia, and overheard, as it were, by the audience? Do you think there might have been differences in the way a Victorian and modern audience might have interpreted the poem?

10. Who/what is responsible for Andrea's plight? Is it God, his wife, circumstances, himself, or some combination of these? Who/what does he himself feel is responsible? Are we expected to agree with him? 

11. What purpose is served by including a scene of his memories of the court of Francis at Fontainbleu? What had been his relationship with Francis, and how does this affect our view of his theft?

12. What had prompted him to steal from Francis? Does he feel guilt at his theft? How can you tell?

13. How harshly are we expected to judge his life choices, and on what grounds? At what points is he truly culpable, and at what points is he merely concessive or weak? 

14. Is there a possibility that he can still make different choices? At what points in the poem does this seem likely? 

15. What view of the relationship between life and art does this poem seem to suggest? Is this a universally held view? 

16. What is the effect of the final metaphor of the holy city and its four walls, one of which is available to him to paint? Of his final words? What do you make of the juxtaposition of "As I choose" and his last words to his wife, bidding her join her lover?

17. What seems the final tone of the poem?

18. What seem to be Browning's views on the question of determinism vs. individual will? 

19. In the tension between sympathy and judgment, toward which pole do you think readers are prompted to incline? 

20. What are some major issues raised by the poem? Do you think they are well represented? 



Questions taken and/or adapted from Florence Boos, University of Iowa

