
Figurative Language In My Last Duchess

Figurative language in My Last Duchess is a critical element that enhances
the emotional depth and complexity of Robert Browning's dramatic monologue.
This poem, which delves into themes of power, jealousy, and the
objectification of women, employs a rich tapestry of figurative language that
reveals the inner workings of the Duke’s character and his motivations.
Through the use of metaphors, similes, personification, and irony, Browning
crafts a narrative that engages readers and invites them to explore the
darker aspects of human nature.

Understanding Figurative Language

Figurative language refers to expressions that convey meanings beyond the
literal interpretation of words. In literature, it serves to create vivid
imagery, evoke emotions, and deepen the reader's understanding of themes and
characters. In "My Last Duchess," Browning utilizes various forms of
figurative language to depict the Duke's personality and his relationship
with the titular Duchess.



Key Examples of Figurative Language in My Last
Duchess

1. Metaphor

Metaphor is one of the most prominent figures of speech in "My Last Duchess."
Browning uses it to draw comparisons that illuminate the Duke's controlling
nature and his perception of people as possessions. For instance, the Duke
refers to the portrait of his late wife as a “piece of wonder,” suggesting
that he sees her more as an object of admiration than as a human being with
feelings.

- Example: The Duke says, “She had a heart—how shall I say?—too soon made
glad.” This metaphor indicates that the Duchess's happiness was perceived as
a flaw, illustrating the Duke's jealousy and possessiveness.

2. Simile

Similes, which compare two different things using "like" or "as," are also
employed to enhance imagery and understanding. In the poem, the Duke's
comparisons reveal his emotional state and his disdain for the Duchess's
behavior.

- Example: When the Duke states, “It was my heart that taught her how to
see,” he is comparing his influence over her emotions to that of a teacher
guiding a student. This simile underscores his desire for control and
authority in their relationship.

3. Personification

Browning employs personification to give human qualities to abstract concepts
or inanimate objects, enriching the poem's emotional resonance. The use of
personification often reflects the Duke’s perspective on power and ownership.

- Example: The Duke describes the painting of his last Duchess as if it
possesses the ability to “smile” at him. This personification illustrates the
Duke’s need to maintain control over his memories and the legacy of his late
wife, suggesting that he finds comfort in viewing her as a possession that
can still serve him.

4. Irony

Irony plays a significant role in revealing the Duke's character and the
poem's themes. The Duke's words often convey a stark contrast between his
intentions and the reality of his actions.

- Example: The Duke’s casual mention of the Duchess's “commands” showcases
his ironic detachment. While he claims to have loved her, his actions led to
her demise, highlighting the hypocrisy in his statements and illustrating how



he views her more as an object than a person.

Thematic Implications of Figurative Language

The figurative language in "My Last Duchess" serves to underscore several key
themes, including power dynamics, jealousy, and the objectification of women.

1. Power and Control

The Duke's use of figurative language reveals his desire for dominance in his
relationships. His descriptions of the Duchess often portray her as an entity
to be controlled rather than a partner to be cherished. Through metaphors and
similes, Browning illustrates how the Duke views love and relationships
through the lens of ownership.

2. Jealousy and Possessiveness

Jealousy is a driving force in the Duke's character, and figurative language
amplifies this emotion. His disdain for the Duchess's friendly nature is
expressed through his metaphors, which suggest that her sociability was a
threat to his authority.

- List of Jealousy Indicators:
- The Duke's fixation on the Duchess's interactions with others.
- The comparison of the Duchess's smile to a fleeting moment, indicating a
fear of losing her affection.
- The ultimate act of violence as a resolution to his jealousy.

3. Objectification of Women

Browning's use of figurative language also highlights the objectification of
women. The Duke’s language reduces the Duchess to a mere artwork or
possession, stripping her of agency and individuality. This theme raises
important questions about gender dynamics and the societal norms of the time.

- Examples of Objectification:
- The Duke's reference to the portrait as a “piece” rather than an
individual.
- His desire to control how she is remembered, emphasizing his need to own
her image.

The Impact of Figurative Language on Reader
Interpretation

The figurative language in "My Last Duchess" creates a layered narrative that
invites readers to delve deeper into the Duke's psyche. As readers analyze
the metaphors, similes, and personifications, they uncover the complexities



of his character and the societal issues that Browning critiques.

- Reader Engagement: The use of figurative language fosters a sense of
intrigue and prompts readers to question the reliability of the Duke's
narration. This engagement encourages a critical examination of the text and
the themes it presents.

Conclusion

In conclusion, the use of figurative language in My Last Duchess is essential
to understanding the intricacies of Robert Browning's dramatic monologue.
Through metaphors, similes, personification, and irony, Browning crafts a
narrative that explores themes of power, jealousy, and the objectification of
women. The richness of the figurative language not only enhances the poem's
emotional depth but also challenges readers to reflect on the broader
implications of the Duke's character and the societal norms of his time. As
such, "My Last Duchess" remains a powerful commentary on the complexities of
human relationships and the darker aspects of human nature.

Frequently Asked Questions

What is the significance of irony in 'My Last
Duchess'?
Irony plays a crucial role in 'My Last Duchess' as the Duke's speech reveals
his character; he speaks of art and beauty while displaying a cold,
possessive attitude towards his late wife, highlighting the contrast between
his words and true feelings.

How does Browning use symbolism in 'My Last Duchess'?
The portrait of the Duchess itself is a powerful symbol in the poem,
representing the Duke's control over her even in death, and it reflects the
themes of power, jealousy, and the objectification of women.

What role does enjambment play in 'My Last Duchess'?
Enjambment in 'My Last Duchess' creates a conversational flow that mimics the
Duke's manipulative speech, allowing him to maintain control of the narrative
while revealing his inner thoughts and emotions.

How does Browning employ metaphors in 'My Last
Duchess'?
Browning uses metaphors to convey deeper meanings; for instance, referring to
the Duchess as a 'piece of furniture' emphasizes the Duke's objectification
of her and his desire to possess beauty without acknowledging her humanity.

What is the effect of the Duke's monologue style in
'My Last Duchess'?
The monologue style of the Duke creates an intimate yet unsettling



atmosphere, allowing readers to witness his self-absorption and sociopathic
tendencies as he reveals his past and attitudes towards power and
relationships.

How does the use of alliteration enhance the poem's
themes in 'My Last Duchess'?
Alliteration in 'My Last Duchess' serves to emphasize key ideas and emotions,
such as the Duke's possessiveness and disdain, as it draws attention to
specific phrases that illustrate his controlling nature.

What is the impact of imagery in 'My Last Duchess'?
Imagery in 'My Last Duchess' vividly paints the Duke's world of art, power,
and jealousy, allowing readers to visualize the opulence of his surroundings
while also critiquing the moral decay behind such grandeur.

In what ways does 'My Last Duchess' reflect the theme
of power dynamics?
The poem reflects power dynamics through the Duke's relationship with the
Duchess; his need to control her even after her death highlights the themes
of dominance, entitlement, and the objectification of women in a patriarchal
society.

How does Browning's use of tone influence the
reader's perception of the Duke in 'My Last Duchess'?
The tone of arrogance and condescension in the Duke's voice shapes the
reader's perception, making him appear both charming and deeply flawed, which
evokes a sense of unease and highlights the moral ambiguity of his character.
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