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"A man's reach should exceed his grasp, Or what's a heaven for?" ("Andrea del Sarto")
Abstract:

This paper explores the dramatic monologue as a prominent feature in Robert Browning's
poetry. It examines how Browning masterfully utilizes this form to present complex
characters and explore various themes. The paper discusses the unique qualities of the
dramatic monologue, such as its focus on a single speaker and the revelation of their
thoughts and emotions. Additionally, it analyzes specific poems by Browning, including "My
Last Duchess" and "Porphyria's Lover," to demonstrate how the dramatic monologue allows
for a deeper understanding of the characters and their inner workings. The paper also
examines how Browning's use of dramatic monologue contributes to his distinctive poetical

style and discusses the impact of this form in shaping his overall poetic legacy.

Introduction:

The dramatic monologue is a poetic form that allows the poet to present a subjective
perspective through a fictional speaker. In Robert Browning's poetry, the dramatic
monologue is a dominant form, enabling him to explore deep psychological insights and
create intricate character studies. This research paper aims to analyze the primary
characteristics of Browning's dramatic monologues and examine how they contribute to his
unique style and thematic explorations.

The dramatic monologue is a unique and captivating form of poetry that allows the reader to
delve deep into the psyche and emotions of the speaker. In the poetry of Robert Browning,
the dramatic monologue takes center stage as a powerful tool for exploring complex
characters and their inner worlds.

Browning, one of the most renowned Victorian poets, masterfully crafted poems that take
the form of dramatic monologues. These poems present a single speaker who addresses an
implied or silent listener, revealing their thoughts, feelings, and experiences. Through this
mode of expression, Browning allows the reader to become intimately acquainted with the
speaker's mind, providing a rich and intricate exploration of their innermost thoughts.

One of Browning's most famous dramatic monologues is "My Last Duchess," where the
speaker, a duke, reveals his thoughts and attitudes towards his deceased duchess. The poem
is filled with jealousy, possessiveness, and hints of violence, creating a chilling portrayal of

the speaker's warped mindset. Browning's precise choice of words and skillful use of poetic
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devices enhance the dramatic effect of the monologue, drawing the reader deeper into the

dark world of the duke.

Another notable example of Browning's use of the dramatic monologue is "Porphyria's
Lover." In this poem, the speaker recounts the passionate and terrifying night he spends
with his lover, Porphyria. Through the speaker's words, Browning skillfully unveils the
speaker's descent into madness and his desperate attempt to preserve the intense moment
forever. The dramatic monologue allows for an intense exploration of the speaker's obsession
and disturbed state of mind, creating a sense of unease and tension for the reader.
Browning's mastery of the dramatic monologue allows him to create complex characters and
explore themes such as love, power, and the darker aspects of human nature. Through the
form, Browning provides readers with a unique glimpse into the minds of his speakers,
allowing for a deeper understanding of their motivations and desires. His use of language,
structure, and narrative voice make these poems truly captivating, leaving an indelible
impression on readers.

Robert Browning's poetry is renowned for its skillful use of the dramatic monologue.
Through this form, Browning creates captivating and complex characters whose inner worlds
are brought to life on the page. The dramatic monologue allows for an intimate exploration
of the characters' thoughts and feelings, providing readers with a deep and powerful
experience. Browning's command over this form of poetry solidifies his place as one of the
greatest Victorian poets, continually captivating and enthralling readers with his masterful
storytelling.

Definition and characteristics of the dramatic monologue

The dramatic monologue is a unique form of poetry that allows the speaker to express his or
her thoughts, feelings, and ideas in a dramatic and theatrical manner. It is an intimate and
intense form of communication that often reveals the innermost thoughts and emotions of
the speaker.

In a dramatic monologue, the speaker is usually a fictional character who addresses a specific
audience, whether it be another character, a silent listener, or even the reader. The speaker
speaks from a particular moment in time and provides insight into his or her personal
experiences, perspectives, and desires. Through the use of powerful language and vivid
imagery, the speaker captures the attention of the audience and holds it captive.

One of the defining characteristics of the dramatic monologue is its dynamic nature. It is a
performance in which the speaker takes on different roles and adopts various personas to
convey his or her message effectively. The speaker may change tone, language, and emotions
throughout the monologue, creating a sense of tension and suspense that engages the

audience and keeps them engrossed in the narrative.
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Another important aspect of the dramatic monologue is its ability to explore complex and

controversial themes. Through the speaker’s dialogue, the poet can delve deep into topics
such as love, death, power, society, and morality. The monologue allows for a profound
exploration of these themes, as the speaker can present multiple perspectives and engage in
a thoughtful and critical analysis. This makes the dramatic monologue an effective platform
for social commentary and introspection.

Furthermore, the dramatic monologue also provides a unique opportunity for the poet to
showcase his or her artistic skills. Through the use of poetic devices such as metaphors,
symbolism, alliteration, and vivid imagery, the poet can create a powerful and evocative
piece of literature. The monologue’s rhythmic and melodic qualities can capture the reader's
attention and enhance the emotional impact of the speaker’s words, making it a truly
captivating form of poetry.

The dramatic monologue is a genre of poetry that allows the speaker to express his or her
thoughts, feelings, and ideas in a dramatic and theatrical manner. It is a dynamic and
intimate form of communication that engages the audience and reveals the innermost
thoughts and emotions of the speaker. Through the use of powerful language, vivid imagery,
and complex themes, the dramatic monologue offers a profound exploration of the human
experience and showcases the poet’s artistic skills.

The dramatic monologue is a specific type of poem or speech in which a single character
speaks to an imaginary or silent audience. This form of poetry emerged in the 19th century
and has distinctive characteristics that set it apart from other forms of poetry or storytelling.
The dramatic monologue offers a unique form of storytelling, allowing for deep exploration
of character, psychological insight, and societal commentary. It enables the audience to
engage with the character's inner world and provides a means for poets to express complex
emotions, ideas, and experiences.

Browning's use of the dramatic monologue

Exploration of complex characters:

In Robert Browning's poetry, one can find an exploration of complex characters through the
use of distinctive personalities that are often influenced by historical figures or his own
imagination. Browning's characters are not one-dimensional; instead, they possess
multifaceted qualities that make them engaging and compelling to study.

One way Browning achieves this complexity is through his incorporation of historical figures
in his works. For example, in his poem "My Last Duchess," Browning draws inspiration from
the life of Alfonso II d'Este, the Duke of Ferrara in 16th century Italy. The character of the
Duke is both larger than life and deeply flawed. Through the Duke's monologue, Browning

explores his possessiveness, arrogance, and the underlying violence that ultimately leads to

© 2018 by The Author(s). ISSN: 1307-1637 International journal of Economic Perspectives is licensed under a
Creative Commons Attribution 4.0 International License.
Corresponding author: Garima

Submitted: 27Sep 2018, Revised: 09 Oct 2018, Published: Dec 2018
318



How to Cite:

Garima (December 2018). The Dramatic Monologue in Browning's Poetry

International Journal of Economic Perspectives,12(1), 316-323

Retrieved fromhttps://ijeponline.com/index.php/journal

his wife's demise. By drawing on historical figures, Browning not only adds depth to his

characters but also grounds his narratives in a recognizable reality.

Moreover, Browning's own imagination plays a significant role in creating complex
characters. In "Porphyria's Lover," Browning introduces a character who is driven to
madness by his intense love for Porphyria. This unnamed speaker's obsessive passion leads
him to commit a heinous act: murdering Porphyria in order to preserve the moment of
perfect love. Through this character, Browning explores themes of obsession and
possessiveness. The speaker's mental state is gradually revealed through his monologue,
allowing for an in-depth exploration of his psychology and motivations.

The dramatic monologue form utilized by Browning is particularly suited to revealing the
inner workings of his complex characters. By adopting the perspective of a single speaker,
Browning can delve deeply into their psyche, motivations, and perspectives. The monologue
allows for the exploration of the character's thought processes, emotions, and desires, giving
readers a more complete understanding of their complexities. Browning's characters often
confess their deepest secrets, share their inner conflicts, and offer their unique perspectives
on the world. Through this form, Browning allows his characters to come alive and invites
readers to intimately engage with their intricate personalities.

Robert Browning's exploration of complex characters is evident in his use of distinct
personalities, which are often influenced by historical figures or his own imagination.
Through the dramatic monologue form, Browning delves into the psychology and
motivations of his characters, providing readers with a deeper understanding of their
complexities. Browning's characters are not mere caricatures, but vibrant individuals with
intricate personalities that make them compelling subjects for study.

Social commentary and moral dilemmas:

In many of Robert Browning's dramatic monologues, the speaker serves as a critical observer
of society, allowing Browning to delve into various social issues and present moral dilemmas.
The dramatic monologue form provides Browning with a platform to effectively explore
these themes by giving voice to a character with distinct perspectives and personal desires.
One way Browning achieves this is by presenting a speaker with a subjective perspective,
emphasizing the tension between personal desires and societal expectations. The speaker's
voice serves as a medium through which Browning can examine the constraints imposed by
social norms and shed light on the conflict between individuality and conformity.

For example, in Browning's poem "My Last Duchess," the speaker reveals his underlying
misogynistic tendencies as he talks about his deceased wife. Through the speaker's narrative,
Browning subtly comments on the oppressive patriarchal society that restricts women's

agency and reduces them to mere objects of possession. The speaker's personal desires for
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dominance and control clash with the societal expectations of marriage and gender roles,

highlighting the moral dilemma of power and toxic masculinity.

Similarly, in the poem "Porphyria's Lover," Browning explores the themes of love,
possessiveness, and social class. The speaker's subjective perspective reflects his lover's
disregard for societal conventions as she leaves her aristocratic status to be with him. This
creates a moral dilemma for the speaker, as he grapples with his desire to possess her fully
while contemplating the consequences of their forbidden relationship. Through this
dramatic monologue, Browning raises questions about the nature of love, societal
expectations, and the potential for power dynamics to lead to tragic ends.

In both these poems and many others, Browning's use of the dramatic monologue allows him
to delve into complex social issues and moral dilemmas. By presenting speakers with distinct
perspectives and exploring the tension between personal desires and societal expectations,

Browning offers social commentary that is both thought-provoking and relevant.

Narrative engagement and storytelling:

Browning's dramatic monologues are masterful in their ability to engage readers through the
use of narrative structure and the distinctive voice and perspective of the speaker. These
elements combine to create a compelling storytelling experience that captivates and
resonates with the audience.

One of the key features of Browning's dramatic monologues is their narrative structure. Each
monologue typically revolves around a story or recounts a significant event, drawing the
readers into a world filled with intriguing characters, dramatic events, and unforeseen twists.
The narrative structure allows Browning to unfold the story gradually, building suspense and
anticipation, and keeping the readers hooked until the very end.

Additionally, the speaker's voice and perspectives play a crucial role in shaping the narrative.
Unlike traditional storytelling techniques, Browning's speakers are not objective narrators
but rather subjective individuals with their own biases, opinions, and unique perspectives.
This subjective approach adds depth and complexity to the storytelling process, as the
readers are exposed to the speaker's thoughts, emotions, and motivations.

The speaker's voice is often a key factor in establishing the tone and atmosphere of the
monologue. Browning adeptly uses various narrative techniques, such as vivid descriptions,
dialogue, and rhetorical devices, to bring the speaker's voice to life. Through the speaker's
voice, readers gain insight into their personality, beliefs, and desires, allowing them to form a
deeper connection with the narrative.

Moreover, the unique viewpoints offered by the speakers contribute to the richness of the

storytelling experience. Each speaker presents their own version of events, often offering
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conflicting perspectives and challenging the reader to critically engage with the narrative.

This multiplicity of viewpoints enriches the overall narrative, encouraging readers to
question and analyze the story from various angles, leading to a more immersive and
thought-provoking experience.

Browning's use of narrative engagement and storytelling in his dramatic monologues is both
captivating and illuminating. The narrative structure and the distinctive voice and
perspective of the speaker combine to create a compelling and immersive storytelling
experience that challenges and engages the readers. Through Browning's monologues,
readers become active participants in the narrative, as they navigate through the stories,
exploring various viewpoints, and discovering the depths and complexities of human
experiences.

Examples of Browning's notable dramatic monologues

A. "My Last Duchess": 1. The Duke's perspective reveals his possessiveness and desire for
control. 2. Browning explores themes of power, art, and male dominance.

B. "Porphyria's Lover": 1. The speaker's distorted perception of love and possessiveness is
depicted. 2. Browning addresses themes of obsession, love, and violence.

Critics

Critics have praised Browning's dramatic monologues for their psychological depth,
dramatic intensity, and technical virtuosity. They have also noted that Browning's
monologues offer a unique perspective on the human condition, revealing the complex and
often contradictory motivations that drive people to behave as they do.

However, some critics have also pointed to certain limitations in Browning's dramatic
monologues. For example, some critics have argued that Browning's monologues can be
difficult to understand, morally ambiguous, and too focused on the individual.

Here is a more detailed look at some of the specific points that critics have made about
Browning's dramatic monologues:

Psychological Depth: Browning's dramatic monologues are known for their psychological
depth. Browning was a master of creating characters who are complex and believable, with
their own unique thoughts, feelings, and motivations. For example, in the monologue "My
Last Duchess," the Duke of Ferrara is presented as a complex and contradictory figure. He is
both charming and sinister, and he is capable of great love and great cruelty.

Dramatic Intensity: Browning's dramatic monologues are also known for their dramatic
intensity. Browning often places his speakers in situations of high conflict or crisis, and he
uses their monologues to reveal their deepest thoughts and feelings.

Technical Virtuosity: Browning was a master of poetic technique. He used a variety of poetic

devices, such as rhyme, meter, and imagery, to create vivid and memorable scenes and
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characters. Unique Perspective on the Human Condition: Browning's dramatic monologues

offer a unique perspective on the human condition. By allowing his speakers to reveal their
own thoughts and feelings, Browning gives readers a glimpse into the inner workings of the
human mind. This can be both illuminating and disturbing, as Browning's speakers often
represent a wide range of moral viewpoints.

Difficult to Understand: One of the main criticisms of Browning's dramatic monologues is
that they can be difficult to understand. Browning's poems are often dense and allusive, and
his speakers can be unreliable and deceptive. This can make it challenging for readers to
discern the speaker's true meaning and motivations.

Morally Ambiguous: Another criticism of Browning's dramatic monologues is that they can
be morally ambiguous. Browning's speakers often represent a wide range of moral
viewpoints, from the good and the noble to the evil and the depraved. Browning himself was
reluctant to judge his speakers, and he often leaves it up to the reader to decide whether or
not to agree with their perspectives.

Too Focused on the Individual: Browning's dramatic monologues rarely explore social or
political issues in any depth. Instead, they tend to focus on the inner lives of their speakers.
This can make Browning's poetry seem insular and out of touch with the world around him.
Overall, Browning's dramatic monologues are a complex and challenging body of work, but
they are also some of the most rewarding poems in the English language. Browning's
mastery of language, his psychological insight, and his dramatic skill have made his poems

classics of English literature.

Conclusion

In conclusion, Robert Browning's dramatic monologues provide a profound exploration of
human psychology, societal issues, and moral dilemmas. The form allows Browning to create
vibrant and complex characters, enabling a subjective and intimate perspective. Through the
use of vivid language, storytelling, and a skillful understanding of human nature, Browning's
dramatic monologues leave a lasting impact on readers, solidifying his place as a master of
this poetic form. Browning's use of narrative engagement and storytelling in his dramatic
monologues is both captivating and illuminating. The narrative structure and the distinctive
voice and perspective of the speaker combine to create a compelling and immersive
storytelling experience that challenges and engages the readers. Through Browning's
monologues, readers become active participants in the narrative, as they navigate through
the stories, exploring various viewpoints, and discovering the depths and complexities of
human experiences. Robert Browning's exploration of complex characters is evident in his

use of distinct personalities, which are often influenced by historical figures or his own
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imagination. Through the dramatic monologue form, Browning delves into the psychology

and motivations of his characters, providing readers with a deeper understanding of their
complexities. Browning's characters are not mere caricatures, but vibrant individuals with

intricate personalities that make them compelling subjects for study.
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