English 201
“My Last Duchess”

Reading Questions 

Dr. Roggenkamp

1. First, look at the METER of this poem.  How many syllables are in each line?  What METER is the poem written in, then?  Is there a rhyme scheme used?

2. This poem is written in the form of a “dramatic monologue,” a kind of speech that a person (the speaker of the poem) is supposedly saying to someone else.  In this case, the speaker of the monologue is a wealthy Duke, speaking to an emissary from another family.  As you read this over several times, try to figure out exactly what the duke is saying to the emissary, and what the emissary has come to speak to the duke about.  You’ll have to look closely and think carefully!

3. Why does the portrait of the duke’s “last duchess,” or last wife, upset him so much?

4. Why does the duke keep this portrait hidden behind a curtain?

5. What did the duke seem to think about his last wife? 

6. What exactly happened to the wife whose portrait was painted?  Where is she now?

7. How would you describe the duke?  What kind of person is he?  What can we tell about him when he delivers such lines as “I choose / Never to stoop” in lines 42-43?

8. Think about the speaker of this poem in terms of reliable and unreliable narrators – specifically as we talked about with Edgar Allan Poe stories.   Objectively speaking, can we trust this narrator’s point of view?  What does he want his audience to think of him?  What do his words and attitudes actually reveal about him?

