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	Collection: Relationships
	‘My Last Duchess’ Robert Browning

	Resources required:

· Edexcel GCSE Poetry Anthology, pages 12–13
· Audio A7

· Glossary PowerPoint A7

· Worksheets A7.1, A7.2, A7.3, A7.4
	Assessment focuses:

AO2

AO3


	LESSON 7

	Learning objective:


· to explore how Browning uses language and poem structure to portray the Duke’s character, in relation to the Duchess.
	Glossary terms:
· Frà

· countenance

· earnest

· durst

· mantle

· flush
· courtesy
· favour

· bough

· officious

· mule

· ranked

· stoop

· trifling

· wits

· forsooth

· count

· munificence

· ample
· pretense
· dowry

· avowed

· Neptune

· cast
· monologue

· rhyming couplet

· iambic pentameter

· enjambment

	Introduction: 
Teacher/Context:
Explain to students that Robert Browning (1812–89) is best remembered for his use of the dramatic monologue and his focus on disturbed, unhinged individuals in his poetry. ‘My Last Duchess’ is thought to be based on the real-life marriage of Italy’s Duke Alfonso II (1559–97) and Lucrezia de Medici (1544–61), who died at the age 
of 17, only three years after marrying the Duke. In reality, she may have been poisoned, which was not unusual in Renaissance Italy among wealthy families. 
Whole class/Before reading: 

Explain that the poem is set three years after Lucrezia’s death; the Duke is describing a painting of his first wife to an emissary from the Count of Tyrol, father of the Duke’s prospective second wife.
Whole class/First reading:
Explain that this poem is a dramatic monologue spoken by the Duke. Check students’ understanding of the term ‘monologue’ (see Glossary PowerPoint A7, slide 5). Play Audio A7 or read the poem to the class, asking students to follow the text on pages 12–13 of the Poetry Anthology. Ask them to describe their impressions of the tone of the poem.

Groups/Understanding language:
Give each group a section of the poem to rewrite in modern English. Refer them to Glossary PowerPoint A7 as necessary. Ask groups to read out their modern versions to the rest of the class in sequence. Ask each group to write a summary of the events in the poem. Take feedback and consolidate their understanding of the narrative.

	Development:

Whole class/Exploring ideas:
Ask students to describe their initial impressions of the Duke’s character from reading the poem and begin to compile a class list of ideas. Annotate the poem to keep track of aspects of the poem that portray the Duke’s character.

Pairs/Exploring ideas:
Hand out Worksheet A7.1 and ask students working in pairs to discuss the Duke’s relationship with the Duchess by analysing the quotations. They should consider what they think it was like being married to him, what might he have thought when he married her and whether or not it sounds like a good relationship. Students should be able to justify their ideas with details from the poem. Ask pairs to discuss the role of the silent person in the poem (the listening emissary). What would it be like to be in that position, listening to this monologue?

Pairs/Exploring structure:

Ask students to look at the structure of the poem. What do they notice? Point out that there are three main structural techniques used in this poem: rhyming couplets, iambic pentameter and enjambment (use Glossary PowerPoint A7, slide 5, to display definitions). Explain these techniques and make sure that students understand them. Ask pairs to look at the techniques and write a sentence commenting on the effect of each one (rhyming couplets: rigidity of Duke’s personality; might also emphasise the concept of husband and wife partnership; iambic pentameter: rhythm; rigidity of Duke’s personality; enjambment: draws attention away from the rhyme and towards the speaker’s voice). Take feedback from pairs. Now ask them to examine sentence lengths. What do they notice? Take feedback. Explain that the different lengths and structures build tension in the Duke’s diatribe until the climax in lines 45–6.
Independent writing task:
If needed, please inform/review and revise with the students the following information about a PEEE response:

Point – make a clear point about an aspect of the text and link back to the question.

Evidence – choose an appropriate quotation that supports your point.
Explanation – why does the particular quotation support your point? What does it suggest (e.g. This quotation suggests…)?.

Evaluation – what is the intended reader reaction? Is it effective? Offer a personal opinion.
Ask students to write a PEEE paragraph in response to the following question: How does Browning use language and structure to portray the Duke’s personality, as seen in his relationship with the Duchess?

Pairs/Peer assessment:

Ask students to swap their answers from the writing task with a partner. Check that they are using appropriate evidence and giving an appropriate analysis of the effectiveness of the poem’s language and structure. They should also ensure that their partner has included suitable technical vocabulary (e.g. in their references to language, form and structure). Students could write a comment on how their partner’s answer might have been improved. They can use Worksheet A7.2 to help them identify possible areas for improvement.

Ask for feedback from students. You may wish to ask for example answers to be shared with the class.

	Conclusion:

Whole class:

Recap and ensure that students have:

· understood how Browning has used language and structure to portray the Duke’s character

· grasped the importance of the dramatic monologue form.

Groups:

Discuss in small groups the qualities of the Duchess, compared with those of the Duke. Comment on how the Duke gradually reveals more and more about her as the poem progresses.

	Homework:

The Duke’s subtle but effective use of language leaves the reader in no doubt that he did not think highly of his last wife. Ask students to compare how language and tone have been used in this poem and in one other poem in this collection to present a particular viewpoint on a relationship. Offer the support of Worksheet A7.3 to help them organise their ideas.

	Support:

· Use Worksheet A7.4 to help students understand some of the archaic language in the poem by asking them to match phrases to modern versions.
· Share another Robert Browning poem with the class, illustrating his preference for dramatic monologues that focus on unhinged individuals (e.g. ‘Porphyria’s Lover’).
	Challenge:
· Ask students to examine how the poet uses parentheses (i.e. brackets or paired dashes) to convey subtle implications about the speaker.

· Ask students to write the Duchess’s account, in diary form, of her last few days before she died. They should pay attention to evidence from the poem in writing this account, but remind them that they may want to communicate a different impression of the Duchess from the one offered by the Duke.
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