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Post Feminism’ in Robert BIOWning\S |
My Last Duchess

ing’s My Last Duchess chuseg on th.e power dynamics |

Robert Browni -%ication of female identity, aristocratic Pride
male gaze, OE(J)E‘;;; 1. It interrogates the gender politics at work, Sﬂenq];dt
amhomtalr;il;xuality commodification of women’s body and erasyy, of g,
gchﬁg;i’ voice. Du,ke symbolises'the patriarc;hal posge;sion and hoy, e
absence of Duchess’ signifies the intergeneration feminism a-s the VOice ¢
women in history, art and cultural memory had always been s1lenc:ed,”T0bE
silenced is not simply to be deprived of SPeeCh buF to be depriveq
subjectivity.” (Gilbert &Gubar 45). By silencing his yvlfe (literally throuy,
death, symbolically through narration), the duke deprives her of subjectiviq.'_
The contemporary feminist concerns lie in the voice, agency y
representation of a woman 1n this work. The contemporary debates of ageng,
visual pleasure and ideological containment fr

om Mulvey’s theory of i
male gaze and Rosalind Gill’s concept of postfeminist sensibility are ded
in the research paper.

term used by the critic, Toril Moi in his notatk
litics in 1985,

mined through iroﬂ};;_
In.the €ssay, Visual Pleasure and N aﬂamﬂ :
O Introduced the concept of male &
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i terms of (ilms where women are positione
Jlcasute, framed by and (or f“”l,c desire,
ligerary works as welll Postfeminig analysig ¢f the
male gazC Op(fmwd “.O(i only th '}“)Ugh visual conyo| but a4
paming and }‘1C01C‘gl§&11 containment. The silence i ;
pecomes an interpretive resistance, The postfcmin‘iqt
contemporary debates on gender, representation ang 5

(l a8 p

Mlllvcy Cor

ABLIy e Ohjecrs
wept ¢ '

< Ry the
ph NALL AL iy
mf.'.iviry bt
S applied ¢,

.;" f'r(m, 4
theory |
Owecr,
Male Gaze and Objectification

The poem:S prime 'foc_us is on the male §aze which is pregen; d
the readers. Dukc? S athorltarlan control 1s litera] and symbolic MalcC »m
is that the Duke is gazing the painting, and tells the envoy as: ' s

“That’s my last Duchess painted on the wall,
Looking as if she were alive.”

The Duchess exists only as a painting, as a visual object controlled by
Duke. She is not held in his heart as a platonic love, He calls the attention of
the listener to gaze at his Duchess to make her 2 commodity to look at for
the silent listener as well as the readers. The gaze establishes the male
ownership through mediated mode. He curates the representation of this
gaze as an act of infidelity of the Duchess. Literally, the duke pulls back the
curtain to reveal her portrait, controlling who can look and without her
consent. He also controls the interpretation of her character as infidelity
seducing others with her smiles and kindness and it is ‘interpre.ted as signs of
disloyalty.”Browning’s women are often heard only in the silences of the
male monologue.” (Reynolds 142). The Duches§’s silence is precisely what
feminist critics identify as symptomatic of patriarchal representation. 'Ehe
monologue is symbolic of the absence of Duchess’ voice and ;mya czjolleg
allies. The narrative of the duke is ﬁlter.ed thro.ugh male gaze.]_lti Ly
ordered by sexual imbalance, pleasure In looking has been sph ok

i - i 4 Ivey 11). The Duke embodies
active/male and passive/female.” (Mulvey

i i n in a portrait.
active gaze, while the Duchess 1s rendered passive, froze p

, : he duke. The
Commodification lies in holding a lot- of {?EztiﬁgsbfoyngcCSCUIP“"'G of
Duchess’ portrait is a part of his collection just len‘ - possessions
Neptune taming a seahorse. It parallels how wort men as objects Olt
as art, objects of display that portrays as bgCorl1c \;z:gulilc
display and not to be loved. The comm hess 1at1c mon(zil the
Possession by holding the art piece of the duci:n sp.itﬁ o
forces us to sympathize with a SPe2tEs into Ju
revelation of his inhumanity shocks us

the value of WO

odification h
“The dran
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R3) Readers are drawn into the Duke’s gaze bLl‘or.c realizin ™
e o . AN WAl N » ! - ’
\1 “s\\'im‘ how the male gaze manipulates both subject ang audie
SHOWNY ' )

ey,
8 Nee, Is,
The portrait becomes a substitute for the living wom,

0 allgy,,.
Duke to restrict access and it also reflects on how he has exey

. Wln
_ 14 L Cised py Cogn”‘f
over the woman. The authoritarian control 1s reveale thrOUgh hi bl{q
that:

O
.......... none puts by

The curtain 1 have drawn for you, but I1.”

This act of veiling and unveiling mirr.o.rs the ;roykrleunsuc str
male gaze, where the woman is re_nde‘red. visible f;)n y td mliﬁh ma -
Transgression of her smiles, her joy in life are 1amt‘: as rﬁats to they ‘0
authority. The Duchess expresses hC.r emotiona Oll)j.enn.es.s t Irough her i
and hoy but it is pathologized by.hnn and her su Ject1v1ty 1S eraseq thro,
Duke’s gaze as a series of seductlveand. aesthetlf: Impressions and ShOWnas
a mere visual artifact. “He is the Subject, he is the Absoly

le perm ftht

: . :
Other.” (Beauvoir 6). Itis a kind of existential entrapment ﬂlrou,.gh SUpregy;,
the role of the woman and her authentic self but performs hig

ey Chtitlere
with infidelity. The Duchess is not allowed Sle]CCth-lty; she is “the Othep
defined entirely by the Duke’s narrative and possession.

Silencing of the Woman’s Voice

The dramatic monologue dramatizes the duke’s perspective and absepg
of Duchess’s own voice. She never speaks within the poem that makes i

personality to the evidence g

alive” (1. 1-2)

5, s S cCCh
Positioned as anp object, frozen in art, deprived of ?
agency. Her smiles, which sho

o tivy
uld signify generosity and vitality
Crpreted as flawg by the Duke- ‘

The Duchess 1S
and

reint
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Much the same gmile) (n. .

In s nartation, her indivigdyg,

: lity is eraq
sunds for condemnation.
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laine Showalter obseryeg that
mediated, snpm‘n:s:scd, or silcn.ccd in the
Their Own, 31). The Duchess ig doubly s;
the Duke ““gave c'omman.ds” that ended he
narrative technically §1lenceq her and
presented. Adrienne Rich reminds yg tha
what is said; they tell the story of the po
We Dead Awaken, 19). A woman’s sije
many times and the Duchess’s silence
evidence of domination.

the female

Patriarchal
lenced: first ¢
rlifeand then through the dtiemare
hf‘;‘ COHFFOIS how her mrmvvr‘/
t “the silences are as importane 4-
wer that has silenced them (When
NCe can be casily dominated 53{ men
, therefore, is not mere abscnce by

Virpe s has

Xt (A L tterar

hrough 4, b
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Sandra Gilbert and Susan Gubar noted t
simply to be deprived of speech but to be depr ‘
Madwoman in the Attic, 45). ‘T}‘le author1§at1ve volce of thc Duke {ms
overwritten the Duchess’s subjectivity and leaving her as a portrait, p?ssc§szon
and objectification and a male tale to b“e narratgd ’to everyone to show i}cz:
infidelity. As Isobel Armstrong argues, _Browmng s monologucs dramatxzc
o ly what is spoken but what is silenced, the margins of uttt_ramc‘-
nqt )i 'y Poetry, 213). The margins drawn for the women stcrcotypc‘j‘~ s
S tZa’tit n t'he poem but absent as an autonomous prescnce. th:
B e a_por ly in these “margins,” absent from thg center of hn"x:‘c?}\n
Duch’?s; egitzhzzs}’ls absence of voice exemplifies patriarchal suppression
story. The

within male-authored narratives.

hat “to be stlenced is nat
1ved of subjectivity” (The

New Feminism

men in NEw i‘cmims#

Silence becomes the agency Oflpl?\:;rdf:sr ::lloact of women's p‘xﬁf:‘:;f

lens. The silencing is recognized and celebr ilence as an act of reclamatx .

: == +icism that considers silen ereotyping by genty

Fimughihe fem1.n15t e - the structures of women st 2 strengths rather

=hefiuchessyploechallenss enerosity and indw,c‘luah,ti" ‘(i\év tell the smr):

At peoplelloihomNnE important as what is Ut (8 0 i

than fault. “The silences il an them.” (Rich 19). T.]lceﬁm of patriarchd
of the power that han St;::n(;:like’s control and the V10

itself tells the story O

; trol
ain con
. atriarch
power. Though Silencing is considered as pa

al strategy fffl exhibi‘i“g
: n and peaC
f this woman's life and art, she 1S o
over the legacy of this wo
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her smile pleasantly when she is alive and stands as 3 Valuable ,
with aesthetic value, MU

“The female voice has often been mediated, Suppressed, or gj)
the patriarchal text.” (Showalter 31). The Duchess %

in the poem; her life and actions are narrated entirely by the Duke CTself

The poem opens with his claim:
“That's my last Duchess painted on the wall,
Looking as if she were alive.” (1. 1-2)

The phrase suggests she is not only dead butreduced to ap image deny:
of speech and agency. The poem exemplifies how the authority of I;agar
g

Is intergenerational that dictates not only women’s loves byt also the: ;'
cir 1

afterlives in memory and representation.

The subtle resistance and emotional autonomy of the duchess ;;
expressed through her smiles, her joy in life, her appreciation of others Th]z
emotional agency stands as an emotional autonomy gaining contyej e o

situations and people inspite of the duke’s character assassination, The duke's
complained that she was “too soon made glad” and valued “anyone’s gift”

reveals his discomfort with her democratic spirit and refusal to be exclusively 1

defined by him.

Under narrative framing in the poem, the unreliable masculinity i 1
expressed his style of monologue. The monologue is often seen as; )
performance to impress a marriage emissary. The readers feel that his
narration is unreliable and it reflects his character as jealous and possessive. |
Postfeminist readings interrogate this stereotyped narrative framing rendered

In the dramatic monologue but calls the readers to understand the historical
truth behind the silenced narrative construction directed towards the duchess
and her silence erase the duke’s agenda in readers’ minds.” Browning's
monologues dramatize not only what is spoken but what is silenced, the
margins of utterance.” (Armstrong 213)

Irony and Postfeminism

L4 " : . ; f
The monologue is represented as a dramatic irony as he .prefsents h"n;:t_

as refined and reasonable but his speech reveals his cruelty, Je?{lO\:;:’o

authoritarianism as he plans to kill the duchess, holds her art and smile

c -
NEVer speaks fy, htd o

; : _ ife itsell- 4
his possessiveness and authority that he holds over the art and her life v

“I choose
Never to stoop”
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The vl COCNPHONNEN \W e et )

e prive duke expresses anavanie selt indictment ang |

‘\‘i\“\‘\\\“: o ,iw\‘}:,\}:\\ \\‘\ﬂ\ cmotional ‘\\““Plv.\i“\' ”i‘q it S Pereejyed A5 4

NI e possessiveness (0 he held vesponsivle for ey il de
[ S 3 ) : (“

nore ((-”nﬁl!'v
» death . '
WA nd Al as
Pastfeninist sennibility 18 portrayed thy

B « Rosalind Gill state l‘ t‘:\}\(,d_\l.hm\mh comtradiction an
qmbivakenes, Rosatd A stated that “Postleminist sensibility i i
made that S““““*"““-“F‘*‘b’ celebrates and disciplines I‘cmuley.{ :‘k ('U“,""A‘”
eSS 18 aduured for her beauty but punished tor ey *mtoné o ']‘1( Sl

i .y . aladY N o N sy _ ' e my. Her "
oo made glad” nature as entitled as a moral failure yel I)Uitl'cminti”ln
& S N ATy W \ nES v i ' - sty
~lahrate W as an amotonal openness as a resistance to aristocratic contrn;
Surface civility vs. subtextual violence is evidential through the duke’s
language thats elegant and his tone 18 measure through his civility in chilliné

admission that:
] gave conmmands
Then all smiles stopped together”

refinement and implied murder are juxtapositioned and
shows the postfenunist wony that the very structure that admire the beauty
of women 1 art, marriage and nobility and women are expected to be
pleasant and smiling exhibiting the feminine beauty which is admired in
MAaITiages suddenly becomes the reason for jealousy in duke that he gave

commands to stop her smiles forever?

The narrative, the portrait, the social transaction, Fhe life and death c?F
the duchess arc controlled by the duke’s narrative. His speech reveals ‘hlS
performance for the emissary crafted to secure Ianot.her bride for him.
Postfeminist criique questions that “whose story 18 bem'gt told_an Wht(')j(c:
voice is missing?”. The duchess’ silence becomes the site of interpretl

resistance. ) : duchess as a
The illusion of empowerment and commod1ﬁcat1fon of ti: t1:0ug11 sl

' : . terms of post feminis ;
woman and as an art can be viewed 1n te r omen ate consid el

SHpOwennEnls e repackagEd g apgeilét subjects as the duke
dity to be own af . and his art

The aesthetic

' nmo
z’;’istsr:spll:fpgd: fl?gugh “nine-hundred-years O nsarc‘:gcmmodities by
collection reflects the worldview of art and women @
aristocrat men.
Conclusion : pcrccpti ve and U sctiijl;lg
Robert Browning's My Last Duci;essh‘;{fi’:verbera pow full

portrait of patriarchal control, on
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postieminist entique. Through the Dy
complex interaction of visual POSSCSsIC
slencing-—-mechanisms that postle
commodification of femininity, Th

as a fhigure whose emotional a
challenge the rigid hicrarchiq

Postfeminist sensibility, §
ambivalence, allows for a i
butas a symbol of resistas
female agency. The Dy
a deeper violence.
the guise of ref

lies in i




