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Complete Text 

The rain set early in tonight,  

The sullen wind was soon awake,  

It tore the elm-tops down for spite,  

and did its worst to vex the lake:  

I listened with heart fit to break.  

When glided in Porphyria; straight  

She shut the cold out and the storm,  

And kneeled and made the cheerless grate  

Blaze up, and all the cottage warm;  

Which done, she rose, and from her form  

Withdrew the dripping cloak and shawl,  

And laid her soiled gloves by, untied  

Her hat and let the damp hair fall,  

And, last, she sat down by my side  



And called me. When no voice replied,  

She put my arm about her waist,  

And made her smooth white shoulder bare,  

And all her yellow hair displaced,  

And, stooping, made my cheek lie there,  

And spread, o’er all, her yellow hair,  

Murmuring how she loved me—she  

Too weak, for all her heart’s endeavor,  

To set its struggling passion free  

From pride, and vainer ties dissever,  

And give herself to me forever.  

But passion sometimes would prevail,  

Nor could tonight’s gay feast restrain  

A sudden thought of one so pale  

For love of her, and all in vain:  

So, she was come through wind and rain.  

Be sure I looked up at her eyes  

Happy and proud; at last I knew  

Porphyria worshiped me: surprise  

Made my heart swell, and still it grew  

While I debated what to do.  

That moment she was mine, mine, fair,  

Perfectly pure and good: I found  

A thing to do, and all her hair  

In one long yellow string I wound  

Three times her little throat around,  

And strangled her. No pain felt she;  



I am quite sure she felt no pain.  

As a shut bud that holds a bee,  

I warily oped her lids: again  

Laughed the blue eyes without a stain.  

And I untightened next the tress  

About her neck; her cheek once more  

Blushed bright beneath my burning kiss:  

I propped her head up as before  

Only, this time my shoulder bore  

Her head, which droops upon it still:  

The smiling rosy little head,  

So glad it has its utmost will,  

That all it scorned at once is fled,  

And I, its love, am gained instead!  

Porphyria’s love: she guessed not how  

Her darling one wish would be heard.  

And thus we sit together now,  

And all night long we have not stirred,  

And yet God has not said a word! 

ANALYSIS  

Robert Browning (7 May 1812 – 12 December 1889) was an English 

poet and playwright whose mastery of the dramatic monologuemade him one of 

the foremost Victorian poets. His poems are known for 

their irony, characterization, dark humour, social commentary, historical settings, 

and challenging vocabulary and syntax. 
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 Much of Browning's work contemplates death and the way that it frames our life 

choices. Many poems consider the impending nature of death as a melancholy 

context to balance the joy of life. Examples are "Love Among the Ruins" and "A 

Toccata of Galuppi's." Other poems find strength in the acceptance of death, like 

"Prospice," "Childe Roland to the Dark Tower Came," and "Rabbi Ben Ezra." 

Some poems – like "My Last Duchess," "Porphyria's Lover," 

"Caliban upon Setebos," or "The Laboratory" – simply consider death as an ever-

present punishment. 

"Porphyria's Lover" is a poem by Robert Browning which was first published as 

"Porphyria" in the January 1836 issue of Monthly Repository. Browning later 

republished it in Dramatic Lyrics (1842) paired with "Johannes Agricola in 

Meditation" under the title "Madhouse Cells". The poem did not receive its 

definitive title until 1863.  

Robert Browning‘s poem, Porphyria’s Lover, opens up with a classic setting. It’s a 

stormy evening. The rain and the wind are harsh. The speaker is alone in a small 

cottage. Suddenly, a woman enters, bringing cheer and warmth in the midst of the 

dark and cold night. It seems like a classic love poem, but when the tone shifts and 

the speaker does the unthinkable, it leaves the reader questioning everything from 

the authority of the speaker, to the reality of his descriptions. The woman’s voice is 

not heard, and the reader is forced to draw conclusions from the voice of a speaker 

who proves to be less than trustworthy. 

"Porphyria's Lover" is Browning's first ever short dramatic monologue, and also 

the first of his poems to examine abnormal psychology.[1] Although its initial 

publication passed nearly unnoticed and received little critical attention in the 

nineteenth century, the poem is now heavily anthologised and much studied. 
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"Porphyria's Lover,"  is one of Browning's first forays into the dramatic monologue 

form (though he wouldn't use that term for a while). The basic form of his dramatic 

monologues is a first person narrator who presents a highly subjective perspective 

on a story, with Browning's message coming out not through the text but through 

the ironic disconnect of what the speaker justifies and what is obvious to the 

audience. 

The narrator of "Porphyria's Lover" is a man who has murdered his lover, 

Porphyria. He begins by describing the tumultuous weather of the night that has 

just passed. It has been rainy and windy, and the weather has put the speaker in a 

melancholy mood as he waits in his remote cabin for Porphyria to arrive. 

Finally, she does, having left a society party and transcended her class expectations 

to visit him. Wet and cold, she tends to the fire and then leans against the narrator, 

professing quietly her love and assuring him she was not deterred by the storm. 

He looks up into her face and realizes that she "worshipp'd" him in this moment, 

but that she would ultimately return to the embrace of social expectation. Taken by 

the purity of the moment, he does what comes naturally: he takes her hair and 

strangles her to death with it. He assures his listener that she died painlessly. After 

she dies, he unwinds her hair and lays her corpse out in a graceful pose with her 

eyes opened and her lifeless head on his shoulder.   

………….at last I knew  

Porphyria worshiped me: surprise  

Made my heart swell, and still it grew  

While I debated what to do.  

That moment she was mine, mine, fair,  

Perfectly pure and good: I found  
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A thing to do, and all her hair  

In one long yellow string I wound  

Three times her little throat around,  

And strangled her. No pain felt she;  

I am quite sure she felt no pain.  

 

As he speaks, they sit together in that position, and he is certain he has granted her 

greatest wish by allowing them to be together without any worries. He ends by 

remarking that God "has not yet said a word" against him. 

In this poem, the irony is abundantly clear: the speaker has committed an atrocious 

act and yet justifies it as not only acceptable, but as noble. Throughout the poem, 

the imagery and ideas suggest an overarching conflict of order vs. chaos, with the 

most obvious manifestation being the way the speaker presents his beastly murder 

as an act of rationality and love. 

Indeed, the order that the speaker brings to such a chaotic act is explained with 

rather romantic rationale. Porphyria, it is implied, is a rich lady of high social 

standing, while the speaker, out in his remote cabin, is not. She has chosen on this 

night to leave the social order of the world and retreat into the chaos of the storm to 

quell her tumultuous feelings for this narrator. Thus there is some indication of the 

theme of class, though it is far less pervasive in the poem than are the large 

questions of human nature. When the speaker realizes that Porphyria ultimately 

will choose to return to the order of society, while simultaneously believing that 

she wishes to be with him – she "worshipp'd" him, after all – he chooses to 

immortalize this moment by removing her ability to leave. 



Browning believes humans to be full of contradictions and malleable personalities 

that shift constantly, sometimes moment to moment. Even if it is assumed that the 

speaker understands the situation correctly when he identifies Porphyria as purely 

devoted to him at the moment of the murder, we are also to believe that she will 

soon retreat to a different contradictory personality, one that prizes social 

acceptance. So what the speaker undertakes is in some ways a fallacious yet heroic 

goal: to save Porphyria from the tumultuous contradictions of human nature, to 

preserve her in a moment of pure happiness and contentment with existing in 

chaos. 

However, once Porphyria enters, the poem moves to a more explicitly sexual place 

– notice the imagery as she undresses and dries herself – that suddenly equates 

those natural forces with the human forces of sexuality. The speaker, who had 

"listen'd with heart fit to break" to the storm, seems to recognize in both of these 

parallel forces the existence of the uncontrollable. Considering the Victorian period 

in which Browning wrote, this sense of sexual freedom could be expected to 

prompt a judgment from his audience on Porphyria as an unwed sexual woman, a 

judgment that is quickly reversed when she becomes the victim of an even darker 

human impulse than sexuality (though one most certainly tied in with it). It is 

worth mentioning that the speaker does not take any sexual license with her dead 

body, but instead tries to maintain a sense of the purity he had glimpsed in her, 

creating a tableaux with her head on his shoulder that evokes childish affection 

rather than adult depravity. As with all things, Browning complicates rather than 

simplifies. 

The overarching message of the poem is thus that humans are full of 

contradictions. We are drawn to both the things we love and the things we hate, 

and we are eminently capable of rationalizing either choice. Through such 



measured and considered language, we are invited to approve of the murder even 

as it disgusts us, and in the murder itself we are to forgive the woman for what we 

(at least if we were Victorian) might have otherwise judged her. Humans are 

creatures of transience and chaos, even as we belabor the attempt to convince 

ourselves that we are rational and that our choices are sound. 

Conclusively, it can be said that the speaker is a deranged and love sick man. In 

order to freeze a moment in time, he kills the woman he loves and lies all night 

with her corpse. He treats her as an object, and he takes no concern for her life. 

Rather, he believes that he has the right to choose for her, and he chooses to kill 

her. In his delusion, he believes that she would rather be with him forever than go 

on living without him. Since the speaker has proven to the readers that he is not 

sane, the reader becomes unsure of everything that the speaker has said. Suddenly, 

it is unclear how closely the reality of the woman’s actions corresponded with the 

way the speaker described them. Like a true sociopath, the speaker denies that his 

actions were wrong. Instead, he concludes that because God has not spoken out 

against him, what he did must have been right. 

However, “Porphyria’s Lover,” while natural in its language, does not display the 

colloquialisms or dialectical markers of some of Browning’s later poems. 

Moreover, while the cadence of the poem mimics natural speech, it actually takes 

the form of highly patterned verse, rhyming ABABB. The intensity and asymmetry 

of the pattern suggests the madness concealed within the speaker’s reasoned self-

presentation. 

This poem is a dramatic monologue—a fictional speech presented as the musings 

of a speaker who is separate from the poet. Like most of Browning’s other 

dramatic monologues, this one captures a moment after a main event or action. 



Porphyria already lies dead when the speaker begins. Just as the nameless speaker 

seeks to stop time by killing her, so too does this kind of poem seek to freeze the 

consciousness of an instant. 
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