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 compare and contrast

Comparing texts from different genres is 
perhaps one of the most interesting things 

you will learn to do at A-level. Robert Browning’s 
‘Porphyria’s Lover’ (1836) is a dramatic 
monologue in which the speaker decides to 
control his mistress and keep her for himself. In 
Charles Dickens’s Oliver Twist (1837–39) Bill Sikes 
believes that Nancy has betrayed him and so 
murders her. 

Read the poem and extract first and then look 
at the questions in the boxes. Then try using these 
approaches with short extracts and poems from 
your set texts.

‘Porphyria’s Lover’ by Robert Browning

The rain set early in to-night, 
    The sullen wind was soon awake, 
[…] 
    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 […]  
       […] 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 […] 
Be sure I looked up at her eyes 
    Happy and proud; at last I knew 
Porphyria worshipped 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! 
[…] 
And thus we sit together now, 
    And all night long we have not stirred, 
    And yet God has not said a word!

Oliver Twist 

He had roused her from her sleep, for she raised herself with a 
hurried and startled look.

‘Get up!’ said the man. […]

There was a candle burning, but the man hastily drew it from the 
candlestick, and hurled it under the grate. […]

‘Bill,’ said the girl, in the low voice of alarm, ‘why do you look like 
that at me!’

The robber sat regarding her, for a few seconds, with dilated nostrils 
and heaving breast; and then, grasping her by the head and throat, 
dragged her into the middle of the room, and looking once towards 
the door, placed his heavy hand upon her mouth.

‘Bill, Bill!’ gasped the girl, wrestling with the strength of mortal fear, 
— ‘I — I won’t scream or cry — not once — hear me — speak to 
me — tell me what I have done!’

‘You know, you she devil!’ returned the robber, suppressing his 
breath. ‘You were watched to-night; every word you said was 
heard.’

‘Then spare my life for the love of Heaven, as I spared yours,’ 
rejoined the girl, clinging to him. ‘Bill, dear Bill, you cannot have the 
heart to kill me. Oh! think of all I have given up, only this one night, 
for you.’ […]

The man struggled violently, to release his arms; but those of the girl 
were clasped round his, and tear her as he would, he could not tear 
them away.

‘Bill,’ cried the girl, striving to lay her head upon his breast, […] ‘Let 
us both leave this dreadful place, and far apart lead better lives, and 
forget how we have lived, except in prayers, and never see each 
other more. It is never too late to repent. […] I feel it now — but we 
must have time — a little, little time!’

The housebreaker freed one arm, and grasped his pistol. The 
certainty of immediate detection if he fired, flashed across his mind 
even in the midst of his fury; and he beat it twice with all the force he 
could summon, upon the upturned face that almost touched his own.

She staggered and fell: nearly blinded with the blood that rained 
down from a deep gash in her forehead; but raising herself, with 
difficulty, on her knees, drew from her bosom a white handkerchief 
and holding it up, in her folded hands, as high towards Heaven as 
her feeble strength would allow, breathed one prayer for mercy to 
her Maker.

It was a ghastly figure to look upon. The murderer staggering 
backward to the wall, and shutting out the sight with his hand, 
seized a heavy club and struck her down.

Chapter 47

‘Porphyria’s Lover’ and Oliver Twist 
Male control
• The poem and the passage both depict a man controlling and murdering a woman. 
How do we respond differently to the two acts?
• Browning’s speaker believes he is preserving her purity. How does the use of her 
hair suggest that his control of her is sexual? 
• Bill Sikes seems to act in blind fury but Dickens makes us see into his head when 
he decides not to shoot her: ‘The certainty of immediate detection if he fired, flashed 
across his mind even in the midst of his fury.’ Does this momentary hesitation make 
us recoil from Sikes or complicit in the act? 

Female compliance?
The women in these pieces appear to play the role of the compliant woman even 
when, in Nancy’s case, she is fully aware of her danger and is begging for her life. 
She strives ‘to lay her head upon his breast’ while Porphyria ‘made her smooth white 
shoulder bare…/And, stooping, made my cheek lie there’. Are there challenges to 
male authority here?

Death throes
How do the two writers describe the women’s violent ends differently? What do you 
make of the contrast between the blood and the handkerchief? In the poem, the 
speaker opens his lover’s lids, and then arranges her head on his shoulder, comparing 
it to a flower. Does this whole section disgust, repel or fascinate you? 

Names
We are not given the lover’s name in Browning’s poem. How does this influence our 
response to him? In the Dickens passage Bill Sikes is called ‘the man’, ‘the robber’, 
‘the housebreaker’ and finally ‘the murderer’, whereas Nancy is called ‘the girl’. What 
are the effects of these labels?

Feminist reading
A feminist reading of these texts would look critically at the way 
in which the women are presented as passive victims of domestic 
violence: one is almost entirely silent and the other offers to save 
her assailant from all punishment. Can you find any moments in the 
passage or poem that challenge this view?

Form and meaning
• In what ways do the rhymes in the monologue work on the ear? 
How do they work in relation to the enjambed lines and the mid-line 
breaks (caesurae)? How might the form of the poem allow us to 
doubt his self-absorbed thoughts? 
• In the passage how does the blow-by-blow account of the struggle 
(‘grasping her by the head and throat’) contrast with the dialogue? 


