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INTRODUCTION: THE PRIVATE
THOUGHTS OF A CHARACTER
MADE PUBLIC

In the vast landscape of literary devices,
few  are  as  intimate,  revealing,  and
theatrically  powerful  as  the  soliloquy.
When a character steps forward on stage
or pauses in a narrative to speak their
innermost thoughts aloud, unaddressed
to any other character, the audience is
granted a rare privilege: direct access to

the raw, unfiltered mind of that persona.
This is the essence of the soliloquy. But
what is soliloquy in literature beyond the
simple definition? It is a window into the
soul ,  a  moment  of  se ismic  se l f -
revelation, and a tool that has shaped
some of the most unforgettable scenes
in  Western  drama.  From  Hamlet's
existential crisis to the dark ambitions of
Macbeth,  the  soliloquy  allows  us  to
witness the human condition in its most
vulnerable  state.  This  article  explores
the  definition,  history,  characteristics,
famous  examples ,  and  las t ing
importance of the soliloquy, providing a
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thorough understanding of what makes
this device so enduring in literature.
To  fully  grasp  what  is  soliloquy  in
literature,  one  must  first  recognize  its
unique  posit ion  within  dramatic
structure.  Unlike  a  standard  dialogue,
where characters  interact  and respond
to one another, a soliloquy is a speech
delivered by a single character who is
alone  on  stage  or,  at  the  very  least,
believes  themselves  to  be  alone.  This
solitude is crucial because it signals to
the  audience  that  the  words  being
spoken are not intended for the ears of
other  characters.  The  speaker  is,  in
effect,  thinking  out  loud,  grappling  with
internal  conflicts,  making  decisions,  or
revealing hidden motives. This direct line
of  communication  between  character
and  audience  creates  an  unparalleled

sense of intimacy and dramatic irony, as
viewers  become  confidants  to  secrets
that  remain  hidden  from  the  other
players  in  the  story.

THE DEFINITION AND ORIGINS OF
THE SOLILOQUY

Before  analyzing  specific  examples,  it  is
essential  to  establish  a  clear  definition.
What  is  soliloquy  in  literature  in  its
simplest terms? A soliloquy is a dramatic
device in which a character speaks their
thoughts  aloud  while  alone,  revealing
their inner state to the audience but not
to any other characters in the play. The
word itself derives from the Latin solus
(alone)  and  loqui  (to  speak),  literally
meaning "to speak alone."
The origins of the soliloquy can be traced
back  to  anc ien t  G reek  d rama ,
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particularly in the works of playwrights
like  Sophocles  and  Euripides,  where
characters  would  occasionally  deliver
extended speeches that  revealed their
inner  turmoil.  However,  it  was  in  the
Renaissance,  and  most  famously
t h r o u g h  t h e  w o r k s  o f  W i l l i a m
Shakespeare, that the soliloquy reached
its  full  artistic  maturity.  Shakespeare
took this device and transformed it into
a  vehicle  for  profound  psychological
exploration,  philosophical  inquiry,  and
poetic expression. His soliloquies are not
mere  plot  devices;  they  are  the  very
heart  of  his  characters'  emotional  and
intellectual lives.
Understanding  what  is  soliloquy  in
literature  also  means  appreciating  its
evolution.  In  the  Elizabethan  era,  the
soliloquy  was  a  natural  convention.

Audiences  accepted  that  a  character
alone  on  stage  would  speak  their
thoughts.  As  theater  became  more
naturalistic  in  later  centuries,  the
soliloquy  fell  somewhat  out  of  favor,
seen  as  artificial.  Yet,  playwrights  like
Henrik Ibsen, Anton Chekhov, and Arthur
Miller  found  new  ways  to  adapt  the
device,  often  blending  it  with  internal
monologue or using more subtle staging
techniques.  Today,  soliloquies  appear
not  only  in  stage  plays  but  also  in  film
and  television,  proving  the  enduring
power  of  this  ancient  convention.

KEY CHARACTERISTICS THAT
DEFINE A SOLILOQUY

To  distinguish  a  soliloquy  from  other
forms of dramatic speech, it is helpful to
examine  its  defining  features.  When
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exploring what is soliloquy in literature,
these  characteristics  provide  the
framework  for  identification  and
analysis.

The Speaker Is
Alone or
Believed to Be
Alone
T h i s  i s  t h e  m o s t  f u n d a m e n t a l
characteristic.  The  character  delivering
the soliloquy must be isolated from other
characters.  This  isolation  ensures  that
the speech is  a genuine outpouring of
private  thought,  not  a  performance

intended to deceive or persuade another
person.  If  another character is  present
on stage,  even if  silent,  the speech is
typically  classified  as  a  monologue
rather  than  a  soliloquy.

The Content
Reveals Inner
Thought
A soliloquy is not a simple recounting of
events.  Instead,  it  delves  into  the
character's  emotional  state,  moral
dilemmas, fears, hopes, and plans. It is
introspective  in  nature.  The  audience
learns  what  the  character  truly  feels,
rather than what they choose to show to
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the world. This is the primary function of
the  device:  to  externalize  internal
conflict.

The Audience Is
the Only Listener
The  soliloquy  creates  a  unique  bond
between the character and the audience.
The character may directly address the
audience,  or  they  may  seem  to  be
talking to themselves, but in either case,
the audience is the sole recipient of the
information.  This  shared  secret
heightens  engagement  and  often
creates dramatic irony, as the audience
knows something that other characters
do not.

It Advances
Theme or
Character
Development
A  well-written  soliloquy  is  never  filler.  It
serves  a  purpose  within  the  larger
narrative. It might reveal a turning point
in  the  character's  journey,  clarify  the
central  themes  of  the  play,  or  build
suspense  by  foreshadowing  future
actions.  When  analyzing  what  is
soliloquy in literature, one must always
ask:  how  does  this  speech  serve  the
work as a whole?
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FAMOUS EXAMPLES OF
SOLILOQUIES IN LITERATURE

The best way to truly understand what is
soliloquy in literature is to examine some
of the most celebrated examples. These
speeches have become iconic, studied in
classrooms  and  performed  on  stages
around the world for generations.

"To be, or not to
be" from Hamlet
by William

Shakespeare
Perhaps the most famous soliloquy in all
of literature, Hamlet's contemplation of
existence  versus  non-existence  is  a
masterclass in dramatic introspection. In
this speech, Hamlet is alone on stage,
grappling with the pain of his life and the
uncertainty  of  death.  He  weighs  the
endurance  of  suffering  against  the  fear
of the unknown. This soliloquy does not
advance the plot in a direct way, but it
reveals the profound depth of Hamlet's
melancholy and philosophical nature. It
encapsulates the central  theme of  the
play:  the  paralysis  that  comes  from
overthinking. When students ask what is
soliloquy in literature, this is often the
first  example  offered,  and  for  good



What Is Soliloquy In Literature 7

7

reason.

"Is this a dagger
which I see
before me?"
from Macbeth by
William
Shakespeare
In this soliloquy, Macbeth hallucinates a
floating dagger leading him toward King
Duncan's  chamber.  He  is  a lone,
wrestling  with  his  conscience  and  his

growing  ambition.  The  speech  reveals
his psychological fragmentation and the
power  of  his  guilty  imagination  even
before the murder is committed. This is
a prime example of how a soliloquy can
blur the line between reality and illusion,
giving the audience direct access to a
character's deteriorating mental state.

"Tomorrow, and
tomorrow, and
tomorrow" from
Macbeth by
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William
Shakespeare
Later in the same play, after the death of
Lady  Macbeth,  Macbeth  delivers  a
soliloquy that is the bleakest expression
of  nihilism  in  English  literature.  He
reflects  on  the  meaningless  passage  of
time and the futility of life. This speech
provides a stark contrast to his earlier
ambitious  declarations,  showing  the
complete spiritual devastation that has
resulted from his choices. It is a powerful
demonstration  of  how  soliloquies  can
chart  a  character's  emotional  arc  over
the course of a play.

"It is an honest
ghost" from
Hamlet by
William
Shakespeare
While less famous than "To be or not to
be," this soliloquy at the end of Act I is
crucial.  Hamlet,  alone  after  speaking
with the ghost of his father, reveals his
emotional  turmoil  and  his  decision  to
feign  madness.  He  expresses  sorrow,
anger,  and  a  resolve  to  avenge  his
father's murder. This soliloquy sets the
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entire plot in motion and also showcases
Hamle t ' s  tendency  to  become
passionately  excited  after  moments  of
intense emotion.

THE PURPOSE AND FUNCTION OF
THE SOLILOQUY

Understanding  what  is  soliloquy  in
literature requires a deeper look at why
playwrights use this device. Its functions
are  many,  and  it  serves  both  the
narrative  and  the  audience  in  unique
ways.

Character

Revelation
The  most  obvious  function  is  the
revelation of character. In everyday life,
we cannot know what another person is
truly thinking. In literature, the soliloquy
breaks this barrier. It allows the writer to
expose  the  character's  authentic  self,
including  thoughts  that  might  be  too
shameful,  dangerous,  or  complex  to
share  with  others.  This  deepens  the
audience's understanding and empathy,
even  for  characters  who  are  morally
ambiguous.

Creating
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Dramatic Irony
When a character reveals their plans or
fears  in  a  soliloquy,  the  audience
becomes aware of information that other
characters  lack.  This  creates  dramatic
irony,  a  powerful  tool  for  building
suspense  and  tension.  For  example,
when  we  hear  a  villain's  soliloquy
outlining  their  plot,  we  watch  the
innocent  characters  with  a  sense  of
dread, knowing what awaits them.

Exploring
Themes
So l i l oqu ies  o f ten  serve  as  the
philosophical heart of a play. They allow

the  playwright  to  explore  universal
themes such as  love,  death,  ambition,
guilt,  and  identity  in  a  concentrated
form.  The  character  becomes  a
mouthpiece  for  existential  questions,
and  the  audience  is  invited  to  reflect
alongside  them.

Slowing the Pace
for Reflection
In a fast-paced narrative, the soliloquy
provides a moment of stillness. It pauses
the action  to  allow for  reflection.  This  is
particularly  effective  in  drama,  where
the tension can become overwhelming.
A soliloquy gives both the character and
the audience a moment to breathe and
process what has happened before the
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plot moves forward.

SOLILOQUY VS. MONOLOGUE VS.
ASIDE: UNDERSTANDING THE
DIFFERENCES

A  common  point  of  confusion  when
studying what is soliloquy in literature is
distinguishing it from related terms. The
words  "soliloquy,"  "monologue,"  and
"aside" are often used interchangeably
in  casual  conversation,  but  they  have
specific literary meanings.
Soliloquy:  As  established,  this  is  a
speech delivered by a character who is
alone  or  believes  themselves  to  be
alone. The audience is the only listener.
The content is introspective and private.
Monologue:  A  monologue  is  a  long
speech  delivered  by  one  character  to

other  characters  who  are  present  on
stage. The speaker knows they are being
heard. A monologue can be a persuasive
argument,  a  comedic  routine,  or  a
storytelling moment. Unlike a soliloquy,
the  monologue  is  a  social  act.  For
example, a lawyer addressing a jury in a
play  is  delivering  a  monologue,  not  a
soliloquy.
Aside: An aside is a brief remark made
by a character to the audience, unheard
by other characters on stage. It is much
shorter  than  a  soliloquy,  often  just  a
single line or a few words. The aside is
used  for  quick  commentary,  often
humorous or sarcastic. If a soliloquy is a
deep dive into the psyche, an aside is a
qu ick  w ink  to  the  aud ience .  In
Shakespeare's  plays,  characters  often
step forward to deliver an aside before
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returning to the action.
To summarize the distinction: a soliloquy
is a private speech when the character is
alone; a monologue is a public speech to
other characters; and an aside is a brief,
private comment within a scene where
others are present.

THE EVOLUTION OF THE
SOLILOQUY IN MODERN AND
CONTEMPORARY LITERATURE

While  the  classical  soliloquy  is  most
associated with Elizabethan drama, the
device  has  evolved  and  adapted  to
modern  sensibilities.  In  the  19th  and
20th  centuries,  playwrights  sought
greater naturalism on stage. The idea of
a  character  speaking  aloud to  no  one
seemed  artificial  to  some.  As  a  result,

the  traditional  soliloquy  was  often
replaced or transformed into other forms
of internal expression.
Playwrights  like  Anton  Chekhov  used
long, introspective speeches that blurred
the line between dialogue and soliloquy.
His  characters  often  speak  at  length
about their feelings, but they do so in
the presence of others who may or may
not be listening. This creates a sense of
isolation even within a group, a modern
take on the soliloquy's core function.
In the 20th century, Arthur Miller used a
technique in Death of a Salesman where
the protagonist, Willy Loman, speaks to
himself and to apparitions from his past.
These moments function as soliloquies,
reveal ing  h is  inner  turmoi l  and
memories,  even  though  he  is


