Macbeth’s Soliloquies
Macbeth is a fascinating character not least because of the soliloquies. I guess you could say that
what’s truly tragic about Macbeth is the gulf between
his behaviour (which is awful) and his personality. He
is flawed, yes, but he is also human: full of ambition,
plagued by conflicting emotions, eager to please the
woman he loves, terrified of his inability to control
events as they spin out of his control. Thus he lashes
out at everyone, alienates his wife, loses her to her
madness and despair, and ultimately finds himself
utterly alone having lost everything yet he is unable
or unwilling to surrender or admit defeat and so instead he fights to the bitter end.
The purpose of any soliloquy is to reveal more about the






thoughts,
feelings,
personality
mindset and
motivations of the central character(s)

In the case of Macbeth, without the soliloquies we would have little if any sympathy for him and
would view him merely as a bloody villain whose behaviour is unforgiveable. Despite having a
loving wife, the respect, and admiration of his peers and significant rewards for his bravery on the
battlefield, Macbeth decides to commit the ultimate crime of regicide and to seize the throne for
himself.
So if we weren’t aware of the moral and emotional turmoil going on inside his heart and soul, if we
didn’t know that he was full of misgivings before the murder of Duncan and immediately remorseful
afterwards; if we did not witness the scorpions in his mind and ultimately the point of suicidal
despair he reaches following his wife’s death we would not see the point of this play. In fact we
would probably cheer for the forces of good as Macbeth’s bloody tyrannical reign is brought to an
end.
NOTE: The soliloquies are particularly important after the banquet scene once he stops confiding in
his wife because without his conversations with her, the soliloquies are the only thing left offering us
an insight into his thoughts, feelings and motivations.
Bearing all of this in mind, in the case of each soliloquy you could do the following:
CONTEXTUALISE—when is it delivered? What happens immediately beforehand? Does this
prompt the ‘outburst’ of the soliloquy?

ANALYSE—what exactly is revealed from what the character says in each soliloquy? In the case of
Macbeth we see that he is:
a) Initially acutely aware of the difference between right and wrong and determined to listen to
his conscience.
b) Hallucinating daggers
c) Paranoid and fearful that Banquo will destroy him
d) Impulsive and perhaps not entirely sane when he decides to kill Macduff’s wife and children
e) Realistic about his imminent death and how hated he is by his subjects
f) Convinced that life is utterly meaningless
PERSONALISE—can you identify the effect of Macbeth’s soliloquies on the audience? Most
obviously, they allow us to identify with him despite the fact that he is an antihero. Secondly they
give us an insight into his thoughts and motivations and thus allow us to understand him on a deep
level. Finally, they should frighten us—how can an essentially good man be so completely and
utterly transformed into a bloody tyrant? Is it possible we would behave in a similar way to cover up
a terrible crime we had committed?
LIST OF MACBETH’S SOLILOQUIES
 Soliloquy 1 = “Two truths are told…” (I.iii.19.139-154)
 Soliloquy 2 = “If it were done when ‘tis done…” (I.vii.28.1-27)
 Soliloquy 3 = “Is this a dagger which I see before me?” (II.i.36.41-69)
 Soliloquy 4 = “To be thus is nothing but to be safely thus” (III.i.54.54-78)
 Soliloquy 5 = “From this moment the very firstlings of my heart shall be the firstlings of my hand” (IV.i.
80.162-171)
 Soliloquy 6 = “This push / Will cheer me…” (V.iii.98.23-31)
 Soliloquy 7 = “She should have died hereafter…” (V.v.103.19-30)
FOR EACH SOLILOQUY TRY TO FIGURE OUT THE FOLLOWING:






Immediately before =
Immediately after =
Meaning =
Most important quote =
Psychological state =
 Audience reaction (opinion) =

