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44: Finding a Way into 
Shakespeare’s Soliloquies 
Mick Connell explores ways in which drama can 
help students make sense of soliloquies 

This article was published in Issue 11 of Teaching 
English in 2016, and is available online to 
members of NATE, along with the entire archive of 
NATE magazines. 

 
The work described in this short account of classroom-based teaching of Shakespeare is designed 
to give students access to Shakespeare’s language in soliloquy (and might work equally well for 
monologues.) It owes a great deal to the work developed and disseminated by the education team 
at the RSC and to the principles and practices inherent in their ‘Stand up for Shakespeare’ 
manifesto.  

The challenge of the soliloquy 

Soliloquy is of course vital to the understanding of characterisation and motivation. It provides 
privileged audience access into aspects of plot and relationship development and into the internal 
world of key characters at key points in the plays – access largely denied to the other characters 
within the virtual world of the plays. Soliloquies certainly present problems in terms of 
understanding Shakespeare’s dramatic methods but, in addition, with their embedded verse forms 
and rich imagery, the soliloquies are also challenging in terms of establishing meaning and effect.  

With the focus of understanding on language rather than action, soliloquies lack the cues to 
meaning that are more evident and supportive of understanding in dialogue, proxemics, movement 
and action on stage.  Within a study of a Shakespeare play the major soliloquies can represent a 
literary equivalent of Beecher’s Brook on the Grand National course: as a teacher in Key Stage 3, I 
knew it was approaching, was aware of the challenge it represented and – depending on the 
particular group of students – was relieved either to scramble through relatively unscathed or, like a 
rider-less National runner, I found ways of skirting round the challenge it presented in order to ‘get 
back to the action’.  

Perhaps the most concerning aspect for the English teacher is the temptation to fall back on 
transmissive pedagogic approaches that involve some form of word-by-word analysis or 
transliteration followed by an even more debilitating and life-sapping word-by-word, image-by-
image analysis and commentary. 

‘Shakespeare Scraps’ 

The approach described here is a way of embracing soliloquy before its formidable challenge 
becomes evident within the study of the play. In working with a small group of PGDE English 
students, the approach came to be known amongst us as ‘Shakespeare Scraps’.  I would 
recommend that the approach is used prior to or very early in the study of the play. In our case I 
selected an edited version (RSC) of Juliet’s nightmare (Romeo and Juliet: Act 4, Scene 1). Here it 
is: 
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From the soliloquy I chose nine single words (highlighted in colour) and presented them to the 
students on separate slips of paper in an envelope. The students did not know from which play or 
speech the words originated. Here are the nine words: 

 

 

 

As you see the key words selected are all line-end words. These often carry the greatest weight of 
meaning, purpose and insight in the soliloquies and monologues. Knowing this makes the selection 
of the key words more straightforward and purposeful in the medium term. 

In groups of two and three the students put the single words into groups: grouping together words 
that have a common field of meaning.  We agreed a rule that every group must have at least two 
words in it. The students explained and justified their grouping choices to each other and made any 
changes based on what they heard others say. 

 

                                                        
 

JULIET 
O, bid me leap, rather than marry Paris, 
From off the battlements of yonder tower; 
Or walk in thievish ways; or bid me lurk 
Where serpents are; chain me with roaring bears; 
Or shut me nightly in a charnel-house, 
O'er-cover'd quite with dead men's rattling bones, 
With reeky shanks and yellow chapless skulls; 
Or bid me go into a new-made grave 
And hide me with a dead man in his shroud; 
Things that, to hear them told, have made me	tremble;	
And	I	will	do	it	without	fear	or	doubt,	
To live an unstain'd wife to my sweet love. 

tower         lurk         bears         charnel-house 

bones        love        doubt        skulls        tremble 
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States of mind 

Now each group was given an ‘expert’ role. They were asked to re-examine these words from a 
specific perspective. From their expert group perspectives they were then to give an oral 
presentation to the rest of group explaining what these words might tell you about the state of mind 
of the speaker (who has been overheard using them). We had four expert groups: psychiatrists, 
social workers, close friends of the speaker and police officers. Each group came up with an 
explanation or diagnosis for the speaker’s state of mind using the evidence of just the nine words 
and their professional or personal knowledge of the subject. 

Here are some notes taken by PGDE students Amy and Louise. They were assuming the role of 
psychiatrists to the speaker: 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

By contrast students Jo and Ian viewed the speaker’s state of mind from the perspective of close 
friends. They assumed the speaker was male. Their diagnosis was much more sanguine and light-
hearted: 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

The relevance of and justification for such contradictory perspectives and diagnoses can be readily 
defended in terms of both the exercise and the play itself. In part, the psychiatrists are justified in 
inferring from the language that the speaker is in a desperate and potentially suicidal state. Whilst 
fearing the terrors of the charnel-house Juliet welcomes them against the prospect of betraying her 
love for Romeo. By the same token there is youthful melodrama and heightened self-pity in Juliet’s 
words – aspects of her state of mind that were picked up by the students in the role of friends to 
the speaker. If nothing else this exercise helps students to understand that meanings are rarely 
single, simple or fixed. 

• There have been rumours about a break up in his latest relationship 
• The ‘tower’ probably relates to way he felt at the start of the relationship – on top of 

the world 
• Now he’s down – he ‘lurks’ and ‘doubt’ ‘bears’ down on him – or that’s how he feels 

anyway 
• The focus on death is typical of him – over dramatizing – he always does this – 

he’s not really contemplating murder or suicide – he’s a drama queen! 
• You can trust our explanation because it is simple, straightforward and because we 

know him. 
• He’s one of us and this sort of thing happens to us all the time – we’re always 

falling in and out of love – on a high one day and downs in the pits of despair the 
next. It’s nothing serious. It’s nothing to worry about. 

• Clear concerns about death – their own or that of a friend or loved one 
• A guilty conscience – paranoia – fear associated with places 
• ‘Bears’ resemblance? 
• Relationship with someone who has died – betrayal 
• Doubting their own beliefs 
• Are the events/concerns real? Causing anxiety or PTSD? 
• Medication or therapy? 
• Risk of self-harm – there is an urgent need to reduce anxiety 
• We recommend immediate medical and psychological treatment and committal. 

This person is in significant danger and is not in a sound state of mind.  
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Taking it into school: Romeo and Juliet 

The ‘Scraps’ approach was taken up by a number of our PGDE on their school experience 
placements. Dara was teaching Romeo and Juliet with a higher attaining Year 7 group. She 
decided to have four perspectives on the same Juliet speech – the one we had worked in the 
university. Dara chose the follow scraps: 

 

 

 

She chose four perspectives to suit the age and understanding of her group: friends, police 
officers, a trusted servant and a psychiatrist. Here’s how Dara presented the task. 

She explained the meanings of some of the words and phrases to the students and then set them 
to work in their expert groups. Here’s a section from Dara’s evaluation of the exercise: 

‘Overall I felt that the ‘Scraps of Shakespeare’ lesson went extremely well with my top set Year 7 
group. The lesson produced some excellent talk for learning during the group activity tasks. In a 
bid to put the class off from immediately making links with the play, I informed them that we were 
doing a one-off lesson on language. Despite my attempt to mislead the class, a handful of groups 
made the connection between the jumbled phrases and the mindsets of both Romeo and Juliet. 
During discussion time it was clear that there was a divide between pupils who were putting the 
phrases together in a very literal way and pupils who were piecing together the phrases in a much 
more sophisticated and figurative way.  

Higher-attaining pupils gave suggestions of the person in distress being locked in a metaphorical 

    bid me leap          skulls          sweet love        roaring bears 

charnel-house        rattling bones         fear or doubt           tower 

You are in a dark place alone. You hear the sound of a distant voice. You are only 
able to hear 8 phrases. How would you describe the state of mind of this person? 

Each group must come to a diagnosis and a prognosis on the basis of the words 
spoken by the unknown character. 

Group 1: Friends       Group 2: Police       Group 3: Psychiatrists       Group 4: Loyal 
servants 

Diagnosis: the identification of the nature of an illness or other problem by examination 
of the symptoms. 

Prognosis: the likely course/treatment of a medical condition. 
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tower and being tortured by grotesque images as a result of being separated from a lover. 
Similarly, some pupils thought the phrases were describing a nightmare provoked by love. Lower-
attaining pupils suggested that this person was driven to jumping off a tower because of unrequited 
love.  

When it was revealed that the phrases were spoken by Juliet, there was a collective moment of 
realisation in the class. Each pupil made the connection between the language and Juliet. I felt that 
the lesson was a success in terms of their learning because the pupils were temporarily removed 
from the context and focusing on phrases in isolation helped pupils to concentrate on the language 
and the person who was expressing themselves. The class really enjoyed how interactive the 
lesson was and most were very keen to give their analysis of the language.’  

 

Taking it into school: Macbeth 

Finally, here is an example of the ‘Scraps’ exercise being used to help students explore a soliloquy 
from ‘Macbeth’.  Amy takes up the story: 

‘This Year 8 group was a low attaining group, with a mixture of behavioural and motivational 
challenges. The literacy skills of the group were weak. Reading Shakespeare was incredibly 
daunting for them, and they were less than enthusiastic about the prospect.  

The group was studying Macbeth and their assessment assignment was focused on the role of 
Lady Macbeth within the play. Although the students were not expected to read the play in full, they 
were given a selection of extracts and studied the plot synopsis in order to understand it. Each 
extract was supported by some contextual analysis in order for them to understand the play further.  

The objectives of this ‘Scraps’ lesson were for the students to consider how Lady Macbeth was not 
typical of her time, and how we could identify this within the text. The lesson began with some 
contextual work related to women in the Tudor period, in which students drew their perfect Tudor 
lady and labelled her with the qualities we had discussed as being ideal for women of the period. 
This was a useful starting point from which the students could explore Lady Macbeth as we 
encountered her in her soliloquy in Act 1 Scene 5.  

 I took ten words from Lady Macbeth’s famous ‘unsex me’ speech and asked the students to put 
them into 2 categories. I was deliberately selective and chose words which appeared to be 
contrasting and stereotypically related to each gender, for example ‘milk’ for women and 
‘murdering’ for men. The students were not given headings for their categories, but asked to 
develop these for themselves after they had decided which words were linked.  

 

 

 

I then revealed the words were all from one speech by Lady Macbeth, and the students considered 
what the theme of the speech could be from the words in front of them. The concept was for the 
students to begin to understand something about Lady Macbeth’s character and intentions on word 
level, as they were overwhelmed by the Shakespearean language. Most of the students did just 
this, labelling the words as ‘good’ or ‘bad’ words, with the majority suggesting that the bad words 
were far more masculine. They agreed that a woman could obviously say these ‘bad’ words too, 
but they would be punished for it.  

They accepted that Lady Macbeth had said all of these words, and supported that idea with their 
knowledge of the plot, and some even analysed the words themselves to suggest why they 
seemed more feminine or masculine, something they had never done before. Their answers were 
perceptive and well informed, which I don’t believe would have happened had I presented them 

Dark          Milk         Murdering     Spirits        Mortal 

Crown         Knife        Cruelty         Nature       Blood 



© National Association for the Teaching of English 2017 www.nate.org.uk  

with the whole speech first. 

Considering the background of the class, I was really surprised to see them so engaged within 
Shakespeare and actually considering the wider meanings. It is a technique which can be adapted 
in so many ways, potentially for any ability group and with any speech, and I would not hesitate to 
use it again.’ 

Amy’s approach is different. She chose her ten scraps with contrast and contradiction in mind – a 
perfectly apt perspective given the nature of Lady Macbeth’s soliloquy. She didn’t require the 
students to adopt particular perspectives because her focus was more on the contrasts in the 
language of the speech which, of themselves, reveal much of Lady Macbeth’s state of mind.  

 

With particular thanks to Joanna Bartlett, Louise Collins, Amy Hancock, Dara Harvey, Ian McKay 
and all 2015-16 PGDE English students at the University of Sheffield. 

 

Mick Connell is a former Vice-Chair of NATE and PGDE English Tutor at the University of 
Sheffield. 

 


