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WHAT IS
DRAMATIC
MONOLOGUE IN
LITERATURE: A
COMPLETE GUIDE

When  readers  first
encounter a poem like
Robert Browning's "My
Last  Duchess,"  they
often  feel  as  though
they  have  stumbled
i n t o  a  p r i v a t e
conversat ion.  The
speaker  seems  to  be
addressing  someone
directly,  revealing  not
only  a  story  but  also
his  own  disturbing

personal i ty  in  the
process.  This  powerful
literary  technique  is
known as the dramatic
m o n o l o g u e .
Understanding what  is
dramatic monologue in
literature  opens  up  a
rich tradition of poetry
a n d  p r o s e  w h e r e
character,  voice,  and
psychology  intertwine.
This  article  explores
the  definition,  history,
key  features,  famous
examples,  and  lasting
significance  of  the
dramatic  monologue,
offering  a  thorough
l o o k  a t  o n e  o f
l i te ra tu re ' s  most
compell ing  forms.
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Defining
the
Dramatic
Monologu
e
A dramatic monologue
is  a  type  of  poem or
passage  in  which  a
s i n g l e  s p e a k e r
addresses  a  silent  or
implied  listener,  often
revea l ing  c ruc ia l
aspects  of  their  own
character, motivations,
and  personal  history.
Unlike  a  sol i loquy,
where  a  character
speaks alone on stage,
t h e  d r a m a t i c
monologue  always
implies the presence of
another  person  who
does  not  speak  but
whose reactions shape
what the speaker says.

T h e  t e r m  i t s e l f
combines  "dramatic,"
meaning  related  to
theatre or  action,  and
"monologue,"  meaning
a long speech by one
person. Together, they
describe a literary work
t h a t  c a p t u r e s  a
moment  of  intense
self-revelation within a
specific  dramatic
situation.
T h e  d r a m a t i c
monologue  flourished
during  the  Victorian
e ra ,  pa r t i cu l a r l y
through  the  works  of
Robert  Browning  and
Alfred,  Lord Tennyson.
However,  its  roots  go
back much further, and
it  continues  to  be  a
v i t a l  f o r m  i n
contemporary  poetry
and  fiction.  When
a s k i n g  w h a t  i s
dramatic monologue in
literature, it is essential
to  recognise that  it  is
not simply a poem with
one speaker. Rather, it
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i s  a  c a r e f u l l y
constructed scenario in
which  the  speaker's
words  unintentionally
reveal  hidden  truths
about  themselves.

The
Origins
and
Historical
Context
T h e  d r a m a t i c
m o n o l o g u e  a s  a
distinct  literary  form
emerged  most  clearly
in  the  n ineteenth
century.  While  earlier
works,  such  as  the
speeches of Oedipus in
Sophocles' plays or the
narrator  in  Chaucer's
" T h e  C a n t e r b u r y
T a l e s , "  c o n t a i n
elements of the form, it
was  Robert  Browning

who  perfected  and
popularised  it .  His
1 8 4 2  c o l l e c t i o n
"Dramat ic  Lyr ics"
included  poems  such
as  "My  Last  Duchess"
and  "Po rphy r i a ' s
Lover,"  which  became
defining  examples  of
the  genre.
B r o w n i n g  w a s
influenced  by  the
Romantic  interest  in
individual  psychology
and  the  d ramat i c
potential  of  everyday
speech.  He  also  drew
from  the  theatrical
t r a d i t i o n  o f  t h e
soliloquy,  adapting  it
for  the  printed  page.
Tennyson  contributed
significantly  with
poems  like  "Ulysses"
and  "Tithonus,"  where
legendary  figures
speak from a moment
of deep personal crisis.
The  Victorian  reading
public  was  fascinated
by  character  study,
moral  ambiguity,  and
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the  exploration  of  the
human  mind,  making
t h e  d r a m a t i c
monologue  an  ideal
veh i c l e  f o r  these
interests.
Later, modernist poets
such as T.S.  Eliot  and
Ezra Pound revived and
transformed  the  form.
Eliot's "The Love Song
of J. Alfred Prufrock" is
often  considered  a
dramatic  monologue,
even though it  blends
interior  thought  with
direct address. Pound's
" H u g h  S e l w y n
Mauberley"  also  uses
t h e  t e c h n i q u e  t o
critique  contemporary
culture.  Understanding
w h a t  i s  d r a m a t i c
monologue in literature
requires recognising its
e v o l u t i o n  f r o m
V i c t o r i a n  m o r a l
e x p l o r a t i o n  t o
m o d e r n i s t
p s y c h o l o g i c a l
fragmentation.

Key
Character
istics of
Dramatic
Monologu
e
To fully  grasp what is
dramatic monologue in
literature,  one  must
examine  its  defining
f e a t u r e s .  T h e s e
c h a r a c t e r i s t i c s
distinguish  it  from
other  forms  of  poetry
and drama.

A single
speaker: The
entire poem is
spoken by one
character. This
speaker is not
the poet but a
fictional persona,
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which allows for
dramatic irony
and
psychological
depth.
A silent or
implied
listener: The
speaker
addresses
someone who
does not speak.
The listener's
presence is felt
through the
speaker's
responses,
gestures, and
assumptions. In
"My Last
Duchess," the
listener is an
emissary
negotiating a
marriage.
A specific
dramatic
situation: The
monologue
occurs at a
particular
moment, often

one of tension or
decision. The
speaker is
caught in a
situation that
forces them to
reveal
themselves.
Unintentional
self-revelation:
The speaker
reveals more
about
themselves than
they intend. The
reader perceives
contradictions,
biases, and
hidden motives
that the speaker
themselves does
not see.
Argument or
persuasion: The
speaker often
tries to justify
their actions,
convince the
listener, or
present a
particular version
of events. This
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gives the
monologue a
rhetorical
energy.

These  characteristics
work together to create
a  layered  experience.
The reader becomes an
active  interpreter,
piecing  together  the
truth  from  what  the
speaker says and what
they  unconsciously
reveal. This is why the
dramatic monologue is
often  described  as  a
" p s y c h o l o g i c a l
detective  story"  in
verse.

The Role
of the
Listener
A  subtle  but  crucial
a s p e c t  o f
understanding  what  is
dramatic monologue in
literature is recognising

the  role  of  the  silent
listener. The listener is
not  passive.  Their
imagined  reactions
shape  the  speaker's
words.  The  speaker
may  try  to  impress,
intimidate,  persuade,
or  manipulate  the
listener.  The  listener
m i g h t  b e  a
subordinate, a lover, a
stranger,  or  a  figure  of
authority.  In  "My  Last
Duchess,"  the  Duke
addresses an emissary,
and his condescending
t o n e  r e v e a l s  h i s
arrogance.  In  "The
Love Song of  J.  Alfred
Prufrock,"  the  listener
i s  n e v e r  c l e a r l y
identified,  which  adds
to the poem's sense of
a l i e n a t i o n  a n d
unspoken  longing.
The  l i s t ene r  a l so
functions as a stand-in
for  the  reader.  We
become  the  s i lent
figure being addressed,
and we must judge the



What Is Dramatic Monologue In Literature 7

7

speaker's  words  and
actions. This creates a
dynamic  relationship
between  speaker ,
listener,  and  reader,
making  the  dramatic
m o n o l o g u e  a n
intensely  interactive
literary  form.

Dramatic
Monologu
e vs.
Other
Forms
Many  readers  wonder
how  the  dramat ic
monologue differs from
related  forms such  as
the  so l i loquy,  the
interior  monologue,
and the persona poem.
C l a r i f y i n g  t h e s e
distinctions  deepens
the answer to what is
dramatic monologue in

literature.
A  s o l i l o q u y  i s  a
speech in a play where
a  character  speaks
their  thoughts  aloud
while  alone  on  stage.
The  audience  is  the
only  listener.  Hamlet's
"To be or not to be" is
a soliloquy. A dramatic
m o n o l o g u e ,  b y
contrast,  implies  a
l istener  within  the
fictional  world.  The
speaker  is  not  alone;
they  are  addressing
someone  specific.
A n  i n t e r i o r
monologue  records a
character ' s  inner
thoughts  and feelings,
often  in  a  stream-of-
consciousness  style.
There  is  no  sense  of
being  addressed  to
anyone.  James  Joyce's
"Ulysses"  contains
famous examples. The
dramatic  monologue,
however,  is  directed
outward  toward  a
listener,  even  if  that



8

8 What Is Dramatic Monologue In
Literature

2022-12-24

listener is silent.
A persona poem is a
poem written from the
p e r s p e c t i v e  o f  a
character  who  is  not
the  poet.  While  al l
dramatic  monologues
are  persona  poems,
not all persona poems
a r e  d r a m a t i c
monologues. A persona
poem  may  s imp ly
express  a  character's
feelings  without  the
dramatic  situation,
argument,  or  listener
that  defines  the
dramatic  monologue.

Famous
Examples
and
Analysis
Examining  specific
poems  provides  the
clearest  answer  to
w h a t  i s  d r a m a t i c

m o n o l o g u e  i n
literature.  Below  are
some  o f  t he  mos t
celebrated  examples,
each  i l l u s t ra t i ng
different aspects of the
form.

ROBERT BROWNING:
"MY LAST
DUCHESS" (1842)
This  is  perhaps  the
most famous dramatic
monologue  in  English.
The  Duke  of  Ferrara
shows a portrait of his
late wife to a visitor. As
he speaks,  he reveals
h i s  j e a l o u s y ,
possessiveness,  and
cruelty.  He  casually
mentions that he "gave
commands" to stop her
smile, implying he had
her killed. The listener,
the emissary,  is  there
t o  a r r a n g e  a  n e w
marriage.  The  Duke's
words  are  meant  to
impress ,  but  they
horrify  the  reader.
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Browning  masterfully
u s e s  t h e  f o r m  t o
expose  the  Duke's
moral  bl indness.

ALFRED, LORD
TENNYSON:
"ULYSSES" (1842)
In this poem, the aged
hero Ulysses addresses
his  former  mariners.
H e  d e c l a r e s  h i s
intention  to  set  sail
once  more,  seeking
k n o w l e d g e  a n d
adventure. The listener
is  the  s i lent  crew.
Ulysses  reveals  his
restless  spir it ,  his
pride,  and  his  refusal
to  accept  a  quiet  old
age. The poem is both
a  powerful  statement
of human ambition and
a subtle exploration of
the  cos t s  o f  such
ambition. The dramatic
situation  gives  the
poem  urgency  and
emotional  weight.

T.S. ELIOT: "THE
LOVE SONG OF J.
ALFRED PRUFROCK"
(1915)
E l i o t ' s  p o e m  i s  a
modern  d ramat i c
monologue,  though  it
also includes elements
of  interior  monologue.
Prufrock  addresses  an
unnamed listener as he
walks through the city.
H e  r e v e a l s  h i s
anxieties,  his  fear  of
re ject ion,  and  h is
inability  to  act.  The
l i s t e n e r  m a y  b e
another  person,  or
perhaps  an  aspect  of
himself .  The  poem
c a p t u r e s  t h e
fragmentation  and
alienation  of  modern
l i fe .  The  dramat ic
situation is less defined
than  in  Browning's
work, but the sense of
a d d r e s s  r e m a i n s
central.
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CAROL ANN DUFFY:
"MRS. MIDAS"

(1999)
Contemporary  poets
have  adapted  the
dramatic  monologue
for modern contexts. In
"Mrs.  Midas,"  Duffy
gives voice to the wife
of  King  Midas.  She
addresses  an  implied
listener,  recounting
how  her  husband's
golden  touch  ruined
their lives. The poem is
wi t ty ,  t rag ic ,  and
deeply revealing of the
speaker's  emotions.  It
shows  how  the  form
can  g i ve  vo i ce  t o
silenced  characters,  a
common  strategy  in
m o d e r n  a n d
postcolonial literature.

The

Psycholo
gy of the
Dramatic
Monologu
e
O n e  o f  t h e  m o s t
compelling  reasons  to
study what is dramatic
monologue in literature
is  its  psychological
depth. The form allows
writers  to  explore  the
gap  between  what
people  say  and  what
t h e y  m e a n .  T h e
speaker's  words  are
often  a  form  of  self-
d e c e p t i o n .  T h e y
construct  a  narrative
that  justifies  their
actions, but the reader
sees  the  flaws  in  that
narrative.  This  creates
dramatic  irony,  where
the  audience  knows
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more than the speaker
does.
T h e  d r a m a t i c
m o n o l o g u e  a l s o
c a p t u r e s  t h e
complexity  of  human
motivation.  Speakers
may  be  sympathetic,
r e p u l s i v e ,  o r
s o m e w h e r e  i n
between.  Browning's
speakers, for instance,
are  o f ten  mora l ly
questionable,  but they
a re  ne ve r  s imp le
v i l la ins .  They  are
human,  with  all  the
contradictions  that
e n t a i l s .  T h i s
psychological  realism
was groundbreaking in
the nineteenth century
and  remains  powerful
today.
Fur thermore ,  the
dramatic  monologue
allows poets to explore
t a b o o  s u b j e c t s
indirectly.  By  placing
disturbing  thoughts  in
the mouth of a fictional
character, the poet can

critique society without
moralising. The reader
is  forced  to  confront
uncomfortable  truths
about power, jealousy,
ambition, and desire.

Dramatic
Monologu
e in
Modern
and
Contemp
orary
Literature
T h e  d r a m a t i c
mono logue  i s  no t
confined  to  Victorian
poetry.  Modern  and
contemporary  writers
have continued to use
and reinvent the form.
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I n  t h e  t w e n t i e t h
century, poets such as
Robert  Frost,  Sylvia
Plath,  and  Ai  wrote
dramatic  monologues
that  reflected  modern
anxieties.  Frost's  "The
Death  of  the  Hired
M a n "  u s e s  a
conversational  voice
that is both natural and
deeply  reveal ing.
Plath's  "Lady  Lazarus"
i s  a  d r a m a t i c
monologue  addressed
to an implied audience,
revealing the speaker's
rage and resilience.
Contemporary  poets
like  Rita  Dove,  Carol
Ann Duffy, and Andrew
Motion have expanded
the  fo rm  fu r the r .
Dove's  "Thomas  and
B e u l a h "  u s e s  a
sequence  of  dramatic
monologues to tell the
s t o r y  o f  h e r
grandparents.  Duffy's
"The  World's  Wife"
g ives  vo ice  to  the
female  partners  of

f a m o u s  m e n ,
subverting  traditional
narrat ives.  These
works  demonstrate
that  the  dramat ic
monologue  remains  a
vibrant  and  adaptable
form  for  explor ing
identity,  history,  and
power.
In  prose  fiction,  the
dramatic  monologue
appears in novels and
short  stories  where  a
character  narrates  a
particular  event.  For
example,  the  narrator
of  Kazuo  Ishiguro's
"The  Remains  of  the
Day"  delivers  what
amounts to a dramatic
monologue,  revealing
h i s  s u p p r e s s e d
emotions  through  his
restrained  and  formal
speech.  The  same
technique  appears  in
J.D.  Salinger's  "The
Catcher  in  the  Rye,"
where Holden Caulfield
addresses  the  reader
directly,  creating  a
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sense of  intimacy and
unreliability.

Why the
Dramatic
Monologu
e Matters
Today
Understanding what  is
dramatic monologue in
literature is not just an
academic exercise. The
form teaches us how to
listen  critically  to  the
voices around us. In an
age  of  social  media,
political speeches, and
personal  branding,  we

a r e  c o n s t a n t l y
b o m b a r d e d  w i t h
monologues.  People
present  care fu l ly
curated  versions  of
t h e m s e l v e s .  T h e
dramatic  monologue
trains us to hear what
is  not  being  said,  to
notice  contradictions,
and  to  question  the
speaker's motives.
The  form  also  gives
voice  to  those  who
have  been  historically
s i l e n c e d .
Contemporary  writers
use  the  d ramat i c
monologue to imagine
the  inner  l i ves  o f
s laves ,  co lon ised
peoples,  women,  and
other  marginalised
figures.  By  doing  so,
they


