
MACBETH – BACKGROUND INFORMATION

Language is a constantly changing  and evolving thing.   Idioms and expressions, quite common, when Shakespeare was writing 400 years ago, may now seem strange or unfamiliar to us.   For that reason, you may find some of the language of 'Macbeth' quite difficult at first, but your teacher will help you to understand it, and there are useful notes down the side of the text.

Shakespeare’s plays are rich in themes and images.   As you read through ‘Macbeth’ look out for some of the threads which Shakespeare weaves into the text.   For example, ‘Macbeth’ is a very dark play, and there are frequent references to darkness and night.   Shakespeare also mentions blood a great deal; blood can represent several things such as guilt, death, family ties.   There are also several occasions when we are aware of some from of deception, and the way things appear on the surface is not as they actually are.   We cal also respond to Shakespeare’s use of irony.   When you come across references like these, try to work out why Shakespeare is using them, and how they enrich the text by their inclusion.

SHAKESPEAREAN TRAGIC HERO

‘Macbeth’ is a tragedy.   There are particular features which we can expect in the character of the heroes of Shakespeare’s tragedies.   Always the tragic hero is a character of subtlety and complicity.   Generally he is a person of nobility and stature, whose progress through life can effect the lives of many other people.   Usually, he is a man of fine character, with many good qualities as a person, but he has in his nature a flaw – possibly a factor which is not in itself a bad thing – but one which, when acted on by various circumstances of the play, cause him to take a decision which brings about his eventual ruin.   Many innocent people suffer in the process and at the end, the audience is moved to fell a profound sense of waste and pity for what might have been.

THE SUPERNATURAL IN ‘MACBETH’

‘Macbeth’ was written at the beginning of the 17th century.   At that time people struggled to make sense of the world around them and tried to find an explanation for ill-luck, or unusual occurrences which took place.   Often their explanation suggest that such events had been caused by witchcraft.   There was a strongly held belief in the power of witches.   It was believed, for example, that they could bring about all sorts of misfortune – they could ruin crops, bring disease topeople and animals, set fire to things, sink ships.   They could also fly, and vanish into thin air.   As well as that, they could predict the future and could cast spells to ensure that certain things happened such as the defeat of enemies in battle.   Above all. They were never to be trusted.   Anyone who was drawn into the power of witches was ill-fated and doomed from the start.

It is in this context that we must read ‘Macbeth”.

CHARACTERS IN THE PLAY

BANQUO

The loyal and honourable Banquo is with Macbeth when he first meets the Witches, but their reactions are entirely different.   He is deeply suspicious of their powers, and although their prophecy to him disturbs his dreams, he looks to divine help to fight their evil.   After Duncan’s death, Macbeth cannot bear the presence of this wise and moral man; but, after his own death, Banquo haunts Macbeth for the rest of his life, with the constant reminder that the decendants of this virtuous man will eventually be rightful kings.

DUNCAN

Duncan is shown as deeply appreciative of loyalty, full of dignity and virtue.   Macbeth understands this well.   He is perhaps too generous; his ‘More is thy due’ to Macbeth is taken too literally by Macbeth.   He is perhaps also too trusting - of both the Thanes of Cawdor - but his kingly qualities show up Macbeth's dismal pretence for what it is; and at the end of the play the thoughtful Malcolm is encouraged to add the quality of caution to his already admirable character.

FLEANCE

This is a character whom we see only briefly, but whose existence haunts Macbeth, since it is through his line that the succession to the throne has been prophesied.   His relationship with his father seems to be an affectionate one (like that of Lady Macduff and her son) and highlights the humanity of Banquo compared with Macbeth.   Even as he is dying, Banquo's only thought is for the safety of his son.

LENNOX AND ROSS 

Lennox and Ross are not just the message-bearers and narrators as  they may appear at first glance.   A little study shows us Shakespeare's skill in portraying them as examples of the trusting, uncomplicated, non-political majority of people.   They transfer their allegiance from the murdered Duncan to Macbeth because he appears to be the legitimate king, and they appear to believe the lies told about Duncan's death, although they seem vaguely aware that something is wrong.   They reflect the growing unease at Macbeth's court, and finally defect when his crimes become too bad.   They will not serve a tyrant.
MACBETH

Macbeth's character develops as the play progresses.   In the beginning he is a successful general, a man of action, described as noble, valiant, and worthy.   We learn that he is ambitious, and prepared to accept ill-gotten gains as long as his own conscience is clear.   His fatal weakness, then, is that he thinks ends and means can be separated.   Lady Macbeth plays on his weakness and persuades him to murder Duncan.   But he is a villain, he has a fatal weakness - too much imagination.   Fear and suspicion drive him into a tyrannous blood-bath.  'Noble Macbeth' becomes 'this dead butcher'.

LADY MACBETH

It is tempting to dismiss Lady Macbeth as Macbeth's evil inspiration: Adam's Eve, a traditional villainess.   But Shakespeare did not insult his audience with cardboard characters.   True, she is ambitious, single-minded and apparently unscrupulous, but one must have some pity for her ultimately damning failings - a lack of imagination and of knowledge of human nature.   She tries to deny her own conscience, but when her supressed feelings burst out they completely overwhelm her and she is punished with madness.

MACDUFF

Macduff is the first character, apart from Banquo (who has better evidence), to have suspicions about Duncan's murder and of Macbeth's fitness to be king.   He is a shrewd man, yet he has not foreseen the web of intrigue woven by Macbeth and he is perhaps too honest and chivalrous himself to imagine the possibility of the callous murder of his wife and children after he has gone to England for help.   In his conversation with Malcolm we come to appreciate his honourable and loyal nature; the terrible anguish he feels at his family's massacre is Macbeth's doom, exactly as the Witches prophesied.

MALCOLM
Malcolm, like his father, values the loyalty and bravery of Banquo and Macbeth, but is much more than a mirror image of Duncan.   He is quick to sense the danger after his father's death, and has become shrewd and self-possessed by the time we meet him next, in conversation with Macduff in London.   It is he who organizes the final assault on Dunsinane, and whose last speech in the play, of gratitude, hope and faith, convinces the audience that Scotland once again has a virtuous king.

PORTER

The proer-at-the-gate-of-hell routine was an old favourite in the thearre, but Shakespeare used it cleverly for his own dramatic purpose.   His Porter is a welcome relief from the heavy drama of the previous scenes; his illusions to candidates for hell not only mirror contemporary scapegoats but cunningly parallel themes of the play itself.   The vulgar, music-hall humour of his dialogue with Macduff would be sure to amuse and keep the attention of the more down-to-earth members of the audience.

WITCHES

The Witches are the embodiment of disorder, darkness and chaos, in fact \living' images of the evil that may tempt men's minds.   Banquo senses that they are evil but Macbeth is tempted because they seem to voice his own thoughts, and Lady Macbeth is only too ready to add her voice to theirs.   The Witches never lie, but in the paradoxical statements of their Apparitions, Macbeth only hears what he wants to hear.   Too late he realizes that they are not interested in him but only in the triumph of evil over goodness.   His final 'confusion' is what they wanted.

'MACBETH'

All the following should be answered with reference to the Acts indicated.   There are no marks assigned to the questions but try to answer as fully as you can.

ACT 1

1 
Why does Shakespeare open the play by showing the witches?   Why is it good for   

   
Macbeth not to appear first.

2
How does Duncan reward Macbeth for defeating the rebels?   Comment on the order 

in which Duncan announces it and Macbeth finds out.

3
Macbeth calls the day of the battle 'foul and fair'.   Comment on what you think he 

means.   Who is he almost quoting and what is the effect of this near repetition?

4
When Macbeth is told of his new title, how do he and Banquo react?   Can you

explain the differences?   Quote the words which show that Banquo has noted 

Macbeth's reaction.

5
Why does Macbeth call Malcolm 'a step on which' he 'must fall down or else o'er leap'?

6
What does Lady Macbeth fear about her husband after she has read the letter?

7
Lady Macbeth tells her husband to 'look like the innocent flower/But be the serpent under it'.   Explain what she means.

8
What is the purpose of Duncan's and Banquo's comments when they approach Macbeth's castle.

9
Why, in Macbeths' opinion, is the murder of Duncan so wrong?

10
How does Lady Macbeth make sure that her husband murders Duncan?   List the persuasive techniques that she uses.

ACT 2

1
Comment on Banquo's speech beginning 'There's husbandry in heaven' and ending '..in repose'.   Remember that his play would originally have been performed in the daytime using natural light.

2
After his servant leaves him (Act 2 Sc1, line 33 and following) Macbeth imagines that he can see something (in some film versions the audience may be shown this too).   What is it?   Explain why, you think, Macbeth sees this, especially at this time and in this place.

3
When Lady Macbeth says, 'That which hath made them drunk hath made me bold'.   What does she mean?   Who are 'them' and why would she want them to be drunk?

4
Sometimes Shakespeare shows killing onstage (mostly at the end of a play).   Why, in your opinion is the killing of Duncan not shown, but understood to happen offstage.

5
How is Macbeth's mind affected by the murder of Duncan?   Give evidence for your answer.

6
Who is more practical after the killing , Macbeth or his wife?   Can you think of reasons for this?

7
The scene featuring the porter makes a great contrast with what goes before and after it.   Can you explain why Shakespeare should use comedy at this point in an otherwise not very comical play?   (This is sometimes explained by the phrase comic relief which has recently been taken over by a well-known charity.)

8
After Duncan's murder Macbeth says, 'All is but toys.'   Explain what you think he means by saying this.   He is, of course, concealing his part in the murder, but do you think that he is sincere when he makes this statement?   Why?

9
How do Malcolm and Donalbain react to the murder of their father?   Is this wise course of action?   Give reasons in favour of this and against it?   Can you think of any other things they might do in this situation.

10
An old man tells Ross about a ;mousing owl' that killed a falcon and about Duncan's horses turning wild and eating each other.   What might be the point of this speech?   Comment on the idea of things being 'unnatural' at this point in the play.

ACT 3

1
Why does Macbeth ask Banquo so many apparently casual questions about where he is riding?   Why should Macbeth be worried about Banquo (think about what he knows and his character)

2
How does Macbeth persuade the murderers to help him?

3
What does Macbeth say that he envies about Duncan (in scene 2)?

4
How successful are the murderes in following Macbeth's instructions.   Comment on what happens to Fleance and why this matters to Macbeth.

5
How does Lady Macbeth react when her husband sees (or believes he sees) Banquo's ghost?   What similar thing does she recall? (Macbeth has not told her of this in the dialogue of the play, so we must suppose that he has told her between scenes).

6
What does Macbeth mean when he says, "We are but young in deed"? (act 3 Sc 4)  What does this suggest about his future conduct?

7
Who or what is Hecate and what does she think of the witches' involvement with Macbeth?

8
What is Hecate's strategy for Macbeth?   Comment on the way the audience learns of this before he does.

9
In Act 3 scene 6 Lennox comments on Macbeth's actions.   In your own words try to explain what he says directly and what he really thinks or hints at.   Why might he not want to say directly what is in his mind?

10
The lords' reply to Lennox contains some interesting information about Macduff.   What is this and how might it affect things in Scotland?
ACT 4

1
How do the witches lull Macbeth into a false sense of security?

2
How does Macbeth feel after his second meeting with the witches?

3
When Macbeth says (Act 4 Scene 1) that 'the flighty purpose never is o'ertook/Unless the deed go with it', what does he mean in general and in the particulr situation in which he says it?

4
How does lady Macduff feel about her husband leaving her alone?   Why has he done this?

5
When Ross comes to see Lady Macbeth, how does he behave and why?

6
Briefly explain Macduff's description to Malcolm of the state of affairs in Scotland (Act 4 Scene 3)   What does the audience know which makes Macduff's account even more painful?

7
Why might Malcolm be suspicious of Macduff?   Does he know as much as the audience does about why Macduff and Macbeth are enemies?

8
Malcolm pretends to be evn more evil than Macbeth.   Why does he do this?   What does he discover by doing this?

9
In Act 4 Scene 3 there is an account of the miraculous healing powers of the English king - What is the purpose of this?   What effect does it have on the audience?

10
When Macduff asks Ross about his family, Ross replies …'They were well at peace when I did leave 'em'.   Explain why he gives this answer and what it might mena.

ACT 5

1
How does Lady Macduff's behaviour in Act 5 Scen 1 affect the way the audience reacts to her?

2
Angus says that Macbeth's royal title is…'like a giant's robe/Upon a dwarfish thief. (Act 5 Scene 2 lines 21-22).   Explain, in your own words, what this means, and whether it is a fair description of Macbeth.   Can you find other references in the play to the wearing of clothes, as a metaphor or simile for something else?

3
Why does Macbeth say, (Act 5, Scene 3) 'that he must not look to have..that which should accompany old age'?   What are these things and what does he expect to have instead?

4
Why does Malcolm order his soldiers to cut boughs from the trees of Birnam Wood?   Explain the ways the audience and Olater) Macbeth see more in this action than Malcolm has intended in giving the order.

5
Macbeth claims that he has 'almost forgot the taste of fears'.   Is this a convincing claim?   Give reasons for your answers (Scene 5 line 9)

6
Perhaps the most famous speech in the play is the one that begins 'Tomorrow and tomorrow and tomorrow'.   In your own words summarize the main points that Macbeth makes in this speech (Scene 5, lines 18-27).

7
When Macbeth fights Young Seward he is very confident of the outcome.   Why is this?   Is he right to be so confident?

8
Macduff believes that he alone should kill Macbeth.   Why does he think this?   What other reason emerges, when he speaks with Macbeth, for his being the only person who should do this?

9
How does Macbeth feel about fighting Macduff?   What makes up his mind to do so?

10
How does Old Seward feel about the death of his son?   He makes a joke at this point - does this suggest that he doesn't care, or that he is controlling his feelings?

MACBETH - ORDER OF EVENTS

Act 1

· Witches

· Rebellion

· Temptation of Macbeth

· Duncan appoints his son, Malcolm heir; Prince of Cumberland

· Lady Macbeth's reactions

· Duncan's arrival at Macbeth's castle

· Plotting of murder of Duncan by Macbeth and Lady Macbeth

Act 11

· Banquo and Macbeth
· Dagger soliloquy
· Murder of King Duncan by Macbeth; reactions of Macbeth and Lady Macbeth
· Discovery of the murdered King by Macduff
· Reactions  to the death; flight of Malcolm to England, Donaldbain to Ireland.
Act 111

· Banquo's suspicions

· Macbeth and the murderers

· Macbeth and Lady Macbeth begin to drift apart

· Murder of Banquo; escape of his son, Fleance

· Banquet scene: ghost of Banquo appears to Macbeth only.

· Scotland suffers under Macbeth's rule; Macduff has fled to England.

Act IV

· Macbeth visits the witches; prophecies and apparitions

· Lady Macduff and son murdered, on Macbeth's orders.

· Malcolm and Macduff at the English court.

· Arrival of Ross with news of the murders of Macduff's family.

Act V

· Lady Macbeth sleepwalks

· English and Scottish forces combine and march against Macbeth.

· Lady Macbeth dies.

· Birnam Wood comes to Dunsinane; a man not born of woman challenges Macbeth.

· Death of Macbeth - killed in battle by Macduff.

· Malcolm becomes King.

Macbeth Structure of the play

· Disorder (rebellion etc.)

· Order (victory and peace)

· Disorder (murder of Duncan) (Scotland under Macbeth's rule)

· Order (restoration of Malcolm)

The mind/conscience of Macbeth

· Strength-temptation-Moral crisis-conscience-action/murder-

· immediate remorse-guilt-acceptance and resignation-a hardening

· attitude-further murders-callousness-world weariness-disillusion-death

The mind/conscience of Lady Macbeth

· Strength-deliberate hardening of sensitivities-hard-heartedness-no

· remorse or conscience-over-whelmed by conscience in the end-death
MACBETH

WHAT IS TRAGEDY?
"The ruin of a noble mind"   In Shakesperian tragedy the hero is to some extent responsible for his own downfall.

Why do we enjoy tragedy?

According to Aristotle, tragedy produces a catharsis of our emotions.  We experience, vicariously, the emotions enacted on stage; we are purged of these emotions more satisfactorily than if they were aroused by events in our own lives.

Tragedy/Comedy

· Characters great/ch. of moderate estate

· dangers and passions massive/mild

· ending sad/happy ending

· peaceful beginning/Traumatic beginning

(


(

        trauma

    reconciliation

· life is to be endured/life is to be enjoyed

Macbeth as tragic hero

1
Macbeth possesses all the typical qualities of a 

Shakesperian tragic hero-noble birth, qualities of greatness, outstanding personality

2
Tragic flaw - "vaulting ambition" leads to his downfall

3
Inner conflict - initial doubts and later guilt

4
The fall - Duncan's murder.

5
Fall leads to deterioration of personality/character.

6
Innocent people suffer in the process

7
Audience moved to feel pity, fear and a sense of a 

PROFILE OF MACBETH

Below are a series of quotations, either said by Macbeth or about him.   In the spaces below make a brief note of who is speaking, and the significance of the comment.   This will help you to build up a profile of the character of Macbeth.

Act 1 Sc2
"…..brave Macbeth - well he deserves that name"



"Bellona's bridegroom



"What he hath lost, noble Macbeth hath won.

Act 1 Sc3
'Good sir, why do start and seem to fear



Things which do sound so fair."



"This supernatural soliciting



Cannot be ill, cannot be good."



"If chance will have me king,



Why, chance may crown me, without my stir."

Act 1 Sc5
"
Yet do I fear thy nature



It is too full o' the milk of human kindness



To catch the nearest way."

Act 1 Sc7
"
I have no spur



To prick the sides of my intent, but only



Vaulting ambition."



"We will proceed no further in this business"



"
I am settled and bend up



Each corporal agent to this terrible feat."

Act 2 Sc2
Will all great Neptune's ocean wash this blood



Clean from my hand?"

Act 3 Sc2
"O full of scorpions is my mind, dear wife."



Be innocent of the knowledge, dearest chuck.



Till thou applaud the deed."

Act4 Sc1
"Infected be the air whereon they ride,



And damn'd all those that trust them."

Act5 Sc5
"She should have died hereafter."

Act5 Sc8
"…lay on Macduff



And damd'd be him that first cries, Hold, enough."

Ac5 Sc9
" - this dead butcher and his fiend-like queen."

THE CHARACTER OF MACBETH

When Macbeth is first introduced, he is, by the words of his first speech, associated with the theme of evil:


"So foul and fair a day I have not seen"

We are made to realise his ambition towards becoming King.   The witches prophecy merely reflects what thoughts Macbeth had in his mind.

"My thought, whose murder yet is but fantastical."

We see him too in his reaction to the witches, as a mind whose imagination and excitement can be easily aroused, and even at this early stage we see his moral cowardice, when placed in a position where he has to make a decision.   He toys with the idea that Fate might make him King without his having to do anything himself.


"If chance will have me King, why


chance may crown me,


Without my stir.

From the early stages of the play then, we see the factors which go to make up Macbeth as a man.   He is the hero returning from battle with victory and honours being showered on him, a man of undoubted physical courage when it comes to action.   On the other hand he is a man eaten up by ambition but not possessing the moral courage to bring his ambition to ripeness.   To be a hero in battle, he is a man of many strange fears which prey upon his mind to the point of producing hallucinations and hysteria.   He fears Banquo because he recognizes in him a courage which he himself lacks; and he fears Macduff because he felt he possessed a moral superiority over him.

As the play proceeds we see s constant deterioration in the man.   Towards the end of the first act we see he has little moral uprightness and does not fear the consequence of sin.

After Duncan's death he sinks lower and lower in moral degradation.   He is in a savage frenzy when he plans the murder of Macduff's family and eventually he reaches the point where even his enemies say of him




"All that is within him does condemn itself for being there".

Lady Macbeth sums up his character when, after reading the letter, she reflects on her husband and reveals that he has ambition but wants to achieve his ends only if he is not found out.   She knows he is unprincipled and ambitious.

Macbeth himself loves his wife.   He shares his joys with her - the letter describing the witches prophesies, he calls her "my dearest love" and seeks her advice concerning his plans.   he does not disclose his plans for Banquo and Fleance so that she will not have to share the strain.   When he is told of her death he is too weary to feel more than just a dull sense of loss and regret.

As the play progresses his character deteriorates.   Once Lady Macbeth has launched him on his career of crime she loses control over him.   He does not need to be urged to murder Banquo and Fleance.   He vents his savage frenzy on innocents.   He becomes distrustful of all around him.




'There's not one of them,




but in this house I keep a servant fee'd"

He becomes cruel and treacherous and no longer hesitates to follow courses of evil.

But the tragedy is still a tragedy because he reveals to us that he is suffering a living hell in the midst of fears amongst those who hate him but dare not show it.   He is even denied the blessing of sleep and prayer.

Macbeth - Brief Notes on characters

Macbeth himself

At start of play - Thane of Glamis, cousin of king - good leader-successfully commands forces against Macdonwald, the King of Norway and the traitor Cawdor.

-brave and skilful warrior - 'carv'd out his passage' to Macdonwald and kills him.

Macbeth is an honoured and respected man.   Duncan intends to heap honours on him as a reward. (eg Thane of Cawdor).   The audience would be impressed by his obvious qualities while recognizing the witches' interest in him is sinister.

At end of play all these 'golden opinions' have changed.

He is hated by most of his countrymen (The condition of the country has deteriorated because Macbeth has no right to the throne and is therefore unfit to rule.)

He is opposed by - the English King Edward, Malcolm and Donalbain, MacDuff and other Scotsman who love their country.

Many of Macbeth's former qualities have disappeared-poor leader-troops deserting him-has to use force to keep his followers since they have no loyalty to him-distrustful-keeps spies in the nobles' house-has difficulty living with his conscience, finding sleep difficult-mind dominated by the witches and their prophecies-feels sorry for himself.

In the end Macbeth retains only his fighting skill.   Audience has very limited sympathy for him even though he has fallen so far.

This decline provides the main theme.   Even a good man can be degraded and destroyed by his weakness if the circumstances favour them.   Even though Macbeth is aware of this weakness within himself (Act1 Sc7 "Vaulting ambition") he cannot prevent it from destroying.   Once the first murder is committed the chain of events is unstoppable.   His disintegration is inevitable, like a punishment.

Steps in his decline

Act 1 Sc3
Hears prophecies and is startled by them

          Sc4
On hearing Malcolm's nomination as Duke of Cumberland he says




"…that is a step.




On which I must fall down, or else o'er-leap"



He also speaks of dark thoughts which must be hidden.

Sc5
Having read about the witches and the royal visit, Lady Macbeth determines to push him into the crime.   When he arrives she tells him to leave everything to her.

Sc7
Realising his own over-ambition and his debt to Duncan, Macbeth has second thoughts.  "We will proceed no further in this business".


By various means she is able to convinve him to go ahead with it.

Act11 Sc1
"Is this a dagger which I see before me…"


Macbeth is aware of the seriousness of the crime ands his imagaination is working overtime.   He goes to commit the murder.

           Sc2
Macbeth is in a state of shock after the murder, having heard the cry "Macbeth does murder sleep" and having been unable to say Amen himself.   He has brought back the daggers - she has to return them.   Stunned, Macbeth seems to regret it already.




"Wake Duncan with thy knocking!   I would thou couldst!"

           Sc3
When the body of Duncan is discovered, Macbeth begins to talk himself into trouble.   He is saved only by the fainting of Lady Macbeth.   (Likely to have been deliberate)

CHARACTER SKETCH OF MACBETH

BRAVE (in battle)

Reports of the Sergeant, Ross and Duncan.

Latterly in the play, the actual fighting, when he realizes he has been beaten.

He refuses to kill himself in the face of defeat.

In meeting and fighting Macduff

In the Banquet Scene - "What man dare, I dare".

AMBITIOUS
His first reaction to the prophecies of the witches.


-on being hailed Thane of Cawdor almost immediately after


-on hearing Duncan nominating his successor in


Malcolm


In his letter to his wife-"dearest partner in greatness"


His wife's understanding of his nature "Thou would'st be great"


In his first soliloquy he admits that he is prompted to murder his King merely by ambition.

IMAGINATIVE
He appears to have imagined himself king of Scotland even before the witches prophecies.


First soliloquy-imagining the consequences of murder.


The dagger hallucination immediately before the murder.


His immediate reaction to the actual murder.   He recalls every small incident He is full of remorse-horrors of the crime are uppermost   Fears that he has shown Banquo how to kill a King successfully and become King himself.


Banquet Scene-he is completely at the mercy of the ghost.   Reveals his extreme terror of things supernatural.

CALLOUS AND 

UNSCRUPULOUS
In murdering a king within his own gates


In having Banquo murdered.


In murdering a defenceless woman and her children.

In his later attitude to his wife and her suffering.

His reproaches to his servant who brings him news of the enemy.

WEAK-WILLED

His unwillingness to realize that the witches were evil.

His lack of strength of character to abide by his decision "We will proceed no further in this business"

His inability to see reason and do what he knew to be right-"control his vaulting ambition"

His unwillingness to realize that the witches were his downfall.

PROFILE OF LADY MACBETH

Below are a series of quotations, either said by Lady Macbeth, or about her.   In the 

space below, make a brief note of who is speaking, and the significance of what is said

This will help you to build up a profile of Lady Macbeth.

Act1 Sc5
"
Hie thee hither


That I may pour my spirits in thine ear,"


"My dearest love"

Act 1 Sc6
"Fair and noble hostess"

Act1 Sc7
"
I have given suck, and know


How tender 'tis to love the babe that milks me"


"But screw your courage to the sticking place


And we'll not fail."

Act2 Sc2
"
Had he not resembled


My father as he slept, I had done it.

"Infirm of purpose.


Give me the daggers."


"My hands are of your colour, but I shame


To wear a heart so white."

Act 2 Sc2
"A little water clears us of this deed."

Act 3 Sc2
"
Naught's had, all's spent,


Where our desires are got without content."


"Gentle my Lord, sleek o'er your rugged looks"

Act 3 Sc4
"
My worthy Lord


Your noble friends do lack you."

Act 5 Sc1
"
all the perfumes of


Arabia will not sweeten this little hand."

LADY MACBETH

Lady Macbeth is not a monster lacking in humanity, but one whose strength of will and 

singleness of purpose in achieving for Macbeth what he so dearly wants - the throne, allows 

her to suppress her more womanly tenderness.   She knows her husband's weaknesses and 

accepts upon herself the burden of bolstering him up.


"But screw your courage to the sticking-place


And we'll not fail………….

She obviously loved her husband.   She refers to him as


"Gentle my lord, worthy thane…….

and also shows her devotion to him in achieving his aims.   Even after the banquet scene, 

she does not chide him (he created disorder and could have betrayed them) but tries only to 

comfort him by saying,


"You do lack the season of all natures, sleep."

She has all the feminine instincts.   She is a woman who knows

`"How tender 't is to love the babe"

and all her seeming cruelty results from her superhuman effort to overcome her true nature,


"…..Come, you spirits

That tend on mortal thoughts, unsex me here,

And fill me from the crown to the toe, top full

Of direst cruelty……."

She recalls the point where she is even prepared to commit the crime for her husband, but

 fails when her true tenderness overcomes her.


"Had he not resembled


My father as he slept, I had done 't".

Her motive for the crime was her unselfish love for Macbeth.   She is a woman who can 

exert extraordinary strength of will upon herself as is seen when she enters the murder chamber to place the daggers beside the sleeping grooms.

She has great presence of mind in the banquet scene, when although unable to prevent Macbeth from revealing his guilt, she salvages as much as possible by suggesting it is a long standing illness and succeeds in ending the banquet in as orderly a fashion as possible.

Through force of will she stifled her conscience and did not allow herself the relief of the least outward expression of remorse.   In the sleepwalking scene, her mind at last gives way and she reveals the true nature she has tried to control.   We see then her true horror of blood - a horror she has concealed in the presence of her husband -



"Here's the smell of blood still.   All


the perfumes of Arabia will not sweeten this little


hand.   Oh Oh Oh!

Those three heart rending "Oh's reveal a heart sorely burdened.

LADY MACBETH

Her character is made clear to us very quickly -

ambitious-both for herself and her husband

understands Macbeth-knows he needs to be pushed

ruthless and single-minded-hardens herself prior to working on him.   She attempts to cut herself off from all her own feminine impulses.   (Ultimately this fails.)

good planner-dominates him-because she understands him, she can exploit his weaknesses and force him to do what she wants.

cool in a crisis-e.g. takes daggers back to the scene of the crime-faints when Macbeth is arousing the suspicions of Lennox and others.  (This might be genuine however.)

tries to control his rantings during the banquet and finally dismisses the lords.

After this, however, her influence over him declines.   The killings of Banquo, Lady Macduff and her family are his idea.   She herself is racked with guilt which is obvious in the sleepwalking scene (ActV Sc1)

"..all the perfumes of Arabia will not sweeten this little hand".

Though she pushes him into committing the first murder she is unable to keep control of 

him.   Shortly after this she loses her ability to control herself.   Her guilt proves to be 

stronger than her will.   Because her influence over him declines, with the exception of 

Act5 Sc1, we see little of her after the Banquet scene.

BANQUO

initially, Banquo is like Macbeth, with whom he is linked, both having fought valiantly for 

the King and both having heard the witches.

However differences appear quite quickly.

He is interested rather than disturbed by what the witches say.   This suggests he doesn't 

harbour dark thoughts, like Macbeth.   Whereas Macbeth is careful to deceive others with 

a"false face", Banquo is quite open, e.g. he is keen to talk to Macbeth about the witches and 

raises the subject.   Macbeth replies "I think not of them".

After the murder of Duncan, however, Banquo becomes very suspicious


"Thou hast it now; King, Cawdor, Glamis, all


As the weird women promised; and, I fear,


Thou play'dst most foully for't…"

Macbeth has him murdered because he thinks Banquo suspects he had murdered Duncan-

according to the prophecies, Banquo's descendants are to follow him.   He feels that Banquo

 could try to make the prophecy come true, just as he had done himself.

Role of Banquo - to contrast with Macbeth.   Having heard the prophesies like Macbeth, he is exposed to similar temptations and appears to resist them.   He shows what Macbeth could have been like but for his ambition and a Lady Macbeth to push him into the first crime.

Alternatively, Banquo might have been another Macbeth, quite happy to see Macbeth seize the throne in an attempt to fulfil the prophecy, since that would prepare the ground for his own descendants.   (Did he perhaps visit the witches to know more when he goes off with Fleance before the banquet?)   If this view is correct, then his own death is a miscalculation.   He underestimated Macbeth as an opponent.

'MACBETH' - THE SOLILOQUY

The soliloquy is a device whereby the audience learns about a character's innermost thoughts.   In Shakespeare it is indicated by the direction 'aside' .   It is important to learn as many soliloquies as possible to enable you to answer in detail examination questions.   It is noticeable that in 'Macbeth' there are far more frequent and extended soliloquies towards the beginning of the play and relatively few towards the end.   Can you think of an explanation for this?   

Now study the following passages and answer as full as you can the questions relating to each speech.   The references in italics refer to the newer Oxford version.

Act 1 Sc 3 117 (p8 (p9)

1
How has Macbeth come to have two titles?

2
What does he mean by the 'greatest is behind'?

Act 1 Sc 3 128 (p9) (p9)

3
What are the 'two truths'?

4
What is the 'imperial theme'?

5
How are the words 'horrid image' and 'murder' linked?

Act 1 Sc 3 143 (p9) (p9)

6
What is the chance?

7
Why will he not have to stir?

Act 1 Sc 4 48 (p11) (p13)

8
What name would we give to the 'Prince of Cumberland'?

9
How does the declaration lie in Macbeth's way?

10
Why does he ask 'Stars, hide your fires'?

Act 1 Sc 7 1 (p16) (p19)
11
Why does Macbeth want the murder committed quickly?

12
"We'd jump the life to come." - what chance is Macbeth willing to take?

13
What might return to plague the inventor?

14
Find a metaphor to illustrate no 13.

15
Explain the 'double trust'.

16
What further quality in Duncan makes the deed abhorrent?

17
Macbeth has only one reason for the murder.   Explain what it is.

Act 2 Sc 1 33 (p20) (p24)
18
How does this speech reveal the stress that Macbeth is experiencing?

19
Why does he compare his actions to Tarquin?

Act 3 Sc1 49 (p35) (p43 line 50)
20
Why does Macbeth fear Banquo?

21
Why is Macbeth's crown fruitless?

22
How is the theme in 21 extended in the next line?

23
Why is Macbeth planning to kill Banquo and Banquo's son?

Act 4 Sc 1 144 (p57) (p68)
24
Which phrase lets us know that Macbeth no longer intends to ponder over his actions?

25
What murder is Macbeth now planning?

Act 5 Sc 3 19 (p76) (p88)
26
What does Macbeth not expect to have as he enter old age?

THE SOLILOQUY

One of the main dramatic and literary devices in the play is the use of the soliloquy,
where one character is alone on stage - or perhaps speaking to himself aside while others are present-revealing his inner thoughts, reactions, motives, ideas.   The soliloquy is the dramatic indicator of what may or may not happen but, more than this, it establishes an intimacy between character and audience./reader of the play.   Both Macbeth and Lady Macbeth reveal themselves in their soliloquies, which are invariably charged with meaning; the first uttered by Macbeth is a case in point.   It is an aside which runs to sixteen lines and these encapsulate Macbeth's own battle with good and evil.   He has just learned that he is Thane of Cawdor, but immediately feels those stirrings of temptation: 'Whose horrid image doth unfix my hair…my thought, whose murther yet is but fantastical' (1,3, 127-142).   Lady Macbeth's first soliloquy is an analysis of her husband's character, her ambition for him, and an expression of her own power over him; but the second, which follows the announcement of Macbeth's imminent arrival, is impassioned rhetoric, her own invocation to evil with its terrible emphasis on the elimination of all womanly feelings.   It shows at once her potential, the dangerous influence she is going to exert, her capacity to to to an extreme to achieve what she wants for her husband.   Thus far we have seen that the soliloquy reveals character and motivation, and Macbeth's 'If it were done…" referred to earlier in this section is the supreme example.   The see-sawing movement of the verse reflects the battle, and ultimately leads to his deciding 'We will proceed no further in this business', only to be overcome by Lady Macbeth's unsparing indictment.   This soliloquy carries its own ironic message, for it shows the man thinking what he will do; the fact that immediately afterwards he doesn't keep to what he has decided prepares us for the other weaknesses in his character to be revealed.   Other soliloquies which will repay close attention from the student are given below.   The  hallucination with the dagger marks another stage in Macbeth's development, his complete surrender to the forces of evil.   Here  the mainspring is towards action, thus escalating the dramatic tension.   At the beginning of the next scene we have Lady Macbeth's account of her own boldness and the statement that 'He is about it'.   Macbeth, alone knows that he is doing it; Macbeth's soliloquies increasingly reveal the man who has grown away from his wife in thought and deed.

At the beginning of Act III there is Banquo's important soliloquy.   He reveals his suspicions of Macbeth ("Thou playd'st most foully for't'), with 'foully' again echoing the 'fair is foul' ?.   But it also reveals Banquo' hopes for his own descendants and therefore for himself and, adds another dimension to his character-the need for a kind of wish-fulfilment despite his integrity.   And Banquo is the cause of another Macbeth soliloquy in the same scene, full of jealousy and vengeance: 'with Banquo's issue have I fil'd my mind'.   At the end of IV, 1 1 Macbeth's descent into even more unscrupulous, murderous tyranny is indicated when he tells the audience "The castle of Macduff I will surprise…give to th'edge o'thsword/His wife his babies'.   For a terrible moment, so maniacal is his desire to eliminate any succession to the throne, he seems to have confused Macduff with Banquo, but we soon realize that he is  ?mad, demented, and will brook no opposition.

ACT II SCENE I

Macbeth

(To servant) Go bid thy mistress, when my drink is

ready,

She strike upon the bell.   Get thee to bed.   (Exit Servant)

Is this a dagger which I see before me,

The handle toward my hand?   Come, let me clutch thee:

35
I have thee not, and yet I see thee still.


Art thou not, fatal vision, sensible


To feeling as to sight?   Or art thou but

A dagger of my mind, a false creation,

Proceeding from the heat-oppressed brain/


40
I see thee yet, in form as palpable



As this which now I draw.



Thou marshall'st me the way that I was going,



And such an instrument I was to use.



Mine eyes are made the fools o'th'other senses,


45
Or else worth all the rest.   I see thee still,



And on thy blade and dudgeon gouts of blood,

Which was not so before.   There's no such thing;

It is the bloody business which informs

Thus to mine eyes.   Now o'er the one half-world


50
Nature seems dead, and wicked dreams abuse

The curtain'd sleep.   Witchcraft celebrates

Pale Hecate's off'rings and wither'd murder,

Alarum'd by his sentinel, the wolf,

Whose howl's his watch, thus sure and firm-set earth,


55
With Tarquin's ravishing strides, towards his design



Moves like a ghost.   Thou sure and firm-set earth,

Hear not my steps, which way they walk, for fear

Thy very stones prate of my whereabout,

And take the present horror from the time,


60
Which now suits with it.   Whiles I threat, he lives;

Words to the heat or deeds too cold breath gives.

A bell rings

I go and it is done.   The bell invites me.

Hear it not, Duncan, for it is knell

That summons thee to heaven or to hell.

(Exit)


ACT I SCENE 7

*The whole business ended with the murder - do it quickly - But will it be over-consequences



*If it were done, when 'tis done then 'twere well

It were done quickly; if th'assassination

Could trammel up the consequence, and catch,

With his surcease, success; that but this blow

Might be the be-all and the end-all-here,

But here, upon this bank and shoal of time,

We'd jump the life to come.   But in these cases,

We still have judgement here; that we but teach

Bloody instructions, which, being taught, return

To plague the inventor; this even-handed justice

Commends the ingredients of our poison'd chalice

To our own lips.   He's here in double trust:

First, as I am his kinsman and his subject,

Strong both against the deed; then, as his host,

Who should against his murderer shut the door,

Nor bear the knife myself.   Besides, this Duncan

Hath borne his faculties so meek, hath been

So clear in his great office, that his virtues

Will plead like angels, trumpet-tonge'd, against

The deep damnations of his taking-off;

And pity, like a naked new-born babe,

Striding the blast, or heaven's cherubin, hors'd

Upon the sightless couriers of the air,

Shall blow the horrid deed in every eye,

That tears shall drown the wind, I have no spur

To prick the sides of my intent, but only

Vaulting ambition, which o'er-leaps itself

And falls on the other.

'MACBETH' SCENE STUDY

ACT I SCENE 7

If possible view the scene as well as re-reading it to gain detailed knowledge of the scene.

What makes this scene memorable is that all of the later action of the play depends on Lady

Macbeth being able to persuade her husband to go through with the murder of 

Duncan.   We already know that Macbeth is very ambitious and really wants to be king.

By his reaction to the witches' prophecies it is obvious that he had been thinking about 

becoming king but the comments made about him by the other characters also depict him as 

a brave and loyal subject.   Will he remain such a subject or will he align with the evil of 

the witches?   This is a pivotal scene that makes fascinating drama.

1
The scene opens with Macbeth's soliloquy in which he debates the reasons for and against murdering Duncan.   List all the reasons he gives for not committing the murder.   Then list the reason(s) for murdering the king.   Based on this soliloquy which side of his conscience, good or bad, is likely to dominate?

2
How does line 32 back up this interpretation that you and an audience would have come to in question?

3
What reason for his decision does Macbeth voice to his wife in lines 31-34.   What is strange about this reason when you compare it with the ideas of the soliloquy?   Why does he do this?

4
At this point in the drama lady Macbeth changes from the loving, supportive wife we saw in Act 1 scene 5 to an individual who attacks the very foundations of her husband's self-esteem.   What two things does she accuse him of being in lines 36-45?

5
As she continues her persuasive tirade Macbeth is not given the opportunity to voice his feelings save to say that he will do all that a man could do.   How does Lady Macbeth use the word 'man' to further attack his decision?

6
The final technique Lady Macbeth uses is to refer to their child.   What does she say?

7
The argument of question 6 persuades Macbeth to change his minds.   When he then asks what will happen if they fail she replies, 'We fail?/But screw your courage to the sticking-place./And we'll not fail.'   What is the underlying meaning in this reply?

8
Notice that Lady Macbeth does not allow her husband to dwell on the rights and wrongs of the proposed deed but immediately turns his attention to the 'arrangements' that she will make.   What are these 'arrangements'?

9
How does Macbeth acknowledge his wife' strength of purpose in lines 72-74?

10
In his last speech in this scene the audience is given further evidence that Macbeth knows what he has agreed to do is wrong.   Find two pieces of evidence.

So at the end of scene 7 of Act 1 Macbeth is going to kill his King.   he knows it is wrong 

and evil has triumphed over good but it has only done so because of the persuasive powers 

of his wife.

'MACBETH' SCENE STUDY 

ACT 3 SCENE 4

This scene is one of the most rivitingly dramatic scenes in the play.   Shakespeare's use of 

dramatic irony helps to captivate an audience just as efficiently as the concept of the ghost 

of a man who has been brutally murdered appearing on the stage.   The dramatic irony 

(which is when the audience has acknowledged that the actors are denied) revolves around 

the murder of Macbeth's former friend Banquo.   The audience knows that Macbeth ordered 

Banquo and Fleance's murders but Lady Macbeth and the nobles are ignorant of this deed.   

In addition at the beginning of the scene the audience is aware that Fleance survived the 

attack and fled but Macbeth only learns about this during the action of the scene.   This 

builds up tension - how eill Macbeth react when he finds out that Fleance lives to possibly 

father kings as the three witches prophesised?

Now to gain detailed knowledge of the scene re-read it and answer the following as fully as 

possible.

1
How would you describe Macbeth's mood from the first two lines of this scene?

2
His second speech provides evidence of the emerging distance between husband and wife - explain what this evidence is.

3
By line 21 Macbeth is no longer the genial host.   What has brought about the change?

4
The ghost of Banquo enters but at first Macbeth does not notice it.   When does he notice it?   Pay particular attention to line 41.

5
Macbeth syas to the ghost 'never shake/Thy gory locks at me'.   What does this suggest about how the ghost, if it were bodily present, should be portrayed?

6
How does Ross' comment, 'his highness is not well', indicate the way that the behaviour of Macbeth should be acted?

7
How is this backed up by Lady Macbeth;s plea in line 55?

8
'Are you a man?' Lady Macbeth asks in line 58.   Of what does this remind you?

9
Look at lines 61-68 and line 74.   How does Lady Macbeth treat her husband.   Is she loving and supportive or worried to the point of anger.   Give a reason and evidence for your opinion.

10
When the ghost re-appears after line 92 about who has Macbeth been speaking?

11
'What sights, my lord?', Ross line 117.   Why is Lady Macbeth frantic that her husband should not reply?

12
How does she prevent any more questioning of her husband?

13
'Blood will have blood', rants Macbeth in line 123.   Where did he previously worry about such a sequence of events in the play?

14
Banquo is dead.   What clue is there in line 128 that Macbeth is now suspicious of Macduff?

15
To whom is Macbeth going to ask for information?

16
Explain what Macbeth means by the image of wading through blood in lines 13-138.

At the end of the scene Lady Macbeth appears exhausted and defeated but her husband, 

despite the horrors of the banquet, seems stronger and bent on more atrocities.   He 

has now totally aligned himself with the evil world of the witches.   The audience can 

expect further bloodshed and suffering.   Will Macduff be next?

THE THEME OF AMBITION

Of all the themes in this play ambition is perhaps the most important as it is the theme that 

drives the tragedy.   As you will learn as you study the characters in the dram, Macbeth is 

an example of a classic tragic hero.   Such a hero has a fault or weakness of character that 

leads to his/her downfall.   In the case of Macbeth, his dominant flaw is that of ambition.   It 

is ambition that causes him to murder Duncan and set in action a chain of events 

that leads to untold suffering and his own eventual death.

The theme is also explored through the character of Lady Macbeth.   She is ambitious for 

herself (she could only gain status alongside her husband) but above all she is ambitious for 

Macbeth.   The fabric of the play is the consequences of the ambition of these two tragic 

characters.

Below are a number of references that illustrate the ambition of Macbeth and Lady 

Macbeth.   Look up all of them in the text and explain how they reveal and explore this 

theme.   You will notice that they mainly occur in the first half of the play as after the 

murder of Duncan, Macbeth's ambition is to retain power by whatever bloody mean 

possible.

1
Act 1 Sc3 lines 49-50


Banquo

"Good sir, why do you start; and seem to fear





Things that do sound do fair?

2
Act 1 Sc 3 lines 115-116


Macbeth

'Glamis, and Thane of Cawdor





The greatest is behind.'

3
Act 1 Sc 3 lines 126-128


Macbeth

'Two truths are told





As happy prologues to the swelling act





Of the imperial theme'

4
Act 1 Sc3 lines 142-143

Banquo

'Look how our partner's rapt.'

5
Act 1 Sc 3 lines 144-145


Macbeth

'If chance will have me king, why chance may crown me





Without my stir.'

6
Act 1 Sc 4 lines 48-50


Macbeth

'The Prince of Cumberland: that is a step

On which I must fall down, or else o'erleap

Foe in my way it lies."

7
Act 1 Sc 5 lines 11-12


Lady Macbeth
'that thou mightst not lose the dues of rejoicing by being





ignorant of what greatness is promised thee."

8
Act 1 Sc 5 lines 14-15


Lady Macbeth
'Glamis thou art, and Cawdor, and shalt be





What thou art promised.'

9
Act1 Sc 5 lines 25-29


Lady Macbeth
'That I may pour my spirit in thin ear





And chastise with the valour of my tongue





All that impedes thee from the golden round,





Which fate and metaphysical aid doth seem





To have thee crown'd withal.'

10
Act 1 Sc 7 lines 25-28


Macbeth

'I have no spur





To prick the sides of my intent, but only

Vaulting ambition which o'erleaps itself





And fall on th'other.'

11
Act 1 Sc 7 line 31


Macbeth

'We will proceed no further in this business.'

12
Act 1 Sc 7 lines 47-49


Lady Macbeth
'What was best was't then





That made you break this enterprise to me?'

13
Act 2 Sc 4 lines 28-29


Ross


'Thriftless ambition that will ravin up

Thine own life's means.'

14
Act 3 Sc 1 lines 49-50


Macbeth

'To be thus is nothing,





But to be safely thus.'

THE THEME OF APPEARANCE AN REALITY

APPEARANCE AND REALITY

PUBLIC FACE/ PRIVATE THOUGHTS

There are times in the play when we are made aware of the difference between the public 

face (what seems to be) and the private thoughts (what really is) of individuals.

For example, this is Lady Macbeth's advice to Macbeth as they prepare to welcome King

Duncan to their castle:


'LOOK LIKE THE INNOCENT FLOWER -


BUT BE TH SERPENT UNDER IT…..'



(1.5.64)

Already the King has been deceived by someone he trusted, and he has observed that a 

person's public face does not necessarily reveal their private thoughts.


'THERE'S NO ART


TO FIND THE MIND'S CONSTRUCTION IN THE FACE:


HE WAS A GENTLEMAN ON WHOM I BUILT


AN ABSOLUTE TRUST'





(1.4.12)

The idea that 'things are not what they seem' reappears again and again in the play.


-The witches' prophecy seems to be good but is


really bad; they seem to be saying one thing, but


they mean something else.


-Macbeth's castle seems to be safe but is really


a place of murder.


-What seems to be a wood is really an army.

Of course once the plan to murder Duncan takes root, Macbeth and Lady Macbeth have to 

live the rest of their lives with a public face of innocence and a private feeling of guilt.

Here are some quotations from the play which express the difference between the public 

face and private thoughts:


'FALSE FACE MUST HIDE WHAT THE


FALSE HEART DOTH KNOW'




(1.7.83)


'TO SHOW AN UNFELT SORROW IS AN OFFICE


WHICH THE FALSE MAN DOES EASY'


(2.3.138)


'…BUT WAIL HIS FALL


WHO I MYSELF STRUCK DOWN'



(3.1.122)


'GENTLE MY LORD, SLEEK O'ER YOUR RUGGED


LOOKS, BE BRIGHT AND JOVIAL AMONG YOUR


GUESTS TONIGHT'





(3.3.28)


'AND MAKE OUR FACES VIZARDS TO OUR HEARTS


DISGUISING WHAT THEY ARE'



(3.2.34)

THE THEME OF APPEARANCE AND REALITY CONTINUED

Locate the references below and comment on how they illustrate and/or develop this theme.

Act 1

1
Sc 1. 12 "Fair is foul…

2
Sc 3 37-45 "What are these…"

3
Sc 3 108 "Why do you dress me;;;"

4
Sc 3 123-4 "The instruments of darkness…"

5
Sc 5 60-69 "Your face, my thane…"

6
Sc 6 16-21 "All our service…"

7
Sc 7 81-82 "Away and mock…"

Act 11

8
Sc 1 22 "I think not of them…"

9
Sc 2 33-47 "Is this a dagger…"

10
Sc 3 8-11 "Faith here's an equivocator…"

11
Sc 3 83-84 "Woe, alas/What in our home…"

12
Sc 3 109-114 "Who can be loyal…"

13
Sc 3 133-134 "To show an unfelt…"

14
Sc 3 136 "There's daggers in men's…"

Act 111

15
Sc 1 77-85 "Well then, now you…"

16
Sc 1 90-92 "Are you so gospelled…"

17
Sc 2 34-35 "and make our faces vizards…"

18
Sc 4 142-44 "My strange and self abuse…"

19
Sc. 5 27-34 "Shall raise such artificial…"

ACT 1V

20
Sc 1 78-80 "Be bloody bold and…"

21
Sc 1 91-93 "Macbeth shall never be vanquished…"

22
Sc 2 6-8 "Wisdom to leave his wife…"

23
Sc 3 60-66 "But there's no bottom…"

Act V

24
Sc 2 21-22 "Now feels his…"

25
Sc 4 4-7 "Let every soldier…"

26
Sc 5 42-45 "To doubt the equivocation…"

27
Sc 8 17-22 "Accursed be that…"

THE THEME OF THE SUPERNATURAL

THE WITCHES

The witches have a very important part to play in the drama.   An Elizabethan audience 

would recognize the power of the supernatural and the influence which they had over 

Macbeth.

· They introduce the play - dramatically powerful.   They meet in foul weather and speak of thunder and lightening, fog and filthy air; this introduces the idea that "Macbeth" is going to be a dark and dangerous play.   Macbeth's name is mentioned by them at the start

· "Fair is foul and foul is fair" - an apparent contradiction.   Suggests that the play will focus on the disruption of the natural order of things

· Macbeth echoes these words "So foul and fair a day I have not seen - immediately links the witches with Macbeth, for a second time.   Suggest that Macbeth is not in control of his own destiny

· The witches seem to be able to read Macbeth's innermost thought - he is disturbed by this

· Almost immediately, the prophecies start to come true; this makes the witches appear more powerful and influential

· After the deaths of Duncan and Banquo, when life begins to overwhelm him.   Macbeth returns to the witches and places his trust in them - this seals his fate

The contemporary view of the witches in 'Macbeth' could be said to be that they are the embodiment of evil forces at work in the Universe.

We may not have any influence over such evil forces and the way in which they operate, but we do have some choice in the way in which we, personally, deal with them, and allow them to affect our lives.

Macbeth too has such a choice.

look again at the following scenes when the witches appear, and make a note of their predictions.

ACT 1 SCENE 1

ACT 1 SCENE 3

ACT 4 SCENE 1

How far would you say the witches have an influence on the way in which Macbeth acts?

How much does he need the support of the witches?

GUILT AND CONSCIENCE

Macbeth is very much aware that in murdering Duncan and ordering the murder of others he has committed heinous sins, and he suffers agonies of conscience.

Likewise before her death we also witness in Lady Macbeth, an individual wracked by guilt.   In the play guilt is often symbolized by blood and the inability to sleep.

Look up the following references.   In each case explain what is happening and how they exemplify the theme of guilt and conscience.

ACT 2 SCENE 2 LINES
29-32





34-36






39-43





44-46





53-55





61-66





76-77

ACT 3 SCENE 2 LINES
17-22

ACT 3 SCENE 4 LINES
122-126

ACT 5 SCENE 1 LINES
25-27





28





31-36





38-40





44-45





54-56





58-60

ACT 5 SCENE 8 LINES
5-6

IMAGERY AND LANGUAGE IN MACBETH

"In parts of Macbeth there is in the language a peculiar compression, pregnancy, energy, 

even violence.   In this play, unlike the others, the action bursts into wild life amidst the sounds of a thunderstorm and the echoes of distant battle.   There are no conversations leading into the action.   It is the most vehement, the most concentrated, perhaps the most tremendous of the tragedies."   A.C. Bradley.

ALL Shakespeare tragedies have their own tone or atmosphere.   The effect of this atmosphere is unusually strong in Macbeth.

1
Darkness, even blackness, broods over this play.   Almost all the scenes take place at night or in some dark spot.

a)
The faint glimmerings of the western sky at twilight are menacing; Banquo rides home to meet his assassins.

b)
Macbeth bids "the stars hide their fires" that his "black and deep desires" may be concealed.  (Act 1 Scene4)

c)
Lady Macbeth pleads "Come thick night, And pall thee in the dunnest smoke of Hell That my keen knife see not the wound it makes".

d)
No stars shine and the moon is down when Banquo, dreading the dreams of the coming night, goes unwillingly to bed.   (Act 2 Scene 1)

e)
Nest day light is strangled and "darkness does the face of earth untomb".

f)
This tremendous effect of the darkness.   "She has a light by her continually". 

(Act 5 Scene 1)

2
The atmosphere is not however that of unrelieved blackness; 'Macbeth' is really the impression of a black night broken by flashes of light and colour.

a)
The first scene, with the flashes of lightening in the thunderstorm.

b)
The various torches used; the taper in the sleep-walking scene.

c)
The dagger suspeneded before Macbeth's eyes and glittering alone in the midnight air.

The most predominant colour in the play is the colour of blood.   As Bradley points out, "It 

cannot be by accident that the image of blood is forced upon us continually'.

a)
In Act 1 Scene 2 a "bloody man" staggers onstage and tells of how Macbeth with his "brandished steel" which smoked of "bloody execution", "carved out a passage to the enemy", and "unseam'd him from the nave to the chaps".

b)
Lady Macbeth prays to the spirits of cruelty so to thicken her blood that pity cannot flow along her veins.  (Act 1)

c)
Macbeth's gory hands will, he fears, dye the whole ocean red.  (Act 2)

d)
Of the "blood bolter'd Banquo" with "twenty trenched gashes in his head", his assassin, "with blood upon his face" says, "his throat is cut"

e)
One of the most horrible lines in the whole tragedy is the one uttered by Lady Macbeth's shuddering cry, "Yet who would have thought the old man to have had so much blood in him?".

3
Another point to note is the very violence of the imagery which contributes in no small way to the total atmosphere.

a)
the babe torn smiling from the breast and dashed to death.

b)
Malcolm declares that had he the power he would "Pour the sweet milk of concord into Hell, Uproar the universal peace, confound all unity on earth".

c)
"Some say the earth was feverous and did shake"  (Act 2)

4
In Nature, too, something is felt to be at work, sympathetic with human guilt and supernatural malice.   Note the images: The owl clamours through the night; Duncan's horses devour each other in frenzy; the dawn comes but there is no light in it.


These three elements in the imagery - darkness, colour/blood, and violence - contribute to the unusually strong atmosphere of this play.

Motifs are recurring structures, contrasts, or literary devices that can help to develop and inform the text's major themes.

Hallucinations

Visions and hallucmauons  recur throughout the play and serve as reminders of Macbeth and Lady Macbeth's joint culpability for the growing body count.   When he is about to kill Duncan, Macbeth sees a dagger floating in the air.   Covered with blood and pointed toward the king's chamber, the dagger represents the bloody course on which Macbeth is about to embark.   later, he sees Banquo's ghost sitting in a chair at a feast, pricking his conscience by mutely reminding him that he murdered his former friend,   The semmingly hardheaded Lady Macbeth also eventually gives away to visions, as she sleepwalks and believes that her hands ase stained with blood that cannot be washed away by any amount of water.   In each case, it is ambiguous whether the vision is real or purely hallucinatory, but , in both cases, the Macbeths read them uniformly as supernatural signs of their guilt.

Violence

Macbeth is a famously violent play.   Interestingly, most of the killings taked place offstage, but throughout the play the characters provide the audience with gory descriptions of the carnage, from the opening scene where the captain describes Macbeth and Banquo wading blood on the battlefield, to the endless references to the bloodstained hands of Macbeth and his wife.   The action is bookended by a pair of bloody battles in the first.   Mavbeth defeats the invaders: in the second, he is slain and beheaded by Macduff.   In between is a series of murders: Duncan, Duncan's chamberlains, Banquo, Lady macduff and Macduff' son all come to bloody ends.   By the end of the action, blood seems to be everywhere.

Prophecy

Prophecy sets Macbeth's plot in motion - namely, the witches' prophecy that Macbeth will become first thane of Cawdor and then king.   The weird sisters make a number of other prophecies: they tell us that Banquo's heirs will be kings, that Macbeth should bewar Macduff, that Macbeth is safe till birnam wood comes Dunsinane, and that no man born of woman can harm Macbeth.   Save for the prophecy about Banquo's heris, all of these predictions are fulfilled within the course of the play.   Still, it is left deliberately ambiguous whether some of them are self-fulfilling - for example, whether Macbeth wills himself to be king or is fated to be king.   Additionally, as the Birnam Wood and "born of woman" prophecies make clear, the prophecies must be interpreted as riddles, since they do not always mean what they seem to mean.

symbols are objects, characters, figures or colours used to represent abstract ideas or concepts

BLOOD

Blood is everywhere in Macbeth, beginning with the opening battle between the scots and the Norwegian invaders, which is described in harrowing terms by the wounded captain in Act 1 Scene 2.   Once Macbeth and Lady Macbeth embark upon their murderous journey, blood comes to symbolize their guilt, and they begin to feel that their crimes have stained them ina way that cannot be washed clean.   |Will all great Neptune's ocean wash this bloo/Clean from my hand?" Macbeth cries after he has killed Duncan, even his wife scolds him and say that a little water will do the job  scene (II ii 58-59).   Later, though, she comes to share his horrified sense of being stained. "Out, damned spot: out I say…who would have though the old man to have so much  blood in him?" she asks as she wanders through the halls of their castle near the close of the play. (V i 30-34)   Blood symbolizes the guilt that sits like a permanent stain on the consciences of both Macbeth and Lady Macbeth, one that hounds them to their graves.

THE WEATHER

As in other Shakespearean tragedies, Macbeth's grotesque murder spree is accompanied by a number of unnatural occurrences in the natural realm.   From the thunder and lightening that accompany the witches' appearances to the terrible storms that rage on the night of Duncan's murder, these violations of the natural order reflect corruption in the moral and political orders.

DARKNESS

	The work on these two pages is to help you look more closely at the way Shakespeare's language affects an audience as much as the events in the play.

1 Macbeth was first performed indoors, in front of a small audience.

2 In Shakespeare's time there was, of course, no electric light; the play-room would have been lit by candles.   If you've ever been in a place lit only by candles, you'll know that they give bright spots of light, and deep shadows that move as people move past the candles.   (Candle light also effects the way faces appear - half in light, half in shadow)

3 You remember that some of the most important events in Macbeth take place in darkness: the murder of Duncan, the murder of Banquo, Macbeth;s visit to the witches, and Lady Macbeth's sleep-walking.   Shakespeare chose to do this deliberately - its not hard to think why.

4 Many of the characters mention darkness as the play goes on.   The repetition of word-images of dark and high feeds our imaginations, so that we never forget for long, even while reading the play in broad daylight, that darkness hangs over the play.   here are some examples:

(Macbeth thinking about killing Duncan-SAct1, Scene 5, line 50-)


Come thick night,

and pall thee in the dimmest smoke of hell,

That my keen knife see not the wound it makes,

Nor heaven peep through the blanket of the dark,

To cry, "Hold, hold!"

(Banquo, just before the murder-Act 2, Scene 1, line 5)


There's husbandry in heaven.

Their candles are all out,"

5 Shakespeare also gives us word-pictures of darkness struggling with light, and darkness winning.   When this is repeated, it creates a feeling, or atmosphere in the play which we can remember even when we have forgotten the words themselves:

(Macbeth thinking about killing Duncan-Act 1, Scene 4, line 50


Stars, hide your fires.

Let not light see my black and deep desires


	Notes on Darkness in MACBETH

Indoors - small audiences

Candlelight - deep shadows - spooky!

Important scenes in MACBETH

in the dark:    murder of Duncan

                      murder of Banquo

                      MACB's visit to witches

shakes - deliberate - it's a dark play!

Darkness mentioned a lot

repeated word-images of dark and night - feeds the imagination.

Lady Macbeth - 1.5.50

"Come, thick night…"

Darkness struggles with light,

Light wins.

Atmosphere-because always repeated

"Stars hide you fires" 1.4.50

"Dark night strangles the traveller's lamp"  - the sun?   2.4.7

"night's black agents - good quote.  Could say Macbeth and Lady Macbeth are……3.2.53




AND DISEASE

There is another chain of images in the play which deal this time with disease.   They create an atmosphere in which Scotland is like a healthy body which contains a deadly disease - Macbeth - waiting to break out.  These are the references for the images:

1.3.23
-Who is causing this sickness

2.2.45
-Why does Lady Macbeth tell Macbeth his brain is sick

3.4.87
-Why does Macbeth lie like this?

4.3.214
-How is Macduff's revenge like a medicine?

5.1.62
-Why is this disease beyond the Doctor to cure?

5.2.26
-How will Scotland be cured?

WHAT TO DO

A
Look up each reference.   Copy out the line/s which contain the image of disease.

B
Make sure you understand what each one mean, by talking about them.   Again write

 notes on your discussion.

C
You can use your notes as the basis of an essay on imagery in Macbeth.

Write about the images of disease which appear in the play.   Use examples from the text and show what effect this recurring image is likely to have on the audience.

When Shakespeare wrote about Macbeth they did not know very much about medicine.   Most people were frightened of illness because they did not understand it.   They believed that most people's illness was caused by evil spirits and they often blamed witches.   In 'Macbeth', the evil witches are the first people to mention illness.   They have been enjoying themselves making people ill.

Weary sev'nights nine times nine

Shall he dwindle, peak and pine
1.3.23

The first witch is going to punish the husband of a woman who would not give her any 

chestnuts.   She will drain him dry as hay and stop him sleeping.   It is interesting that Lady 

Macbeth becomes ill in the end and she cannot sleep either.   You could say that the witches 

have ? Macbeth by making his wife sick

"MACBETH QUESTIONS

Choose ONE of the following questions for your critical evaluation of "Macbeth".

1
AVARICE: JEALOUSY: SELFISHNESS: UNCONTROLLED TEMPER: 

EXCESSIVE PRIDE

In every play there is a character who has some of the above human failings (or others, of 

course).

Choose someone of this kind and show what effect this 'failing' has on 

(a) himself/herself

(b) ONE other character in the play.

2
It is often said that in drama women represented as victims, or as being of secondary importance to men.   By closely referring to one female character in a play, show how far you agree or disagree with this view.

3
Examine Shakespeare's handling of a husband/wife relationship in one of his plays and show how the balance of power swings between the two characters throughout the course of the play.

4
From any play you have read choose a character for whom you feel pity or admiration or dislike.   Describe the character, bringing out the features which make you feel as you do.

5
"A playwright very rarely presents a character who is completely good or completely bad.


Choose a character from a play you have studied and show how far this character proves the above statement to be true.

6
Choose a scene in a play where a character in conflict with himself or with another character in the play.   Explain the nature of this conflict and how it influences the outcome of the play.

*For all questions:
In you answer you must refer closely to the text and to at least two of: characterisation, soliloquy, key scenes, themes, structure, conflict, setting, dialogue, or any other appropriate feature.

MACBETH - SUMMARY

ACT 1

Scene 1 An open place

Three witches meet in a wild and stormy place.   They talk about their future plans: a 

meeting with Macbeth at the end of a battle.

Scene 2 A camp on the battlefield.

King Duncan and his followers are told about the progress of the battle in which the 

rebellious Macdonwald is killed by 'brave' Macbeth.   They also learn that the Norwegians,

led by their King Swena, are involved in the fight and that they have been aided by The 

Thane of Cawdor.   Due mainly to the bravery of Macbeth and Banquo, the battle is won for 

Scotland.   Duncan is shocked by Cawdor's treachery and sentences him to death.   He also 

sends messages to Macbeth to give him the title Thane of Cawdor.

Scene 3 A heath

Macbeth and Banquo meet the witches.   They prophesy that Macbeth will become Thane 

of Cawdor (he has not received this information yet) and later on King.   Banquo is told that 

he will never be King himself but will be the father of Kings.   The witches disappear and 

Ross enters to tell Macbeth that he is Thane of Cawdor; the first prophesy is fulfilled.   

When Macbeth hears the news he is filled with fear.

Scene 4 Forres-the King's palace

Macbeth is officially greeted by Duncan.   At the same time Duncan names his son 

Malcolm as heir to the throne and gives him the title Price of Cumberland.   Macbeth 

once again considers the witches' prophecies and realizes that Malcolm is in his way.

Macbeth invites Duncan to his castle and goes ahead to prepare his wife for the news of 

the visit.

Scene 5 Inverness-Macbeth's castle

Lady Macbeth reads a letter from Macbeth.   The letter tells her of the meeting with the 

witches and of their prophecies.   She relaises that Macbeth can become King by murdering 

Duncan but feels that Macbeth is too full of the 'milk of human kindness' to commit murder. 

She then forms a pact with the evil 'spirits' and sked them to 'unsex' her and fill her

full of 'direst cruelty' so that she will have the strength to carry out whatever she has to do to gain the throne, however awful.   Macbeth arrives and she reveals to him the idea of killing Duncan.

Scene 6 Inverness-Macbeth's castle

Duncan arrives at the castle and comments on how pleasant the place is and says that he is going to work hard to help Macbeth and advance him.

Scene 7 Inverness-Macbeth's castle.

While the King and the other guests enjoy a banquet, Macbeth ponders to himself about killing Duncan.   He weighs up the pros and cons and decides against it.   Lady Macbeth arrives and he tells her of his decision.   Lady Macbeth pours scorn and abuse on Macbeth and accuses him of being a coward.   She eventually persuades Macbeth to go through with it and they hatch a plan whereby the King's bodyguards will be implicated in the murder.

Act 2

Scene 1 Inverness-Macbeth's castle

Banquo and his son Fleance, are on their way to bed late at night.   They meet Macbeth, apparently on his way to bed also, Banquo reveals that he has been dreaming of the 'three Weird Sisters'.   Macbeth suggest that they discuss them again later.   Macbeth is now left on hi own waiting for the bell to ring; the signal for the murder.   At this point he imagines that he sees a dagger in front of him but realises that it is the thought of killing Duncan that makes him vusualise this.   He goes off to kill Duncan.

Scene 2 Inverness-Macbeth's castle

Lady Macbeth arrives saying that she would have killed Duncan herself had he not so 'resembled' her father.   Macbeth arrives highly disturbed.   He has mistakenly brought with him the daggers which should have been left by their owners, Duncan's bodyguards.   Macbeth cannot face returning to the scene of the crime.   A scornful Lady Macbeth returns and smears the drugged bodyguards with the blood.   A knocking is heard at the castle door.

Scene 3 Inverness-Macbeth's castle
A drunken porter lets in Macduff and Lennox who have come to wake the King.   It is revealed that the night has been stormy and unnatural things have happened.   Duncan' body is discovered.   His two sons, Malcolm and Donalbain, flee, fearing for their lives.   Malcolm heads towards England, Donalbain to Ireland.   Macbeth kills the bodyguards.

Scene 4 Inverness-outside Macbeth's castle

An old man discusses the strange weather and unnatural events of the previous evening.   Amid the storms an owl was seen to attack a falcon and Duncan's horses are said to heav eaten each other.

Act 3

Scene 1 Forres-the palace

Banquo begins to suspect Macbeth of Duncan' murder.   Macbeth is now King and announces that there will be a banquet to celebrate his coronation.   Banquo goes out riding with his son, Fleance.   Macbeth hires two murderers to kill Banquo because he fears that the witches' prophecies about him may also be true.

Scene 2 Forres-the palace

Lady Macbeth and Macbeth become increasingly aware that they have only just started out on a series of murders and that others will have to die if they are to remain safe.   lady Macbeth tries to get Macbeth to rest.

Scene 3 A road leading to the palace.

Banquo is set upon by Macbeth;s assassins and killed.   His son, Fleance, excapes.

Scene 4 Forres-the palace

Macbeth and the courtiers are having a banquet to celebrate the coronation.   Macbeth is told that Banquo has been dispatched but that Fleance has escaped.   Macbeth suddenly becomes agitated because he sees the bloody ghost of Banquo in his seat.   No one else can see the ghost and the assembly is amazed at Macbeth's outbursts.   Lady Macbeth tries to cover up for her husband but the banquet breaks up and all are confused.

Scene 5 The heath

Hecate meets with the three weird sisters and tell them of f for dabbling with Macbeth

Scene 6 Somewhere in Scotland

Lennox and a lord discuss Macbeth and begin to fear that he has murdered both Duncan and Banquo.   We learn that Macduff has gone to England to meet Duncan's son Malcolm.

Scene 1 A house in Forres

The witches are busy making a spell.   Macbeth arrives and asks them for more prophecies.   Through various apparitions they tell him three things, (1) to beware Macduff (the Thane of Fife), (2) not fear any man born of woman and (3) that he will not die unless Birnam Wood moves towards Dunsinane Castle.   Also Macbeth is shown a vision of a line of Kings, resembling Banquo, with Banquo looking on.   The witches disappear and Macbeth is later informed that Macduff has gone to England.   Macbeth plans to kill all Macduff' family.

Scene 2 Fife-Macduff' castle

Lady Macduff and her famil are brutally murdered.

Scene 3 England-a room in the King's castle

Macduff and Malcolm are talking.   They are at the English court.   Malcolm tests Macduff's loyalty to him by pretending that he has many vices and is unfit to become King of Scotland.   Macduff passes the test whereupon Ross enters with the news of the death of Macduff's wife and children.   Macduff is deeply disturbed and hopes to meet Macbeth to gain his revenge.

Act 5

Scene 1 Dunisnane Castle

A doctor and servant observe Lady Macbeth as she walks in her sleep.   She refers to some of the horrors which she has undergone  and constantly rubs her hands to rid them of the blood which she thinks is on them.   The doctor feels that he cannot cure her madness.

Scene 2 Near Dunisnane

The forces gather to make their attack on Macbeth.   The Scottish contingent are marching to meet the English forces led by Malcolm and Macduff.

Scene 3 Dunisnane Castle

Macbeth learns that his allies are leaving him and that there are ten thousand soldiers approaching.   The doctor informs Macbeth of his wife's sickness.   Macbeth calls for his armour, saying that he will fight to the death.

Scene 4 Birman Wood

The English army arrives at Birnam Wood and Malcolm instructs each soldier to cut down a branch and carry it in fornt of them to disguise their approach.

Scene 5 Dunisnane Castle

Macbeth prepares for battle and is later informed that his wife has died.   A servant tells Macbeth that he thought he saw the wood move and an angry Macbeth goes to see for himself.   He realizes that one of the prophecies has come true but Macbeth decides to carry on.

Scene 6 Outside Dunisnane Castle

Malcolm orders the men to throw down their branches and prepare for battle.

Scene 7 Dunisnane Castle

Macbeth kills young Siward.   Macduff is on the trail of Macbeth.

Scene 8 Dunisnane Castle

Macbeth and Macduff face each other.   Macbeth says that he has avoided him but tells him that he bears a 'charmed life' and fears no one born of woman.   Macduff counters this by saying that he was born by Caesarian section.   Macbeth weakens but fights on, unwilling to submit to anyone.

Scene 9 Dunisnane Castle

Macduff arrives with the severed head of Macbeth.   Malcolm is proclaimed King.
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