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Beguiled by the prophesies of the "weird 
sisters", and urged on by his wife, Macbeth 
acts on his intense political ambition, with 
tragic consequences.

Topics: Arts, Theatre/Live Entertainment; 
Mysteries, Murder

Main Characters
Banquo    Macbeth's friend, also a Scottish 

nobleman

Duncan    the King of Scotland

Lady Macbeth    Macbeth's wife

Macbeth    the Thane of Glamis, who 
becomes successively Thane of Cawdor 
and King

Macduff    the Thane of Fife

Malcolm and Donalbain    Duncan's sons

Vocabulary
augurs    auguries, or predictions taken 

from omens

chamberlains    attendants at a 
bedchamber

epicures    persons devoted to luxury or 
sensual pleasures

incarnadine    to make red

jocund    displaying high spirits or great 
mirth

thane    title denoting Scottish nobility

Synopsis

The play opens with reference to a fierce 
battle underway in Scotland. Reports follow 
that Macbeth has fought bravely, killing the 
rebel and ensuring victory for Scotland 

against invasion by Norway. Before 
Duncan, King of Scotland, can convey his 
gratitude, Macbeth and his companion, 
Banquo, encounter three witches. They 
prophesy Macbeth's ascension to the 
throne, and Banquo's fathering of a line of 
heirs. By the time Duncan bestows his 
honours on Macbeth for his valour, 
Macbeth's ambition has already bent his 
thoughts toward regicide.
 
Opportunity swiftly follows temptation, as 
Duncan makes plans to follow Macbeth 
from the battle to Dunsinane, the honoured 
thane's castle. Lady Macbeth, already 
informed of the prophecies, urges her 
husband to act upon his murderous 
ambitions and plots the deed for him. Her 
resoluteness trumps his indecision. The 
pair murder Duncan in his bed, planting the 
daggers on the king's chamberlains. 
Duncan's sons Malcolm and Donalbain 
flee, and are consequently suspected of 
the crime. Macbeth is crowned king.
 
Just as he acted to bring about the 
fulfilment of the witches' prophecy 
regarding the throne, Macbeth sets out to 
prevent the fulfilment of their prophecy 
regarding Banquo. He sends assassins to 
murder Banquo and his son, but Fleance 
escapes. The ghost of Banquo arrives at 
that evening's banquet, and the sight 
unnerves Macbeth before his court. He 
realises that his deeds and fate have 
brought him a "fruitless crown".
 
Malcolm has meanwhile enjoyed sanctuary 
in England, where the king has offered 
troops to assist him in overthrowing 
Macbeth. While Macduff is with Malcolm, 
Macbeth has Macduff's wife and children 
slaughtered. No amount of blood, however, 
brings Macbeth the security he seeks. He 
consults the three witches a second time. 
Again they raise false hope, saying that 
"none of woman born" shall harm him, and 
nor shall he be vanquished until "Great 
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Birnam Wood to high Dunsinane Hill/ Shall 
come against him".
 
As Macbeth grows more rash in his deeds, 
Lady Macbeth descends into a 
guilt-induced madness. Malcolm's troops 
arrive, holding before them boughs from 
Birnam Wood as camouflage for their 
approach. Lady Macbeth takes her own life. 
Macbeth dons his armour in readiness to 
fight, clinging to the last of the deceptive 
prophecies. Macduff confronts him and 
announces that he was "untimely ripped" 
from his mother's womb, and thus 
technically not "of woman born". Rather 
than be paraded as Malcolm's captive, 
Macbeth does battle with Macduff with his 
last illusion of hope plucked from him. 
Macbeth is slain. Malcolm is hailed as king, 
and order is declared reinstated.

Open-Ended Questions

Use these open-ended questions as the 
basis for class discussions, student 
presentations, or extended writing 
assignments.

Inferential Comprehension
Compare the perspectives of Macbeth and 
Lady Macbeth toward the murder of 
Duncan.

From her plea for the forces of evil to 
"unsex her", to her plot to drug the king's 
chamberlains, and up to the act of laying 
out the attendants' daggers for Macbeth to 
use, Lady Macbeth grows bolder and more 
resolute in treachery. Macbeth "sees" the 
ghostly dagger dripping gore before he 
commits the act, and cannot tell if it is a 
warning or an invitation. After the murder, 
he returns to their chamber bloodied and in 
horror, not daring to go back to place the 
incriminating daggers in the sleeping 
chamberlains' laps. Lady Macbeth is 
cool-headed and hard-hearted enough to 
do so, and returns to tell her husband, "My 
hands are of your colour, but I shame/ To 
wear a heart so white". Macbeth literally 
"sees" the horror of their act, whereas Lady 
Macbeth does not. A sign of the pricking of 
her conscience emerges when she first 
lays out the daggers. She would have killed 
the king herself, she reports, "Had he not 
resembled/ My father as he slept...".
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Inferential Comprehension
Compare Malcolm's report of Cawdor's 
execution to the scene in which Macbeth 
faces his death. Can the Prince's words of 
praise for Cawdor be applied to Macbeth?

Malcolm provides epitaphs for both Cawdor 
and Macbeth. He says of Cawdor, "Nothing 
in his life/ Became him like the leaving it", 
and dismisses Macbeth as "...this dead 
butcher...". The dichotomy is justified by the 
contrition of Cawdor compared to 
Macbeth's continued defiance. Macbeth's 
manner of dying was consistent with his 
manner of living: he was introduced as 
being fearless in battle and prepared to 
fight to the death; his sense of honour and 
masculinity came from his willingness to 
fight, and this is what motivates him to 
confront Macduff. When Macduff declares 
he is not "of woman born", Macbeth 
acknowledges his fear, "Accursed be that 
tongue that tells me so/For it hath cowed 
my better part of man", but his sense of 
honour compels him to fight, "I will not 
yield/To kiss the ground before young 
Malcolm's feet...Lay on, Macduff/And 
damned be him that first cries, 'Hold, 
enough!'". Whether Macbeth's sense of 
honour - to live and die by the sword - is 
endorsed by the play, or treated implicitly 
as folly, can be answerd in the comparison 
with Cawdor. Cawdor's death "became 
him" because he met it with contrition, 
Macbeth fought for his life, by contrast, with 
arrogance and pride.

Constructing Meaning
How does the witches' chant "Fair is foul, 
foul is fair" apply to the character of 
Macbeth?

"Fair is foul, foul is fair" signifies the 
reversal of nature's order by the influence 
of evil. At the simplest level, Macbeth is a 
"fair" or noble man who turns "foul" through 
his evil acts. But what made him seem 
initially "fair"? When Macbeth in battle 
"unseamed" Macdonald "from the nave to 
th'chaps" Duncan hailed him, "O valiant 
cousin, worthy gentleman". Yet when 
Macbeth deploys against his king and 
country the same savagery he'd shown as 
a soldier, what had been seen as "fair" 
came to be seen as "foul". Within feudal 
monarchies, regicide was taken as an act 
against God. Shakespeare's 
contemporaries would have understood 
that the inversion of the natural order in the 
play flowed from Macbeth's act of regicide. 
Inversion of the natural order was 
foreshadowed by the opening scene with 
the "weird sisters"; it is manifested in Lady 
Macbeth's greater resolve (than 
Macbeth's), and is echoed in descriptions 
of upheaval in the animal world as well as 
in the minds of Macbeth and Lady 
Macbeth. The inversion is most 
dramatically relevant, however, in the 
equivocal prophecies that lead Macbeth 
astray.
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Constructing Meaning
What distinguishes Macbeth from 
Shakespeare's other tragic heroes?

The baseness of Hamlet, Lear, and Othello 
is mitigated by forces or circumstances 
beyond their direct control. Whereas 
Hamlet, Lear, and Othello feel compelled 
by their circumstances to respond with 
defensiveness or revenge, Macbeth 
actively creates the evil into which he 
descends. Hamlet's revenge murder of 
Claudius is motivated by a desire to right a 
wrong, whereas Macbeth's murder of 
Duncan is motivated by self-interest alone. 
Yet Macbeth remains a "tragic hero," not to 
be confused with an outright "villain". The 
difference between him and the other 
heroes is one of degree. Macbeth seems to 
have the most control over his own fate 
through his choices. He is also most 
completely entrapped by his choices.

Teachable Skills

Understanding Literary Features:  
Macbethpresents an opportunity to outline 
the features that constitute "tragedy". The 
play is also thought by scholars to 
represent the culmination of 
Shakespeare's tragedies. Once the 
general features of tragedy are 
understood, ask students to consider how 
Macbethmight stand as the last, or 
"ultimate", tragedy. Their arguments might 
deal with the play's formal features, or the 
depth of its credible bleakness, or its 
success at making Macbeth so equally 
monstrous and human.

Understanding the Author's Craft:  To 
help students appreciate the craft of 
Shakespeare's poetry, ask them to select 
a word, image, or idea that struck them on 
a first reading. Where in the play does 
that word, image, or idea recur? Several 
choices will echo for them on second 
readings. They might wish to follow the 
references to manhood through the text, 

from Lady Macbeth's "unsex me" to 
Macbeth's self-fulfilling "Who dares do 
more is none", commenting on the 
relevance of manhood to the contexts: 
how is the concept of manhood 
understood and expressed by characters 
in the play? Blood is treated literally and 
figuratively throughout the play: it stains 
the Macbeths' hands, and seeps into their 
minds. Even a common word, such as 
"tomorrow", bears the weight of Macbeth's 
guilt, culminating in the famous soliloquy 
"Tomorrow, and tomorrow, and 
tomorrow...".

Comparing and Contrasting:  
Shakespeare's plays often vary an 
identifiable set of ideas, themes, and 
conflicts. Students' appreciation of these 
variations can be helped by asking them 
to compare characters from different 
plays. For example, Iago and Lady 
Macbeth are both instrumental in leading 
a tragic hero to his own undoing. How are 
their motives, methods, and characters 
different or alike? Macbeth and Richard III 
would bear the same form of critical 
comparison. A slightly different focus 
would be the use of ghosts to illuminate a 
hero's inner conflicts. For example, how 
does Hamlet's relationship to his father's 
ghost compare to Macbeth's relationship 
to Banquo's, or to the ghost-like witches 
who guide his choices?

Responding to Literature:  Most readers 
sympathise with the character of Macbeth 
to a surprising degree. Sympathy may 
diminish when their focus shifts to Lady 
Macbeth, but her character remains at 
least as compelling. Explore this strange 
mixture of feelings with students by asking 
them to share their personal reactions to 
the play's main characters. It may help to 
raise the issue of Malcolm's view of the 
play's events. His "just" perspective fails 
to discern the depths of helplessness into 
which Macbeth's evil plunges him. 
Discussion might be provoked by posing 
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the question, "In whose world do we live, 
Malcolm's or Macbeth's?".
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