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Macbeth at a Glance
In Macbeth, William Shakespeare's tragedy about power, ambition, deceit, and murder, the Three Witches
foretell Macbeth's rise to King of Scotland but also prophesy that future kings will descend from Banquo, a
fellow army captain. Prodded by his ambitious wife, Lady Macbeth, he murders King Duncan, becomes king,
and sends mercenaries to kill Banquo and his sons. His attempts to defy the prophesy fail, however; Macduff
kills Macbeth, and Duncan's son Malcolm becomes king.

Written by: William Shakespeare
Type of Work: play
Genres: drama; tragedy
First Published: probably around 1605-1606
Setting: Scotland
Main Characters: Macbeth; Lady Macbeth; Duncan; Macduff; Banquo; Malcolm
Major Thematic Topics: fall of man; gender roles; fortune; fate; free will; kingship/natural order; ambition;
love of self
Motifs: revenge; sanity; prophecy
Major Symbols: hands; the Three Witches; ghosts

The three most important aspects of Macbeth:

•

Lady Macbeth is one of the most famous female characters in all of literature. Macbeth's wife is smart,
ambitious, and brave. She is undone, however, by her ambition, and by her utter ruthlessness.

•

The most famous speech in this play full of famous lines and speeches is Macbeth's soliloquy that
begins "Tomorrow, and tomorrow, and tomorrow/Creeps in this petty pace from day to day/To the last
syllable of recorded time . . . ." These lines express Macbeth's utter hopelessness near the tragedy's end
about not only his life, but life in general.

•

It is a widely held superstition in the world of theater that saying the play's name aloud brings bad luck.
Instead, actors, directors, and other theater people refer to Macbeth as "the Scottish play."
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Macbeth Summary

Set in medieval Scotland and partly based on a true historical account, Macbeth charts the bloody rise to power
and tragic downfall of the warrior Macbeth. Already a successful soldier in the army of King Duncan, Macbeth
is informed by Three Witches that he is to become king. As part of the same prophecy, the Witches predict that
future Scottish kings will be descended not from Macbeth but from his fellow army captain, Banquo. Although
initially prepared to wait for Fate to take its course, Macbeth is stung by ambition and confusion when King
Duncan nominates his son Malcolm as his heir.

Returning to his castle, Macbeth allows himself to be persuaded and directed by his ambitious wife, who
realizes that regicide — the murder of the king — is the quickest way to achieve the destiny that her husband
has been promised. A perfect opportunity presents itself when King Duncan pays a royal visit to Macbeth's
castle. At first Macbeth is loth to commit a crime that he knows will invite judgment, if not on earth then in
heaven. Once more, however, his wife prevails upon him. Following an evening of revelry, Lady Macbeth
drugs the guards of the king's bedchamber; then, at a given signal, Macbeth, although filled with misgivings,
ascends to the king's room and murders him while he sleeps. Haunted by what he has done, Macbeth is once
more reprimanded by his wife, whose inner strength seems only to have been increased by the treacherous
killing. Suddenly, both are alarmed by a loud knocking at the castle door.
When the drunken porter of Macbeth's castle finally responds to the noise, he opens the door to Macduff, a
loyal follower of the king, who has been asked to awake Duncan in preparation for the return journey. Macbeth
indicates the location of the king's room, and Macduff discovers the body. When the murder is revealed,
Macbeth swiftly kills the prime witnesses, the sleepy guards of the king's bedchamber, and Lady Macbeth
faints. The assembled lords of Scotland, including Macbeth, swear to avenge the murder. With suspicion heavy
in the air, the king's two sons flee the country: Donalbain to Ireland and Malcolm to raise an army in England.
Macbeth is duly proclaimed the new king of Scotland, but recalling the Witches' second prophecy, he arranges
the murder of his fellow soldier Banquo and his son Fleance, both of whom represent a threat to his kingship
according to the Witches' prophecy. The hired murderers kill Banquo but mistakenly allow Fleance to escape.
At a celebratory banquet that night, Macbeth is thrown into a state of horror when the ghost of the murdered
Banquo appears at the dining table. Again, his wife tries to strengthen Macbeth, but the strain is clearly
beginning to show.
The following day, Macbeth returns to the same Witches who initially foretold his destiny. This time, the
Witches not only confirm that the sons of Banquo will rule in Scotland, but they also add a new prophecy:
Macbeth will be invincible in battle until the time when the forest of Birnam moves towards his stronghold at
Dunsinane and until he meets an enemy "not born of woman." Dismissing both of these predictions as
nonsense, Macbeth prepares for invasion.
When he is told that Macduff has deserted him, Macbeth begins the final stage of his tragic descent. His first
move is the destruction of Macduff's wife and children. In England, Macduff receives the news at the very
moment that he swears his allegiance to the young Malcolm. Malcolm persuades him that the murder of his
family should act as the spur to revenge.
Meanwhile, in Scotland, Lady Macbeth has been taken ill: She walks in her sleep and seems to recall, in
fragmentary memories, the details of the murder. Now, in a series of alternating scenes, the action of the play
moves rapidly between the advancing army of Malcolm and the defensive preparations of Macbeth. When
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Malcolm's army disguise themselves with sawn-off branches, Macbeth sees what appears to be a wood moving
towards his stronghold at Dunsinane. And when he finally meets Macduff in single combat, his sworn enemy
reveals that he came into the world by cesarean section; he was not, precisely speaking, "born of woman." On
hearing this news, Macbeth rejects one final time the Witches' prophecy. With a loud cry, he launches himself at
Macduff and is slain. In the final scene, Malcolm is crowned as the new king of Scotland, to the acclaim of all.
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About Macbeth
Background
Shakespeare's Macbeth remains one of his most popular plays, both for classroom study and performance, and
with good reason. Here we have the playwright's shortest play, but arguably his most intense, in terms both of
its action and its portrayal of human relationships. The "butcher and his fiend-like queen" are among the most
attractive villains in stage history, and the profound psychology with which Shakespeare imbues them is
deliciously pleasurable for theater audience and student alike.

Macbeth was a real king of eleventh-century Scotland, whose history Shakespeare had read in several sources,
principally the Chronicles of Holinshed, to which he referred for many of his other historical dramas. In
Holinshed's account, Banquo and Macbeth combine to kill King Duncan after winning his favor in a battle
against the Danes. The original story is full of wonderful details that show the cunning of the Scots and
Macbeth, who slaughtered an entire Danish army not by brute force, but by cunning: first mixing a sleeping
potion and sending it, like the Trojan horse, as a gift to the enemy army. Once they were asleep, Macbeth was
able to kill them easily. Presumably from this incident, Shakespeare derived his idea of having Lady Macbeth
administer a sleeping potion to the guards of King Duncan's chamber.
In Holinshed's account, however, although we learn that Macbeth's wife is ambitious to become queen, Lady
Macbeth does not feature as an accomplice. Instead, Banquo joins forces with Macbeth in killing Duncan. As
we shall see later, this particular confederacy of murderers presented Shakespeare with a problem.
Holinshed did not simply provide Shakespeare with a good story; Macbeth contains many examples of imagery
and language that Shakespeare borrowed directly from his source, a practice common to all writers. For
example, compare these words of Holinshed with Shakespeare's words.
Holinshed:
"What manner of women (saith he) are you, that seeme so little favourable unto me, whereas to my fellow
heere, besides high offices, ye assign also the kingdom?" Banquho "My noble partner / You greet with present
grace, and great prediction / Of noble having, and of royal hope . . . to me you speak not." Banquo
Shakespeare:
Makbeth is afraid "lest he should be served of the same cup, as he had ministered to his predecessor." Macbeth
knows that, all too often, " . . . even-handed Justice / Commends th'ingredience of our poison'd chalice /To our
own lips"
There are many more such examples. What does Shakespeare add, then? Primarily, the dialogue form of a play
allows Shakespeare to examine the emotional relationships between characters with much greater realism. An
audience going to Shakespeare's play would see ambition, accusation, fear, grief, courage, anger, and madness
at first hand instead of via a narrator.
Secondly, as in his other plays, Shakespeare's genius lies in the human treatment that each character receives.
The audience is made to feel that this awful tragedy could actually happen precisely because the characters are
so three-dimensional. Lady Macbeth cannot sustain her mask of cruelty; Macbeth is racked with a tormented
conscience. Banquo, in Shakespeare's version a good man, is nevertheless ambitious, too.
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Thirdly, drama allows events to be linked and patterned in ironic ways. The idea of sleeplessness, for example,
the punishment of a guilty mind, is shown literally in Act V, when Lady Macbeth sleepwalks and confesses her
involvement with the murder of Duncan.

Finally, Shakespeare's mastery of the soliloquy, or solo speech, gives the audience the opportunity to see inside
a character's mind, to witness, with some psychological accuracy, the intentions, hopes, and fears of these
historical characters, something that a chronicler of history cannot do.
Stage History
One of Shakespeare's main interests in writing Macbeth was to examine the nature of kingship, as he had
already done in Hamlet and King Lear, written only a few years previously. In order to understand why he was
so interested in this topic, we must examine briefly the fascinating early stage history of this play.

Probably written in 1605-1606, Macbeth was first performed for King James I of England less than a year after
the infamous Gunpowder plot in which a group of Catholics attempted to blow up the king and the English
parliament. A play that concerned treachery and regicide — the killing of a king — was bound to be topical and
politically significant. There can be no real question of Shakespeare's wish to flatter a king whose interest in
both the supernatural and the nature of kingship are all referred to so strongly in this play. Moreover, James I
was descended from Scottish ancestors, the Stuarts, so a play concerning the early kings of Scotland was bound
to appeal to him. Shakespeare's only problem was that the Stuarts were descended from Banquo who, as
Holinshed's Chronicle makes clear, helped Macbeth murder the king. This explains why, in Shakespeare's play,
Banquo cannot be the accomplice, a role that instead passes to Macbeth's wife.
So fascinated was James I in the notion of what makes a good king that he himself had written (in 1599) a
handbook on good government, the Basilikon Doron. Some of these ideas of good kingship are listed by
Malcolm as "the king-becoming graces" in Act IV, Scene 3 of Macbeth: "Justice, Verity, Temp'rance,
Stableness, Bounty, Perseverance, Mercy, Lowliness, Devotion, Patience, Courage, Fortitude." Macbeth lacks
all these kingly virtues, but his greatest vice is his impulse to lie — even to his own conscience — in his pursuit
of power.
The Audience
Like all tragic heroes before him, Macbeth's greatest lie is to himself. He becomes blinded to his own ambition.
His overbearing pride (or hubris) is so great that he fails to see as he stumbles toward his destiny. Perhaps only
when Lady Macbeth commits her off-stage suicide does he begin to acknowledge the truth. "She should have
died hereafter," he comments, and then adds "Tomorrow and tomorrow and tomorrow / Creeps in this petty
pace from day to day / To the last syllable of recorded time . . . ."
These lines apply to us, not just as readers and playgoers, but as humans. We may not have committed murder,
we may not have ambitions for power, but we all know how it feels to watch time passing. At this point in the
play, we see a man emotionally raw, stripped momentarily of all his power, admitting — with self-awareness
and, perhaps, with bitter self-irony — his share in the common human experience. This moment is only one of
the few moments in the play when Macbeth does so. Immediately afterwards, he strides into battle with all his
former arrogance, to his tragic end. Without these lines, we could not, perhaps, feel the tragedy in the same
way.
We may not be Macbeth, but as playgoers and readers, we encounter what he does: We, too, experience visions
of the supernatural. We, too, ask "Is it a dagger?" "Is it a ghost?" "Are they real?" The answer to all these
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questions is equivocal; they are real, in a way, and in another way, they are false, only tricks "paltering with us
in a double sense." Even Macbeth is and is not real. He's an actor playing an actor, deeply aware of his twofold
existence.

The play is peppered with references to the world of the theater, from the very beginning when we are seduced
into a magic ritual by three characters who chant and dance around their stage. The banquet in Act III is a
magnificent piece of staging, in which the director (Macbeth) is not allowed to direct as he wishes. Even the
murder is an act, as distinct from the thought or intention of an act, as Lady Macbeth reminds her husband "Art
thou afeard / To be the same in thine own act and valour / As thou art in desire?"
And so when we look at this man, we see an actor, directed by Fate, his wife, and himself, capable yet
incapable, suffering from stage fright, yet knowing that he must go on if the play is to succeed. Looked at in
this way, we begin to sympathize with Macbeth, and we suddenly recognize what is the truly great achievement
of this play.

As in all good theatre, we're put on the spot just as Macbeth is: "If it were done . . . ," but will it be done? If it is
done, what will be its effect? And what would we do? At the same time, while we recognize that Macbeth
should not act in the way he does, we must, nevertheless, ask ourselves why his acts in that way. The answers
are far from simple.
Language, Imagery and Technique
English of this period can be quite difficult to understand at first, but remember that one reason for
Shakespeare's popularity is that much of his language is actually very bold and clear. For instance, Macbeth
famously says that there is sufficient blood on his hands to make the "green" of the ocean "red." Later, he uses
the same metaphor, remarking that he must "wade" through an ocean of blood.
The trouble with Macbeth is that, as a psychological drama, the characters in the play (accidentally or on
purpose) do not see things so clearly: This play is full of shadows, foreshadowings, and shadowy meanings. So
Shakespeare has to inform his audience, while allowing the characters to remain mystified, or "in the dark."
This is one reason why the play is full of questions, most famously "Is this a dagger?" The answer, for both
Macbeth and the audience, is unclear.
Most scholars agree that one of the most effective ways in which Shakespeare's writing communicates is
through the combination (or clusters) of images: In this play, images of strength and weakness, as well as
ability and inability, are played off one another constantly. A good example is the image of the "milk of human
kindness" which resurfaces later in Lady Macbeth's assertion that she would have murdered her own child
while breast-feeding it — a contrast to Macbeth's weakness. The color of milk, white, is also used by both
Macbeth and his wife, as an image of cowardice, while red — the color of blood — represents not only courage
and the energy of life but also terror and the curtailment of life.
Another image contrast that is used repeatedly throughout the play is that of sleep and sleeplessness. Not only is
Duncan murdered while he sleeps, but also Macbeth, Banquo, and Lady Macbeth have their rest disturbed by
dreams. When Macbeth remarks "Duncan is in his grave; after life's fitful fever he sleeps well" (Act III, Scene
2), he is recalling the words with which his conscience (or Fate) spoke to him immediately after the murder:
"Glamis hath murder'd sleep, and therefore Cawdor / Shall sleep no more, Macbeth shall sleep no more!" (II:
2,41-42)
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Character List
Macbeth A captain in Duncan's army, later the Thane (Lord) of Glamis and Cawdor. When Three Witches
predict that he will one day be king of Scotland, he takes his fate into his own hands, allowing his ambition and
that of his wife to overcome his better judgement. His bloody reign culminates in a battle against Malcolm and
the English forces.

Lady Macbeth The devilish wife of Macbeth, whose ambition helps to drive her husband toward the desperate
act of murder. Subsequently, her husband's cruelty and her own guilt recoil on her, sending her into a madness
from which she never recovers.
Banquo A fellow-captain and companion of Macbeth, who also receives a prophecy from the Witches: that his
children will one day succeed to the throne of Scotland. This information is sufficient to spell his death at the
hands of the resentful Macbeth, who is later haunted by Banquo's ghost.
Duncan King of Scotland. His victories against rebellious kinsmen and the Norwegians have made him a
popular and honored king. His decision to pass the kingdom to his son Malcolm provokes his untimely death at
the hands of Macbeth.
Fleance Banquo's son, who, by escaping Macbeth's plot on his life, will go on to be father to a line of kings.
Donalbain and Malcolm Duncan's two sons. Fearful of implication in their father's murder, they flee Scotland,
Donalbain to Ireland and Malcolm to England, where he raises a large army with the intention of toppling the
tyrant Macbeth.
Macduff A thane (nobleman) of Scotland who discovers the murdered King Duncan. Suspecting Macbeth and
eventually turning against him, Macduff later flees to England to join Malcolm. When Macbeth arranges the
murder of his wife and children, Macduff swears personal revenge.
Lennox, Ross, Menteth, Angus, Caithness Thanes of Scotland, all of whom eventually turn against the
tyrannical Macbeth.
The Porter, the Old Man, the Doctors Three commentators on events, all of whom have a certain degree of
wisdom and foresight. The Porter hints at the Hell-like nature of Macbeth's castle; the Old Man associates the
murder of King Duncan with the instability of the natural world; the Doctors recognize disease and disorder
even though they cannot cure it.
The Witches Three agents of Fate who reveal the truth (or part of it) to Macbeth and Banquo and who later
appear to confirm the downfall and tragic destiny of the tyrannical Macbeth.
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Summary and Analysis
Act One, Scene One
Summary
In a desolate place blasted by thunderstorms, Three Witches meet to predict the future.
Analysis
Macbeth begins in "an open place" — a place without any landmarks or buildings — with the appearance of the
three "weird sisters," as they later call themselves. The Old English word "wyrd," or "weird" means "Fate,"
which is exactly the origin of these Witches: They are the Fates of classical mythology, one of whom spun the
thread of a person's life, one of whom measured it, and one of whom cut it. The bleakness of the scene is a
dramatic representation both of the wild Scottish landscape in which the play is set and the more universal
wilderness of man's existence.
The Three Witches' speech is written in short rhyming verse that imitates the casting of a spell. The women's
language is also full of the imagery of witchcraft and of chaotic weather: thunder, lightning, rain, fog, and
"filthy air." The lines "When the battle's lost and won" and "Fair is foul and foul is fair" are the most significant
in the scene. On the one hand, these contradictory statements are the kind of riddles we would expect from
witches; on the other, the lines suggest a paradox that runs throughout the play: Life frequently presents a
confused picture of events in which discerning truth from falsehood is difficult.
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Act One, Scene Two
Summary
Scotland is at war. King Duncan faces not only his own rebellious kinsmen but also an invasion by King Sweno
of the Norwegians. In this scene, Duncan receives three significant reports: the death of the rebel Macdonald at
the hands of "brave Macbeth"; Macbeth's action against the Norwegians; and the treachery of the Thane of
Cawdor, who has sided with the enemy. In each case, Macbeth's heroism shines out, leading to victory for
Scotland and surrender by Sweno. Finally, Duncan orders Cawdor's execution and arranges for his title to pass
to Macbeth.

Analysis
A captain of Duncan's army makes the initial report of the battle. At first, he says, the outcome of the fighting
was in doubt. To describe the inertia of the two armies, the captain uses a metaphor of two drowning men, who
gain no advantage by clinging together but instead "choke their art." At this stage in the battle, it had appeared
that Fortune, like a "smiling . . . whore" — a traditional personification of her fickleness — would support
Macdonald. It was left to the brave warrior Macbeth, "disdaining Fortune," to reverse this situation.
The introduction of Macbeth as a warrior hero is crucial to the play, for tragedy depends on our witnessing the
downfall of an already great man. Phrases such as "Valour's minion" (the servant of Courage) and "Bellona's
bridegroom" (the husband of War) exemplify Macbeth's superheroism. His strength is underscored by the
captain's graphic account of Macbeth's actions on the battlefield. Macbeth did not simply kill Macdonald; he
"unseam'd him from the nave to the chops, / And fix'd his head upon our battlements" (22-23) — a reference
that foreshadows Macbeth's death at the end of the play.
Macbeth's reputation on the battlefield is further enhanced by the similes of the Captain's second report, in
which Macbeth and his fellow-captain, Banquo, are compared to "eagles" and "lions" unafraid of the timid
Norwegians, who themselves are likened to "sparrows" or "a hare." Symbolically, the lion appears on the royal
coat of arms of the kings of Scotland. Macbeth's and Banquo's fighting is compared to the action of artillery
pieces (even though, historically, this battle would have been a sword fight). Finally, Macbeth is credited with
nothing less than recreating "Golgotha," the scene of Christ's crucifixion.
The Thane of Ross enters the scene with a third report: Once more, the result of the battle is doubtful, and once
more both combatants are seen on equal terms — "self-comparisons" — until the outcome is decided in
Scotland's favor by Macbeth. The scene ends with two resolutions: First, the Norwegians "crave composition";
that is, they beg for a truce. Second, and more importantly for the story, the disloyal Thane of Cawdor is
condemned to execution and his title granted to Macbeth. The language in Scene 2 captures much of the
activity, urgency, and gruesome realism of battle. Lines such as "the Norweyan banners flout the sky / And fan
our people cold" give a cinematic feel to the scene and remind us that the play concerns a wider world and that
its moral questions, when they come, do so as well.
Scene 2 establishes the opposing idea of order and the related theme of orderly or honorable behavior. Duncan
himself is established as a figurehead of order who honors the valor of the bleeding captain and, in two grand
rhyming couplets at the end of the scene, pronounces his favor of Macbeth.
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Act One, Scene Three
Summary
With a clap of thunder, the Witches reappear. Having demonstrated their power by casting a terrible curse upon
a sailor whose wife offended one of them, they encounter Macbeth and Banquo as the two soldiers ride from
the battlefield. The sisters make three prophecies, the first two regarding Macbeth and the last regarding
Banquo. Macbeth shall be named as Thane of Cawdor and then king; Banquo, although he shall not himself
rule in Scotland, will be father to future generations of kings. Immediately, the Witches vanish into thin air,
leaving the two captains in amazement. Ross and Angus arrive on the scene to confirm what we already know,
that Macbeth is to be invested with the thaneship of Cawdor. The Witches' first prophecy has come true.

Analysis
The opening of Scene 3 does more than to simply recall us to the world of the supernatural of Act I, Scene 1:
The Witches' curse of the sailor foreshadows what Fate has in store for Macbeth. The sailor is the captain of a
ship, in the same way that Macbeth is to become "captain" of his land; like the sailor, Macbeth will be blown by
the tempests of ill Fortune. Sleep will be denied to both. Famously, Macbeth later believes that, in murdering
Duncan, he "has murder'd sleep," and both he and Lady Macbeth are denied "Sleep that knits up the ravelled
sleeve of care." Finally, the metaphor of a storm at sea is traditionally used to refer to confusion and the
unpredictability of events.
Macbeth's first words ("So foul and fair a day I have not seen") ironically recall the Witches' "foul is fair" in
Scene 1, but Banquo is the first to spot the weird sisters, remarking on the Witches' ambiguous and confused
appearance: They "look not like the inhabitants of the earth, / And yet are on it"; they seem to understand him,
and yet he cannot be sure; they "should be women," and yet they are bearded. Later in the scene, Macbeth
remarks that the Witches "seem'd corporal [physical]" and yet they vanish like bubbles "into the air."
No such ambiguity occurs in the response of the Witches to Macbeth: He is Thane of Glamis, he is Thane of
Cawdor, and he shall be King. This contrast between what is uncertain and what is certain, or between what is
confused and what is ordered or ordained by Fate, is one of the crucial structural components in the writing of
this play, and it is clear that Shakespeare wants us to see it.
Banquo's reaction to this peculiar prophecy is understandable rather than an example of professional rivalry. He
has been linked in name with Macbeth and, so far, enjoys equal merit with his friend. Why should he not also
have his future predicted? But the Witches' answer to him is more riddling: "lesser . . . and greater," "not so
happy . . . much happier," "get kings . . . be none" all suggest a more unpredictable future.
Noteworthy in this scene is the way in which Shakespeare registers the psychological response of both Macbeth
and Banquo. The questions "Whither . . . ?", "Were . . . ?", "Have we . . . ?" and so on paint a picture of shared
incomprehension. Shakespeare cleverly combines Macbeth's and Banquo's confusion at the Witches' vanishing
with their disbelief at what has been spoken. The reference to "the insane root that takes the reason prisoner"
suggests the working of a powerful drug, and the clear impression is that they feel they have been dreaming.
Ross arrives and announces that Macbeth is to be the new Thane of Cawdor, thus confirming the first prophecy
of the Witches. Banquo and Macbeth are struck dumb for the second time, but now Shakespeare contrasts their
responses. Banquo is aware of the possibility that the prophecies may have been the work of supernatural dark
forces, as exemplified in his lines "What? Can the Devil speak true?" (108) and "oftentimes, to win us to our
harm, / The instruments of Darkness tell us truths . . . — (only) to betray us" (123-125). Macbeth is more
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ambiguous. His speech is full of what will now become his trademark — questioning, doubting, weighing up,
and seeking to justify: "This supernatural soliciting / Cannot be ill; cannot be good" (130-131).
Nevertheless, however much he reasons, Macbeth cannot reconcile the fact of the truth of the first prophecy
with his intense and unnatural fear, or what he calls his "horrible imaginings." He admits to being so shaken by
the news that he feels that his reason has been taken over by his imagination. The line "Nothing is, but what is
not" is ambiguous. The expression could indicate confusion between the world we think of as real and the
world of dreams, a neat summary of a confused mind. But how confused is Macbeth at this point? If he is
capable of arguing that the prophecies are neither evil nor good, he is capable of accepting that nothing that
exists has any existence or meaning. This interpretation could open Macbeth to dangerous and unjustifiable
deeds. If he can make himself believe that "Nothing is, but what is not," then Macbeth's respect for order, for
hierarchy, for the King, is also nullified. He can, literally, get away with murder.
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Act One, Scene Four
Summary
In the palace court room, King Duncan receives the news of the execution of Cawdor and delivers formal
thanks to Macbeth and Banquo for their part in the battle. Then, to the private astonishment of Macbeth,
Duncan announces that his successor as king, whenever that may be, will be his son Malcolm.
Analysis
The dramatic function of this short scene is twofold. First, it gives an opportunity to observe the relationship
between Macbeth and Duncan; second, it provides Macbeth with further fuel for his ambitious claim on the
kingdom.
Malcolm's report of the execution of the disloyal Thane of Cawdor emphasizes the dignity with which even a
traitor can go to his death, but Duncan's reply is even more ironic. "There's no art to find the mind's
construction in the face" has a proverbial flavor to it — never judge a book by its cover — but it's also a sad
admission that even Duncan was unable to predict the treachery of Cawdor. Such is the human side of kingship.
Exactly at the moment that Duncan speaks the line, Shakespeare seals the irony by having Macbeth enter the
court room.
Formal speeches are exchanged, both Macbeth and Banquo giving humble and loyal replies to their king. The
imagery at this point in the scene largely refers to growth and fertility. The king clearly sees Macbeth as a
potential successor: "I have begun to plant thee, and will labour / To make thee full of growing" (28-29). The
metaphor is continued by Banquo, who promises the king that, if he too is allowed to grow in the king's favor,
he will dedicate "the harvest" to Duncan. At this point, the scene recalls Banquo's earlier line when he asked the
Witches if they could "look into the seeds of time / And say which one will grow, and which will not" (I:
3,58-59). The irony of giving the earlier "seeds" line and now the "harvest" line to Banquo is that these
expressions symbolize the seed, or children, of Banquo himself, who are to inherit the kingdom, according to
the Witches' third prophecy.
Note the way in which Shakespeare plays with images such as these. Often he builds up a cluster of related
images (as here, "plant," "growing," "grow," and "harvest") precisely in order to establish a sense of irony. In
the next speeches, for example, the king first invests all those who deserve his thanks with "signs of nobleness,
like stars." Only a few lines later, Macbeth, frustrated and angry at the news of Malcolm's investiture as Prince
of Cumberland, breathes to himself the words "Stars! Hide your fires! Let not light see my black and deep
desires" (50-51).
Here, the juxtaposition of images of starlight and the cancellation of starlight emphasizes the great opposition
between the king and Macbeth and between good and evil, an opposition that is ironically reinforced by the
king's final lines to Banquo, once more praising Macbeth. The phrase "peerless kinsman" gives added
poignancy: The historical Macbeth was the cousin of Duncan, and his crime will not simply be regicide, but the
willful destruction of the head of a family.
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Act One, Scene Five
Summary
At Macbeth's home, the castle of Inverness, Lady Macbeth reads a letter from her husband concerning his
meeting with the Witches. She is immediately aware of the significance of their prophetic words and, on being
informed that King Duncan will be paying a royal visit to Inverness, makes up her mind to carry out the murder
of the king in order to hasten the prophecy. In doing so, she suggests that her husband is weak — he contains
too much of "the milk of human kindness." When Macbeth arrives from the court of Duncan, bearing news of
the king's forthcoming visit, his wife makes her plans clear to him.

Analysis
The letter, read alone on stage by Lady Macbeth, reiterates the Witches' prophecy of Act I. Significantly, in his
letter, Macbeth says nothing of their prophecy to Banquo; perhaps he is already afraid of its implications.
Equally significantly, he sets up Lady Macbeth as his "dearest partner of greatness." She will indeed become his
partner in crime, but much more than that: Apart from the fatal blow itself, she will be responsible for
controlling Macbeth's passions and — to an extent — his actions.
Immediately after she finishes the letter, Lady Macbeth's mind goes to work. Her words "shalt be" uncannily
reflect those of the Witches' prophecy. At this point, Lady Macbeth herself has virtually become an agent of
Fate, just like the Weird Sisters. But immediately her thoughts turn to possible failings in her husband. He is
"too full of the milk of human kindness" to commit murder; he would be great, he would have a high position,
he would wrongly win that position, but in each case, some other aspect of his character would not. In this case,
she says, there is only one solution. She must "pour [her] spirits in thine ear." Any member of Shakespeare's
audience who had seen his play Hamlet four years previously would be more than aware of the significance of
this line, for in that play the good King Claudius is murdered by poison administered through the ear. The scene
is rapidly becoming darker.
Lady Macbeth is one of the most powerful female characters in literature. The fact that we meet her alone on
stage means that we are privy to her innermost thoughts, which are filled with the imagery of death and
destruction. And when she speaks, in her next soliloquy, of her "fell purpose," her intentions are described in
the most grotesque and frightening terms. First she bids the spirits to literally deprive her of her femininity, to
thicken her blood, and to stop her ability to weep. Next, she prays that those same evil spirits should suckle her,
converting what should be her nourishing mother's milk to "gall" (bitterness). Lastly, she calls upon the night
itself to hide her actions in a "blanket" of darkness. It is no coincidence that these last words reflect those of
Macbeth in the previous scene: Shakespeare is creating a strong verbal bond between husband and wife that
will continue throughout the play.
When Macbeth enters his castle, his wife greets him in a way that again recalls the words of the Witches; in
particular the words "all-hail" and "hereafter" chill the audience, for they are the exact words spoken to
Macbeth by the Witches. The dialogue that follows their initial encounter is fast, urgent, and disturbing.
Shakespeare uses half-line breaks to intensify the drama of the moment, each "partner in crime" picking up the
rhythm of the other's speech:
M: My dearest love,
Duncan comes here tonight.
LM: And when goes hence?
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M: Tomorrow, as he purposes.
LM: Oh, never
Shall sun that morrow see!
Shakespeare uses the same technique immediately after the murder.
In the lines that follow, Lady Macbeth uses several significant metaphors of concealment: Macbeth's face is like
"a book, where men / May read strange matters" (63-64); then, in a brilliantly ironic reference to the Genesis
story, "Look like the innocent flower, / But be the serpent under it" (66-67). The apparent paradise promised by
the Witches is soon to become a hell. An important psychological point is also made: Lady Macbeth herself
does not hide her feelings in the same way that Macbeth does. She is not rapt in wonderment, simply practical.
The last line of the scene, "Leave all the rest to me," is quite modern in its tone. With this blunt and chilling
imperative, Lady Macbeth completes her transformation from woman to man. From now on, she plays on the
reversal of roles; she has adopted the role of "man of action," forcing her husband into the more passive role of
accomplice.
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Act One, Scene Six
Summary
King Duncan and his retinue arrive at Inverness. Various formal greetings are exchanged between the king and
Lady Macbeth, who, like a chameleon, now takes on the more typical role of perfect hostess.

Analysis
Duncan's speech on his arrival at Inverness is heavy with dramatic irony: Not only is the "seat" (the
surroundings) of the castle "pleasant," but even the air is sweeter than that to which the king is accustomed. The
presence of the martlet (a summer bird) serves to heighten the irony. As far as the king is concerned, the castle,
from the outside at least, appears to be a paradise. Contrast this picture of delight with the imagery of hell that
forms the substance of the Porter scene (Act II, Scene III).
The king's address to Lady Macbeth and her subsequent reply are full of the heightened language of formal
introduction: "God 'ild you," "We rest your hermits (your servants) ever." Of course, her elaborate greeting
contrasts her language of the previous scene and emphasizes her falsity.
The stage directions that frame this scene are full of the pomp and ceremony of a royal visit. To a musical
accompaniment, food and drink are transported from one side of the stage to the other. Although the audience
does not see the revelry on stage, Shakespeare intends us to understand that the king is to be well entertained.
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Act One, Scene Seven
Summary
Alone, Macbeth ponders the deed that he is about to perform. He is aware of the powerful reasons for
murdering the king, but is nagged by self-doubt arising from his fear of retribution both in heaven and on earth
and by his likely loss of reputation. However, any such fears are dismissed by his wife in the same practical
tone that she used in Act I. Her taunting of her husband's weakness, coupled with the efficiency of her own
plan, convince Macbeth that he should take on the "horrid deed."

Analysis
The imagery of Macbeth's soliloquy reveals the intentions he would like to achieve ("assassination," "success"),
but its construction shows the workings of a mind still very much in confusion. Notice the insistent repetition of
individual words — if, were, done, be, but, and here — each repeated two or three times within the first few
lines. Within the fluid construction of this soliloquy, words and sounds constantly attract and suggest each
other, giving the impression of a train of thought. All this begs the question of whether Macbeth, able to
rationalize and express his thoughts, is thereby revealed as an intelligent, poetic soul. And if that's the case,
does he appear more human, more or less capable of sinning, and, worrysome for the audience, more or less
capable of winning their sympathy?
It is the thought of something after death that puzzles Macbeth. Throughout the speech, his words recall those
of Shakespeare's earlier tragic hero, Hamlet. In paraphrase, Macbeth wonders whether the act of murder itself
must, by necessity, carry consequences in "the life to come" or whether judgment will await him in this life.
Macbeth is simultaneously aware of the duplicity and imbalance of the proposed murder (he is Duncan's
relative, subject, and host, yet he is to be his killer) and of the equality and balance of earthly and heavenly law:
"this even-handed Justice / Commends the ingredients of our poison'd chalice / To our own lips" (11-12).
Of further concern to Macbeth is the disparity between his own reputation and the world's perception of
Duncan as a good and virtuous king. The final section of the speech contains an apocalyptic vision in which he
imagines Duncan's virtue and pity proclaimed as if by angels and cherubim from a storm-filled sky. This doomladen vision, whose imagery (for example, "trumpet-tongued") reflects that of the biblical Day of Judgment,
gives way in turn to a nagging self-doubt. Whereas he pictures the angels and cherubim "horsed upon the
sightless couriers of the air," Macbeth admits that he himself has "no spur / to prick the sides of my intent but
only / Vaulting ambition which o'erleaps itself / And falls on the other [side]" (25-28).
Lady Macbeth must immediately detect Macbeth's self-doubt. When Macbeth admits to her that his golden
reputation might lose its "gloss," she sets out to strengthen his resolve by mocking his perceived weakness. Her
questions drive further the wedge between daring and doing, between courage and action, between desire and
fulfillment. To these, she adds a distinction between masculinity and femininity: In contrast to her own selfproclaimed manliness, she pours scorn upon her husband's lack of courage. She tells him he is "green," "a
coward," and that he resembles the proverbial "poor cat" who wanted the fish but would not get its paws wet.
Finally, and most damningly, she tells him that her own lack of pity would extend to murdering her own child
as it suckled at her breast. With this one terrifying example, she confirms that "the milk of human kindness" is
absent in her.
The next paragraph commences with a shift in tone — no less pragmatic but even more ruthlessly efficient —
as Lady Macbeth switches her attention to the details of the murder itself. Her plan to drug the guards with
alcohol is couched in metaphorical language derived from the ancient science of alchemy. The words "receipt,"
"fume," and "limbeck" specifically refer to this process, whose purpose was to turn base metal (such as lead)
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into gold. It is heavily ironic that, in the Macbeths' experiment, that which is gold — the king himself — will
become base and doubly ironic that Macbeth's golden reputation will be reduced to worthlessness.
Macbeth has been convinced. In words that uncannily recall his wife's, he now puts on the mantle of murderer:
the monosyllabic "False face must hide what the false heart doth know" has a certainty to it that completely
overturns his earlier vacillation.
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Act Two, Scene One
Summary
As Macbeth makes his way toward the king's bedchamber, he encounters Banquo with his son Fleance. Banquo
has been unable to sleep and explains to Macbeth that he has been dreaming of the weird sisters. After
arranging to meet again in order to discuss the matter, Banquo asserts his allegiance to the king and bids good
night to Macbeth. No sooner is Macbeth alone, than he has an extraordinary experience. Either in the heat of
the moment or through some supernatural visitation, he sees a ghostly dagger indicating the way to the Duncan.
Convinced that "there's no such thing," he climbs to the king's chamber.

Analysis
The opening dialogue sets the scene: It is past midnight, the moon has set, and the "candles" of heaven — the
stars — cannot be seen. Symbolically, the airy lightness that greeted Duncan's arrival at the castle in Act I has
completely vanished, to be replaced by brooding darkness.
In this opening scene of Act II, as in the later Porter scene, the audience feels momentarily suspended from the
action but in no way removed from the intensity of emotion as the innocent Banquo and his son pass the time of
night. The moment at which Banquo so very nearly draws his sword on a potential intruder (actually Macbeth)
is a master-stroke of dramatic irony: Banquo has no idea of what the audience knows.
The dagger speech (32-65) is, deservedly, one of the most celebrated in Shakespeare. Like "If it were
done" (Act I, Scene 7), this soliloquy is a fascinating piece of stage psychology. The structure of the lines
precisely echoes the swings from lucidity to mental disturbance that characterize Macbeth throughout the play.
There are three false alarms: "I see thee still . . . I see thee yet . . . I see thee still!" Between each of these alarms
comes a moment of respite in which Macbeth appeals to the world of the physical senses: "Art thou not . . .
sensible to feeling?" "Mine eyes are made the fools of the other senses," and "It is the bloody business which
informs thus to mine eyes."
Nevertheless, as in the earlier scene with his wife, Macbeth eventually capitulates. The urge to become king is
now strong in him. In his final lines, as he ascends to the king's chamber, he imagines himself as the
personification of Murder itself, stealthily making its way towards its victim. The change of tone to one of high
rhetoric and classical allusion (Hecate, Tarquin) may seem out of place, but not if we imagine Macbeth putting
on a "mask" of language in preparation for the murder. The distinction between word and deed in the last line is
an idea that occurs frequently in Shakespeare. What we say and what we do are frequently very different
matters. But in the final couplet, Macbeth seems to transfer his own doubts concerning the afterlife to Duncan:
Whether the king will go to heaven or hell is now an academic matter; ironically, for Macbeth himself, the
outcome is likely to be more certain.
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Act Two, Scene Two
Summary
Having drugged the guards of Duncan's chamber, Lady Macbeth now meets her husband in the lower courtyard
as he emerges from the king's room itself. Macbeth's conscience is clearly disturbed by what he has done, and
once more his wife criticizes his lack of firmness. The success of their plot is also in jeopardy because Macbeth
has brought the daggers with him. Lady Macbeth returns to the scene of the murder in order to place the
daggers and to smear the king's sleeping servants with blood, a deed that presents her with none of the horror
that now affects Macbeth. As the scene closes, we hear, with the Macbeths, a loud and persistent knocking at
the door.

Analysis
Lady Macbeth's opening words introduce a new level of emotional intensity. Fear of failure has been replaced
with fear of discovery, and even though she describes herself as drunk with boldness and on fire with passion,
she is just as easily alarmed as her husband is by the tiniest noises and movements. Her swift changes of
thought and speech foreshadow the language of her final lapse into madness in the sleepwalking scene (Act V,
Scene 1), when she relives these same moments.
Yet, despite all this, Lady Macbeth appears to be sufficiently hardened to the deed to be able to make several
horribly ironic comments, including the observation that she would have committed the murder herself, had she
not been put off the idea by the resemblance of the sleeping king to her own father. Note the similarity of this
line — by which she seems to excuse something lacking in herself — with her earlier taunt to Macbeth that she
would have dashed out the brains of her own child had she sworn to do so. The fact is that what Lady Macbeth
would do her husband has actually done. The total reversal of roles that she anticipated cannot now occur
because, despite his stricken conscience, Macbeth has done what she could never do.
The quick-fire dialogue and fragmented line structure in this part of the scene denote a sense of frightened
urgency in both characters. Macbeth's concern centers on two major areas. First, he believes he has "murder'd
sleep." Sleep, he argues, ought to bring physical calm in the same way that prayer soothes the spirit. But in his
case, the ability both to pray and to sleep has been cancelled. Macbeth is haunted by the knowledge that he will
never again rest easy in his own bed: "Glamis hath murdered sleep, and therefore Cawdor / Shall sleep no more,
Macbeth shall sleep no more!" (41-42). Lady Macbeth, refusing to accept such "brainsickly" thoughts, reminds
Macbeth of the familiar comparison that "the sleeping and the dead / Are but as pictures." Ironically, she is the
one who will be kept from sleeping by the picture of death long after it has left Macbeth's mind.
The second area of Macbeth's concern is the bloodiness of the deed and specifically the fact that his own hands
bear witness to the unnatural deed of murder. Again, for Lady Macbeth, blood is only like paint used to daub
the picture of death and can be easily washed off. But Macbeth is aware of the deep stain beneath the surface.
His capacity for recognizing the grand scale of his action, which foreshadows his later remark that he is "in
blood stepped in so far," is missing in Lady Macbeth.
At this point, the knocking begins. Like the beating of the heart in Edgar Allan Poe's short story "The Tell-Tale
Heart," the noise is partly the knocking of their consciences and partly an actual exterior knocking.
Symbolically, the knocking is the knocking of justice, or of vengeance.
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Act Two, Scene Three
Summary
The knocking continues, but the porter does not immediately open the door. Instead, he plays a game with
himself in which he imagines himself as the porter of hell and jokes about the kind of sinners he might let in.
Eventually, however, he opens the door to Lennox and Macduff, who have been commanded to call upon the
king to arrange the royal departure. It is early morning, and most of those in the castle are still asleep. One who
is not is Macbeth, and he directs Macduff to the king's chamber. Only a moment passes before the news breaks:
King Duncan has been murdered.

On hearing the terrible revelation, the Macbeths' acts are beyond suspicion, but Macbeth admits to having killed
the guards of the King's chamber — not part of the original plan — and Lady Macbeth faints. The assembled
thanes of Scotland resolve to avenge the act of treason. Duncan's sons, Malcolm and Donalbain, thinking
themselves open to the charge of murdering their father, plan to flee to England and Ireland.
Analysis
This busy scene begins with a moment of light comedy, which serves to heighten the suspense. The porter of
Macbeth's castle, drunk from the previous night's revels, complains that his job is worse than that of the porter
of hell. In a private game with the audience, he engages in a piece of stand-up comedy in which he imagines
himself as that beleaguered servant, opening and closing the gate on the damned. The first two examples he
uses (that of a farmer and an equivocator) have specific religious and historical connotations. A few months
before Macbeth was performed at court in front of the Protestant King James I, the infamous Gunpowder Plot
(the aim of which was to murder the English king) took place. The conspirators, including Guy Fawkes, may
have been encouraged by a Catholic convert called John Garnett, whose nickname was "farmer." The practice
of lying in court about one's religion by employing confusing or ambiguous language was known as
equivocation. Many examples of ambiguous language are heard throughout Macbeth, and of course the words
of the Witches themselves are not entirely clear. So the porter's examples are not entirely without significance,
even though they may be unintentional.
The humor continues when the porter unbolts the door to Macduff and Lennox and offers a series of bawdy
jokes, momentarily distracting the audience from the fact that Macbeth must at this very moment be washing
his hands of the blood of the previous scene. Then Macbeth enters, apparently at ease, to direct Macduff to the
king's room.
While Macduff goes to wake the king, Lennox remarks upon the extraordinary weather of the previous night.
His catalogue of unnatural events — high winds, screaming and wailing voices, the calling of birds, and
tremors in the earth — is apocalyptic in character and suggests a direct connection between the events of the
universe at large and the events within the castle. Macbeth's response — "@'Twas a rough night" — is so
anticlimactic as to provoke incredulity. Is Lennox's subsequent line — "My young remembrance cannot
parallel / A fellow to it" (64-65) — intended to be spoken with puzzlement at Macbeth's reaction?
At this moment, the dam breaks. Note that the literal truth of Macduff's announcement — "Our royal master's
murdered" — is preceded by several lines in which the murder is depicted in a figurative or metaphorical
fashion, almost as if Macduff dare not name the deed: "Murther hath broke ope / The Lord's anointed Temple,"
"destroy your sight / With a new Gorgon," and "see / The great doom's image!" It's interesting to compare these
lines of Macduff's, spoken in all innocence, with those of the all-too-guilty Macbeth, who also approaches the
matter metaphorically: "The wine of life is drawn . . . " and "The spring, the head, the fountain of your blood /
Is stopp'd . . . ."
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Excusing his own outburst of passion in killing the guards of the king's chamber, Macbeth explains that he
could not act otherwise when he saw the king: "Here lay Duncan, / His silver skin laced with his golden blood; /
And his gashed stabs looked like a breach in nature / For ruin's wasteful entrance" (113-116). That Macbeth
cannot refrain from the use of metaphor may be an indication that he, too, cannot bear to consider the bloody
truth. His words are at once highly poetic and, at the same time, enormously revealing of the deep ironies of
which Macbeth must be aware. Not only has he "murdered sleep," but he has destroyed the actual fabric of
nature.
For whatever reason — perhaps because Lady Macbeth thinks that Macbeth's powerfully rhetorical speech is
the precursor to an admission of their combined guilt — she suddenly faints. Certainly, as soon as she is carried
from the stage, the pace changes. There is no more time for speculation: Macbeth and the other thanes rapidly
swear to meet "in manly readiness" to avenge this act of "treasonous malice." Malcolm and Donalbain alone
remain to voice their understandable concerns: Their semi-proverbial sentences "To show an unfelt sorrow is an
office / Which the false man does easy" (138-139) and "Where we are / There's daggers in men's
smiles" (141-142) both uncomfortably recall the language of earlier scenes.
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Act Two, Scene Four
Summary
On his way from the castle, the Thane of Ross encounters an Old Man, who confirms the widespread reports of
disruption in the natural world. Macduff appears with fresh news that Duncan is buried, that his sons have fled,
and that the kingship has passed to Macbeth. The opening prophecies of the Witches have been completed.
Like the Witches, the Old Man is a traditional figure in many works of literature. In contrast to the Witches'
vision of what will be, the old man exemplifies the certainty of what has been: The notion of age, tradition and
natural continuity, as well as wisdom are all bound up in this single figure. In words that recall those of the
much younger Lennox in the previous scene, the old man describes how the world that he knows and trusts has
been turned on its head. All the named events are not simply natural disasters; they are reversals of the expected
natural order: Daylight has been replaced by night; a falcon (a bird of prey) has been killed by an owl, a much
smaller creature; and the horses of the king's stables are said to have eaten each other.
The entry of Macduff allows Shakespeare to consolidate the first half of the play and to confirm that Macbeth
has been named king and has already gone to Scone, the traditional place of coronation for Scottish kings, to be
crowned. The imagery of this scene acts partly as a bridge between the first half of the play and the second. It
recalls the first soliloquy of Lady Macbeth in Act I, Scene 5 ("Come, you Spirits"), and it foreshadows the
language at the end of Act III, Scenes 2 and 3, concerning the murder of Banquo. The subplot of this second
murder forms the basis of the whole of the next act.
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Act Three, Scene One
Summary
Banquo suspects Macbeth but gains comfort from the second part of the Witches' prediction — that his own
children will be kings. Having announced his intention to go riding with Fleance, Banquo is persuaded by the
Macbeths to return later that evening to their new palace at Forres for a special feast. However, Macbeth
realizes that the Witches' prophecy regarding Banquo represents a threat to his own position. Unable to endure
the thought of Banquo's descendants claiming his position, Macbeth summons two hired murderers and
confirms with them prior arrangements for the killing of Banquo and Fleance.

Analysis
Banquo's short soliloquy has two purposes: It reminds the audience of the details of the Witches' prophecy in
Act I, and it reveals his own suspicion that Macbeth is Duncan's murderer. Ironically, his tone also recalls the
ambitious tone of Macbeth in earlier scenes.
Macbeth and his wife make arrangements for the feast with all the confidence of their new rank. Note
particularly Macbeth's adoption of the royal "we," The use of the plural in place of the singular pronoun is a
traditional figure of speech by which the monarch expresses not only unity with his people but also his absolute
authority over them. Banquo, once equal in status with Macbeth, acknowledges Macbeth's new position by
addressing him throughout the scene as "my lord."
Other aspects of language confirm Macbeth's new status: strong verse rhythms, for example, appear in lines
such as "Here's our chief guest" and "Fail not our feast." Macbeth's apparent disregard for time — of which he
now has plenty — is clear in expressions such as "but we'll take tomorrow" and "But of that tomorrow." The
word "tomorrow," like "hereafter," is full of irony in Macbeth. Tomorrow should be full of hope for the future,
but the word comes back to haunt him later in the play. His use of the word here foreshadows the famous
"Tomorrow and tomorrow" speech in Act V.
Even with his new title and robes of office, Macbeth does not feel entirely at ease: The security of his kingship
rests partly on his own children's succession to the crown of Scotland. However, because he has no children of
his own, his treacherous act of regicide — the murder of a king — appears pointless and has been committed on
behalf of Banquo's promised successors. The soliloquy that Macbeth delivers is filled with the language of
contrast. His split with Banquo is emphasized by opposing pronouns: "They hailed him father to a line of
kings: / Upon my head they placed a fruitless crown, / And put a barren sceptre in my grip . . . " (60-62).
The line "To make them kings, the seed of Banquo kings!" (70) is almost incredulous, as if Macbeth is trying to
convince himself that the Witches could not possibly have spoken the truth. Whereas Banquo still trusts in the
fateful prophecy, Macbeth is all too ready to dismiss it. In Act I, Scene 2, the wounded captain reported that
Macbeth the warrior-hero was prepared to disdain Fortune. Now Macbeth the murderer goes one step further by
literally challenging Fate itself to a tournament (or "list"): "Rather than so, come, fate, into the list / And
champion me to the utterance" (71-72). Note that the verb "to champion" here has its original meaning: to fight
against, not for.

The entry of the hired murderers is a crucial element in the development of Macbeth's character. His use of
others to do his dirty work presents him as politically powerful but morally weak. Long gone are the days when
Macbeth would meet his enemy "front to front." Now he must commit murder with the seeming protection of
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distance — "something [distant] from the palace" (133). Shakespeare also contrasts ironically the murderers'
pragmatic reaction to the idea of murder with Macbeth's conscience-stricken one.
The dialogue of the first part of the scene reveals that Macbeth has met the murderers before. Both then and
now, he must convince them to work on his behalf. Whether true or not (we have no evidence), he kindles, or
re-kindles, in them, a hatred of Banquo: "Know that it was he . . . ," "This I made good to you in our last
conference," "Do you find your patience so predominant in your nature that you can let this go?" The tone of
these quotations is more than simply interrogative; Macbeth must ensure that the men are not persuaded by the
slightest moral scruple, the slightest sympathy for Banquo, to betray the plan. Such a reaction would be entirely
natural and human, but that humanity is precisely what Macbeth cannot now allow. Therefore, when the First
Murderer replies, "We are men, my liege," Macbeth cuts off his speech and, in a sequence of powerful
metaphors, reduces the humanity of these murderers to the level of beasts: "Ay, in the catalogue ye go for men, /
As hounds and greyhounds, mongrels, spaniels, curs / . . . and demi-wolves are clept [called] / All by the name
of dogs" (93-96).

Although Macbeth flatters the Murderers by suggesting that the business of Banquo's murder will elevate them
above the common rank, his ironic tone reveals that he thinks of them as little more than beasts. Doubly ironic,
then, is that this entire speech is admission to himself of his own inhumanity and imperfection: Macbeth
himself is acting like a "demi-wolf." The lines are triply ironic when we see that indeed the murderers are,
themselves, imperfect in carrying out his instructions for the "perfect" crime.
This notion of perfection is one that now comes to dominate Macbeth's thoughts. Banquo's death would make
Macbeth's "health . . . perfect"; and the crime must be committed at "the perfect'st spy of the time" (the exact
hour). Both of these quotations foreshadow Macbeth's line in Act III, Scene 4, when, hearing of the botched
attempt to kill Fleance, he remarks "I had else been perfect." The tragic assumption that one can commit a
perfect crime and escape the consequences is about to be tested.
As if to impress us with the connection between the killing of the king (the blame for which could, after all, be
laid at the door of Fate) and the killing of Banquo (blame for which most definitely cannot), the final couplet
("It is concluded: Banquo, they soul's flight, / If it find heaven, must find it out tonight") ironically recalls the
words spoken by Macbeth immediately prior to his killing of King Duncan: "Hear it not Duncan, for it is a
bell / That summons thee to Heaven, or to Hell."
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Act Three, Scene Two
Summary
This short scene allows the audience once more into the private thoughts of the murderous couple, while
holding the action momentarily in suspense. As the hired killers make their way toward Banquo, Macbeth and
his wife meet secretly. His wife attempts to soothe his troubled mind but ironically feels the same doubts
herself. Killing the king has provided them with many more difficulties than they first envisioned. To the
astonishment of his wife, Macbeth reveals his plan to murder Banquo.
Dramatically and poetically, this scene precisely mirrors Act I, Scene 5. Then, Duncan's death was being
plotted; now, the death is Banquo's (although Lady Macbeth is initially unaware of this). In the earlier murder,
Lady Macbeth was most in command; in this murder, Macbeth is. Where formerly Macbeth was the one who
needed convincing, now the weaker role passes to his wife. Macbeth's line "make our faces vizards (visors) to
our hearts" recalls Lady Macbeth's earlier words "[t]o beguile the time, look like the time." Similarly, Macbeth's
injunction to the spirits of darkness "Come, seeling night . . . " is an echo of the speech of Lady Macbeth's
beginning "Come, thick night . . . ."
Despite Macbeth's personal bravado, neither he nor his wife seems entirely at ease. Lady Macbeth talks of her
"doubtful joy" and Macbeth of his "restless ecstasy." In the world that the Macbeths have created for
themselves, total peace no longer exists, and what has been achieved is only a half-measure. Even the dead
King Duncan is able to achieve more totally what Macbeth never can: a respite from "life's fitful fever."
While Lady Macbeth appears to be looking back at the previous murder, Macbeth looks forward, anticipating
the next murder, of which Lady Macbeth is not yet fully aware. That distinction between their two states of
knowledge allows Shakespeare to play once more on the power relationship between husband and wife. Here,
then is yet another reversal of character, and it is shown in two major ways: first, by Lady Macbeth's innocentsounding questions and, second, by Macbeth's adoption of animal imagery. In Act I, Scene 5, Lady Macbeth
was the one who spoke of "the raven" and "the serpent." Now Macbeth takes on the same language of horror,
imagining his mind to be "full of scorpions," and speaking of the "bat" and the "shard-born (dung-bred) beetle."
The most powerful moments of the scene are the final ones in which Macbeth calls for the cancellation of the
bond between himself and the world. "Bond" is more than simply a simile from the world of legal jargon. Just
as Lady Macbeth earlier wanted to lose her sex, Macbeth now desires to be rid of his humanity. His direct
connection with the natural world into which he was born threatens to keep him "pale" or fearful. A final point
to make about these lines is the way in which the rhythmical stress falls unusually on the first syllable of the
word "cancel":
"And, with thy bloody and invisible hand
Cancel and tear to pieces that great bond . . . ." (49-50)
Metrically, as well as dramatically, Macbeth is moving inexorably toward his tragic destiny. Meanwhile his
wife, once so calm and collected, is losing that composure. Macbeth's line "Thou marvell'st at my words"
suggests, like a stage direction, some moving response in her.
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Act Three, Scene Three
Summary
The hired murderers meet as arranged. On hearing approaching horses, a signal is given, and Banquo and his
son Fleance are attacked. The murderers' lantern is accidentally extinguished, and the job is left half-done:
Although Banquo is killed, Fleance escapes.

Analysis
Appropriately, this scene takes place in the dark; the murderers carry lanterns and fail in their duty only when
the light is accidentally knocked out and the entire stage is plunged in blackness. But this moment is also highly
symbolic, foreshadowed at the end of Act II, when Ross remarks to the old man "By the clock 'tis day; / And yet
dark night strangles the travelling lamp." In Macbeth, the forces of darkness seem constantly at odds with those
of light.
In contrast to the dark, grisly nature of their job, the murderers' poetic speech is also comparatively light,
particularly in the depiction of a traveler reaching the inn at sunset: "The west yet glimmers with some streaks
of day; / Now spurs the lated traveller apace / To gain the timely inn" (5-7). One function of such poetry is to
contrast the nature of word and deed. We have seen the same hypocrisy in Macbeth himself; he, too, is capable
of poetry as well as murder.
Another function is to remind the audience of the existence of natural order and the possibility of salvation. In
an ideal world, a belated traveler may hope to find "timely" accommodation, however late the hour. But in a
world where the natural order of things has been inverted and in which light is extinguished, as it is
symbolically in this scene, that hope is also extinguished. Banquo is riding not toward hospitable welcome but
toward his own extinction.
The escape of Fleance is the turning point or peripeteia in Macbeth's tragedy. Banquo's dying words, ordering
Fleance to "revenge," remind the audience of the Witches' prophecy to Banquo: that he will be father to a line
of kings, even though he himself will not attain the throne.
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Act Three, Scene Four
Summary
At Forres, Macbeth and his wife welcome the thanes of Scotland to the banquet. Immediately prior to the feast,
one of the murderers appears at a side door and reveals to Macbeth the truth about the mission: their success in
the killing of Banquo and their failure to murder Fleance. Macbeth recomposes himself and returns to the table.
As he raises a toast to his absent friend, he imagines he sees the ghost of Banquo. As with the ethereal dagger,
the ghost of Banquo appears to come and go, propelling Macbeth into alternating fits of courage and despair.
Lady Macbeth invites the thanes to depart and, once alone, tries one last time to soothe her husband. But
Macbeth's paranoid mind is already on to the next murder, that of Macduff. To ascertain his future with greater
certainty, he makes clear his intention to visit the Weird Sisters once more.

Analysis
Macbeth's words and phrases to the thanes, such as "You know your own degrees" and "Both sides are even:
here I'll sit i'th'midst" suggest a renewal of order and symmetry in Scotland, yet the audience knows that this is
not the case. Both sides are not even, because Banquo is missing. Degree, or rank order, has been effectively
perverted by Macbeth by his killing of the king and his usurpation of the throne. As in Act I, Scene 6, Lady
Macbeth's words of introduction disguise her true feelings. Once again, the Macbeths act with suspicious
confidence. This confidence is about to desert Macbeth, however, as his dark secret comes back to greet him in
the form of the First Murderer.
At first, Macbeth is pleased with the murderer, telling him he is "the best," "the nonpareil" (without equal);
moreover, Macbeth's own supposed invincibility is shown when he says that he feels "as broad and general as
the casing air," but on hearing the unwelcome news that Fleance escaped his treachery, Macbeth's language
abruptly changes: "But now I am cabin'd, cribbed, confin'd, bound in / To saucy doubts and fears" (25-26). The
alliteration of the hard c sounds reveals Macbeth's sense of constraint, in contrast to the freedom which he
claims to have enjoyed previously.
The imagery of confinement and constraint plays an increasing part in his language from now on. For example,
these words foreshadow the point in Act V, Scene 7 when, recognizing that he is physically trapped by the
advancing English army, Macbeth cries out, "They have tied me to a stake, I cannot fly" (flee). Now, though,
something altogether more terrifying holds him down and prevents him from moving: In the very place
reserved for him at the table, Macbeth sees, or thinks he sees, the spirit of the assassinated Banquo.
The rich banquet, a symbol of great orderliness and generosity, now becomes a hellish parody of itself. Instead
of Macbeth sitting "in the midst," dispensing his largesse as he would wish, his throne has been usurped by the
bloody apparition of his former friend. Macbeth's language reflects this change. The ghost, so hideous that it
would "appall the devil," appears to have risen from a grave or a "charnel-house." Macbeth cannot understand
why what is dead should "be alive again," when its bones should "be marrowless" and its blood "cold." Finally,
he challenges the all-too-real apparition to "dare me to the desert with thy sword."
In contrast to the urgent horror of Macbeth's addresses to the gruesome apparition are moments of comparative
calm. Each time the ghost vanishes, Macbeth's relief is recorded in softer, more lyrical expression: "Can such
things be / And overcome us like a summer's cloud, / Without our special wonder?" (112-114). Indeed, the
entire structure of this scene shows a man swinging from one state of mind to another, recalling the structure of
the earlier dagger speech. Three times Macbeth sees the ghost, and three times he appears to recover his senses.
This alternating structure adds strongly to the impression of Macbeth's loss of control.
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Lady Macbeth, on the other hand, remains constant in her judgement. Unlike Macbeth, she cannot see the
ghost, and her tone is typically pragmatic and down-to-earth: "When all's done, / You look but on a stool." She
appears to want to calm his rages, but anger simmers beneath her conciliatory words. Once more she upbraids
her husband for his apparent lack of manhood. A specific parallel with the murder scene occurs when Macbeth
accuses his wife of being able to "keep the natural ruby of your cheeks, / When mine is blanched (whitened)
with fear" (116-117). Here, the words "ruby" and "blanched" clearly recall the distinction that Lady Macbeth
made between the "red" hands of murder and the "white" heart of a coward (II: 2, 64).
With the departure of the guests, Macbeth appears to regain some of his earlier self-confidence. He announces
his decision to visit the Weird Sisters once more, this time of his own accord. His language in this coda to the
banquet scene is mysterious and prophetic: The short scene is dominated by the repeated word "blood" and by
the idea that a tide of murder has now been initiated which Macbeth is powerless to stop.
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Act Three, Scene Five
Summary
Hecate, the classical goddess of the lower world who represents the spirit of ancient witchcraft, calls the weird
sisters to her to complain that her own part in Macbeth's downfall has been overlooked and that she now wishes
personally to make his downfall complete. The scene is unnecessary to understanding the play and was
probably not written by Shakespeare.

Analysis
Hecate's supernatural spite is intended to echo that of the human dimension. She is a vindictive female spirit,
whose forceful instructions to the Witches reflect the language of Lady Macbeth to her husband. Although
unnecessary dramatically, the scene reinforces the philosophical question: Is Macbeth entirely to blame for his
own downfall? In Hecate's opinion, he is. She tells the Witches that Macbeth "loves for his own ends" and
prophesies that Macbeth "shall spurn Fate," recalling the words "disdaining Fortune" from Act I. Without this
line of argument, it would be easier to suggest that Macbeth is powerless to control his own destiny.
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Act Three, Scene Six
Summary
Meeting with a rebel lord, Lennox reveals his doubts concerning Macbeth. His argument is that those who
might be immediately suspected of murdering their kinsmen are less likely to have done so than Macbeth, who
had killed the guards of Duncan's chamber so hastily. Although Lennox is prepared to accept Macbeth's actions,
he cannot help feeling deeply suspicious of him. The other lord reveals to Lennox that Macduff has fled from
Scotland to join forces with Malcolm in England. Moreover, they have requested help from England's King
Edward the Confessor. Both Lennox and the other lord pray that God's vengeance may swiftly fall on the
tyrannical Macbeth and that Scotland may return to peace once more.

Analysis
Some of the language of this scene is difficult. Its lines are full of pauses, half-spoken thoughts, and fragments
of reported speech. Its function is twofold: first to convince the audience of Lennox's real thoughts about
Macbeth. Even though Lennox appears loyal to Macbeth at the end of Act IV, Scene 1, here he divulges his
concerns in lines such as "Men must not walk too late" and, more directly, the phrase "the tyrant's feast."
The primary function of the other lord is to confirm the news of Macduff's flight to England and to introduce
the names of other rebel leaders, Northumberland and Siward, who will combine against Macbeth in the final
act. But his words "That . . . we may again / Give to our tables meat, sleep to our nights" (32-34) also recall,
ironically, the words of Macbeth to his wife in Act III, Scene 2: "But let the frame of things disjoint . . . / Ere we
will eat our meal in fear, and sleep / In the affliction of these terrible dreams."
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Act Four, Scene One
Summary
Macbeth returns to the Weird Sisters and boldly demands to be shown a series of apparitions that tell his future.
The first apparition is the disembodied head of a warrior who seems to warn Macbeth of a bloody revenge at
the hands of Macduff. The second is a blood-covered child who comforts Macbeth with the news that he cannot
be killed by any man "of woman born." The third is a child wearing a crown, who promises that Macbeth
cannot lose in battle until Birnam wood physically moves toward his stronghold at Dunsinane.
Encouraged by the news of such impossibilities, Macbeth asks, "Shall Banquo's issue ever reign in this
kingdom?" The Witches present an image of a ghostly procession of future kings, led by Banquo. All this serves
only to enrage Macbeth, who, trusting in his own pride, reveals in an aside to the audience his determination to
slaughter the family of Macduff.
Analysis
This scene can be roughly divided into three: the Witches' casting of a spell; the supernatural answers to
Macbeth's demands; and Macbeth's return to the cold world of political and social reality. The scene's structure
deliberately recalls the opening scenes of the play. Once more, Macbeth's destiny is in question. Once more, he
receives three prophecies. Once more, he is left on his own to decide how best to interpret those prophecies.
And once more he fails to understand that Fate is inevitable, however he chooses to act.
The Witches' charm is fantastic: Its ingredients, thrown into a bubbling cauldron, are all poisonous. Moreover,
these ingredients are all the entrails or body parts of loathed animals or human beings, which, taken together,
can be interpreted as making a complete monster: tongue, leg, liver, lips, scales, teeth, and so on. The strong
implication is that Macbeth himself is no longer a complete human being; he himself has become a half-man,
half-monster, a kind of chimera.
Macbeth arrives at the Witches' lair with extraordinary boldness, knocking at the entrance in a way that
ironically recalls the entry of Macduff into Macbeth's castle in Act II, Scene 3. When he "conjures" the Witches
to answer him, his language is uncompromising: He matches their power with a powerful curse of his own,
demanding to have an answer even if it requires the unleashing of all the elements of air, water, and earth; even
if all the universe — natural or manmade — "tumble" into ruin. His most defiant act, by far, is to desire to hear
the prophecy of his future not from the Witches, who are themselves only "mediums" of the supernatural, but
from their "masters," that is, the controlling Fates.
Macbeth's demand is answered by a sequence of apparitions. Unlike the dagger and Banquo's ghost, these
supernatural visions cannot be simply the workings of Macbeth's "heat-oppress'd brain." They are definitely
summoned by the Witches. Once again, the audience is required to assess the extent to which Macbeth is
responsible for his own actions. What is certain is Macbeth's response to each prophetic apparition: He appears
to be super-confident, even flippant, in his replies. There is little fear or respect, for example, in his reply to the
First Apparition: "Whate'er thou art, for thy good caution, thanks." And his punning reply to the Second
Apparition's "Macbeth, Macbeth, Macbeth" — "Had I three ears, I'd hear thee" — displays a comic arrogance.
Apart from the first, all the apparitions, including the fourth and final one of a procession of future kings,
contain children. The juxtaposition of children (pictures of innocence) and images of death, warfare, and blood,
is dramatic and terrifying, but especially so for Macbeth: For a man who has no offspring, the image of children
can only fill him with hatred and loathing.
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Having rejected as impossible the second two prophecies, Macbeth asks for one last favor. The result appalls
him, drawing all strength from him and reducing his earlier courage. The children who appear in this procession
are the children of Fleance. The reflected light of their golden crowns "does sear (cut into) mine eye-balls" and
causes his eyes to jump from their sockets. The climax to Macbeth's reaction occurs in the line "What! will the
line (of inheritance) stretch out to the crack of doom?" in which he finally realizes the possibility of an entirely
Macbethless future.
In a scene rich with special effects — thunder, ghosts and (possibly flying) Witches — Shakespeare adds a final
visual stroke: The eighth child-king carries a mirror that reflects the faces of many more such kings. The effect
of infinite regression can be achieved by looking at a mirror while holding a smaller mirror in your hand in
which the reflection is reflected.
The Witches confirm the inevitability of what Macbeth has seen: "Ay sir, all this is so." There can be no
equivocation, no argument, with Fate.
Emerging into the cold light of day, Macbeth seems immediately to forget the final prophecy, as he returns to
the practicalities of what is increasingly a battle for his own political survival. On being informed that Macduff
has fled to England, he announces his intention to wreak a terrible revenge on Macduff's wife and children.
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Act Four, Scene Two
Summary
In Macduff's castle in Fife, Lady Macduff comforts and is comforted by her young son, who displays a courage
beyond his years when confronted with the possibility that his father has turned traitor. Although warned by the
Thane of Ross to escape before it is too late, Lady Macduff is encountered by Macbeth's henchmen, who
brutally kill first her child and (as the audience learns in the following scene) her.

Analysis
This scene and the next should be considered together, for both deal with the question of treachery and loyalty,
and both consider the nature of genuine courage, as opposed to the arrogant bravado of Macbeth.
Here is a woman apparently abandoned by her husband. She has been left to fend for her children like a mother
bird in the nest. Even the tiny wren would show more spirited defense of her own family against a predator than
Macduff has done, she argues. Her conclusion can be only that her husband "wants the natural touch" — that is,
he lacks human kindness. It's interesting to hear in this phrase an ironic echo of the words of Lady Macbeth,
who accused her husband of having precisely too much of "the milk of human kindness."
Ross' speech diverts Lady Macduff's justifiable anger away from her husband, whom he calls "noble, wise,
judicious," toward the cruelty of the circumstances in which the country as a whole finds itself. The terror of
Macbeth's Scotland is that no one can be sure of another's loyalty or treachery "when we are traitors, / And do
not know ourselves; when we hold rumour / From what we fear, yet know not what we fear" (18-20).
Left on their own, Lady Macduff and her son converse further on the subject of her husband's loyalty. To her,
Macduff has acted dishonestly, but her son, however naïve his view of the world, comforts her by his practical
statement that the world is full of dishonest men. The entry of another messenger increases the urgency of the
scene. Left on her own once more, Lady Macduff reflects, as Ross did, on the unpredictability and topsy-turvy
nature of human society where "to do harm" is praiseworthy and to do good is dangerous.
The audience should not be surprised, given the direct and courageous speech of the young boy in his
conversation with his mother, at the spirited defense he puts up against the murderers. His words ("Thou liest,
thou shag-haired villain") foreshadow those of the brave Young Siward to Macbeth in Act V, Scene 7 ("Thou
liest, abhorred tyrant") and remind us of the indomitable spirit of honor and justice that must ultimately prevail.

34

Act Four, Scene Three
Summary
In England, Duncan's son Malcolm tests the loyalty of his newest recruit, Macduff. By demeaning his own
nobility and professing himself to be a greater tyrant than Macbeth, Malcolm hopes to goad Macduff into an
open display of his loyalties. This attempt at reverse psychology has its desired effect. Macduff is thrown into a
fit of anger against the "untitled tyrant" Macbeth, and Malcolm enlists his help in the struggle. When Ross
appears with news of the slaughter of Macduff's family, Macduff is finally convinced not only to engage in the
rebel army but also to take personal revenge upon Macbeth. This scene also includes a passage in which it is
reported that England's king, Edward the Confessor, has provided more than political aid to Malcolm; he has
been healing the sick by supernatural means.

Analysis
This scene develops further the important issues of loyalty and courage found in the preceding scene, and it is
structured in two halves: the first concerns the testing of Macduff's loyalty by Malcolm; the second evokes the
great passion of Macduff in the face of terrible grief and his sworn revenge on Macbeth.
It is helpful to think of this scene as a job interview. Malcolm begins by suggesting that Macduff may be
prepared to betray him as "a sacrifice" to his previous leader, Macbeth. Macduff passes this stage of the
interview by boldly announcing, "I am not treacherous." Still, Malcolm persists: Men may look as bright as
angels on the outside but still harbor secret feelings within. Why, he asks, did Macduff desert his wife and
children? At this point, Macduff nearly fails the test: He cannot believe that Malcolm is so short-sighted not to
realize that his interests lie in defending not only his family but the whole nation of Scotland.
As in Ross' speech in Act IV, Scene 2, the context of this entire scene has been set in terms of the country as a
whole: Macduff explains to Malcolm that "Each new morn . . . new sorrows / Strike heaven on the face, that it
resounds / As if it felt with Scotland"(4-7). Later, Macduff cries out "O Scotland, Scotland . . . O nation
miserable!" Macbeth's motivation in murdering Duncan may have been personal, but its effects have become
very much public.
Malcolm's next move is a daring piece of reverse psychology: He claims that as a future king, he himself will
be even more malicious and barbarous than Macbeth. To understand this scene, the audience must be aware
from the start that Malcolm is lying when he suggests that he possesses no virtues, no nobility, no honor, and no
qualities of kingship.
Macduff's response to this suggestion is at first cautious. His speech beginning with the words "Boundless
intemperance in nature is a tyranny . . . " has a diplomatic tone. Macduff argues, probably against his better
judgment, that certain human sins are forgivable, even in a king. Even avarice, the sinful desire for wealth, is
"portable" when balanced against the good qualities of kingship. "But I have none," replies Malcolm, listing
exactly those qualities which he does have and which, of course, Macbeth lacks. At this point, Macduff snaps.
He cannot endure the thought that the country might have to undergo another reign even more vicious than
Macbeth's. Seeing Macduff's clearly emotional response, Malcolm relents, revealing as fake the self-portrait he
has previously given.
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Act Five, Scene One
Summary
Lady Macbeth has gone mad. Like her husband, she cannot find any rest, but she is suffering more clearly from
a psychological disorder that causes her, as she sleepwalks, to recall fragments of the events of the murders of
Duncan, Banquo, and Lady Macduff. These incriminating words are overheard by the Doctor and a lady-inwaiting.

Analysis
The staging of this scene is made clear by the first ten lines of the scene. The gentlewoman's description of how
Lady Macbeth has sleepwalked in the past acts as a stage direction for the actress playing Lady Macbeth. Her
agitated reading of a letter is of course a visual reminder of her reading of the fateful letter in Act I, Scene 5.
More than this, Lady Macbeth is seen to rub her hands in a washing action that recalls her line "A little water
clears us of this deed" in Act II, Scene 2. If these words are not enough to arouse the Doctor's suspicions, those
that follow must suggest to him not only that she is suffering but also the reason for that suffering.
Lady Macbeth's speech has become fragmented and broken by an enormous emotional pressure: the suave
hostess and cool, domineering wife has been reduced to a gibbering creature whose speech (almost) signifies
nothing. There are no logical connections between her memories or her sentences, and indeed, the devastation
of her mind is so complete that she cannot recall events in their correct order. For example, "Out damned spot"
is followed by "The Thane of Fife had a wife," referring to Lady Macduff. Later we hear the line "Banquo's
buried: he cannot come out on's grave," and finally she believes she hears Macduff knocking at the gate. It is as
though all the individual murders have coalesced into one seamless pageant of blood. Perhaps the most ironic
line is the one which near-perfectly echoes an earlier line of Macbeth's. When Lady Macbeth cries "all the
perfumes of Arabia will not sweeten this little hand," we must not forget that she was not on stage to hear her
husband's "Will all great Neptune's ocean wash this blood / Clean from my hand?" (Act II, Scene 2).
Lady Macbeth's line "What's done cannot be undone" not only reverses her earlier argument to her husband
"what's done is done" (Act III, Scene 2); it also recalls the words of the general confession from the Prayer
Book: "We have done those things which we ought not to have done, and there is no health in us." The Doctor
agrees: In his opinion, Lady Macbeth needs a "divine," — a priest — more than a doctor, reminding the
audience of Macbeth's earliest doubts when he argues with himself before the murder of Duncan, "If it were
done when 'tis done . . . we'd jump the life to come" (I:7,1-6).
Now, though, the promise of salvation has been all but abandoned. "Hell is murky," says Lady Macbeth, and
that spiritual darkness is echoed by the fact that the scene is played entirely in the dark, with the exception of
one candle, which Lady Macbeth insists on having next to her. She may be sleepless, but it is her soul's rest that
really concerns her.
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Act Five, Scene Two
Summary
Four lords of Scotland — Lennox, Menteth, Angus, and Caithness — resolve to join Malcolm and the English
forces, who have by now marched into Scotland and are encamped at Birnam Wood, not far from Macbeth's
stronghold at Dunsinane.
This short scene develops the drama of the preparation for battle. In language that recalls that of Act III, Scene
6 and Act IV, Scene 3, the characters remind the audience of the various military alliances between Malcolm,
England, and the rebel Scots. In this sense, the scene is simply a plot-filler, but there are three points to note:
First, the audience is introduced once more to the fateful name of Birnam Wood, which the Third Apparition in
Act IV, Scene 1 prophesied to be the downfall of Macbeth.
Second, Caithness' portrait of Macbeth comes close to the description of a warrior-hero given by the Captain in
Act I, Scene 2, especially in the phrase "valiant fury," but now the anger is not righteous: It arises from a
"distemper'd cause" which Macbeth can no longer "buckle . . . within the belt of rule." Again, in another
metaphor of clothing, Caithness adds that Macbeth's royal title "Hangs loose about him, like a giant's robe upon
a dwarfish thief." (It is likely that nearly three centuries later, Robert Louis Stevenson was thinking of this line
when he described the malicious dwarf Edward Hyde wearing the outsize clothes of the respectable Mr. Jekyll.)
In Act I, Scene 3, Banquo talked of Macbeth's honors as "strange garments" which "cleave" (conform) to the
shape of the body only by constant use. The metaphor is exact: Macbeth's title no longer fits him.
Third, the tone of the rebel Scots is one of uncompromising courage. Once more Scotland is described as a sick
patient, the only cure for which is "each drop" of their own blood spilled in their country's defense.
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Act Five, Scene Three
Summary
Macbeth dismisses reports of invasion by trusting to the prophecies of the apparitions, which seemed to
promise him invincibility in battle. When a servant enters to announce the approach of a huge army, Macbeth
appears momentarily to lose courage and then angrily spurns his servant and orders his armor to be put on. The
Doctor, whose news concerning Lady Macbeth is just as grim, is treated with similar contempt.
Analysis
Macbeth's tone is typically brazen. The reports he has heard can have no consequence, given the prophecies of
the three apparitions of Act IV, Scene 1. Throughout this scene, any doubts he may have are quelled by his bold
imperatives: "Bring me no more reports," "Fly, false thanes," and more. We see a man completely self-assured,
a "confident tyrant," as Siward calls him in the subsequent scene. These angry words do much to assert his own
manhood, in contrast to the cowardice he perceives in others — not only his servant, whom he calls "creamfaced" and "lily-livered," but also the rebel soldiers, whom he insultingly refers to as "epicures" (that is, selfindulgent and lazy).
In the dialogue with the servant, Macbeth orders him to "prick his cheeks" in order to "put colour" back in his
face, an ironic reminder of the earlier color symbolism when Macbeth was accused by his wife of having a
white heart, as opposed to her own red hands. Another imperative — "Give me my armour" — has to be
repeated when Macbeth's armourer, Seyton, initially refuses to do so. Similarly, when the Doctor confesses that
he has been unable to cure Lady Macbeth's madness, Macbeth mocks his ability, challenging him to "Throw
physic (medicine) to the dogs."
But there is also another Macbeth, who admits to being "sick at heart" and who feels he has entered the season
of the "yellow leaf," that is, literally, the fall of his own reputation; and who, in a further moment of selfrealization, recognizes the sickness of his own land: "If thou could'st, Doctor, cast / The water of my land, find
her disease, / And purge it to a sound and pristine health / I would applaud thee to the very echo / That should
applaud again" (50-54).
Earlier, referring to his wife's sickness, Macbeth has questioned the doctor's ability to remove from her those
thoughts and feelings "Which weigh upon the heart." The Doctor's response: "Therein the patient must minister
to himself" is particularly interesting. Where we expect "herself," Shakespeare instead uses the masculine
pronoun, referring to a patient of either sex, particularly in proverbial statements such as this one. The
suggestion is that Macbeth, too, must find the cure to his own disease. Macbeth's military preparation, which
the Doctor says he has heard about, is unlikely to be any more effective than a medicinal preparation or remedy
which he might prescribe for the sick nation of Scotland.
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Act Five, Scene Four
Summary
The English and rebel Scottish armies, under the leadership of Malcolm, meet at Birnam Wood. With military
foresight, Malcolm orders each soldier to cut a branch and carry it in front of him as camouflage "to shadow the
numbers of our host" — that is, to conceal the actual size of the advancing army.

Analysis
Malcolm's hope "That chambers (bedrooms) will be safe" in the future recalls both the location of King
Duncan's murder and the motif of sleeplessness that runs through the play. Menteth's assured response — "We
doubt it nothing" — is in heavy contrast to the "saucy doubts and fears" that have shaken Macbeth since even
before the killing of Duncan and which will return to haunt him in subsequent scenes.
The order to each soldier to "hew . . . down a bough" as a leafy camouflage is taken direct from Holinshed's
Chronicles; the aim is not to hide the advancing army but to confuse Macbeth as to the exact number of
soldiers. Although Malcolm does not know it, his trick will not only fulfil the second of the prophecies of Act
IV, Scene 1, but it will also play upon exactly the equivocation that has troubled Macbeth's mind since he first
remarked (in Act I, Scene 3) that "nothing is but what is not."
In both Act V, Scene 2 and here, Macbeth's command over his few remaining followers is said to be based on
constraint, not loyalty. His heartlessness is thus contrasted with the genuine feelings of loyalty which, it is
implied, are felt towards Malcolm. In Act IV, Scene 3, Malcolm announced that Macbeth, like a rotten fruit,
was "ripe for shaking"; now, according to Siward, "The time approaches," and in a final couplet adds "Thoughts
speculative their unsure hopes relate / But certain issue strokes must arbitrate . . . " (19-20). Once more, the
impression is that the time for guesswork is over; certainty, and the assurance of goodness, must inevitably
triumph over Macbeth's lack of it.
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Act Five, Scene Five
Summary
Now fully armed, Macbeth confidently turns all his scorn on the advancing armies, only to find his brave
rhetoric interrupted by an offstage shriek. The queen is dead — whether by her own hand is not made clear —
and Macbeth is left to contemplate a lonely future of endless tomorrows "signifying nothing." Yet another blow
comes with the announcement that Birnam Wood appears to have uprooted itself and is even now advancing
towards Dunsinane. Again Macbeth recalls the prophecies of Act IV, sure of, but still wishing to deny, their
powerful truth.

Analysis
This scene, like Scene 3, starts with a bold imperative: "Hang out our banners on the outward walls." Macbeth's
speech is warlike and defiant, his strength mirrored in that of the castle and men who surround him; his curse
on the enemy vivid and graphic in its use of metaphor: "Here let them lie / Till famine and the ague (disease)
eat them up . . . " (3-5). But the curse is empty rhetoric: In his play Troilus and Cressida, written two or three
years earlier, Shakespeare had written that man's ambitious appetite for power, once it has preyed on everything
in its path, can eat up only itself. Power-seeking tyrants tend toward self-destruction; if this curse falls on
anyone, it's likely to be the curser.
At this point, Macbeth hears a heart-stopping scream. While a servant is dispatched to find the cause, Macbeth
confesses in a brief soliloquy that such noises no longer have the power to frighten him. The audience recalls
other noises: the owl-shriek that Lady Macbeth heard during Duncan's murder; the voice that Macbeth heard
crying "Macbeth shall sleep no more!" and the fateful knocking at the door, all in Act II, Scene 2. But in a
phrase that calls to mind the banquet scene (Act III, Scene 4), Macbeth admits that he has "supp'd full with
horrors" and that his familiarity with slaughter means that such sounds can no longer amaze him.
The report of Lady Macbeth's death perhaps comes as no surprise, either to Macbeth or to Shakespeare's
audience. The word "hereafter" recalls the "hereafter" of the Witches' first prophecy; their "hereafter" was the
future that Macbeth was to inherit as king. But the word also refers, ironically, to the heavenly "hereafter,"
which Macbeth seems intent on denying for himself. In the hands of a sensitive actor or director, this exact
word is what triggers the poetic outpouring on the nature of Time, which follows it.
The famous lines "Tomorrow and tomorrow and tomorrow" have a resigned, almost wistful tone to them,
occasioned not only by the death of his wife but also by Macbeth's entire loss of purpose. Although there is
perhaps an underlying bitterness at lost opportunity in the words "petty," "fools," "frets" and "idiot," for a man
who has received such desperate news, this is not a desperate speech. In fact, compared with some of Macbeth's
earlier "set pieces," its rhetoric is controlled, its metaphors precise: Time is like a path to "dusty death," and our
lives are as "brief" as a candle. We are like shadows, or actors, on the stage of life. Again, the question occurs,
as it did in Act I, Scene 7: How can a man who is capable of such poetic thought act as he does?
Macbeth's musings on this topic are cut dead by still another message, which reports what the audience already
knows, the fulfillment of the second prophecy, the movement of the woods. Once again, Macbeth's response is
both angry and reflective: "I . . . begin to doubt th'equivocation of the fiend — / That lies like truth . . .
" (42-44).
To the servant, he must hotly deny the truth he has been told — to keep his public appearance and satisfy his
own doubt — but he must also secretly accept the truth of the prophecy, even if logic persuades him that a
moving wood is a lie. It is an understandably human reaction to such a paradoxical problem that Macbeth
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admits that he is literally stuck — "There is no flying hence, nor tarrying here" (48) — or, in his words from
Act III, Scene 4, "Returning were as tedious as go o'er." On a psychological as well as a military level, Macbeth
can neither move forward nor backward, neither advance nor retreat.
In this case, and with his gaze firmly fixed on the universe as a whole, Macbeth can only call, like King Lear,
on the elements themselves: "Come wind, blow wrack!" he cries. It is the bold cry of a hopeless man.
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Act Five, Scene Six
Summary
Malcolm and his troops have reached Dunsinane under the "leafy screens" of the branches, thus fulfilling the
prophecy of the apparitions: Birnam wood has come to Dunsinane.

Analysis
The strong sense of movement and of impending threat is generated throughout Act V by the swift alternation
of scenes. This, the briefest of all the scenes, at a mere ten lines in length, enables the audience to follow the
advancing forces of Malcolm and England virtually to the walls of Dunsinane castle.
Two lines are worth commenting on: First, Malcolm announces that Siward, his "worthy uncle" shall lead the
first battle, while Macduff and he complete the encounter "According to our order." The phrasing of this, with
the implication that Siward is to be revered for his age and experience, establishes very strongly the idea of
propriety and orderliness in Malcolm's army, in contrast with the comparative lawlessness and lovelessness of
Macbeth's regime.
The second point occurs in the stirring final couplet, in which the trumpets sounding the advance are referred to
as "harbingers of blood and death"; a harbinger is a sign of what is to come, a precursor of Destiny or Fate.
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Act five, Scene Seven
Summary
In a scene that foreshadows the final destruction of a tyrant in single combat, Macbeth is challenged by the
courageous son of Siward. Immediately afterwards, Macduff is seen eagerly seeking out the man who was
responsible for the murder of his family. Lastly, it is announced that Macbeth's forces have surrendered
Dunsinane castle. But the business is not yet finished.

Analysis
The image of paralysis that ended Scene 5 is picked up immediately in Macbeth's image of himself as a baited
bear. He is like a captured wild animal, furious yet unable to move: "They have tied me to a stake: I cannot fly."
All he can do is to await his destiny. When a single figure enters, Macbeth must wonder, half-doubtful, whether
his nemesis has arrived in the form of young Siward. The fight itself is preceded by a combat of words in which
Siward appropriately taunts Macbeth with the words "devil" and "lie," words that have particular significance
for his opponent. Macbeth's replies spur Siward into courageous but futile action. Before his exit, Macbeth
gloats over the corpse of his assailant, with one final mockery: "Thou wast born of woman."
With ironic timing, the man who was not born of woman now takes Siward's place on the battlefield stage. The
darkly vengeful figure of Macduff speaks of his obligation to the souls of his dead family: Revenge must be his
and his alone if he is to escape his personal feelings of guilt at having abandoned his family.
Describing the surrender of Macbeth's castle, Old Siward (who at this point is ignorant of the heroic selfsacrifice of his son) explains that Macbeth's troops surrendered the castle with little resistance — "gently."
Perhaps the audience recalls the "gentle" King Duncan, who, on his fateful visit to Macbeth's castle at Inverness
in Act I, Scene 6, commented on the sweet air which surrounded it. Here, we feel that a weight has been lifted:
the air will shortly "smell wooingly" once more.
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Act Five, Scene Eight
Summary
On another part of the battlefield, Macbeth and Macduff finally come face to face. Words, then sword thrusts
are exchanged, and Macbeth, the bloody and tyrannical usurper of the throne of Scotland, meets his predestined
end.

Analysis
As Macbeth ponders whether suicide, at this point, would be his better option, the avenging Macduff enters the
scene with the bold challenge: "Turn, hell-hound, turn." Macduff's choice of the epithet "Hell-hound," recalling
his earlier description of Macbeth as a "Hell-kite" (Act IV, Scene 3), confirms the true nature of the tyrant king.
But in an equally bold rhetorical flourish, Macbeth warns Macduff that he is invulnerable, as
"intrenchant" (uncuttable) as the air itself. Here, he mistakenly imagines that the words of the apparitions are a
protective charm, which can keep him from physical injury.
Macduff takes an opposite view. Words alone, whether those of a ghostly prophecy or those of Macbeth
himself, are nothing compared to his own wordless anger: The true voice of revenge lies in action, not
language. Furthermore, Macbeth should consider the circumstances of Macduff's birth. Macduff now reveals to
Macbeth that he entered the world by being "untimely ripp'd" from his mother's womb: He was not, therefore,
in the strict sense, "born" of woman. With the short but powerful sentence "Despair thy charm," Macbeth must
know that his struggle for survival is over. The penultimate prophecy has come true.
Throughout the play, Macbeth has wondered about the veracity of the Witches' words: In Act I, Scene 3, he
called them "imperfect speakers" because they had not told him all he desired to know; now he realizes that
they spoke to him of his own imperfection. In the same scene, he admitted that their supernatural prophecy
"Cannot be ill; cannot be good"; now he knows which was which. In Act IV, Scene 1, his opinion was that men
were "damned . . . that trust them"; now he is damned by his own words. And in Act V, Scene 5, Macbeth spoke
of his doubt concerning the predictions of "the Fiend / that lies like truth." Now he has no such doubt: "Be these
juggling fiends no more believed / That palter with us in a double sense."
It is now Macduff's turn to mock Macbeth: He calls him "coward" and promises to have him publicly displayed
— "baited with the rabble's curse" with a sign painted with the words "Here may you see the tyrant."
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Act Five, Scene Nine
Summary
In the freshly taken castle of Dunsinane, events move to their natural conclusion. With the tyrant dead and war
honors duly acknowledged, Malcolm is proclaimed by all the assembled thanes to be the new king of Scotland.

Analysis
This joyous scene is offset by its poignancy. Malcolm's opening line concerning those friends whom "we miss"
is not only a gracious acknowledgement of what true loyalty means but also an indication of how he will rule in
future, with the graciousness and humility that was associated with his father, Duncan.
A greater acknowledgement of human self-sacrifice comes in the report of young Siward's death, made more
tragic by the fact that he was young ("He only liv'd but till he was a man") and that he predeceased his father,
Old Siward. Nevertheless, Old Siward's response is one of great courage and faith. Asking whether his son was
killed by a stroke to the chest or the back (in other words, whether he was facing or running from his opponent),
Siward is told that he died "like a man," with his wounds "on the front." This account is enough to satisfy
Siward that his son was "God's soldier" — a fitting and dramatic contrast with Macbeth who embraced the
powers of evil so thoroughly.
Macduff enters the castle with the tyrant's decapitated head — like Claudius in Hamlet, the victim of his own
poisoned chalice. The weight of these sad times has been lifted, and all that remains is for Malcolm to be
acclaimed, in stirring fashion, as "King of Scotland." In his acceptance speech, the soon-to-be-crowned
Malcolm invites his immediate audience to see him crowned at Scone, the traditional home of Scottish kings.
The actions he will undertake as king will be performed " . . . in measure, time and place." This sentence carries
a deep sense of unity and completion, reinforced by the rhyming couplet structure of the final four lines.
Moreover, Shakespeare leaves us with the strong impression that the defining feature of future rulers (including
James I of England) will be an acceptance of God's grace.
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Character Analysis
Macbeth
Macbeth is introduced in the play as a warrior hero, whose fame on the battlefield wins him great honor from
the king. Essentially, though, he is a human being whose private ambitions are made clear to the audience
through his asides and soliloquies (solo speeches). These often conflict with the opinion others have of him,
which he describes as "golden" (I:7, 33). Despite his fearless character in battle, Macbeth is concerned by the
prophecies of the Witches, and his thoughts remain confused, both before, during, and after his murder of King
Duncan. When Duncan announces that he intends the kingdom to pass to his son Malcolm, Macbeth appears
frustrated. When he is about to commit the murder, he undergoes terrible pangs of conscience. Macbeth is at his
most human and sympathetic when his manliness is mocked and demeaned by his wife (see in particular Act I,
Scene 7).
However, by Act III, Scene 2, Macbeth has resolved himself into a far more stereotypical villain and asserts his
manliness over that of his wife. His ambition now begins to spur him toward further terrible deeds, and he starts
to disregard and even to challenge Fate and Fortune. Each successive murder reduces his human characteristics
still further, until he appears to be the more dominant partner in the marriage. Nevertheless, the new-found
resolve, which causes Macbeth to "wade" onward into his self-created river of blood (Act III, Scene 4), is
persistently alarmed by supernatural events. The appearance of Banquo's ghost, in particular, causes him to
swing from one state of mind to another until he is no longer sure of what is and "what is not" (I:3,142).
But Macbeth's hubris or excessive pride is now his dominant character trait. This feature of his personality is
well presented in Act IV, Scene 1, when he revisits the Witches of his own accord. His boldness and impression
of personal invincibility mark him out for a tragic fall.

Lady Macbeth
Macbeth's wife is one of the most powerful female characters in literature. Unlike her husband, she lacks all
humanity, as we see well in her opening scene, where she calls upon the "Spirits that tend on mortal thoughts"
to deprive her of her feminine instinct to care. Her burning ambition to be queen is the single feature that
Shakespeare developed far beyond that of her counterpart in the historical story he used as his source. Lady
Macbeth persistently taunts her husband for his lack of courage, even though we know of his bloody deeds on
the battlefield. But in public, she is able to act as the consummate hostess, enticing her victim, the king, into her
castle. When she faints immediately after the murder of Duncan, the audience is left wondering whether this,
too, is part of her act.
Ultimately, she fails the test of her own hardened ruthlessness. Having upbraided her husband one last time
during the banquet (Act III, Scene 4), the pace of events becomes too much even for her: She becomes mentally
deranged, a mere shadow of her former commanding self, gibbering in Act V, Scene 1 as she "confesses" her
part in the murder. Her death is the event that causes Macbeth to ruminate for one last time on the nature of
time and mortality in the speech "Tomorrow and tomorrow and tomorrow" (Act V, Scene 5).
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Duncan
The king of Scotland should be a figurehead of order and orderliness, and Duncan is the epitome, or supreme
example, of this. His language is formal and his speeches full of grace and graciousness, whether on the
battlefield in Act I, Scene 2, where his talk concerns matters of honor, or when greeting his kind hostess Lady
Macbeth in Act I, Scene 6. Duncan also expresses humility (a feature that Macbeth lacks) when he admits his
failure in spotting the previous Thane of Cawdor's treachery: "There's no art to find the mind's construction in
the face" (I: 4,11).
Most importantly, Duncan is the representative of God on earth, ruling by divine right (ordained by God), a
feature of kingship strongly endorsed by King James I, for whom the play was performed in 1606. This
"divinity" of the king is made clear on several occasions in the play, most notably when Macbeth talks of the
murdered Duncan as having "silver skin lac'd with . . . golden blood" (Act II, Scene 3). The importance of royal
blood, that is, the inheritance of the divine right to rule, is emphasized when, in the final scene, Duncan's son
Malcolm takes the title of king, with the words "by the grace of Grace / We will perform."

Macduff
Macduff is the archetype of the avenging hero, not simply out for revenge but with a good and holy purpose.
Macduff is the character who has two of the most significant roles in the play: First, he is the discoverer of
Duncan's body. Second, the news of the callous murder of his wife and children (Act IV, Scene 3) spurs him
toward his desire to take personal revenge upon the tyrannical Macbeth. When he knocks at the gate of
Macbeth's castle in Act II, Scene 3, he is being equated with the figure of Christ, who before his final ascension
into Heaven, goes down to release the souls of the damned from hell (the so-called "Harrowing of Hell").
Like Macbeth, Macduff is also shown as a human being. When he hears of the death of his "pretty chickens," he
has to hold back his emotions. Even when (in Act IV, Scene 3) Malcolm urges him to "Dispute it like a man,"
Macduff's reply "I will do so. But I must also feel it as a man" enables the audience to weigh him against
Macbeth, an unfeeling man if ever there was one. In the final combat between hero and anti-hero, this humanity
is recalled once more when Macduff cries out, "I have no words; my voice is in my sword." It is his very
wordlessness that contrasts with Macbeth's empty rhetoric.

Banquo
Banquo's role in the original source for Macbeth was as Macbeth's co-conspirator. In Shakespeare's play, he is
depicted instead as Macbeth's rival; the role of fellow plotter passed to Lady Macbeth. Like Macbeth, Banquo
is open to human yearnings and desires: He is, for example, just as keen to hear what the Witches have in store
for him in Act I, Scene 3. He is kept from sleep by his dreams of the Witches (Act II, Scene 1). And in his
soliloquy at the start of Act III, Scene 1 — "Thou hast it now . . . " — there is more than a hint of resentment
and, possibly, of the same naked ambition that leads Macbeth astray. Nevertheless, Banquo is a sympathetic
figure for several reasons. First, he is ignorant of what the audience knows concerning the murder of the king
and of his own impending doom. Second, he is a father whose relationship with his son is clearly an
affectionate one.
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Malcolm
With his brother Donalbain, Malcolm quickly ascertains the danger of remaining in Scotland and flees the
country (Act II, Scene 3). By the time he reappears, in Act IV, Scene 3, he has won the support of Edward the
Confessor (king of England), he has mobilized troops under Northumberland and Siward, and (to borrow a
phrase from King Lear) he is "every inch a king."
If Macduff is the stereotypical revenger, Malcolm is the embodiment of all that is good in kingship, and this is
seen particularly in Act IV, Scene 3, in which he tests the allegiance of Macduff. His testing of Macduff,
although dramatically longwinded, is psychologically accurate. By pretending to be what he is not, he hopes to
coax from Macduff a confession of his loyalty. This feature of his character — playing a part in order to
strengthen the prospect of good — is in stark contrast to Macbeth, who plays a part in order to advance his own
evil. In the final scene of the play, Malcolm is presented as the future king. His use of the phrase "by the grace
of Grace" indicates the importance that he attaches to the service of good and reminds the audience of his direct
descent from one who ruled by divine right, as opposed to Macbeth, who usurped the throne. Like his father
Duncan, Malcolm is the representative of order.
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Character Map

49

Quiz
1: What do the weird sisters promise to Macbeth?
a. The kingdom of Scotland
b. Everlasting life
c. Victory in battle
d. A large family
2: Why does Macbeth envy Malcolm?
a. He is a better soldier.
b. He is the son of Duncan.
c. He is marrying Hecate.
d. He has been named heir to the throne.
3: What reason does Macbeth give for not killing Duncan?
a. Duncan will not die young.
b. Duncan is his guest.
c. Duncan is his uncle.
d. Duncan is stronger than he is.
4: What does Lady Macbeth accuse her husband of being?
a. A weak soldier
b. A coward
c. A bad king
d. A bad father
5: Why do Malcolm and Donalbain flee?
a. They fear the weird sisters.
b. They are afraid they'll be accused of murdering their father.
c. They think that Macbeth will kill them next.
d. They want to join the English army.
6: How does Macbeth persuade the murderers to kill Banquo?
a. He says he will pay them.
b. He threatens to imprison them.
c. He taunts them for their lack of manliness.
d. He threatens to execute them.
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7: How does Lady Macbeth explain Macbeth's strange behavior at the banquet?
a. He is intoxicated.
b. He is suffering from an illness.
c. He has eaten the insane root.
d. He has become obsessed with his new power.
8: On returning to the Witches, what is the last apparition that Macbeth sees?
a. A blood-covered child
b. A procession of kings
c. A procession of trees
d. A ghost from his past
9: How does Malcolm attempt to win Macduff's support?
a. He tells Macduff about the slaughter of his family.
b. He claims he will be a better king than Macbeth.
c. He gives Macduff a feast to feed his family.
d. He reveals that he has lied about his lack of kingly virtues.
10: How does Macduff receive the news of his family's murder?
a. He seeks out Lady Macbeth for consolation.
b. He gets hives.
c. He commits suicide.
d. He blames himself and vows to take revenge upon Macbeth.
11: Who says the following: "All hail Macbeth, Hail to thee, Thane of Glamis."
a. Lady Macbeth
b. Hecate
c. Cawdor
d. The Witches
12: Who says the following: "Come you spirits that tend on mortal thoughts, unsex me here."
a. Fleance
b. Lady Macbeth
c. Lennox
d. Hecate
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13: Who says the following: "Glamis hath murdered sleep . . . Macbeth will sleep no more."
a. Fleance
b. Lady Macbeth
c. Macbeth
d. Malcolm

14: Who says the following: "Here lay Duncan, his silver skin lac'd with his golden blood."
a. Malcolm
b. Macduff
c. Lady Macbeth
d. Macbeth

15: Who says the following: "'Tis unnatural, even like the deed that's done."
a. The Old Man
b. Ross
c. Donalbain
d. Banquo
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