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The real characters:
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Both Macbeth and Duncan existed in real life, and both were kings of Scotland. The play is based on events that are real, but Shakespeare changed the characters' behaviour to suit his own ideas. Contrary to the play, history suggests that Duncan was a weak king while Macbeth was a respected ruler. 
As the line of succession diagram indicates, Duncan and Macbeth were cousins through their mother's line. Malcolm II had died leaving daughters (Bethoc and Donada) but no son, so, as women were not allowed to rule, the crown skipped a generation and passed to his grandson Duncan I.

1040 – Macbeth kills Duncan
1057 – Macbeth is killed
1534 – Henry VIII breaks from Rome and declares himself head of the Church of England
1603 – Death of Elizabeth I; accession of James I; Raleigh is imprisoned for treason; outbreak of plague in English; defeat of Irish rebels
1605 – Discovery of Guy Fawkes’s plot to blow up the Houses of Parliament
	1606 – Shakespeare writes Macbeth

Shakespeare's drama is innovative and challenging in exactly the way of the Renaissance. It questions the beliefs, assumptions and politics upon which Jacobean society was founded. And although the play concludes in a restoration of order and stability, many critics are inclined to argue that their imaginative energy goes into subverting, rather than reinforcing, traditional values.

The Setting of the play:
Macbeth is set in Scotland – with just one scene set in the King’s Palace in England.
Action takes place on a black heath, a camp near a battle field and in or around various castles.  One exception is the Witches’ meeting with Hecate at the Pit of Acheron (Hell).
Setting creates a bleak and Gothic feel to the play – although the play predates the Gothic era, there are elements of Macbeth that are distinctly Gothic.  

Gothic elements present in Macbeth: 
· The settings are generally dark and claustrophobic 
· Fear and guilt
· Sightings of ghosts
· Key scene: Macbeth’s disturbance and fear when seeing the vision of the murdered Banquo – this scene in particular brings together five elements of the Gothic genre in fear, guilt, murder, blood and a ghost.
· The setting, inside a castle, is also Gothic.
· The supernatural – the witches, the dagger and a ghost
· Lady Macbeth conjures up evil and asks to be unnaturally unsexed (Act 1, Scene 5)
· After the murder of Duncan, the very night acts against nature as horses are said to have eaten each other (Act 2, Scene 4) and a falcon is reported to have killed a smaller bird.
· Much of the play takes place in darkness or half-light adding mystery and uncertainty to events.
· Lady Macbeth's madness and the emphasis on blood – 'Who would have thought the old man to have so much blood in him?' (V. 1.39– 40) – are also features of the genre, as physical and mental torment are used to heighten the action.







The Character of Macbeth

A ‘peerless kinsman’?
In the reports of Macbeth's courage in battle, in the second scene of the play, he is 'brave Macbeth' and 'valour's minion' (I. 2.16 and I. 2.19). Duncan, acknowledging his champion, calls him 'valiant cousin' and 'noble Macbeth' (I. 2.24 and I. 2.70). In Act I there is only one reservation expressed about Macbeth's character, and in different circumstances it could be considered a compliment. This 'peerless kinsman' to King Duncan (I. 4.59) is judged by his wife to have a nature 'too full o'the milk of human-kindness' (I. 5.15) to allow him to kill Duncan. She recognises his ambition to be 'great' but feels that he would prefer to be given the throne by someone else, whatever methods were used, rather than grab it himself. The second part of her analysis (I. 7.47– 53) points to a basic dishonesty in Macbeth and it is this aspect of his character that she ruthlessly attacks, hoping to overcome his doubts. His qualms and repulsion, before and after Duncan's murder, are denounced as cowardice and foolishness by his wife; and later, in Act III, she feels he has not improved.



Unsoldierly behaviour:
Macbeth is a soldier in armour at his first appearance in the play and at his final exit. In between, we witness some very unsoldierly behaviour when he is frequently out of rational control. He is described as 'rapt' and 'brain-sickly' earlier on, 'sick at heart' and 'cowed' towards the end. In situation after situation he is preoccupied with speculations rather than facts. His awareness of this tendency leads him to observe: 

Strange things I have in head, that will to hand; 
Which must be acted ere they may be scanned. (III. 4.138– 9) 

This comes at the end of the supper scene where he has undergone excruciating tortures in his mind at the appearance of Banquo's ghost. He can act only when he does not allow himself to think and, as a result, his actions become more frenzied as the play continues. Only in Duncan's murder does he participate directly and here he acts under pressure from his wife.











Macbeth as a tyrant:
At the end of Act II, Macduff appears to anticipate Banquo's suspicions that he 'playedst most foully' to gain the throne. By the end of Act III, the decline in Macbeth's reputation is obvious; his title of the second half of the play, 'tyrant', has been introduced (III. 6.22). From now on there is not a good word uttered about Macbeth. Macduff claims that: 

... Not in the legions 
Of horrid hell can come a devil more damned 
In evils to top Macbeth (IV. 3.55– 7) 

At the end of the play, the 'cursèd head' of the 'dead butcher' is displayed (V. 6.94 and 108), leaving no doubt of Macbeth's terrible decline.



Supernatural isolation:
After Duncan's and Banquo's murders come the scenes where Macbeth's horror and conscience force themselves into his conscious mind to the neglect of everything else. In the case of the murder of Macduff's family, we do not see Macbeth again for over four hundred lines after he says, 'To crown my thoughts with acts, be it thought and done' (IV. 1.148). The terrifying callousness of the crime seems beyond Macbeth's own comprehension. Each murder he commits, or commissions, is expected by him to end the 'restless ecstasy' he suffers but even before Duncan's murder he sees something of the futility of such an effort when he realises: 

... that we but teach 
Bloody instructions, which, being taught, return 
To plague the inventor. (I. 7.8– 10) 

Macbeth lays bare his thoughts in asides throughout the play and his confusion is apparent from very early on: 'This supernatural soliciting / Cannot be ill, cannot be good' (I. 3.129– 30) and 'That function is smothered in surmise / And nothing is but what is not' (I. 3.140– 1). The Witches' prophecy appears clear and yet asks more questions than it answers, while the supernatural element causes Macbeth further concern. 

We are presented with a man motivated to kill Duncan only because of ambition but who, having yielded to this desire, steps so far into blood that there is no turning back. As the play progresses, we are made aware of his peculiar isolation – as all escape routes are blocked off. Before Banquo's murder, Macbeth tells only a certain amount of his plans to his wife, who had been his 'dearest partner of greatness' (I. 5.9– 10), and without her his reliance on the Witches becomes greater. He recognises in Act V Scene 3 that: 

that which should accompany old age, 
As honour, love, obedience, troops of friends, 
I must not look to have. (lines 24– 6)

An intoxicating villain:

Macbeth associates himself with darkness and evil and he has to be seen as a villain. How is it, then, that we retain an interest in Macbeth and may even feel some sympathy for him? The answer must lie in the weight of evidence about him presented from the inside. We hear from his own heart of his ambition, his weakness – the wrongness of his behaviour and his deceits. We are made aware of the intoxication he feels at his own evil. Macbeth, as a man, is weak and he finds a misplaced strength in his viciousness. In his dialogue we notice a shift from a diplomatic, hollow ornateness to a blustering, bullying language full of exclamations, questions and commands. However, these are all equally hollow. In the final act, Macbeth concedes to himself that his strutting and fretting are empty gestures but, chained as he is like a bear, he will not surrender. We cannot but admire his affirmation that he 'will try the last' (V. 6.71).

The Ancient Greeks' idea of a tragic hero was someone who was a hero but had a character flaw which brought about his destruction. Tragic heroes were commonly born of noble birth and, therefore, their descent evoked more pity. Macbeth qualifies as a tragic hero (under the Greek definition) and some commentators have seen ambition as his fateful character flaw.

Shakespeare makes it clear that Macbeth is unsuited to the new roles he obtains during the play. His clothing imagery illustrates this. Macbeth feels he is 'dressed in borrowed robes' (I. 3.108) and when he becomes Thane of Cawdor, Banquo states that 'New honours come upon him / Like our strange garments, cleave not to their mould' (I. 3.144– 5). Towards the end of the play, as Macbeth’s powers slip from him, Angus comments that the title of Kingship 'Hang loose about him, like a giant’s robe / Upon a dwarfish thief' (V. 2.21– 2).





















The Character of Lady Macbeth

Lady Macbeth’s ambition:
Shakespeare offers no background to explain Macbeth's ambition to be king. There is a similar abruptness in the nature of Lady Macbeth as she appears in Act I Scene 5. When she reads of the Witches' prophecy in Macbeth's letter, there is no indication of doubt, suspicion or hesitation in her reaction. Her one worry concerns Macbeth's ability to fulfil or enact the prophecy and she is confident that the 'valour of my tongue' will persuade him (I. 5.25). By the time Macbeth arrives, several minutes later, she has mobilised her whole being towards the task of Duncan's murder. She is prepared to sacrifice her femininity and her humanity to 'Give solely sovereign sway and masterdom' to Macbeth and herself (I. 5.68).

Absolute purpose:
In all the public scenes in the play, Lady Macbeth acts 'like the innocent flower'; in the private scenes we see the 'serpent under't' (I. 5.63– 4). She is full of purpose and discipline – her control of the situation is immaculate. We identify with Macbeth and are morally paralysed by her power of will. In Act I Scene 7, we see Macbeth's feeble questions and attempts to draw back. These are smashed aside by her counter questions and a mixture of taunting and practicality – forcing Macbeth into sharing her resolution. In the scene of the murder there is a contrast between the narration of Macbeth and the sharp rebukes and practical detail of his wife. Macbeth is stuck in his own imagination, but she refuses to see anything other than immediate actions. We should not be surprised, however, as she has evoked evil spirits to fill her 'from the crown to the toe top-full / Of direst cruelty' (I. 5.40– 1).

Doubts creep in:
Lady Macbeth manages to maintain this same control over herself during the supper scene with Banquo's ghost. However, earlier, in Act III Scene 2, we have heard her first private thought since the murder of Duncan: 
... Naught's had, all's spent, 
Where our desire is got without content. 
'Tis safer to be that which we destroy 
Than by destruction dwell in doubtful joy. (lines 4– 7) 
Macbeth enters at this point and she changes her attitude immediately – attempting to eradicate in Macbeth the uncertainty we know she feels in herself. It is noticeable in this scene that after her initial words of comfort, she is allowed no time to speak by Macbeth and, for the first time, we hear her say 'What's to be done?' (III. 2.44). She does not know of Macbeth's plans for Banquo, and planning has passed from her hands to Macbeth.

Lady Macbeth’s powers slip:
After the supper scene, when the guests have departed, Macbeth shows his leadership. The power in the relationship has shifted back to Macbeth. Lady Macbeth appears only once more, in her sleepwalking scene at the beginning of Act V. This sleepwalking scene is very important to the play structurally because it summarises the murders commissioned by Macbeth and takes place before Malcolm's assault. 
Macbeth, who started from a weaker position, has had some release in his own imaginings and he has come to terms with his deeds. He has gradually come to accept his precarious stance. His wife has only once in our hearing suggested that her contentment is incomplete. Gradually, Lady Macbeth's repressed conscience and her knowledge that the 'sovereign sway and masterdom' have not materialised have forced themselves into her dreams. At this point, as the Doctor says, she re-enacts the murders in her sleep. The contrast between her curt assurance in Act II Scene 2 and her vulnerability in Act V Scene 1 is painfully ironic. Her possible suicide is the final desperate act of the mind seeking to cleanse itself. Perhaps the evil spirits she evoked in Act I, having served their purpose, have left her. The once strong queen is now weak and vulnerable.


















The Character of Banquo

Banquo’s virtues:
For the first half of the play, Banquo is very obviously presented by Shakespeare as a parallel figure to Macbeth. Both distinguish themselves by fighting for their king, both have promises made to them by the Witches; but there the similarity ends. In Act I Scene 4, Banquo's reply to the king's praise is brief and self-effacing – Macbeth's is fuller. From our knowledge of Macbeth's thoughts in the previous scene, we suspect it is dishonest. In contrast, Banquo's brevity can be equated with truthfulness and honour.

Banquo and the witches:
In Act I Scene 3, Banquo's reaction to the Witches is noticeably more casual than Macbeth's, although he does ask the Witches if they see anything in the future for him. In their equivocal replies they promise him greatness and happiness, in comparison with Macbeth. In the play Banquo appears morally superior to Macbeth and we could argue that he is never unhappy in the tortured manner of his friend. The Witches' significant prediction, however, is that his descendants will become kings. Both men are genuinely startled at the immediate fulfilment of the prediction that Macbeth will become Thane of Cawdor. Banquo's puzzlement takes the form of scepticism and a deep distrust of the Witches, whom he sees as the 'devil' or the 'instruments of darkness' (I. 3.106 and 123). This distrust later becomes fear when, in Act II Scene 1, he tells of the 'cursèd thoughts that nature / Gives way to in repose' (lines 8– 9) and we find out in line 20 that he has been dreaming of the Witches. Unlike Macbeth, he prays for God's help (' Merciful powers', II. 1.7) against whatever 'cursèd thoughts' he has dreamed up.


Macbeth’s jealousy of Banquo:
Macbeth is taunted by two aspects of Banquo, as he explains in Act III Scene 1 lines 48– 71. The first, the virtue and strength of character of Banquo, is a rebuke to Macbeth's weaker character. The second is more subjective: it would appear that Macbeth cannot tolerate the thought that he has sacrificed his soul to profit Banquo, by allowing the latter's descendants to become kings. These two aspects remain to torment Macbeth's mind after the murder of Banquo and the escape of Fleance, and we can argue that Banquo's ghost arrives when summoned by Macbeth's conscience. At the point when Macbeth tries to dismiss Banquo with words, the ghost comes to rebuke him. Macbeth's impotent rage at the survival of Banquo's line in the Witches' show of eight kings in Act IV Scene 1 expresses itself in the massacre of Macduff's 'wife, his babes, and all unfortunate souls / That trace him in his line' (IV. 1.151– 2).








The Witches

The Witches’ purpose:

The Witches' purpose is at first unclear, but their connection with Macbeth is signalled right from the start. Macbeth is peculiarly vulnerable to their influence because they voice the desires of his own heart. After his initial fear of being caught out (I. 3.50– 1), his mind moves easily along the route they indicate towards the 'imperial theme' (I. 3.128). The Witches' nature is continually evoked and invoked in speeches by Macbeth and Lady Macbeth and their very unspecified gender (I. 3.44– 6) seems to correspond with Lady Macbeth's prayer against her own nature in Act I Scene 5 lines 38– 52. 


In Act IV, Macbeth is able to find the Witches when he chooses but he wants to hear only what favours himself. Too late he comes to realise that the Witches have their own purposes which are not for man's benefit. The equivocation theme, which is central to the play, operates most obviously through the Witches – they are the most striking voices of unnaturalness and disorder. Lady Macbeth offers no comment on the Witches, the 'metaphysical aid' (I. 5.27), who promise so much to her husband. It is Macbeth who needs the Witches to tell him what is in his own mind and what he is afraid to acknowledge as his own. The Witches, of course, do not make promises; they utter riddles which Macbeth in his weakness interprets in his own apparent interest. He is, therefore, not deceived by the Witches but by his ill-founded reliance on his own interpretation.


















The character of Macduff


Macduff’s honesty:
With his knocking at the gate, Macduff's entrance marks the first intrusion of the outside world on Macbeth's murder of Duncan. Through the remainder of the play, he continues to annoy and challenge Macbeth. In Act II Scene 4 lines 37– 8, he voices the first suspicion of Macbeth when Macduff, having decided not to attend Macbeth's coronation, suggests that the new regime may not be a comfortable one. He keeps clear of Macbeth's 'solemn supper' and at the end of the supper scene Macbeth's plans of further murders appears to include the uncooperative Macduff.


The murder of Macduff’s family:
Shakespeare's handling of the scene in Macduff's castle emphasises the family affection and the vulnerability of Lady Macduff and her son – who are left defenceless by the absence of Macduff. Macduff's act of political bravery, in effect, sacrifices his innocent family to the brutality of tyranny. His bravery and honesty emerge in the long scene with Malcolm and in the end, it is a poetic justice that Macduff should be the one to execute Macbeth. The final confrontation brings from Macbeth his only public confession of guilt when he says in Act V Scene 6 'my soul is too much charged / With blood of thine already' (lines 44– 5).
The humanity of Macduff's reaction to the news of his family's killing – 'But I must feel it as a man' (IV. 3.220) – is in complete contrast to the inhumanity of the perpetrator, Macbeth, and this controls the conclusion of the play. We see the torment and the emptiness of Macbeth's life and we turn in relief to the dignity and humanity of Macduff and the order re-established by Malcolm. Macbeth, the usurper and overreacher against those values, is exposed as a 'dwarfish thief' in a 'giant's robe' (V. 2 21– 2). The contrast between Macbeth and Macduff cannot be greater.












The character of Duncan

Avoiding Duncan:
Duncan is murdered by Macbeth in Act II Scene 2, but in the eight scenes before that he has met Macbeth only once. Macbeth himself seems to avoid the king as much as possible so that it is Lady Macbeth who welcomes Duncan to Inverness. It is interesting that Macbeth does not even remain in the supper room with the king. Macbeth is aware of Duncan's virtues and sees the enormity of his proposed murder of him. 
Act I Scene 6 offers a picture of peace and trust in complete contrast to Scene 5 and the second half of Scene 7. Even Lady Macbeth sees a likeness to her own father in Duncan's sleeping face. Macbeth cannot think deeply about the intended murder and his hand seems to do a deed independently of his troubled mind. The treachery and deceit of Macbeth and Lady Macbeth are apparent in the ways they avoid calling the murder by its name but speak of 'business', 'provided for', 'deed'. Macbeth's theatrical description of Duncan in Act II Scene 3 lines 108– 13 seems ornate and evades the horror. The reality of the murder is most fully felt in Lady Macbeth's chilling question much later: 'Yet who would have thought the old man to have had so much blood in him?' (V. 1.38– 9).

A man of faultless virtue?:
When Macbeth contemplates killing the king, he hesitates because 'Duncan has borne his faculties so meek' (I. 7.17) and has been 'So clear in his great office' (line 18). Macbeth undoubtedly sees Duncan as a good king. Duncan's meekness is further emphasised by Macduff when he tells Malcolm 'Thy royal father / Was a most sainted king.' (IV. 3.108– 9). However, Duncan does not appear to be a good judge of character. He trusts the rebellious Thane of Cawdor and then begins to trust Macbeth. We also need to question why there is a rebellion against his rule, which almost crushes his kingdom. We can argue that Shakespeare's characters are rarely one-dimensional. They often display complex traits making them more human and believable.








Key Themes

Ambition – appeared 2017
Vaulting ambition:
Macbeth and Lady Macbeth are both extremely ambitious and their ambition contributes directly to the tragedy of the play. Lady Macbeth initially views her husband as ambitious 'but without / The illness should attend it' (I. 5.17– 18). In other words, Macbeth is a brave warrior who wants to succeed but who does not want to get his hands dirty by committing evil deeds. However, he is driven by his ambition to seek power, and with the prompting of the Witches and his wife commits the acts he at first shied away from. Although he immediately regrets the killing of Duncan – 'wake Duncan with thy knocking. I wouldst thou couldst' (II. 2.74) – Macbeth still retains his ambition. From this point onwards he is focused on finding ways to keep his hold on the throne.
Banquo fails to tell other nobles about the meeting with the Witches and keeps his own council concerning his suspicions that to become king, Macbeth 'playedst most foully for't.' (III. 1.3). This could lead us to the conclusion that he is less than honest when it comes to ambition for his children.

Retaining Power:
When Macbeth has the crown, he wishes to keep it within his family – even though the evidence suggests he has no children. This desire to pass the crown on to a future family member leads him to believe he can defy the Witches' prophecy for Banquo. This self- belief impels him to hire assassins to murder Banquo and his son, Fleance. The fact that Fleance escapes brings Macbeth to the realisation that not all his ambitions will be met. He then focuses his ambition on retaining power for himself. 
As Macbeth plots each murder, he believes he will find the solution to his objective – that of making his position safe. Each murder, he judges, will be his last. The murder of Banquo is designed to destroy the man whose genius is superior to Macbeth's own. The murder of Macduff's family suggests a tyrant's ambition to hold on to power at whatever cost.
One of Banquo's key roles is to show Macbeth that there are moral choices and he clearly indicates to Macbeth that he intends to keep his 'bosom franchised, and allegiance clear' (II. 1.28).

Lady Macbeth’s ambition:
Lady Macbeth's ambition appears unchecked and she is the driving force behind the murder of Duncan. She pursues her ambition with a great determination. She willingly seeks evil to aid her in her objective and asks evil to fill her 'from the crown to the top-full / Of direst cruelty' (I. 5.40– 1). She asks that no feelings of womanly humanity will upset her ruthless intention of making sure that her husband becomes king – and she becomes queen. The fact that evil spirits have now entered her body allows her to almost force her husband to kill Duncan. The same self-determination, driven by ambition, helps her to keep strong just after the murder of Duncan. At this point, she is Macbeth's crutch, holding him up and urging him on. 
For the remainder of the play, she is passive in watching Macbeth commit more atrocities while she is driven into madness and despair. It is their tragic fate that both Macbeth and his wife regret the fruit of their unbridled ambition.
Guilt -
A guilty conscience:
Macbeth is essentially a play concerning how the protagonists are tormented by guilt that eventually leads to their destruction. Before he murders Duncan, Macbeth feels guilt at the thought of becoming king. The Witches prophecies startle him (Act I Scene 3). Even at this early stage, Macbeth shows his surprise – which implies a guilty conscience. Does this suggest he possibly contemplated becoming king before the Witches met with him on the heath? Banquo noted his reaction and asked, 'Good sir, why do you start' (I. 3.50).

After the regicide (killing of King Duncan):
In Act II Scene 2, having murdered Duncan, Macbeth looks upon his blood-stained hands. He can only utter 'This is a sorry sight' (line 20). He is already guilty – knowing that the only reason for killing the king who was 'so meek' and 'so clear in his great office' (I. 7.17 and 18) was 'vaulting ambition' (I. 7.27). He felt guilty before the murder because he knew that while Duncan was staying at his castle 'in double trust' (I. 7.12) he should have 'against his murderer shut the door' (I. 7.12). He was also Duncan's near relative and the king's subject. He defended Duncan in the battlefield and should have defended the king in his castle. Macbeth felt guilty before he entered the king's chamber and it could be suggested that the blood-covered daggers that led Macbeth to the chamber are the very manifestations of his guilt. When he believes he cannot 'wash this blood / Clean from my hand' (lines 60– 1), the implication is that he can never wash away
When Shakespeare wrote Macbeth the Gunpowder Plot (1605) was still fresh in people's minds. There had also been assassination attempts upon the life of James I, meaning that the theme of guilt – linked to the crime of regicide – would have been politically acceptable to the king.

Lady Macbeth’s guilt:
Lady Macbeth, at this point, feels that 'A little water clears us of the deed' (line 67). But in Act V Scene 1, when sleepwalking, she mimics rubbing her hands and declares 'who would have thought the old man to have had / so much blood in him' (lines 38– 9). She is unable to free herself of the guilt of murdering a king and it is likely that she feels responsible for the murder of Banquo and for the butchering of Macduff's family. She relentlessly bullied Macbeth into the regicide and knows she is to blame for the consequences that stemmed from the murder.

Final release:
Macbeth's tortures continue after his paid assassins murder Banquo. The ghost that appears at the banquet is only seen by Macbeth and is, most likely, the product of his guilt. Finally, before Macbeth fights Macduff in hand to hand combat, he declares 'My soul is too charged / With blood of thine already' (V. 6.44– 5). Although Macbeth's heart appears seared by the time we reach Act V, deep within him he carries the guilt for the murder of Macduff's innocent wife and children. Modern critics might imply that only death, at the hand of Macduff, releases Macbeth from the guilt that makes him re-evaluate life. However, the Jacobean audience would have believed that Macbeth would face eternal damnation for his deeds. He cannot 'jump the life to come' (I. 7.7).

Having murdered Duncan, Macbeth believes he will never sleep peacefully again. Sleep is seen as a prerogative of those who have no guilty conscience. It is evident that Macbeth does not sleep and when he does, he is plagued by nightmares. In contrast, the good Duncan is murdered while sleeping the deep sleep of the just.
Kingship -

Duncan as King:
Shakespeare thoroughly explores the theme of kingship in Macbeth. The first king we meet is Duncan. He is always referred to as the king, whereas Macbeth is soon known as the tyrant. Macbeth, when contemplating the murder of Duncan, is aware of the kingly qualities he possesses. He notes that Duncan's 'virtues / Will plead like angels' (I. 7.18– 19). This view of Duncan is reinforced by Macduff when he declares to Malcolm that Duncan 'Was a most sainted king' (IV. 3.109). We know Duncan was a good man but was he a good king? It would appear that he had one character flaw that may have led to the rebellion and certainly led to his death – his lack of ability to understand people's motives and his trust of the wrong people. Of the treacherous Thane of Cawdor, Duncan states 'He was a gentleman on whom I built / An absolute trust' (I. 4.14– 15). He transfers the title to Macbeth, who is driven by 'vaulting ambition' (I. 7.27) and misreads Macbeth's castle as a place that 'hath a pleasant seat' (I. 6.1). It will soon be the place of his death. Lady Macbeth fools him into calling her 'Fair and noble hostess' (I. 6.24). Arguably this inability to judge character leads, ultimately, to his death.

Banquo’s Kingly qualities:
Banquo is a loyal subject of the king. After the battle, he receives no reward other than a hug from the king. Duncan recognises Banquo has 'no less deserved' (I. 4.31) honours. From the evidence in the play, it is likely that Banquo would have made a good king. Macbeth recognises his qualities when he jealously acknowledges Banquo's courage and wisdom, declaring that his own 'genius is rebuked' (III. 1.55).
James I was patron of Shakespeare's company The King's Men, so it was expedient for Shakespeare to write a play dealing with the issues that James would approve - James 1 believed that he was a descendant of Banquo.

Malcolm and Macbeth:
A key discussion of kingship takes place between Malcolm and Macduff in Act IV Scene 3. In testing Macduff, Malcolm lists all the characteristics of a tyrant. These are voluptuousness (sexual pleasure), avarice (extreme greed) and a lack of kingly graces. By pretending that these are his personal faults, Malcolm points out that these are the marks of a tyrant – and by implication Macbeth's. Malcolm lists the graces that he tricks Macduff into thinking he does not possess. They are 'justice, verity, temp'rance, stableness / Bounty, perseverance, mercy, lowliness / Devotion, patience, courage, fortitude' (lines 92– 4). We are aware that Malcolm knows what is expected from a king and can be confident that when he rules Scotland, healing will take place through his kingship. Crucially, he does not possess his father's gullibility; he is aware that Macbeth tried to entice him back to Scotland. He is also politically shrewd in testing that Macduff was not sent by Macbeth to lure him to his death. 

Macbeth, in contrast, is portrayed as a tyrant. Despite his bravery in battle, which initially inspires trust and loyalty, he does not possess kingly qualities and is viewed as a man thirsty for power, violent and of an impulsive temperament. Macbeth can only bring chaos which shows itself in the form of freak weather and supernatural events. He also brings death and destruction, offers no justice and is instrumental in the murdering of innocents. For us, he becomes the embodiment of tyranny. Scotland can only be healed when Macbeth is killed.
The Supernatural – attitudes to appeared in 2018

The Witches:
We discover in Act I Scene 3 that the Witches possess certain supernatural powers. They are able to control the elements, 'And the very ports they blow' (line 15). Banquo's description of the Witches shows us that they are not human and not gender specific. He comments; 'You should be women / And yet your beards forbid me to interpret / That you are so' (lines 44– 6). The Witches have powers to predict both Macbeth's and Banquo's futures and the truth of these predictions is borne out during the play. Shakespeare makes sure we understand that the Witches are real and not a figment of Macbeth's imagination by allowing both Macbeth and Banquo to see and to talk with them. Yet, the Witches vanish and Banquo asks if he and Macbeth have 'eaten the insane root / That takes the reason prisoner?' (lines 83– 4). Much later, they lead Macbeth to believe he is invincible and only at the last does he realise 'these juggling fiends' have tricked him (V. 6.58). Their role seems to be to give Macbeth a reason for killing Duncan – so their predictions can be fulfilled. They trick Macbeth into believing he can do as he wishes, thus encouraging his moral descent. It is clear that Shakespeare wants us to know they are evil.
The dagger that Macbeth can 'See before me' (II. 1.33) can be seen as a supernatural one, conjured by the Witches to lead Macbeth to Duncan's chamber. However, Macbeth also describes it as a 'dagger of the mind' (line 38) suggesting that the real terror of Macbeth lies in mental breakdown rather than supernatural forces.

The Apparitions:
The three apparitions would have thrilled the Jacobean audience. The armed head, a bloody child and a child crowned with a tree in his hand (IV. 1) would all evoke a sense of horror in the minds of the audience – who really would have believed in such occurrences. The grotesque ingredients thrown in the cauldron and the potion that is conjured up would certainly be seen as the literal products of evil. Of course, they are exciting images of Gothic horror and would look frighteningly effective on stage.

The supernatural and nature:
After the murder of Duncan there are supernatural occurrences within nature, to show us that the natural order has been disturbed. Lady Macbeth claimed that she heard 'The owl-scream and the cricket's cry' (II. 2.15). It is as if nature's creatures are aware that something terrible has occurred. Just before the discovery of the murder, Lennox talks to Macbeth concerning the unruly night. He mentions that 'Lamenting heard i' th'air, strange screams of death' (II. 3.53) and that the earth 'Was feverous and did shake' (line 58). The earth, in some supernatural way, has reacted to the death of the rightful king. In the following scene (II. 4), Ross and an Old Man discuss the unnatural events outside the castle, which correspond to the unnatural occurrences inside the castle – Macbeth (owl) murdering Duncan (falcon). That the murder and the supernatural events occur at night creates a sense of fear and mystery and heightens suspense.

Banquo’s Ghost:
The ghost of Banquo creates further suspense and excitement. We could view it as an illusion – a product of Macbeth's mind. However, we do not know, until the scene ends, how this situation will turn out for Macbeth. Will he reveal that he has hired assassins to murder Banquo?
The Jacobean audience would be thrilled and frightened by the ghost. Shakespeare used this Gothic element as a dramatic technique to heighten the atmosphere.
Verse and Style 
Macbeth is, for the most part, written in blank verse. The basic unit of blank verse is a line in iambic pentameter without a rhyme scheme but, increasingly in his plays, Shakespeare’s use of the line and the number of its syllables and stresses became freer. A strict iambic pentameter has ten syllables with the stress falling on the even ones, for example: 'And wákes it nów to loók so gréen and pále' (I. 7.37). Shakespeare’s verse is seldom as regular as this, but the pattern is there below the changing surface – resulting in regularity. The sense and the punctuation do not stop dead at the end of lines. They often cross into the following line, giving a feeling of the unevenness of spoken English. 

By grouping stressed syllables, Shakespeare catches the emphasis and intensity of a character, for example: 'Whiles night’s black agents to their preys do rouse' (III. 2.53), where Macbeth’s grim fascination with nastiness is brought out by the voice stress on 'night’s black agents'. Occasionally, Shakespeare uses rhyming couplets. A considerable number of scenes intimate their conclusion by this means but there are two other significant uses of rhyme. The witches commonly speak in rhyme, often using a shorter line and a different stress pattern – to give a sound of incantations and charms. More interesting is the fact that Macbeth uses rhyming couplets more often than any other character and more than the heroes of Shakespeare’s other tragedies. It does seem that Macbeth has an affinity with the Witches.

Criticisms –
Psychoanalytic criticism:
A play dealing with hidden desires, dark forces, guilt and repressed fears could not but appeal to some of the new psychological thinkers early in the century, and Sigmund Freud showed a considerable if hurried interest in Macbeth. The different toughness in the characters of Macbeth and Lady Macbeth fascinated him and he offers an interesting suggestion that the husband and wife are really aspects of one personality but dramatically presented as two people. Although various psychological theories help to shape most readings of the play, it is only later in the century that psychoanalytical concepts became more central in some criticism. Derek Russell Davies's essay 'Hurt Minds' included in John Russell Brown's Focus on Macbeth (1982) offers an interpretation of Macbeth following on from, but also arguing with, some of Freud's categories and comments.
Feminist Criticism:
Some feminist critics have focused on issues of gender and what they see as male and female values in the play. As early as 1962, in her essay 'General Macbeth', Mary McCarthy offered a stimulating and entertaining examination of the marital relationship between Macbeth and his wife. Marilyn French, in her essay 'Macbeth and Masculine Values', sees a struggle between male aggressive insensitive force and a softer, maternal quality which is crushed in the play. In her book Suffocating Mothers: Fantasies of Maternal Origin in Shakespeare's plays, Hamlet to The Tempest (1992), Janet Adelman argues that the play is concerned with eliminating the female and trying to establish the male as self-sufficient. The Witches, in her reading, are allied to Lady Macbeth but both are disposed of by Macbeth.
Constructing your essay:
Introduction:
Macbeth, written by William Shakespeare, is an eponymous play that tells the tale of a war hero who commits regicide to become King.  The play contains the key themes of the supernatural, relationships and madness.  The play is a tragedy and contains a warning tone and is mostly written in poetic form.

Key paragraph examples:

Violence within Macbeth: 
To state that the violent excesses of the play overwhelm its human drama is to discount that the play is a construction; that the play is part of a literary genre, a tragedy based around a five act structure, and modelled on Aristotle's Greek notion of tragedy where violent excess is essential to the drama and indeed heightens the tragedy and subsequent catharsis for its audience.  Shakespeare deliberately includes violent excess to indicate the extent to which the world has inverted: just as the Witches predict, 'fair is foul and foul is fair'.  Because of Macbeth's ambition, violence, excluding the war between Norway and Scotland, erupts, and tragedy occurs; this is his hamartia.  
In Medieval and Renaissance times, it was commonly believed that everything in the universe fitted together in an ordered hierarchy. This belief system (the Great Chain of Being) first described by Thomas Aquinas, stated that this order held the world together.  Part of this was belief in the Divine Right of Kings. In killing Duncan, Macbeth steps out of this natural order. Consequently, all of nature is disrupted; an excess of violence, of darkness and of stormy weather ensues. Violence, like weather, is 'unruly'. It is 'gouts of blood' on a dagger that call Macbeth towards Duncan's chamber. Here the word 'gouts' is used deliberately by Shakespeare to indicate excess.  Macbeth's fears that his bloody hands will dye the oceans 'making the green ones red' also highlight this excess, and we recognise the troubled conscience of a man struggling between good and evil. Banquo's blood spattered on the murderer's face and the needless killing of Macduff's unprotected wife and son, heighten the pathos of the play, rather than overwhelm its human drama. These excesses are necessary, for as Macbeth says 'blood will have blood'. As he admits, when facing Macduff at Dunsinane, 'my soul is too much charged / With blood of thine already'. It is because of these excesses, that the tragedy of the play is realised. It is because Macduff's family is defenceless, Macbeth's actions brutal, that Macduff is spurred on to avenge their deaths and free Scotland, restoring order to the world. These are deliberate choices by the playwright.





Macbeth as a tragic hero:
The Middle Ages was a violent period, so the play's violence is to be expected.  The bloody backdrop to the play is essential and intended.  Although predating Gothic texts, Macbeth has many features that could be described as gothic, blood and deaths being two.  The play opens when a battle between two nations is taking place, perhaps a metaphor for the chaos to come. However, unlike the subsequent battle between England and the disease-ridden Scotland, described as a 'sickly weal', in this initial battle, Macbeth is presented as hero: 'brave Macbeth'. These first few scenes and the captain's description of Macbeth are crucial to the audience's understanding of Macbeth as the tragic hero.  Shakespeare has him described as 'noble', for the higher Macbeth is exalted at the start of the play, the greater his tragic fall will appear and the greater his human drama. Later, after following his murderous path, Shakespeare describes him as 'tyrant' and 'butcher', with their obvious associations with power and brutish violence.  The audience sees the way in which the tragic hero has declined morally, mentally and eventually physically. This descent is integral to the human drama, to the tragedy. Audiences throughout time cannot help but be moved when they see a great man fall because of his own flaws.  The audience is left in dismay not only because of the knowledge that Macbeth destroyed himself, but by the very manner in which he chose darkness.  
Macbeth, in seeking his ideal of manliness (which includes excess violence), loses his humanity.   The audience is thus left to witness the loss of his humanity, and it is this shift from nobility to depravity adds to, rather than detracts from, the human drama of the play.  The fact that Macbeth recognises that he is in 'blood stepped in so far', that he has no choice but to pursue this course of action, shows the human struggle he faces – caught between his past and future deeds. Shakespeare presents both Macbeth and his wife suffering, as an inevitable consequence of their violence; both are tortured mentally – Macbeth seeing Banquo's ghost and his wife symbolically trying to remove the blood on her hands: 'Out, damned spot,' she cries but the excess of violence cannot be removed. History cannot be rewritten. These instances show that, rather than overwhelm the human drama, the violent excesses in the play create it. They are what cause us to feel pity, to feel horror, to feel triumph.  This is what allows the audience to feel their own catharsis.

“they meant to bathe in reeking wounds”
The Captain informs the King that he was unsure as to whether Macbeth “meant to bathe in reeking wounds” or create a second Golgotha, which conveys how fiercely Macbeth slayed the Norwegian army in order to protect King Duncan, the audience is left both shocked and in awe of Macbeth’s power and bravery and it further conveys how loyal Macbeth is to the King.  The verb “bathe” creates the image that Macbeth acted as though he wished to relax in the blood of the opposition creating a sense that Macbeth has already an element of madness, but at this point in the play it is entwined with his loyalty to the King.  Furthermore, the adjective “reeking” ignites the audience’s senses further as the sense of smell if used – suggestive that Macbeth attacks with such vulgarity that the wounds become instantly infected.  This juxtaposition between the actions being both celebratory and mad creates an inscrutable atmosphere (impossible to understand) as the audience cannot yet understand Macbeth’s mindset, but he is undoubtedly a war hero.
Macbeth’s growing power:
Macbeth is introduced to us as a soldier, brave and noble. His prowess in battle is apparent, but the fact that his wife is able to manipulate him and the Witches are able to mislead him may lead us to question his intelligence. After all Banquo quickly sees that the Witches are 'instruments of darkness' that sometimes 'win us to our harm' and yet Macbeth cannot see this.  Macbeth becomes “rapt” by the witches’ prophecy and declares that they can be neither “ill” nor “good”.   Macbeth becomes increasingly dependent on the witches and seeks their guidance after Banquo’s murder.  Macbeth’s own hubris allows for his own conviction that the apparitions’ cryptic messages mean that he is invincible and does not even contemplate that the words could have a double meaning – despite the very imagery of the apparitions reflecting the reality of what they say (“a bloodied child” linked to the caesarean meaning Macduff was “not born of woman”) although some might see this as an indication of his lack of intelligence, others might see this as an indication of his susceptibility to evil and his strong desire to remain king – at all costs. 
It is Macbeth’s ambition and power that are his tragic flaw, not his intelligence.  The Witches stimulate his unconscious wish to be king.  The plan to kill Duncan is hatched mostly by Lady Macbeth – she determines that 'with wine and wassail' the guards will be so drunk that the murder can take place and it is her who tells Macbeth to 'look like the innocent flower but be the serpent under' recognising the need to don a disguise where Macbeth does not. This is surprising given the time the play was written, when a patriarchal world existed and thus Lady Macbeth acts here to deconstruct the stereotypical Jacobean woman.   This deconstruction of the female is embodied too with the presentation of the witches.  The audience is left unsure of whether they are male or female, “You should be women and yet your beards forbid me to interpret that you are” – the sexlessness nature of the witches parallels Lady Macbeth’s own desire to rid herself of her own sex, “unsex me here” and thus the verb choice of “unsex” conveys further her own connection to the witches.  
Macbeth appears to be easily led by his more intelligent and manipulative wife not once but twice, so we might be excused for thinking his intelligence is limited. He allows his wife to move him from saying 'we will proceed no further in this business' to 'I am settled and bend up / Each corporal agent to this terrible feat.'  When he returns from the murder with the daggers, committing a basic error, she has to take charge and correct his mistake.  Lady Macbeth is further forced to intervene when Macbeth admits to killing the guards – where she fakes fainting on stage to save the situation.  As the play develops, Macbeth begins to act independently of his wife in plotting Banquo's murder: “be innocent of the knowledge dearest chuck til thou applaud the deed”.   Macbeth’s growing emotional strength is explicit when he successfully convinces the murderers that Banquo has plotted against them thus spurring them on to kill Banquo and Fleance.  His powers of persuasion demonstrate sufficient intelligence to achieve their objective. We see also his intelligence when he talks to Banquo and asks 'ride you this afternoon?' and 'Goes Fleance with you?' in order to determine a suitable time and location for their murder.  Thus, the audience is left to see how Macbeth’s growing fear of the crown leads to his own tactical growth, but in doing so his own hubris leads to his own demise.  Macbeth’s power and emotional intelligence again decreases when he orders the killing of Macduff's wife and children making a bad situation worse, spurring Macduff on to avenge their deaths and ultimately kill him.   Shakespeare deliberately makes actions ambiguous because he is playing with insight, eyesight and sightlessness, so can we blame Macbeth for not seeing that what the Witches say is untrue.  

Macbeth’s internal conflict:
“I have no spur / To prick the sides of my intent”

At the end of Macbeth’s soliloquy, he shows his true internal dilemma “I have no spur/to prick the sides of my intent” which conveys how he has no true desire to kill King Duncan; he just wants to be King because of his own “intent” which makes the audience begin to pity Macbeth who is shown to have no malice towards King Duncan, but only ambition to be King.  The noun “spur” heightens the sense that he cannot even encourage himself to do the act.  Furthermore, the verb “prick” makes reference to a “spur” being used to encourage a horse to move forward, and thus he himself creates a passive animalistic image – reflecting how he is subservient to King Duncan (like one of the King’s own horses).  This creates a melancholy atmosphere as the audience understands Macbeth’s internal conflict.
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Both Macbeth and Duncan existed in real life, and both
were kings of Scotland. The play is based on events that
are real but Shakespeare changed the characters'
behaviour to suit his own ideas. Contrary to the play,
history suggests that Duncan was a weak king while
Macbeth was a respected ruler.

As the line of succession diagram indicates, Duncan and
Macbeth were cousins through their mother's line.
Malcolm I1 had died leaving daughters (Bethoc and
Donada) but no son, so, as women were not allowed to
rule, the crown skipped a generation and passed to his
grandson Duncan L.
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