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“Macbeth” by William Shakespeare

Intermediate 2 Study Pack


Plot Summary

Act 1

In this Part the main characters are introduced and the atmosphere of the play established. The play opens with three witches planning to meet with Macbeth. As they leave they chant ominous words. Meanwhile King Duncan is receiving reports of Macbeth’s and Banquo’s victory. They have bravely put down a rebellion against Duncan. In gratitude, Duncan announces that Macbeth is to be Thane of Cawdor. The witches mix up a charm to prepare for their meeting with Macbeth. They greet him with the prediction that he will be Thane of Cawdor and King. Banquo is told that his sons will be kings. As the witches vanish, Ross and Angus confirm that Macbeth is now Thane of Cawdor. Macbeth sees Malcolm as an obstacle to his ambition when Duncan announces that Malcolm is to be his heir. At Macbeth’s castle, Lady Macbeth is reading a letter from her husband. It tells her what has happened. She fears that

Macbeth will not be able to fulfil the prophecy, and she begins to plan Duncan’s murder. Duncan arrives at Macbeth’s castle and is welcomed by Lady Macbeth, with elaborate courtesy. Macbeth battles with his conscience as he thinks about the plan, but Lady Macbeth manipulates him until he agrees to go ahead with it.

Act 2

Banquo reveals that he has been dreaming of the witches’ prophecies. Macbeth, left alone, prepares for Duncan’s murder. He imagines he sees a bloody dagger, and his mind is full of evil images. Macbeth returns to his waiting wife with the bloody daggers. He is now incapable of any further action, and Lady Macbeth has to take them back to the scene of the crime. They are disturbed by knocking at the castle gate, and leave to wash away Duncan’s blood. The drunken porter opens the gate. Macduff goes to waken the King but returns with news of his murder. Macbeth tells the hurriedly assembled group why he killed the bodyguards. Lady Macbeth faints. Malcolm and Donalbain slip away, fearing for their lives.

Act 3

Macbeth is now King. Banquo suspects that he has indulged in foul-play in order to achieve this success. Macbeth is beginning to feel uneasy now that he is King. He is aware of the threat posed by Banquo and his son Fleance and arranges for them to be murdered. Macbeth is spending more time alone. Lady Macbeth realises that she is no longer privy to her husband’s confidences. Banquo is murdered but Fleance escapes. At a celebratory banquet, the murderer reports back that Banquo is dead but that Fleance has escaped. Macbeth is shaken, but returns to his guests. Banquo’s ghost appears only to Macbeth. Macbeth is horrified by its appearance. The guests, unable to see the ghost, are disturbed by Macbeth’s unhinged behaviour. Lady Macbeth tries to calm the situation. The guests leave, and Macbeth hints at more ‘necessary’ killings. Lady Macbeth is distraught.

Act 4

The witches complete their hellish brew as they wait for Macbeth. He demands that they summon up those who can answer his questions about the future. The apparitions tell him three things: to beware Macduff; that he cannot be killed by any man born naturally of a woman; and that he is safe until Birnam Wood moves towards his castle at Dunsinane. These initial warnings are dismissed, but Macbeth is disturbed by the sight of a ‘bloody’ Banquo and his heirs. He wakes up, to the news that Macduff has fled to England. Macbeth vows to kill Macduff ’s family and servants. Ross tries to warn Lady Macduff. She is contemptuous of her husband’s actions. Macbeth’s hired murderers arrive and kill her and her children.

Act 5

Lady Macbeth is sleep-walking, watched by a doctor and her lady-in-waiting. Lady Macbeth is trying to wash imagined blood from her hands. The doctor and servant are nervous of what they hear. Meanwhile rebel forces assemble and prepare to join Malcolm’s English army. At Dunsinane Macbeth has received reports of the forces gathering against him, and he is becoming more desperate. He puts his trust in the apparitions’ predictions. He vows that he will fight to the death. Malcolm orders the troops to cut branches from the trees to disguise their numbers. Macbeth is told of his wife’s death. He thinks for a while on the futility of life. A messenger arrives with the news that the trees appear to be moving. One of the predictions is coming true. Macbeth boasts that no naturally born man can kill him. Macduff reveals that his was not a normal birth. Macbeth accepts his fate and dies fighting. Malcolm, having led the English into Scotland, confers upon each of his Thanes the title of Earl.
Characterisation (Macbeth)

The character we will study is Macbeth. We must look at how he is at the beginning of the play, what he is like by the end of the play, and everything that happens to him in between.

We can find out about Macbeth himself by looking at 3 different areas:

1. His actions and reactions to other characters (revealing the front he presents to different characters/how deceptive his appearance is)

2. His soliloquies (revealing his true thoughts and feelings)

3. When he is not present and others speak about him (revealing what the popular opinion about Macbeth is/showing when people begin to see him for what he really is)

Characterisation – Macbeth (Act 1)

	Point
	Evidence
	Analysis

	He has a successful career and is admired for this
	“O valiant cousin, worthy gentleman!” (pg 2)
	This shows us that Macbeth is held in high esteem by his fellow soldiers and is seen as a good man

	He is connected to the forces of evil
	“What? Can the devil speak true?” (pg 7)
	He becomes involved with the Witches and, although aware that they are unnatural and sinister, is intrigued by their powers when he realises their predictions are coming true

	He is ambitious
	“Art not without ambition, but without the illness should attend it…” (pg 11)
	Lady Macbeth says this of her husband. This demonstrates that she feels he is a driven man, but not a bad person capable of underhand actions to be successful

	He has a darker side to his character
	“Stars, hide your fires, let not light see my black and deep desires!” (pg 10)
	This shows that he is aware of his growing ambition, but is also aware that his intentions are not pure. He wishes to hide them from everyone so that they cannot see his true self

	His wife has a strong influence over him
	“If we should fail?” (pg 15)
	He questions her for reassurance, demonstrating that he is weak and relies on her to guide him

	He has to battle with his conscience
	“I should against his murderer shut the door, not bear the knife myself.” (pg 14)
	This shows that he recognises what he SHOULD do, making him feel guilty for betraying King Duncan


Characterisation – Macbeth (Act 2)

	Point
	Evidence
	Analysis

	His ambition takes over
	“Is this a dagger which I see before me…” (pg 18)
	The appearance of the dagger shows that ambition has won over his mind and is leading him to his fate – to kill King Duncan

	He feels guilty for murdering King Duncan
	“I am afraid to think what I have done!” (pg 19)
	Immediately after the murder, Macbeth fears his own actions and the possible consequences

	He feigns sorrow and anger when everyone finds out that Duncan is dead
	“The expedition of my violent love outran the reason…” (pg 25)
	He condemns the Servants (who he and Lady M have framed for murder) and pretends to be disgusted that they could do such a thing, whilst proclaiming his love and devotion to King Duncan


Characterisation – Macbeth (Act 3)

	Point
	Evidence
	Analysis

	He feels paranoid, threatened and angered by the witches prophecy about Banquo
	“Oh full of scorpions is my mind, knowing that Banquo and his Fleance lives.” (pg 31)
	His mind is in complete turmoil and he has been poisoned against Banquo and Fleance – he knows that their existence poses a threat to his crown and position of power

	He needs Lady Macbeth less – his confidence has grown
	“Be innocent of the knowledge, dearest chuck, till thou applaud the deed.” (pg 31)
	He shows a growing confidence in his decisions and actions without needing the assurance of Lady Macbeth and is almost patronising towards her when she asks for information. He is becoming stronger at this point.

	He is unstable – he is haunted by his actions when the ghost of Banquo appears before him
	“Thou canst not say I did it!...Never shake thy gory locks at me!” (pg 35)
	This shows that Macbeth feels the weight of Banquo’s murder on his conscience. He shows weakness here.


Characterisation – Macbeth (Act 4)

	Point
	Evidence
	Analysis

	He relies on the word of the witches to put his mind at ease, even although he knows they are dangerous
	“Even till destruction sicken, answer me to what I ask you!” (pg 40)
	By returning to the Witches, Macbeth shows weakness and that he depends on their knowledge of the future for his own peace of mind

	He is desperate to retain his power
	“No boasting like a fool, this deed I’ll do before the purpose cool…” (pg 44)
	He is becoming used to doing whatever is required to protect his own position – even if it means spilling more blood (this time, of Macduff’s family)


Characterisation – Macbeth (Act 5)

	Point
	Evidence
	Analysis

	He has gained a reputation as a bad and unworthy King / a tyrant
	“His title hangs loose upon him like a giant’s robe upon a dwarfish thief.” (pg 50)
	Just like a dwarf wearing a giant’s robe, Macbeth is clearly in a position which does not fit his character – a king should be worthy and good, Macbeth is not. This is clear for others to see now. His attempted deception has failed

	He believes himself to be invincible because of the prophecy of the witches
	“The spirits that know all mortal consequences have pronounced me thus: ‘Fear not Macbeth’…” (pg 51)
	He feels strong at this point and drunk on the power of his position – he relies on the words of the Witches so heavily that he believes no one can harm him

	He realises that the witches have been deceiving him all along with their prophecies
	“Be these juggling fiends no more believed that palter with us in a double sense, that keep the word of promise to our ear and break it to our hope.” (pg 57)
	He recognises that their words have been true, but that he has misinterpreted their meaning. He realises that he has been foolish and has allowed his selfish ambition to overtake everything else, and that only his own actions have led him to his own untimely death


Characterisation (relationships)

Macbeth ( Lady Macbeth

They are a married couple, but their relationship changes over the course of the play. There is a shifting balance of power between these two.

Lady Macbeth seems more ambitious than Macbeth at the beginning, and indeed she says that he may be “too full of the milk of human kindness” to be capable of taking what she sees as the necessary action to become King.

Macbeth shows weakness – when he allows Lady Macbeth to persuade him that killing King Duncan is a good idea. Lady Macbeth shows strength and cunning at this point as she uses her knowledge of her husband’s personality to manipulate him.

Lady Macbeth then shows weakness when she admits she could not go through with the murder of King Duncan herself…yet very shortly afterwards she picks up the pieces of Macbeth’s mistake again when he stupidly returns to her carrying the murder weapon. She must then go and put these back because he cannot. This is a good example of how quickly the power and strength shift from one character to the other.

Lady Macbeth also shows strength when she feigns illness and faints at the news of King Duncan being murdered at her home. Her quick thinking and clever actions save them both at this point by taking attention away from her husband and presenting a shocked and appalled reaction to the disturbing news of the murder.

Macbeth seems to claim back some power when he with-holds information regarding the murder of Banquo from Lady Macbeth. He tells her to remain innocent of the knowledge until the deed is done. He may be doing this to protect her but it is likely that he enjoys feeling powerful.

Lady Macbeth must be strong again when she makes excuses for her husband at the banquet when the ghost of Banquo appears to haunt him. He risks revealing his true colours to the guests at the banquet and her actions protect them both.

Lady Macbeth shows weakness when she goes mad – her guilt is apparent as she tries to wash imaginary blood from her hands, showing that she has been mentally affected by the actions of her and her husband in order to achieve their ambitions.

Lady Macbeth shows that the events have changed her entirely when she kills herself. This is the impact the guilt has had upon her mind.

Is Lady Macbeth responsible for all that happened to Macbeth? Or, is it the case that Macbeth is ultimately responsible for all of his own actions?

Macbeth ( Witches

The Witches have power over Macbeth – they are unnatural beings but they seem to make accurate predictions of the future. They interfere with Macbeth’s life and plant the seed in his head which will set him on the path of self-destruction.

Macbeth shows that he NEEDS the Witches – he goes back to visit them again, and although he fears them for being unnatural in appearance, he is so taken over by his thirst for knowledge of the future and his desire to protect his position of authority that he ignores their appearance.

Would this have happened without the Witches? Are they the ones responsible for all of his actions?

Macbeth ( Banquo

The friendship between these two sours very quickly and it is unbelievable how ready Macbeth is to turn on his best friend as he believes he may somehow pose a threat to him. The way that AMBITION and POWER take over from positive aspects in Macbeth’s life such as FRIENDSHIP, LOYALTY and TRUST really helps to show how strong the ambition is in his heart.

Theme

· Ambition – the Witches plant the seed, Lady Macbeth encourages it, eventually Macbeth’s ambition takes over…this results in him becoming gradually more and more accustomed to committing violent acts in order to secure his position of power. If Macbeth was truly a good character then nothing would have convinced him to take such drastic action.

· Deception – the Witches deceive Macbeth, Macbeth and Lady Macbeth deceive everyone (Banquo, King Duncan; even their home seems welcoming; Lady Macbeth feigns illness to take the attention away from her husband in the banquet scene)

· Supernatural – the involvement with the Witches, the appearance of the dagger, the appearance of the ghost of Banquo.

Key Scene / Turning Point / Climax

Act 1 Scene 3: Macbeth encounters the Witches for the first time

KEY SCENE

This is because it may be argued that this encounter is the trigger for the chain of events which follow, leading to the untimely deaths of so many people and causing Macbeth to follow a path of self-destruction.

Act 2 Scene 1: Macbeth kills King Duncan

TURNING POINT

Things are clearly different before and after this point.

Before taking the decision to commit murder, Macbeth is simply another man with hidden desires and ambitions. However, after taking the action to kill King Duncan, he has set the wheels in motion and there is no turning back.

It is the first time that Macbeth takes action to try and secure his future, yet at the same time beginning his own self-destruction.

Act 5 Scene 6: Macbeth is killed / Final scene

CLIMAX

This can be identified as a climax in the play because characters accept their fate and finally grasp an understanding of something which they did not before: in this case, Macbeth finally realises that the Witches were tricky and deceptive and that he should never have trusted them. He wonders if he might have been perfectly happy and contented if he had never heard their words and felt compelled to pursue the ultimate power of becoming King. Macbeth also accepts his fate, although he dies still fighting. There is even an argument for Macbeth being seen as brave and noble once again, as he realises his mistakes and that he is likely to die (because the forest has moved and Macduff was not from woman born) however he still fights on and will not surrender. This is a redeeming feature of his character and harks back to the strong, noble and admired man we learned about in the opening scenes of the play.

