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Study Guides for Macbeth 

Themes 

 

Kingship 

Duncan is a good king, noble and full of the qualities associated with kingship, although he is perhaps too 

trusting. The monarchy was under considerable strain during the time that Macbeth was composed. The 

gunpowder plot was a part of very recent history (it happened in 1605, Macbeth was first performed in 

early 1606). The ‘divine right of kings’ is rubbished today, but in Shakespeare’s time it was very much 

accepted and regicide was the most heinous of crimes, Macbeth is supposed to be a warning to James I 

about his own position. England was mourning the death of Elizabeth I, whose reign had been a glorious 

one, and James was not popular. James was a vocal proponent of the divine right of kings which stated 

that the king’s power came directly from God and that he did not have to answer to any Earthly authority. 

The concept of the divine right of kings died out after the 1688 revolution. 

 

Male/Female Roles 

The characters of Macbeth and Lady Macbeth explore and subvert traditional male/female roles. Lady 

Macbeth can either be seen as linked to the witches in a feminist bid to overthrow the balance of power, 

or as a representation of the evil side of Macbeth, helping him to realize his darkest desires. Her character 

is at times rather one-dimensional, but this is relieved by the guilt that appears through her subconscious 

as she nears her death. She uses her femininity, rather than emasculating herself, like the recently dead 

Elizabeth. However, her “unsex me” speech in Act I scene iv implies that she wishes to rid herself of 

feminine characteristics and become a sexless character (like the witches, perhaps). A strong female 

character in the late sixteenth and early seventeenth century will always have part of Elizabeth in her. We 

must see Lady Macbeth as evil, but also as intelligent, manipulative, ambitious and powerful. She is a 

Caledonian Cleopatra, skewing the traditional role system with her particular type of majesty. 

 

Evil 

Evil is a concept which is difficult to define, especially in relation to Macbeth. The witches are evil, but 

they are not actively evil: they do not act, but they suggest actions and manipulate situations with evil 

consequences. Ambition is difficult to separate from evil in the play. Whether Macbeth’s actions are evil 

or merely the result of hubris and the influence of the witches is open to debate. Lady Macbeth is a more 

obviously evil character, yet her guilt in the sleepwalking scene shows that she is not a purely malevolent 

character or that there is a pure nature beneath, rebelling against her sin. Further confusing is the 

weakness of the ‘good’ characters. Macbeth and his wife are charismatic and forceful, whereas only 

Macduff amongst the ‘good’ characters is explored in any detail. It is important to remember that ghosts 

and witches existed to the Elizabethan and Jacobean audiences, and that evil, which now is a rather more 

symbolic concept, had a much more real and therefore ominous meaning for them. If pagan rites were by 

then undermined to an extent by Christianity, then there was still the problem of Hell. 

 

Madness 

Lady Macbeth’s madness is brought about by the guilt of the crimes she has committed. The notion that 

one’s sins caught up with one was not a new concept, but Shakespeare is visionary in his Freudian 

understanding of the working of the subconscious. Lady Macbeth fears the coming of darkness, and 

recognizes the insubstantiality of her one candle in the fight against it. The sleepwalking scene is gentler 

in its portrayal of her lunacy. For perhaps the first time in the play, Lady Macbeth seems gentle and 

feminine. Shakespeare is cleverly allowing the audience to begin to feel sympathy for her, just as she is 

about to die. Obviously the concept that it is the ‘true self’ that shines through during fits of madness is 
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being utilized by Shakespeare to add greater depth to Lady Macbeth. Instead of the Machiavellian 

monster seen earlier in the play, she seems reduced and lost. 

 

Sample Questions 

 

1. Macbeth is a wholly ambiguous play. Discuss 

Talk about male/female role reversal. Is Lady Macbeth masculine or merely exploring 

certain facets of the female psyche? Is her madness brought on by overreaching herself by trying 

to ‘masculate’ herself, or is it brought on by her evil deeds? How is Macbeth feminine? Is his 

(relatively) heroic death a vindication of his masculinity? 

How does Lady Macbeth reveal the ambiguities inherent within her character? Is she evil 

or driven by hubris which drives her towards insanity? How much does her sleepwalking scene 

change the audience’s mind about her? 

Think about Shakespeare’s use of light and darkness. The play revolves around images of 

chiaroscuro — but the content is much less defined. When Lady Macbeth is lit the depth of her 

madness she is afraid of the dark whereas earlier she embraced it: “Come thick night.” 

Consider the weakness of the ‘good’ characters. Is the strength of Macbeth and his wife’s 

characters a vindication of their actions, or are they magnetic and charismatic personalities 

despite what they do? 

Are the witches merely symbols of evil? Would Macbeth have acted with such evil had 

they not opened his mind to ambition? Are they, on the contrary, active elements of Fate? Are 

they real or figments of the imagination like the dagger and if so why does Banquo see them? 

2. Macbeth’s hubris brings him down. The play is a lesson to us all not to strive too hard. Discuss. 

Macbeth is in many ways a representative character. He is ambitious to serve his king 

well. However the witches use this ambition to bring about his downfall. The mere mention of the 

possibility of his becoming king sets off the chain of events that lead to Macduff delivering to 

Malcolm Macbeth’s severed head. Macbeth believes all the time that he is good enough/strong 

enough/powerful enough to become king. The play leaves you wondering if he might have 

managed it on Duncan’s death without resorting to murdering him. 

The tragic hero must have a tragic flaw. Is l\4acbeth’s solely his hubris? Lady Macbeth 

fans the flames of his ambition and it is her encouragement which leads hint from “I dare not” to 

“I dare”. Is Macbeth’s attempt to become king a warning against social climbing of any kind, a 

defense of the rights of the king, or a warning that ambition must be tempered with patience if 

one is to succeed with one’s ambitions? 

 

Study Questions for Shakespeare’s Macbeth 

 

1. Why does this play need Act 1, scene 1? Why does it beam with the 3 witches alone on stage? 

What is the image of womanhood presented by them? Note Banquo’s description of them as 

looking rather masculine in 1, 3. Why this odd description? 

2. In 1, 5. Lady Macbeth sums up the conditions that would make her able to murder Duncan. What 

does she need to be like to do this? How does this relate her to the witches? 

3. Act One tells us much about the kingdom under Duncan. What has his reign been like recently? 

How does the plot of the Macbeths fit into the recent history of Scotland under Duncan? Why is 

this important to consider? How does Shakespeare present the history and behavior of the S cots 

with regard to their kings throughout this play? 

4. Consider the differences throughout the first half of the play between how Macbeth and Banquo 
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handle the information given them by the witches. What does a sensible Scottish thane do when 

confronted by witches at random? 

5. Look at all the references to “nature” and “unnatural’ throughout this play. Why are they vital to 

the plot? How does this theme reflect upon the actions of the Macbeths? Upon the ultimate crisis 

of Birnam Wood relocating itself to Dunsinane? Symbolically, what does it mean that the forest 

gets up and moves once Macbeth has become king? To put it another way, what kind of world is 

it when trees can just get up and walk around? 

6. In 4,1, three apparitions visit the witches and Macbeth. What does each represent? How do we as 

audience respond to them? How are we as audience implicated in this plot? Do we believe in the 

witches as much as Macbeth does? Are there any significant differences here? 

7. Look at the play’s geographical center in Act 3; this is often where the author summarizes the 

major themes of his play through a series of “central” actions. What are the major events of this 

act? What do they tell us about the themes of the overall play? 

8. So how does Macbeth like being king? What kind of king is he? What is his reign like, other than 

brief? How does he compare to Duncan as king? How do the rebellions under his reign compare 

to those under Duncan? 

9. What are the effects of conspiring to murder upon Lady Macbeth? How does she compare to the 

other women of the play, including the witches, Lady Macduff, and Macbeth’s mother? What is a 

good noblewoman like in this world? 

10. In 1,7, Macbeth suggests to his wife to “bring forth men-children only” because she is so fierce. 

Is this a good world to bring forth children in? What happens to kids in this world? Consider all 

the children in this play, including the ones that seem to have reached adulthood with their fathers 

still alive. What are their fates? What happens to lids when Macbeth is king? When Duncan is 

king? What do these situations tell us about the worlds these respective kings create for their 

subjects? 

11. Why does Banquo’s ghost appear at a banquet? What does a banquet symbolize in general? What 

does a banquet thrown by a king suggest? 

12. How do the Macbeths die? What do their forms of death symbolize? 

 

Macbeth Questions 

 

What is the relationship between the three witches and the more “human” action of the play? Do they 

merely foresee the future, or are they agents of fate in some way? 

 

I.iii.38 “So fair and foul a day…” One of the many examples of antithesis or oxymoron in this play. Ask 

yourself as you read on why Shakespeare makes such frequent use of this device. 

  Is it significant in any way that Macbeth “becomes” the Thane of Cawdor? Note 

especially the King’s speech at I.iv.12 ff., immediately prior to Macbeth’s entrance. 

 

I.iii.130 ff. Paraphrase this speech carefully. It is interesting to take note of the different reactions of 

Macbeth, Banquo, and Lady Macbeth to the prophecies of the three witches; and the relative merits of 

“function” and “surmise” for Macbeth and for his wife are particularly critical. 

 

I.v.15 Lady Macbeth (speaking of Macbeth): “Yet do I fear thy nature.” Why? What does this speech tell 

us about Lady Macbeth? About Macbeth? 

 39 “Unsex me here.” Does the “natural” distribution of sexual roles have anything to do with the 
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unnatural imaginations of Lady Macbeth and Macbeth? Watch for other signs that “womanliness” is a 

good quality that Lady Macbeth thinks she must overcome. 

 

I.vii.1 ff.  Paraphrase this soliloquy carefully. Note that Macbeth is making the very unconventional 

comment that he’s less worried about Heaven’s ultimate justice than about the way things seem to work 

out here on earth. This is clearly not the same Macbeth we see at the end of the play. What are the basic 

character changes in between? 

 

II.ii Compare the reactions of Macbeth and Lady Macbeth to their crime. Note Lady M’s line (66), “A 

little water clears us of this deed”; store for future reference. 

 

II.iii Is the porter’s part mere “comic relief,” or does it serve some thematic function? 

 

III.i.48 “To be thus is nothing, but to be safely thus--”; III.ii.5-6 “Naught’s had, all’s spent, 

Where our desire is got without content”; III.ii.13 “We have scorched the snake, not killed it.” 

In this part of the play Shakespeare develops a profound insight into the mind of a murderer. 

What is that insight? 

 

III.vi.1.ff. What is Lennox doing with this speech? 

 

IV.i.146 “From this moment…” What change has taken place in Macbeth by this point? 

 

IV.iii.50 ff. Why does Malcolm try to convince MacDuff of his own viciousness? 

 

V.i In terms of the earlier relationship between the characters of Macbeth and Lady Macbeth, what has 

now happened to Lady Macbeth? 

 

V.iii What have the witches done to Macbeth? Does this lead you to suggest a correspondence between 

the witches and some aspect of “real” human character? 

 

V.v. 17 “She should have died hereafter.” Macbeth’s most famous speech. Is it a universal comment on 

mankind, or a peculiar reflection of Macbeth’s state of mind at this point? 

 

Q: Macbeth is a tragedy. What causes the main character’s downfall? 

 

Ideas: He was valiant on the battlefield, achieving decisive victories, which secured Scotland’s safety. He 

expected a greater reward than Thane of Cawdor, and when King Duncan named his son instead of him as 

heir, he felt betrayed and wished revenge. 

 

He became an instrument of fate. The three weird sisters, servants of Hecate. told him his future, but 

blinded by ambition he only heard what he wished to know. 

 

His wife was determined to better herself and her husband, and she encouraged him to commit the first 

murder. 

 

Once he became King, the power of this office corrupted him and he arranged for a string of further 
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murders, and he became a tyrant. 

 

Therefore, the four main factors are:  

 

1. Revenge. 2. A tool of fate. 3. Ambitious wife. 4. Corrupted by power. 

 

Q: Remembering that with all Shakespearean plays, the best medium for appreciating the work is on the 

stage. Therefore, audible and visual aspects are as important as the dialogue. Give examples of both, 

which are integral parts of the play. 

 

Ideas: Act I – Scene.i Right at the start of the play, the audience sees lightning and hears thunder, and are 

introduced to the three witches. This creates the mood and atmosphere for this supernatural play. 

 

Act I — Scene.v The principal female character, Lady Macbeth, is introduced to the audience alone on 

the stage and becomes the focal point of the scene. Shakespeare wishes to create impact with this set, 

which is visually strong and powerful, matching the characterization of Lady Macbeth. 

 

Act I — Scene.vi Here Shakespeare wishes to show Macbeth’s stronghold, Dunsinane, as a surmner 

paradise. This is remarked upon by King Duncan when he first arrives. This is in stark contrast to the 

castle as described in Act II — Scene.i where the porter likens it to the gates of hell. 

 

Act II — Scene.ii This scene revolves around the murder of King Duncan and it is accompanied by a bell 

tolling, and the shrieking of an owl. Both these add to the suspense and tension regarding this evil deed. 

 

Act II — Scenes.ii and iii There is an ominous knocking at the castle gate symbolizing the outside world 

seeking justice or vengeance for the evil murder of the King. 

 

Act III — Scene.iv This scene takes place in complete darkness except for the lantern held by the 

murderers of Banquo. During the struggle, the light is extinguished, and one of the murderers says, “Who 

did strike out the lights?” This symbolizes the life of Banquo being struck out, and in the darkness 

Fleance escapes. 

 

Act V — Scene.i This scene deals with the madness of Lady Macbeth. The actress playing the part relies 

heavily on visual aids such as an agitated state, and the continual wringing and washing of hands to 

remove imagined blood. She also has a candlelight continually by her, this being the only light on stage, 

and in the dialogue she refers back to the knocking at the gate. 

 

Act V — Scene.v Lady Macbeth’s death is marked by the shrieking of women offstage. 

 

Throughout the play, Malcolm’s army is accompanied by colorful flags, drums and trumpets, when they 

enter and exit, thus heralding the good side. The scenes involving the witches, signifying evil, are 

accompanied by thunder and lightning. 

 

The most visual scene concerns Macbeth’s second visit to the witches, where the director can allow his 

imagination to have free reign in dealing with the various apparitions that appear on stage. 
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Q: What causes Lady Macbeth to decline into madness? 

 

Ideas: At the start of the play, Lady Macbeth is clearly the stronger and more dominant partner of the 

marriage. She does not hesitate to act on the witches’ prophecy. and she encourages her husband to 

murder the King. She goads him to do the deed and covers for Kim when he starts to fall apart after the 

murder. She returns time knives to the scene and smears the guards with blood so that they will be 

suspected. 

 

From this point on, Macbeth becomes the stronger partner. He turns into a monster, killing numerous 

people, and Lady Macbeth realizes that she is responsible for this transformation. She has lost the hero 

and turned her husband into a tyrant. She is herself shocked at her husband’s brutality. She is also unable 

to sleep, and she feels guilty for her actions. This eventually leads to her suicide. 

 

Q: What are the supernatural elements of Macbeth’? 

 

Ideas: The witches, or three weird sisters, are the main supernatural forces within the play. They provide 

Macbeth and Banquo with a glimpse of their future. Macbeth decides to act positively regarding these 

premonitions, whereas Banquo remains passive, realizing that they are from an evil source. 

 

The dagger shows Macbeth the way to the King’s quarters. Again it is an evil instrument and encourages 

Macbeth to pursue the crime. 

 

Banquo’s ghost appears at the empty place set aside for Banquo during Macbeth’s feast. It causes him to 

act strangely and casts doubts amongst Macbeth’s followers. 

 

The old man in Act II — Scene.iv is a commentator and interprets events that have just happened. This is 

a common feature in Shakespeare’s plays, and these commentators can be found in various forms, but all 

perform the same function. 

 


