The Tragedy of Macbeth

Reading Guide

Act I, scene i

1. What characters are introduced?
2. What do lines 5-7 say about the witches?
3. Explain “Fair is foul, and foul is fair.”
4. What specific plan is mentioned in this scene?
5. The theme that appearances are deceiving is mentioned in this scene.  Where? Explain.

Act I, scene ii

1. Blood is mentioned more than 100 times in the play.  What is the significance of using this image?

2. The metaphor in line 22 refers to clothing – this metaphor is mentioned throughout the play. What 3 men are leading troops into battle against Duncan?

3. What is the paradox in line 27-28?  How does this paradox fit the theme from scene i?
4. Who defeated and killed Macdonwald?

5. What is to be the Thane of Cawdor’s punishment for his traitorous activities?
6. Why does King Duncan decide to make Macbeth Thane of Cawdor?
7. In line 67, how might this related to Act I, scene i, line 4?
8. How does Macbeth become the Thane of Cawdor?

Act I, scene iii

1. What revenge does the witch plan for the sailor whose wife wouldn’t share her chestnuts?
2. Lines 19-23 introduce the theme of sleeplessness.  This theme will occur often.

3. What do lines 24-25 indicate about the witches’ power?
4. What predictions do the witches make for Macbeth?  Notice that the first 2 are in present tense and the 3rd is in the future.
5. Why does Macbeth react the way he does to the witches’ predictions?
6. How does the witches’ prophecy of Macbeth’s coming greatness act as a temptation for him?
7. What 3 predictions do the witches make for Banquo?

8. What are the paradoxes in lines 65 and 66?  Explain .
9. How do Banquo and Macbeth react to the witches?
10. What is Banquo’s reaction when Macbeth receives his new title?

11. In lines 108-109, what theme is addressed here?

12. In lines 122-127, what does Banquo say might be the witches’ motives?
13. In lines 127-129, what is the “imperial theme”?

14. In lines 132-141, what is the “horrid image” of which Macbeth speaks?

15. What are 2 different ways Macbeth imagines he could be crowned king?

Act I, scene iv

1. What does Malcolm mean in lines 7-8?
2. Explain lines 10-11.  What theme can this be?
3. Immediately before Macbeth enters, Duncan says of Cawdor: “He was a gentleman on whom I built / An absolute trust.”  What type of irony is this?

4. What further reward does Macbeth hope to receive from Duncan?

5. Who is named to succeed Duncan?

6. In lines 48-53, how does Macbeth react to this announcement?
7. Where does Duncan spend the night?

Act I, scene v

1. What does the nature of the letter reveal about Macbeth’s relationship with his wife?
2. In lines 13-23, how does Lady Macbeth characterize her husband?
3. Why does Lady Macbeth fear Macbeth’s nature?
4. Why is Lady Macbeth so shocked by the statement that Duncan comes to their castle?
5. After reading the letter from Macbeth, Lady Macbeth calls upon the spirits to “Make thick my blood, / Stop up th’ access and passage to remorse.”  What is the asking the spirits to do?
6. Why does Lady Macbeth ask the spirits to “unsex” her?

7. What are the possible interpretations of lines 58: “Tomorrow, as he purposes”?
8. How do lines 60-64 relate to Duncan’s statement: “There’s no art / To find the mind’s construction in the fact” from Act I, scene iv, lines 11-12?
9. What are the preparations that Lady Macbeth refers to in lines 64-65?

10. In lines 66-67, what does Lady Macbeth think will happen after Duncan’s murder?

Act I, scene vi

1. What action takes place in scene vi?
2. How does Lady Macbeth greet Duncan?

3. What irony would the audience feel as they watch Duncan enter the castle and hear him praise its peacefulness?

Act I, scene vii

1. In lines 1-28, what reasons does Macbeth give for not wanting to kill Duncan?
2. What fear does Macbeth express in his soliloquy?
3. What reason against the murder does he give Lady Macbeth?
4. Notice again the use of the clothing metaphor. How does Lady Macbeth turn the metaphor against Macbeth?
5. In lines 36-39, what does Lady Macbeth imply about Macbeth’s love for her?
6. What finally causes Macbeth to decide to commit the murder?
7. What theme is expressed in the last 2 lines of the act?

Act as a Whole

1. One of the most interesting parts of any serious play is what goes on in the characters’ minds.  What conflict rages in Macbeth after he hears the witches’ prophecy?  What resolution to this conflict does Macbeth express in his aside in scene iv, lines 48-53?

2. Describe the temperamental differences between Macbeth and his wife.  Who is more single-minded and logical?  Who is more argumentative and sensitive?  Which one wins the argument?

Act II, scene i

1. In lines 6-9, why does Banquo not want to sleep?  What “cursed thoughts” does he have?
2. What does Banquo’s description of Duncan’s reaction to the evening at Macbeth’s castle stress?
3. What lie does Macbeth tell Banquo?
4. What is the meaning of Banquo’s answer to Macbeth in lines 26-28?
5. Describe the vision that Macbeth has at the end of scene i.  What details foreshadow the action to come?
6. What is the conflict in the opening soliloquy?
7. What causes Macbeth to think he sees a dagger?
8. Explain lines 60-61.
9. At the end of scene i, a bell rings.  What do you think is the significance of this?

Act II, scene ii

1. What omen of death does Lady Macbeth hear?

2. Why does Lady Macbeth say she didn’t commit the murder herself?
3. As Macbeth kills Duncan, what does Lady Macbeth hear?  What does Macbeth hear?
4. In lines 30-32, what is happening to Macbeth by his not being able to say “Amen”?
5. What words about himself does Macbeth believe he hear in lines 35-36, and 42-43?
6. Identify the metaphors that describe sleep in lines 34-39.
7. How did Macbeth mismanage the murder?
8. Both Macbeth and his lady comment upon the effectiveness of water in cleansing away their involvement in the deed.  How do they differ?
9. What does the 2nd to last line of the scene mean?

Act II, scene iii

1. What explicit details in the Porter’s speech might support the idea that the castle is hell?
2. How is the porter’s curing ironic?
3. Why has Macduff come to Macbeth’s castle?
4. What is the initial impression conveyed to Lennox and Macduff when they arrive at the castle in the morning?
5. What unusual things happened to Macduff and Lennox during the night?
6. Who discovers the murder?

7. How is this ringing of the bell differ from the bell used earlier?
8. How do Macbeth’s and Macduff’s announcements of Duncan’s death to the king’s sons differ?
9. Why does Macbeth kill the king’s men?
10. Why might Lady Macbeth pretend to faint?
11. In lines 128-139, what actions do Malcolm and Donalbain take? Why?
12. Is Banquo satisfied with the grooms’ guilt?
13. How can lines 124-126 be directed toward Macbeth?
14. What does Donalbain’s parting comment mean?

Act II, scene iv

1. In lines 5-20, Ross and the Old Man discuss the strange events occurring.  How are these strange events similar?  What do these natural disturbances symbolize?
2. How does the horses’ behavior parallel Macbeth’s actions?
3. Why is the image of an owl killing a falcon appropriate at the end of the act?
4. Who besides Macbeth is suspected of murdering Duncan?

5. How does popular opinion account for the murder?
6. Who has been named king?

7. Why does Macduff not plan to attend Macbeth’s coronation?
8. In line 38, what warning does Macduff convey using the clothing metaphor?

Act II as a Whole

1. Name 3 characters who have shown they are suspicious of Macbeth’s rapid ascent to the throne.

Act III, scene i

1. What suspicions does Banquo voice?  What does he say that lets us know what he suspects?
2. What purpose does Macbeth have in talking to Banquo at the beginning of the act?
3. What does Macbeth fear from Banquo?
4. Who besides Banquo knows of the witches’ prophecies?
5. What do the symbols of a “barren sceptor” and “fruitless crown” in lines 61-62 imply?
6. How does this second soliloquy differ from the first soliloquy where Macbeth contemplated the murder of Duncan?
7. What is the point of Macbeth’s extended comparison of men and dogs?
8. What does Macbeth tell the murderers about Banquo?
9. According to Macbeth, why does he himself not kill Banquo?  (lines 116-126)
10. Why does Macbeth tell the murderers that they must keep his plan a secret?
11. At the end of the scene, what is Macbeth’s plan?
12. Who else are the murderers to kill?
13. How is the scene’s concluding couplet like the closing couple of Act II, scene i?

Act III, scene ii

1. What is the meaning of Lady Macbeth’s saying: “Naught’s had, all’s spent, / Where our desire is got without content”?
2. In lines 13-22, from what affliction does Macbeth suffer?
3. How do lines 16-22 relate to Lady Macbeth’s speech earlier in the scene, lines 4-7?
4. What theme do lines 27-35 reflect?
5. In line 35, Lady Macbeth says, “You must leave this.”  What does she mean?

6. Is Lady Macbeth aware that Macbeth has planned the death of Banquo and Fleance?
7. Describe Lady Macbeth at the beginning of this act.
8. How have Lady Macbeth and Macbeth’s relationship changed?
9. How is the planning of Banquo’s murder different from that of Duncan’s?

Act III, scene iii

1. Who is murdered in this scene?

2. Who escapes?

3. What is Banquo’s dying request to Fleance?

4. How is Fleance’s escape a turning point for Macbeth?

Act III, scene iv

1. What activity opens the scene?
2. How does Macbeth react when he hears that Fleance has escaped the murderers?
3. What do lines 29-31 mean?
4. Who joins the assembled group, sitting in Macbeth’s place?

5. How does Lady Macbeth explain Macbeth’s reaction?
6. What is Lady Macbeth’s reaction to Macbeth’s claim of seeing Banquo’s ghost?
7. To what other event in the play is this ghostly appearance similar?
8. Why does Lady Macbeth ask everyone to leave?
9. Who refused the banquet invitation?

10. What do you think Macbeth thinks of Macduff?
11. What is Macbeth’s plan for the next day?
12. To what does Macbeth attribute his condition? (lines 142-143)

Act III, scene v

1. What does Hecate plan to do?

Act III, scene vi

1. What is implied in Lennox’s speech at the opening of the scene?
2. What is the tone of the speech?

3. Where has Macduff gone?

4. What does he hope to do?
5. What purpose does this scene serve?

Act IV, scene i

1. What apocalyptic events does Macbeth mention in lines 52-60?
2. How does Macbeth’s second meeting with the witches differ from the first?
3. What do the witches do in response to Macbeth’s questions?
4. What does each of the 3 apparitions say to Macbeth?
5. Why will Macbeth kill Macduff despite the prophecy?
6. Why do the witches show Macbeth the 8 kings?
7. Why are lines 138-139 ironic?
8. Explain lines 146-148.
9. Why do you think that Lennox is still attending Macbeth?

10. What does Macbeth order to be done when he hears that Macduff has fled to England?
11. How would you describe Macbeth now, as compared to his earlier ambivalence?

Act IV, scene ii

1. What has Ross just told Lady Macduff?
2. How does Lady Macduff react to this news?
3. In line 56, why does Macduff’s son say that traitors are fools?
4. In line 61, a messenger enters.  What does the messenger tell Lady Macduff to do?
5. Who is killed in the scene?

6. What is the effect of placing the scene between Lady Macduff and her son immediately before the scene in which they are murdered? 

7. Why are the murders even more terrible than those previously committed?

Act IV, scene iii

1. Why is Macduff’s speech in lines 4-6 ironic?
2. Why doesn’t Malcolm trust Macduff?
3. In lines 25-28, what does Malcolm ask Macduff?
4. In lines 31-37, what is Macduff about to do?  Why?
5. What forces has Malcolm promised?
6. How does Macduff respond in lines 66-76 to Malcolm’s self-accusation?
7. Summarize Malcolm’s confession to Macduff in lines 57-100.
8. Why does Malcolm say these things to Macduff?
9. In lines 114-132, what does Malcolm tell Macduff?

10. In lines 133-135, what good news has Malcolm been withholding?
11. What is the passage attributing the ability to cure scrofula to the English king (Edward the Confessor) intended to do?
12. Compare Ross’ entrance in Act IV, scene iii with his first entrance in the play.
13. In lines 164-173, what news about the condition of Scotland does Ross bring?
14. What personal information does Ross bring to Macduff?
15. What do lines 201-203 mean?
16. In lines 228-229, what does Malcolm tell Macduff to do?

Act V, scene i

1. What does her sleepwalking reveal about Lady Macbeth’s conscience?
2. Why does the gentlewoman refuse to repeat Lady Macbeth’s sleep-talk to the doctor?
3. How is her hand-washing symbolic?
4. To what events and people does Lady Macbeth refer in lines 31-39?
5. When Lady Macbeth says “Wash your hands, put on your nightgown,” who does “your” refer to?
6. What does the doctor mean when he says that Lady Macbeth “More needs the divine than the physician”?

Act V, scene ii

1. Who is the “med’cine” in line 27?

2. Where are the noblemen to meet Malcolm?

3. What is reported about Macbeth?

Act V, scene iii

1. Why does Macbeth claim to feel no fear?

2. How does Macbeth try to reassure himself that Malcolm and Macduff are not threats to him?

3. In lines 19-29, how does Macbeth indicate what he really feels?

4. As Macbeth’s anxiety grows, what does he ask the doctor to do?

5. What do lines 22-23 mean?

Act V, scene iv

1. Where does this scene take place?

2. What are Malcolm’s instructions to his soldiers?  Why does he have them do this?
3. As a result of #2, what prophecy will happen?
4. According to Malcolm in lines 10-14, what is the quality of Macbeth’s troops?

Act V, scene v

1. Macbeth says: “The time has been my senses would have cooled / To hear a night-shriek.”  What “time” is he referring to?
2. What news does Seyton give Macbeth?
3. What is Macbeth’s reaction to this news and what does this show about him?
4. What does Macbeth’s comment that Lady Macbeth “should have died hereafter” mean?
5. What does Macbeth’s “Tomorrow, and tomorrow, and tomorrow” speech stress?

6. What do lines 24-28 mean?
7. Of what does the messenger inform Macbeth?
8. Macbeth had planned to remain in his castle during the siege.  What causes him to change his mind and fight his enemies in the field?

Act V, scene vi

1. What is accomplished in this scene?

Act V, scene vii

1. How does Macbeth feel in lines 1-4?
2. Who is slain by Macbeth?

3. How does Macduff’s motivation to kill contrast with Macbeth’s?
4. Why does Macduff declare that he must kill Macbeth?
5. What has happened to some of Macbeth’s men?

Act V, scene viii
1. What do you think is Macbeth’s motivation in saying “My soul is too much charged / With blood of thine already”?
2. What does Macduff tell Macbeth about his birth?
3. How does Macduff fulfill the witches’ prophecy?
4. Who kills Macbeth?

5. What role does Ross repeatedly play in the action?  Compare and contrast his speech to Siward (lines 39-43) with what he says to Macduff in Act IV, scene iii.  What does Ross think it means to be a man?
6. Who will be King of Scotland?

7. In Malcolm’s final speech, what image does he provide of Macbeth?

Act V as a Whole
1. What was the character flaw that resulted in Macbeth’s downfall?

2. As Macbeth becomes increasingly obsessed with protecting his position, he also becomes more and more isolated and alienated.  How is that demonstrated in his relationship with his wife?

Macbeth Essays

1. In the final speech of the play, Malcolm refers to Macbeth as a “dead butcher.”  Write 1 paragraph explaining why Malcolm’s characterization of Macbeth is an over-simplification.

Answer: Macbeth would not engage our interest for long if he were a mere butcher.  We hear of his courage and loyalty at the beginning of the play, but we also learn of his ambition, which will destroy him.  He is at first a reluctant criminal because he broods about consequences, believing there are powers that inevitably punish the guilty (in his case, his conscience).  In the rest of the play, he ignobly struggles to subdue his conscience as he becomes more deeply steeped in crime and bloodshed; hence he becomes more like a mere “butcher,” but even his speeches in the 5th act reveal a weariness with the futility of his criminal ambition (“I have lived long enough”) and a reflectiveness about the nature of human existence, however bleak (“Tomorrow, and tomorrow”).

2. Early in the play, Lady Macbeth attempts to deny her feminine nature (“unsex me here” – Act I, scene v) and to minimize the influence of conscience (“A little water clears us of this deed” – Act II, scene ii).  In 2 paragraphs, analyze how successful her efforts are.

Answer: Both efforts seem successful early in the play, as Lady Macbeth urges cruelty rather than kindness and criticizes Macbeth for thinking about consequences both before and after Duncan’s murder.  However, even here there are signs that she can’t really succeed in these endeavors (she can’t kill Duncan herself because he reminds her of her father).  By Act III, she is no longer urging Macbeth to further violent action; in fact, she tells him he must stop dwelling on his fear of Banquo.  In the last act, of course, we see that conscience has in fact destroyed her as we witness her psychological disintegration in the sleepwalking scene.  She is unable to remove the spot on her character caused by her role in Duncan’s murder, and she is aware that the effects of her moral duplicity are overwhelming (“all the perfumes of Arabia” are unable to cleanse her spirit).  Her guilt destroys her, both literally and figuratively.  She has underestimated the strength of both her feminine nature and her conscience.

3. In 1 or 2 paragraphs, evaluate Macduff’s character and his activity in the play, concentrating on his leaving Scotland.  Is this a noble or foolish or both?  What dramatic function is served by having him behave this way?

Answer:  Macduff is a noble character – independent, moral, and passionately concerned about the general welfare of his country.  His fleeing Scotland is complex and ambiguous.  On one hand, he goes for a noble purpose – to bring military aid to fight a morally corrupt king who is destroying his country. On the other hand, the decision to leave is not wise, as Lady Macduff points out and as subsequent events prove, because it leave the innocent defenseless.  Macduff’s behavior may serve several dramatic functions.  For example, it may demonstrate how thoroughly Macbeth’s reign has touched everyone, and may illustrate the difficulty of choosing wisely in a corrupt world.

4. Characters are frequently used as foils – that is, the characteristics of one character are used to point up the strengths or weaknesses of another character.  In one paragraph, explain how Young Siward and Malcolm are used as foils for Macbeth?

Answer:  Young Siward dies nobly in defense of principle and country; hence he remind us of what Macbeth once was and stands in contrast to what Macbeth has become.  Malcolm has all the traits a good king should have, which Macbeth lacks.  Malcolm also plays a role in the “fair is foul, and foul is fair” theme of the play.  He pretends to Macduff to be corrupt (foul) but is in fact morally upright (fair), whereas Macbeth appears to be fair, but is in fact foul.

