Macbeth (William Shakespeare)
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Plot overview

Act 1: Opens with the witches. A war is taking place and Scotland is victorious. The
Thane of Cawdor is executed for treason. King Duncan rewards Macbeth’s bravery
and he is the new Thane of Cawdor. The witches confront Macbeth and Banquo
telling Macbeth he will become king. Macbeth sends a letter to his wife, who
immediately plots the murder of Duncan.
Act 2: Macbeth has some doubts but talks himself into killing Duncan. Lady
Macbeth must finish the deed by framing the guards as Macbeth is too scared. The
next day, Macduff discovers Duncan’s body. Malcolm and Donalbain flee the castle.
Act 3: Banquo begins to suspect Macbeth for Duncan’s murder. Macbeth sends
murderers to kill Banquo, but his son Fleance escapes. There is a banquet and
Macbeth sees Banquo’s ghost. Macduff does not attend as he is suspicious.

Key themes
Guilt

Features of a tragedy in Macbeth:
Tragic Hero: a main character cursed
by fate and who has a tragic flaw.
Catharsis: The release of the
audiences emotions through
empathy with the characters.
Internal Conflict: the struggle the
hero engages in with his fatal flaw.

Quotations
(M:Macbeth, LM: Lady Macbeth)

M: ‘Me thought I heard a voice cry ‘Macbeth doth
murder’d sleep!’ (2,2)
M: ‘Wake Duncan with thy knocking! I would thou
couldst!’ (2,2)
M: ‘Will all great Neptune’s ocean wash this blood
clean from my hands?’ (2,2)
Betrayal and loyalty LM: ‘Hie thee hither, that I may pour my spirits in thine
ear’ (1,5)
M: ‘I go and it is done. The bell invites me. Hear it not,
Duncan, for its knell that summons thee to heaven or
hell.’ (2,2)
B: ‘My bosom franchised and my allegiance clear.’ (2,1)
LM: ‘My hands are of your colour’ (2,3)

Act 4: Macbeth confronts the witches who show him more visions. Macbeth
believes that he can’t be killed by anyone born from a woman. He sends murderers
to Macduff’s castle to kill his family. Macduff begs Malcolm to help him overthrow
Macbeth. They both agree to wage war against Macbeth.
Act 5: Lady Macbeth has gone mad with guilt over the murders. She sleepwalks
whilst trying to wash the blood off her hands. She eventually commits suicide.
Macbeth is not concerned as he believes he can’t be killed. Macbeth confronts
Macduff and Macduff reveals he was not born naturally. They both fight and
Macbeth is killed. Natural order is restored.

Key Scenes
Act 1, scene 3: Macbeth first meets
witches and learns of prophecy.
Act , scene 2: Duncan is murdered by
Macbeth and Macduff discovers his
body.
Act 3, scene 1: Banquo is now dead
and his ghost appears to Macbeth.
Act 4, scene 1: Macbeth visits the
witches again and sees more
apparitions.
Act 5, scene 8: Macbeth is killed by
Macduff.
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M: (sees Banquo’s ghost) ‘thy bones are marrowless,
thy blood is cold.’ (3,4)
Witches: ‘By the pricking of my thumbs, something
wicked this way comes.’ (4,1)
Witches: ‘Macbeth shall never be vanquished be until
Great Birnam wood to high Dunsinane Hill shall come
against him.’ (4,1)
M: ‘only vaulting ambition which o’erleaps itself.’ (1,7)
M: ‘whiles I threat, he lives.’ (2,1)
M: ‘If chance will have me king, why, chance may
crown me.’ (3,1)
M: ‘This supernatural soliciting cannot be ill, cannot be
good if ill.’ (1.3)
LM: ‘Fate and metaphysical aid doth seem to have
thee crowned withal.’ (1,5)
Macduff: ‘There’s daggers in men’s smiles.’ (2,5)
LM: ‘look like the innocent flower but be the serpent
under’t.’ (1,6)
LM: ‘Unsex me here and fill me from the crown to the
toe top-full of the direst cruelty.’ (1,5)
LM: ‘Take my milk for gall.’ (1,5)

