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William Shakespeare 
     

  
                                  William Shakespeare 1564-1616     

 

Known Facts: William Shakespeare was born in Stratford-upon-Avon on or near April 23, 
1564.  Church records from Holy Trinity Church indicate that he was baptized there on 
April 26, 1564.  William’s parents were John Shakespeare, leather merchant and successful 
businessman, and Mary Arden. In 1556 John bought a large house where William was 
born.  He was an alderman member of the town council and in 1568 appointed High 
Bailiff, the equivalent of Mayor of Stratford. However when he lost his fortune a few years 
later William had to leave school to work. In 1582 William married Anne Hathaway. 

     

  
                      Stratford-upon-Avon 

 

 

Anne Hathaway 
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William was 18 at the time and Anne was 26—and pregnant.  Their first daughter, Susanna, 
was born on May 26, 1583. The couple later had twins, Hamnet and Judith, born February 
2, 1585 and christened at Holy Trinity Church.  Hamnet died in childhood at the age of 
11, on August 11, 1596. 
 
For seven years William Shakespeare pretty much disappeared from all records, turning 
up in London around 1592.  By 1594 he was not only acting and writing for the theater 
group, Lord Chamberlain’s Men (called the King’s Men after the ascension of James I in 
1603), but was a managing partner in the operation as well.  The first recorded 
performance of Romeo and Juliet was in 1595.  With Will Kempe, a master comedian, 
and Richard Burbage, a leading tragic actor of the day, the Lord Chamberlain’s Men 
became a favorite London troupe, patronized by royalty and made popular by the theater-
going public. When plague forced theater closings in the mid-1590s, Shakespeare and his 
company made plans for The Globe Theater on the South Bank across the Thames River 
from London.  While Shakespeare could not be counted as wealthy, by London standards 

his success allowed him to purchase New 
House in Stratford and retire there in 
1611 as a prosperous country gentleman. 
 
When Shakespeare lived in London in 
the late 1500s, England was a rich and 
powerful nation under the leadership of 
Queen Elizabeth I, although the country 
was divided by religious strife. The 
Church of England and Catholics were 
in constant battle for supremacy.  
 

 Theater was thriving and Shakespeare was 
successful as an actor, poet and playwright.  He wrote 37 plays and over 150 sonnets.  
 
In writing his plays, he would often use a plot he already knew or read about, convert it, 
add to it and make it his own. Seven years after his death, his friends John Hemings and 
Henry Condell published a book containing 36 of Shakespeare’s plays, called the “First 
Folio.” His work covered many subjects and styles, including comedies, tragedies, 
romances and historical plays.  Shakespeare was a well-loved writer in his lifetime; and 
now, 400 years later, he is the most produced playwright in the world. 
 
Shakespeare wrote Macbeth in probably 1605 and it was first performed in 1606.  
Queen Elizabeth had died in 1603 and James, son of Mary Queen of Scots, had 
succeeded her.  James I was interested in witchcraft and the history of Scotland and an 
ancestor of Banquo. Shakespeare probably used the ideas found in Macbeth to curry 
favor with the king and to prove his allegiance to him.  It is probably no accident that the 
one who assassinates the king is ruined and killed in the end.  
 
William Shakespeare wrote his will in 1611, bequeathing his properties to  his daughter 
Susanna.  To his other surviving daughter Judith, he left £300, and to his wife Anne he 
left “my second best bed.”  This bed is one of the mysteries of Shakespearean 

  
 

 
   

 
 

 
  

 
 

 
  
  

 
 

  
 

  
  

  
 

 
 

 
 

 
 

  
 

 
  

 
  

   
 

Modern re-creation of Globe Theater 
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scholarship. William Shakespeare allegedly died on his birthday, April 23, 1616.  This is 
probably more of a romantic myth than reality, but Shakespeare was buried at Holy 
Trinity Church in Stratford on April 25, 1616. 
 

 
  Trinity Church where Shakespeare was baptized and buried 

      From 
       “Shakespeare for Teachers” 
       The Acting Company 
        



 
 

As it begins so will it end. 
Behind every successful man is an ambitious woman, 

and behind the Scottish Thane of Cawdor is his wife, Lady Macbeth. 
Together they will plot the death of a king, 

and all else who stand in their path towards absolute power. 
 

But guilt-stoked madness and paranormal visitation lie ahead, 
and the man who kills in the night will come to understand 

that what begins in blood will end in blood. 
 
 

Macbeth: “So foul and fair a day I have not seen.” 
 
Macbeth is one of Shakespeare’s darkest and most powerful plays.  It was 
probably written in 1606 during the reign of the English King James I (James VI of 
Scotland) and is set in medieval Scotland. In many ways it was a response to the 
Gunpowder Plot of 1605 in which angry Catholics fed up with persecution at the hands of 
the Protestant monarchy, hatched a plot to blow up King James and his government. The 
plot was foiled at the last minute and Guy Fawkes and his conspirators were arrested.   
The play was in part propaganda to clear Shakespeare of any suspicion with connection 
to the anarchists. It clearly echoes the paranoia that was rife in London at the time.   
 
The overarching theme of the play is that “ambition at all costs” has a corrosive 
psychological effect on people. Macbeth, a Thane (or general) in King Duncan’s army, 
kills Duncan the king, to become king.  He must continue to murder to retain power, 
plunging the country into civil war.  Eventually he loses everything before losing his own 
life. 
 
The original story comes from Holinshed’s Chronicles, which is a history of England, 
Scotland and Ireland. However, the true history of the period varies considerably from 
Shakespeare’s play. 
 
There are several elements/questions which color this play— 
 

• The supernatural, in the form of witches, hallucinations and ghosts colors the 
atmosphere and represents the fear of the unknown 
 

• Nothing is quite what it seems; truth and reality are often murky and their 
distinctions are blurred 
 

• Fate vs. Free Will. Which determines a person’s destiny? 
 

• The eternal question is asked: how far would you go to have power? 

http://www.pbs.org/shakespeare/works/work171.html
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The story--- 
 
Macbeth and Banquo are returning from a successful battle with the Thane of Cawdor 
and are approached by three witches, 
 

    
who greet Macbeth as the “Thane of Glamis,” the “Thane of Cawdor” and then the King. 
They prophesy that the future heirs of the throne will be descended not from Macbeth but 
from Banquo. The witches disappear and a messenger from the King arrives to announce 
that Macbeth has been named Thane of Cawdor, fulfilling the first part of this strange 
prophecy. 
 
King Duncan arrives and declares he will nominate his son, Malcolm, as heir to the 
throne. He also announces he will spend the night at Macbeth’s castle at Cawdor of 
Inverness. Macbeth writes his wife, describing the witches’ mysterious revelations. As 
she reads the letter Lady Macbeth fears her husband will lack the audacity to kill the King 
to inherit the throne. When Macbeth returns home he does express his misgivings about 
committing murder. Lady Macbeth convinces that it is the only way to achieve what he 
wants--power. That night Macbeth slips in and stabs the sleeping Duncan; his two guards 
are framed for the crime. 
 

 

The Three Witches by Alexandre-Marie Colin 
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The next morning MacDuff, a nobleman, discovers the body of the King.  The King’s 
son, Malcolm, flees to England and the lords of the kingdom vow to avenge the King’s 
murder.  Macbeth is appointed King, but with the witches’ prophecy in mind, he arranges 
for the murders of Banquo and his son, Fleance.  Although Banquo is killed, the hired 
assassin does not actually kill Fleance. 
 
 

 
Banquo’s Ghost appears at the Banquet by Fuseli 

 
At a royal banquet Macbeth sees Banquo’s ghost sitting in his chair, disrupting the 
banquet. No one else sees him. Lady Macbeth tries to calm him but finally calls an end to 
the evening.   
 
Macbeth returns to the witches who share new prophecies/riddles with him:  

• Beware MacDuff  
• Macbeth can never be killed by “one of woman born.”   
• Never fear until Birnham Wood begins to move to Dunsinane.  

 
 
These prophecies lead Macbeth to believe he is safe.  However they do not reassure him 
that Banquo’s descendants will not inherit the throne. 
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When Macbeth learns that MacDuff has fled the country to join Malcolm in England, he 
orders MacDuff’s wife and children murdered.  
 
 
Haunted by the sins she has committed, Lady 
Macbeth has hallucinations and sleepwalks.   
        
Malcolm and MacDuff advance an army to challenge 
Macbeth; the soldiers cut down branches of trees in 
Birnham Wood to disguise themselves as they 
advance (thus fulfilling one of the prophecies). 
Macbeth is strengthening his own army when news 
comes to him that Lady Macbeth has died, apparently 
of suicide. Macbeth goes into battle.  When they are 
face to face, MacDuff reveals that he was “from his 
mother’s womb, untimely ripped,”(fulfilling another 
prophecy) and kills Macbeth.  Malcolm (Banquo’s 
son—an earlier prophecy) becomes King of Scotland. 
 
 
 
 
 

Lady Macbeth Sleepwalking                  
by John Singer Sargent 
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Many playwrights make up names, places and events out of whole 
cloth for their plays.  Shakespeare drew from reality and 
embroidered upon it.  Just as there was a real Macbeth who became 
king of Scotland, there is a real castle at Glamis.  
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
                                       
 
                                                                   
  
 
 

Macbeth was subsequently named the Thane of Cawdor. 
 

 
The Cawdor Castle in the Highlands of Scotland 

 

The Real Macbeth 
 

Macbeth (Mac Bethad mac 
Findláich) was born around 
1005.  His father was a 
‘mormaer’ which means ‘earl.’ In 
August 1040, he killed the ruling 
king, Duncan I, in battle near 
Elgin, Morayshire. At 35 
Macbeth became king and ruled 
for 14 peaceful years. His 
marriage to Kenneth III’s 
granddaughter Gruoch 
strengthened his claim to the 
throne.  In 1045 Macbeth 
defeated and killed Duncan I’s 
father Crinan at Dunkel. 

 

Unlike in Shakespeare’s play, 
Duncan I was not a wise and 
seasoned king but a young, 
impetuous and spoilt man whose 
6 years as king brought glory 
neither to Scotland or his family. 

 

Macbeth had a grandfather who 
was supposedly meant to be king 
but never inherited the throne.  
Therefore, perhaps the real 
Macbeth desired power because 
he felt it was his birthright. 

 

In 1054 Macbeth was killed by 
Malcolm III’s men in battle at 
Aberdeen and Lulach, Macbeth’s 
stepson, reigned for 7 months.  
He was killed by Malcolm’s 
agents and Malcolm was 
crowned king in 1058.  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

The Glamis Castle in Angus, Scotland 
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Notes on Macbeth      in   
 
 
 
 
Questions 

• Is the play’s action driven by Macbeth’s humanness or by supernatural evil? 
 

• Does Lady Macbeth turn her husband into a killer or does he already possess that 
power himself? 
 

• What is the psychology of grief that is demonstrated in this play? 
 
Different degrees of ambition live inside each of us.  The question is to what lengths 
would we act on that ambition?  In the case of Macbeth what turns Macbeth from an 
ambitious warrior to a serial killer? Do the witches turn him into a killer or do they just 
forecast what he wants to do? 
 
Lady Macbeth in the beginning is the stronger actor and more realistic about what it will 
take to accomplish his desires.  She manipulates through seduction and bullying, but he at 
the same time is easily manipulated.  They are in this action together. He wants to make 
her happy and she wants him to be happy. 
 
However, they react very differently to the murder of King Duncan.  He goes on to 
murder again and again; she begins to unravel. She is able to retain her composure and 
cover for him at the banquet as he sees the ghost of Banquo; she stops him from revealing 
their terrible secrets and dismisses everyone.  In the beginning she is the cool, steely 
calculating one. We are surprised when she is the one who eventually goes mad: in her 
imagination she acts out the murder again and again and cannot remove the blood (her 
guilt) from her hands. We had not expected her to be the one to break down. In contrast, 
Macbeth suppresses all fear as he continues to murder and sees no other option but to 
murder again and again to keep power. 
 
In the end he is totally isolated and lost all ability to react.  He is unable to respond to 
Lady Macbeth’s death (the one he loves most) because he has lost the capacity to feel 
emotion. He has nothing left to live for in the final battle for his life.  
 
In truth there may be evil outside but there is also evil within. 
 
In this play Shakespeare says that the evil that Macbeth has, we share.  The strength of 
Shakespeare’s play is the shared humanity he uncovers—it is in us all. 
 
      --from Shakespeare Uncovered 
        www.pbs.org/wnet/shakespeare-uncovered 

http://www.pbs.org/wnet/shakespeare-uncovered/
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Quotes found in Macbeth 
 
Fair is foul, and foul is fair 
—The witches' philosophy of life. 
 
What, can the devil speak true? 
—Banquo's reaction when it turns out that Macbeth has been named Thane of Cawdor, as 
the witches predicted.     
 
               Yet do I fear thy nature; 
It is too full o' the milk of human kindness 
To catch the nearest way.  
—Lady Macbeth, after receiving her husband's letter about the witches' prophecy, 
expresses her fear that he isn't bad enough.  
 
               Come, you spirits 
That tend on mortal thoughts, unsex me here, 
And fill me from the crown to the toe top-full 
Of direst cruelty!  
—Lady Macbeth, upon hearing that King Duncan is to stay the night in her castle, pumps 
herself up to kill him.  
 
               that but this blow 
Might be the be-all and the end-all—here, 
But here, upon this bank and shoal of time, 
We'd jump the life to come  
—Macbeth, thinking about murdering Duncan, tries to think if there is a way to evade the 
consequences.  
 
               I have given suck, and know 
How tender 'tis to love the babe that milks me: 
I would, while it was smiling in my face, 
Have pluck'd my nipple from his boneless gums, 
And dash'd the brains out, had I so sworn as you 
Have done to this.  
—Lady Macbeth heaps scorn on Macbeth's declaration that they will "proceed no further" 
with the plan to murder King Duncan.  
 
But screw your courage to the sticking-place, 
And we'll not fail.  
—Lady Macbeth challenges Macbeth to commit to the plan to murder King Duncan. 
 
 

http://www.shakespeare-navigators.com/macbeth/T11.html#11
http://www.shakespeare-navigators.com/macbeth/T13.html#107
http://www.shakespeare-navigators.com/macbeth/T15.html#16
http://www.shakespeare-navigators.com/macbeth/T15.html#16
http://www.shakespeare-navigators.com/macbeth/T15.html#16
http://www.shakespeare-navigators.com/macbeth/T15.html#40
http://www.shakespeare-navigators.com/macbeth/T15.html#40
http://www.shakespeare-navigators.com/macbeth/T15.html#40
http://www.shakespeare-navigators.com/macbeth/T15.html#40
http://www.shakespeare-navigators.com/macbeth/quotesmacbeth.html
http://www.shakespeare-navigators.com/macbeth/T17.html#4
http://www.shakespeare-navigators.com/macbeth/T17.html#4
http://www.shakespeare-navigators.com/macbeth/T17.html#4
http://www.shakespeare-navigators.com/macbeth/T17.html#4
http://www.shakespeare-navigators.com/macbeth/T17.html#54
http://www.shakespeare-navigators.com/macbeth/T17.html#54
http://www.shakespeare-navigators.com/macbeth/T17.html#54
http://www.shakespeare-navigators.com/macbeth/T17.html#54
http://www.shakespeare-navigators.com/macbeth/T17.html#54
http://www.shakespeare-navigators.com/macbeth/T17.html#54
http://www.shakespeare-navigators.com/macbeth/T17.html#60
http://www.shakespeare-navigators.com/macbeth/T17.html#60
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               Bring forth men-children only; 
For thy undaunted mettle should compose 
Nothing but males.  
—After Lady Macbeth has talked her husband into committing to the plan to murder 
King Duncan, Macbeth praises her manly spirit.  
 
Is this a dagger which I see before me, 
The handle toward my hand?  
—On his way to murder King Duncan, Macbeth sees the vision of the bloody dagger 
leading the way.  
 
               Had he not resembled 
My father as he slept, I had done't.  
—Lady Macbeth, worried that Macbeth will fail to murder King Duncan, reveals a 
weakness while boasting of her strength.  
 
                 
Thou hast it now: King, Cawdor, Glamis, all, 
As the weird women promised, and I fear 
Thou play'dst most foully for't  
—Alone, Banquo reflects on Macbeth's rise to the throne.  
 
               Nought'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.  
—Lady Macbeth finds that getting what you want doesn't bring peace.              
                 
It will have blood; they say, blood will have blood  
—After Banquo's ghost has gone, Macbeth feels that his crime is pursuing him.  
 
               I am in blood 
Stepp'd in so far that, should I wade no more, 
Returning were as tedious as go o'er  
—After telling his wife that he will visit the witches again, Macbeth reflects that there is 
no turning back from his evil course.  
 
Double, double toil and trouble; 
Fire burn, and cauldron bubble.  
—The refrain of the witches' chant as they await the arrival of Macbeth.  
 
Something wicked this way comes  
—Just before Macbeth appears to the witches, they predict his coming.  
 
 

http://www.shakespeare-navigators.com/macbeth/T17.html#72
http://www.shakespeare-navigators.com/macbeth/T17.html#72
http://www.shakespeare-navigators.com/macbeth/T17.html#72
http://www.shakespeare-navigators.com/macbeth/T21.html#33
http://www.shakespeare-navigators.com/macbeth/T21.html#33
http://www.shakespeare-navigators.com/macbeth/T22.html#12
http://www.shakespeare-navigators.com/macbeth/T22.html#12
http://www.shakespeare-navigators.com/macbeth/T31.html#1
http://www.shakespeare-navigators.com/macbeth/T31.html#1
http://www.shakespeare-navigators.com/macbeth/T31.html#1
http://www.shakespeare-navigators.com/macbeth/T32.html#4
http://www.shakespeare-navigators.com/macbeth/T32.html#4
http://www.shakespeare-navigators.com/macbeth/T32.html#4
http://www.shakespeare-navigators.com/macbeth/T32.html#4
http://www.shakespeare-navigators.com/macbeth/T34.html#121
http://www.shakespeare-navigators.com/macbeth/T34.html#135
http://www.shakespeare-navigators.com/macbeth/T34.html#135
http://www.shakespeare-navigators.com/macbeth/T34.html#135
http://www.shakespeare-navigators.com/macbeth/T41.html#10
http://www.shakespeare-navigators.com/macbeth/T41.html#10
http://www.shakespeare-navigators.com/macbeth/T41.html#45
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               none of woman born 
Shall harm Macbeth.  
—The second apparition, a "bloody Child," delivers to Macbeth a deceptive prophecy.  
 
Macbeth shall never vanquish'd be until 
Great Birnam wood to high Dunsinane hill 
Shall come against him.  
—The third apparition, "a Child crowned, with a tree in his hand," makes Macbeth 
believe he can never be defeated.  
                
But I must also feel it as a man  
—Macduff's response to Malcolm's advice to handle the news of his family's slaughter 
"like a man."  
 
Out, damned spot! out, I say!—One: two: why, 
then, 'tis time to do't.—Hell is murky!—Fie, my 
lord, fie! a soldier, and afeard? What need we 
fear who knows it, when none can call our power 
to account?—Yet who would have thought the old 
man to have had so much blood in him?  
—In the first speech of Lady Macbeth's sleepwalking scene, memories of the night of the 
murder tumble out.  
 
Canst thou not minister to a mind diseased, 
Pluck from the memory a rooted sorrow, 
Raze out the written troubles of the brain 
And with some sweet oblivious antidote 
Cleanse the stuff'd bosom of that perilous stuff 
Which weighs upon the heart?  
—When the doctor delivers the news of Lady Macbeth's condition, Macbeth asks a 
question which applies as much to himself as to her.  
 
She should have died hereafter; 
There would have been a time for such a word. 
Tomorrow, and tomorrow, and tomorrow, 
Creeps in this petty pace from day to day 
To the last syllable of recorded time, 
And all our yesterdays have lighted fools 
The way to dusty death. Out, out, brief candle! 
Life's but a walking shadow, a poor player 
That struts and frets his hour upon the stage 
And then is heard no more: it is a tale 
Told by an idiot, full of sound and fury, 
Signifying nothing.  
—Responding to the news of his wife's death, Macbeth voices a defiant despair.  

http://www.shakespeare-navigators.com/macbeth/T41.html#80
http://www.shakespeare-navigators.com/macbeth/T41.html#80
http://www.shakespeare-navigators.com/macbeth/T41.html#92
http://www.shakespeare-navigators.com/macbeth/T41.html#92
http://www.shakespeare-navigators.com/macbeth/T41.html#92
http://www.shakespeare-navigators.com/macbeth/T43.html#221
http://www.shakespeare-navigators.com/macbeth/T51.html#35
http://www.shakespeare-navigators.com/macbeth/T51.html#35
http://www.shakespeare-navigators.com/macbeth/T51.html#35
http://www.shakespeare-navigators.com/macbeth/T51.html#35
http://www.shakespeare-navigators.com/macbeth/T51.html#35
http://www.shakespeare-navigators.com/macbeth/T51.html#35
http://www.shakespeare-navigators.com/macbeth/T53.html#40
http://www.shakespeare-navigators.com/macbeth/T53.html#40
http://www.shakespeare-navigators.com/macbeth/T53.html#40
http://www.shakespeare-navigators.com/macbeth/T53.html#40
http://www.shakespeare-navigators.com/macbeth/T53.html#40
http://www.shakespeare-navigators.com/macbeth/T53.html#40
http://www.shakespeare-navigators.com/macbeth/T55.html#17
http://www.shakespeare-navigators.com/macbeth/T55.html#17
http://www.shakespeare-navigators.com/macbeth/T55.html#17
http://www.shakespeare-navigators.com/macbeth/T55.html#17
http://www.shakespeare-navigators.com/macbeth/T55.html#17
http://www.shakespeare-navigators.com/macbeth/T55.html#17
http://www.shakespeare-navigators.com/macbeth/T55.html#17
http://www.shakespeare-navigators.com/macbeth/T55.html#17
http://www.shakespeare-navigators.com/macbeth/T55.html#17
http://www.shakespeare-navigators.com/macbeth/T55.html#17
http://www.shakespeare-navigators.com/macbeth/T55.html#17
http://www.shakespeare-navigators.com/macbeth/T55.html#17
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               Macduff was from his mother's womb 
Untimely ripp'd  
—Macduff tells Macbeth that he is the man not "of woman born."  
 
               Yet I will try the last. Before my body 
I throw my warlike shield. Lay on, Macduff, 
And damn'd be him that first cries, "Hold, enough!"  
—Macbeth's final words.  
 

http://www.shakespeare-navigators.com/macbeth/T58.html#15
http://www.shakespeare-navigators.com/macbeth/T58.html#15
http://www.shakespeare-navigators.com/macbeth/T58.html#32
http://www.shakespeare-navigators.com/macbeth/T58.html#32
http://www.shakespeare-navigators.com/macbeth/T58.html#32
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Motifs in Macbeth 

 
 

• Visions and Hallucinations 
 -Macbeth sees a dagger floating 
 -Banquo’s ghost appears at the banquet 
 -Lady Macbeth sees blood on her hands that won’t wash off 
 

• Violence 
 Blood and allusions to blood everywhere 
 Multiple murders 
   -Duncan 
   -Duncan’s servants 
   -Banquo 
   -Lady Macbeth kills herself 
   -Macduff’s family 
   -Macbeth 
 

• Prophecy 
 Witches prophesize— 
   -Macbeth thane of Cawdor 
   -Macbeth King of Scotland 
   -Banquo’s heir will be king 
   -Macbeth safe until Birnam Wood comes to Dunsinane 
   -No man born of a woman can harm Macbeth 
 

• Reversal of Nature 
-Fair is foul and foul is fair 
-Macbeth will be king; will not beget kings 
-“a falcon, tow’ring in her pride of place 
Was by a mousing owl hacked at and killed. 
(An owl killed by a falcon) 
Riddles of witches 
-Birnam Wood comes to Dunsinane 
-“And be these juggling friends no more believ’d 
That palter with us in a double sense’ 
That keep the word of promise to our ear, 
And break it to our hope.” [witches] 
Deception and disconnect between appearance and reality.   
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Symbols 
 

Objects used to represent ideas or meanings other than what they originally seem 
 

Things are Not What They Seem— “So foul and fair a day I have not seen.” 
Everything is not what it seems: evil is depicted as good and good is depicted as 
evil. Deception and a disconnect between appearance and reality prevails 
throughout. Hypocrisy is everywhere. 

 “Fair is foul, and foul is fair: Hover through the fog and filthy air.”  The closing 
 line of the play; all was filthy and dark. Truth and reality are often murky and the 
 distinction is blurred.  
 

Blood—blood is everywhere and an indication of murder and violence. Murder is 
never caused by poison or strangulation so that blood marks each death. 
“Bloody instructions,” “mark’d with blood,” “smear the sleepy grooms with 
blood,” “this most bloody piece of work,” “and in such bloody distance.” Even 
when the witches note Macbeth’s arrival, they say “By the pricking of my thumbs 
(causing it to bleed), something wicked this way comes.” Lady Macbeth tries to 
wash the invisible blood off her hands as she mutters to herself, “Yet who would 
have thought the old man to have had so much blood in him?” 

 
Gender—masculinity is equated with cruelty and violence. Women may be 
dangerous but they do not commit violence; they manipulate men who commit the 
violence. 

 Lady Macbeth questions Macbeth’s manhood when he balks at killing Duncan. 
She asks the spirits to “unsex” her, to “take [her] milk for gall.” Her womanhood 
stands in the way of her desire for power.  
When the Ghost of Banquo appears at the banquet, Macbeth reacts strongly, 
showing his fear.  However, he is the only one who sees the ghost, so the banquet 
guests are shocked, and Lady Macbeth is angry that her husband it making a fool 
of himself. Later he says “Let’s briefly put on manly readiness,” while Lady 
Macbeth accuses him of being “quite unmann’d in folly.” She takes him aside 
and asks, “Are you a man?” Later he reassures her, “I am a man again.” 
 
Time—Macbeth, after the witches have given him the prophecy says “Time and 
the hour runs through the roughest day.” 

 Lady Macbeth instructs Macbeth “To beguile the time, look like the time.” 
Macbeth, upon learning of Lady Macbeth’s death says, “Tomorrow, and 
tomorrow, and tomorrow, Creeps in this petty pace from day to day, To the last 
syllable of recorded time; And all our yesterdays have lighted fools The way to 
dusty death.”  
“Behold, where stands Th’usurper’s cursed head: the time is free.” Time comes to 
a halt when Macbeth murders Duncan. All events after that to the end seem out of 
time, an alternate reality. When Macduff takes his rightful position as king, time 
is back, normal time is restored; the country has a future [time]. 
 
Others—birds of all kinds are bad omens; sleep; light/ dark; sight/ blindness 
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Preparing for Macbeth— 
 Ask students to look at the covers of a number of various editions of Macbeth. 
The publisher chooses carefully those elements, colors, words used to sell the most 
copies and to convey as effectively as possible what the book is about. What has been 
chosen and why? What expectations do students have, looking at the cover? What do the 
colors mean? 
 
 Pass out copies of the bio of William Shakespeare and the Renaissance timeline. 
Have students write interview questions they would like to ask Shakespeare, based on 
what they read. What aspects of his life contributed to his career and the play, Macbeth? 
Have them find Stratford-upon-Avon on a map and discuss its distance from London, its 
appearance as a hometown and how it might have influenced Shakespeare. What was 
happening politically in England around the time that Shakespeare wrote Macbeth?  How 
had he been affected by those events?  How old a man was Shakespeare when he wrote 
the play? How would his career as an actor have affected his writing of the play? 
 
Understanding Macbeth in context— 
 The majority of Shakespeare’s plays were based on the work of other playwrights 
or historical materials. Shakespeare’s audiences were fully aware they were going to see 
a story they already knew. This attracted larger crowds to the theater; they were not 
attending to hear a new story but a new way of telling the story. In addition Renaissance 
playwrights believed that tragedies must be grounded in history. Therefore most of 
Shakespeare’s tragedies are based on historic events. However, we have seen [see: The 
Real Macbeth] that Shakespeare embroidered upon history to draw out a particular 
dramatic theme, to give more impetus to a plot or to make a particular character more 
interesting and/or compelling. In addition, Shakespeare was very much influenced by the 
times and political climate in which he lived.   
 
 Compile with your students a list of recent historical events, political intrigues 
and modern day folk heroes that Shakespeare might draw from today. How might he be 
influenced by today’s political/religious/social history in the writing of his play? How 
would he have changed events to make them more interesting or dramatic? 
 
Theater in the Time of Shakespeare— 
 Shakespeare’s plays were written in 5 acts.  It is not clear whether during 
performances in Elizabeth theaters there were intermissions, brief musical interludes or if 
the play went for 2 hours with no pause. 
 Characters usually tell us where they are and what time of day it is in their lines. 
 Acting was not a well-respected profession in Shakespeare’s day. 
 Women were not allowed to perform on stage, so boys would perform all female 
parts. Boys were apprenticed to acting companies between the ages of 6 and 14. 
Therefore, boys played the part of Lady Macbeth and the Witches. 
 Actors usually wore their own clothes unless they were portraying someone evil, 
royal or female, such as the Witches and Lady Macbeth. 
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     The theater was 
open air; there was no 
roof. Because there were 
no lights, performances 
began at 2:00 to make use 
of daylight. The stage was 
usually bare. Theaters sat 
an audience of about 
1500-3000 people.                                

 

 

 

                                 Interior of Globe Theater 

Ask students to compare these practices and conventions with theater today. How do they 
differ?  Do you think conventions followed 400 years ago would still work today? What 
if boys/men played all the women’s parts? Does knowing that a boy originally played the 
part of Lady Macbeth change the way students view the character’s part? 
 
Verse and Prose 
 Some of Macbeth is written in prose; some of it is in verse.  Most of the verse is 
in Iambic Pentameter.  Pentameter is a line of poetry having 5 metrical feet. An Iamb- is 
a metrical foot having 2 syllables: the first short, the second long.  So iambic pentameter 
is—short, LONG, short, LONG, short, LONG, short, LONG, short, LONG. 
Macbeth speaks in Iambic Pentameter verse: 
“To-morrow, and to-morrow, and to-morrow, 
Creeps in this petty pace from day to day, 
 
Some of the verse is in Rhyming Couplets. The Witches often speak in rhyming couplets: 
“Double, double, toil and trouble: 
Fire, burn; and cauldron, bubble.” 
Often they have a sing-song effect and are not in iambic pentameter but have four feet 
and are not accented on the second syllable, but the first.  
 
When a character speaks in both verse and prose this is usually an indication of important 
changes in the character.  Lady Macbeth through earlier scenes speaks as we would 
expect in blank verse— 
“Come, thick Night,  
And pall thee in the dunnest smoke of Hell, 
That my keen knife see not the wound it makes.” 
 
However, once she begins to go mad and sleepwalks, she speaks in prose— 
“Out, damned spot! Out, I say! –One, two; 
Why, then ‘tis time to do’t.-Hell is murkey.-Fie, 
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My Lord, fie! A soldier, and afeard? –What need 
We fear who knows it, when non can call our power 
To accompt?” 
 
Macbeth generally speaks in verse. However, after he murders King Duncan, he speaks in 
half sentences and all sense of prose falls apart demonstrating his panic. Once he regains 
his composure and chooses to kill again, his speech goes back to verse. 
 
       From 
       “Shakespeare for Teachers Guide” 
       The Acting Company 
       Paul Michael Fontana 
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Timeline of Renaissance Age 
 
1558  Reign of Elizabeth I begins    
 
1561  Francis Bacon born 
 
 
 

 
1564  William Shakespeare born 
   April 23 in Stratford 
  Galileo born  
  Christopher Marlowe, Shakespeare’s rival, born 
1568  John Shakespeare (William’s father) becomes  
   Bailiff (mayor) 
1571  William attends grammar school 
1572  Famous authors John Donne and Ben Jonson 
   born 
1577  Sir Francis Drake sets sail around the world 
  Peter Paul Reubens born 
1582  Shakespeare marries Anne Hathaway 
1583  Shakespeare’s daughter, Susanna, is born 
1587  Mary Queen of Scots is executed 
1589  Shakespeare moves to London, leaving his family behind 
   Henry VI—all 3 parts—are produced 
1590  Edmund Spenser’s The Faerie Queene is published                 
1593  Christopher Marlowe dies    
1594   Lord Chamberlain’s Men theater group founded 
   Romeo and Juliet 
1595   A Midsummer Night’s Dream, Richard II 
1596   The Merchant of Venice 
1597  Shakespeare buys new home in Stratford 
   Henry IV, parts 1 and 2 
1599  First Globe Theater opens 
   Julius Caesar, As You Like It, Twelfth Night
    Hamlet, Merry Wives of Windsor 
1603  Queen Elizabeth dies; James I  
             crowned 
1605   Macbeth, King Lear 
1611  King James Version of Bible   
1612  Returns to Stratford for family 
1613  Globe Theater burns down 
1616  William Shakespeare dies   

1620  Pilgrims reach Plymouth King James I 

First Globe Theater 

Elizabeth I 

William Shakespeare 
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