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THE TRAGEDY OF MACBETH 
William Shakespeare (1564-1616) 
Folger Shakespeare Library edition 
Grade Level: 11-12 
304 pages, including notes 
ISBN: 978-0-7434-7710-9 
Recommended hours: 10-11 (this includes reading the play aloud) 
  

BIOGRAPHY 

William Shakespeare was born in 1564 in Stratford-upon-Avon, England, and he died in 
1616, probably in his hometown. He was a playwright, producer, actor and poet; most 
of his professional life was conducted in London. He married Anne Hathaway in 1582 
and had three children—Susanna and the twins, Judith and Hamnet; the latter died in 
boyhood from unknown causes. Shakespeare is largely credited with writing thirty-
eight plays, 154 sonnets and two longer narrative poems. He is buried at Holy Trinity 
Church in Stratford-upon-Avon. His grave bears these words: Good Frend For Jesus Sake 
Forbeare / To Digg The Dust Encloased Heare / Bleste Be Ye Man Yt Spares Thes Stones / And 
Curst Be he Yt Moves My Bones.  
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INTRODUCTION 

Shakespeare’s Macbeth draws on tales of Scottish kings from Holinshed’s Chronicles of 
England, Scotland and Ireland. Sometimes called “The Scottish Play,” it was first 
performed at the Globe Theater in 1606. It is a play marked by violence from first to last, 
beginning with the bloody defeat of a rebellion and ending with the defeat of Macbeth 
in yet another bloody battle. The grip of savagery and murder seems to permeate even 
the natural world they inhabit so that all becomes a kind of hell, as the Porter remarks 
in Act II. This is a world replete with violent hallucinations, savage murders of innocent 
women and children, and witchcraft of the darkest sort.  

It is a difficult task to make readers sympathize with a usurping tyrant and his 
ambitious wife, but Shakespeare skillfully equips Macbeth and Lady Macbeth with 
subtle and astute intellects, and each possesses a sensitive conscience to match. 
Macbeth’s conscience is on display early in the first act when he reflects on the 
consequences of murdering the king and again in his later hallucinations; Lady Macbeth 
must summon dark spirits to fortify her against the natural and feminine impulses she 
knows will restrain her from the act. Later, her conscience will assert itself only in her 
fevered dreams. At the start, man and wife are so in tune with one another that they 
hardly need to speak their thoughts aloud. How long have they given free reign to their 
longing for power? Why do they so quickly give themselves over to regicide in response 
to the prophecy? Macbeth himself says, “If chance will have me king, why, chance 
may / crown me.” Why then spoil himself and wreck the kingdom in order to take the 
crown by immediate force, especially when he obviously knows how this will end? 
Perhaps because, as both admit, they can scarcely think of anything but “the future in 
the instant.” The witches have chosen their target wisely.    

Finally, it is worth noting that Shakespeare has set his play in a rough and primitive 
Scotland. The story begins with Macbeth’s valiant defense of Scotland and ends with 
her restoration by Malcolm, notably fresh from a respite in England. In between lies 
Duncan, the very king for whom Macbeth once fought but then murders and father of 
the heir apparent, Malcolm. Part of the engagement of the play hovers around the 
practice of the three kings: Duncan, wise in relying on Macbeth’s military prowess but 
utterly blind to his intrigue; Macbeth, a profile in tyranny with his mounting paranoia, 
cruelty and isolation; and Malcolm, who finds a champion for the realm in the 
aggrieved but honorable Macduff and who imports what seems to be a new and 
improved order, marked by the replacement of the native “thane” with the English 
“earl.” The three Scottish kings and their responses to events in the realm engage the 
students in questions regarding power and wise leadership and trust in a culture 
marked by intrigue and betrayal. 

© 2018 Cana Academy®                    2



We recommend the hard copy version of the Folger Shakespeare Library edition, edited 
by Barbara A. Mowat and Paul Werstine, for its readability, affordability, excellent notes, 
brief plot summaries, and occasional illustrations. The teacher should instruct the 
students on how to use the text’s notes and illustrations, and the students should learn 
how to cite the text by act, scene, and line numbers. 

We strongly discourage the use of editions that attempt to translate the language into 
simplified, anachronistic English. It is important that the students encounter 
Shakespeare’s work in its beautiful, original language, and the Folger’s notes make 
entry into that language less steep.  

This guide includes the following: 

● A plan for reading the text 

● Discussion questions for each act of the play 

● Broader questions suitable for essay assignments and larger discussion 

We encourage the teachers to reflect on the broader questions at the close of this guide 
before beginning the daily discussions. These questions will direct the teacher to some 
of the larger issues at stake in the play.  
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DISCUSSION QUESTIONS 

SAMPLE 

ACT  I 

Scene 1: 

1. What are the witches planning in this scene? What does the reader learn about the 
witches in this first scene? 

2. Begin tracing all of the variations on the reference to “fair is foul” beginning with 
this scene.  

3. Pay attention to the rhyming scheme. What do you notice about it? Continue to trace 
the rhyme scheme of the witches throughout. 

Scene 2: 

1. What characters are we introduced to in this scene, either in person or by hearsay? 
Describe each of them. 

2. Summarize the Captain’s story. Who are Macbeth and Macdonwald? What exactly 
did Macbeth accomplish that warrants the praise and gratitude of Duncan? What 
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role, if any, does Fortune play in all of this? Trace references to fortune/fate 
beginning with this scene. 

3. What do we learn about honor and dishonor in this scene? 

4. How does King Duncan reward Macbeth?  

5. Look at the rhythm and rhyming throughout this scene. Where does it occur? What 
is significant about it? 

Scene 3: 

1. The First Witch conveys a plan for a seaman. What is her plan? How is this seaman 
like Macbeth in the hands of the witches? What does this tell us about the witches’ 
powers and abilities? 

2. How does Banquo describe the witches? 

3. Examine the manner in which they greet Macbeth. What do you notice about their 
pronouncements? 

4. Banquo notes that Macbeth seems afraid to hear the witches’ greeting. Why do you 
think this is? How does Banquo’s response differ from Macbeth’s? 

5. How is the witches’ greeting for Banquo different from their greeting for Macbeth? 

6. What do Banquo and Macbeth think of the witches’ words? Do they find them 
believable? Are the witches prophesying? Or, are they doing something else? Give 
textual evidence.  

7. On learning that he is the Thane of Cawdor, Macbeth says that he is now dressed “in 
borrowed robes” (line 115). Trace the metaphor starting from this moment. 

8. What is Banquo’s theory about the witches and other “instruments of darkness”?  

9. What is “that suggestion”(line 147) that so frightens Macbeth? 

10. Trace the progression of Macbeth’s asides. What thoughts does he entertain? What 
conclusions does he come to? 

Scene 4: 

1. How does King Duncan greet Macbeth and Banquo? In what ways does his greeting 
differ for each? How do their responses differ? 
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2. What metaphors does King Duncan employ in his speeches? Trace references to stars 
and harvests. 

3. How does Macbeth respond to King Duncan’s decision to name Malcolm as his heir? 
What conclusion do you think he reaches at this point? What imagery does he use to 
describe his thoughts? 

Scene 5: 

1. What do we learn about Macbeth’s relationship with Lady Macbeth from the letter 
he writes her? 

2. How does Lady Macbeth react to the witches’ prophecy? What does she think might 
get in the way of its fulfillment? What traits does she see in her husband, and which 
ones does she denote as positive or negative? 

3. How does Lady Macbeth prepare herself for the coming of the King? Compare and 
contrast her speeches with those of Macbeth’s. Do they share any common elements 
in speech patterns or symbols? 

4. The first face-to-face encounter between Macbeth and Lady Macbeth is marked by 
her manner and advice. What are they? What stands out in the way she treats him 
and in what she says, compared to how she addresses others? What conclusions can 
be drawn from this? What about his response to her? They never mention murder or 
a plot to murder Duncan, yet Lady Macbeth and Macbeth appear to be on the same 
wavelength. Why? Do you think they have entertained the thought of killing 
Duncan at some time in the past, or is this a new idea? Take care to offer textual 
evidence. 

The full guide Leading a Seminar on Shakespeare’s Macbeth is available in our online shop 
for $10. Click here to visit the product page. 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John Jackson, William Charles Macready as Macbeth, 1821. 

Richard James Lane, printed by Jérémie Graf, published by John Mitchell, hand-
coloured lithograph of Drinkwater Meadows, John Howard Payne, and George John 
Bennett as the witches in Macbeth, 1838. PD-1923. 
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