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Introduction

This Topic Exploration Pack is intended to support teachers in teaching Macbeth, a set text for the OCR GCSE (9-1) English Literature J352 specification. There is such a wealth of material available on Shakespeare, some good and some not; rather than produce another learner guide the intention here is to explore some key themes or issues in the play which could encourage further discussion or research.

The topic areas are not definitive or didactic. Promoting discussion of the play – even, defending it against attack - is a way to deepen learners’ understanding and appreciation of their set text.

Act, scene and line references are taken from the Oxford School Shakespeare, ISBN 9780198324003. Lines will roughly correspond in other editions, depending on the editor’s selection of the original quarto and Folio texts.
The Nature of Tragedy
Macbeth is, of course, a tragedy. Sometimes simple explanations are useful, and there is considerable mileage in the old adage that a tragedy is a play with a sad ending and a comedy is a play with a happy ending. In a bit more detail:

A tragedy is a play concerning serious themes, often with a sombre tone, which ends in disaster for the major characters. The structure and trajectory of tragedy is governed by the play following the fate of the tragic hero. The tragic hero is the main character or protagonist. He or she is often a person in high status in society: Macbeth is a general and Thane (the Scottish equivalent of Duke or Earl); Othello is a general; King Lear is a king and Hamlet a prince. 

However, the tragic hero has a fault in his character – a tragic flaw – which leads him to take the steps towards his own doom. With Macbeth, the tragic flaw is ambition: he desperately wants to be king and murders the present King in order to bring this about. The tragic hero will have a choice about whether or not he takes the steps to disaster and will often be warned not to do so: Banquo, Macbeth’s best friend, warns him not to listen to witches’ prophecies. Of course, the tragic hero ignores the warnings and continues to do things his way. In doing so, he brings disaster down upon himself and falls from his high position in society into disgrace: Macbeth falls from being a respected and loved conqueror (“It is a peerless kinsman!” – 1,4,58) to being a hunted rat in Dunsinane castle, deserted by his followers and, eventually, mourned by no-one (Malcolm calls him “This dead butcher”- 5,9,36) . The fall and the ruin of the tragic hero creates the sense of inevitability in tragedy, which Shakespeare explores in Macbeth.

However, on the way down from the top, the tragic hero learns more about himself and the world around him: his eyes are opened. Macbeth learns, for example, that his actions have consequences and, however hard he tries, he cannot be a good king. Instead, he has to consolidate his throne by murdering all his opponents:

I am in blood
Stepp'd in so far that, should I wade no more,
Returning were as tedious as go o'er.





(3,5,136)

Eventually, he realises that he has forfeited all that makes life worth living:

I have lived long enough: my way of life
Is fall'n into the sear, the yellow leaf;
And that which should accompany old age,
As honour, love, obedience, troops of friends,
I must not look to have; but, in their stead,
Curses, not loud but deep, mouth-honour, breath,
Which the poor heart would fain deny, and dare not.





(5,3,22)

The play ends with the tragic hero’s death and the restoration of order after the disasters he has created. Malcolm is crowned the new King of Scotland: he realises that, if he wants to keep his position, he must foster the support and love of his powerful nobles, who could always remove him if he displeases them. Malcolm, then, realises the importance of not murdering his senior thanes and their families – a point missed by Macbeth.  He rewards those who have helped him dis-seat Macbeth -

My thanes and kinsmen,
Henceforth be earls, the first that ever Scotland
In such an honour named





(5,9,29)

-and declares that wrong-doers will be punished as order, justice and stable government are restored:

What's more to do,
Which would be planted newly with the time,
As calling home our exiled friends abroad
That fled the snares of watchful tyranny;
Producing forth the cruel ministers
Of this dead butcher and his fiend-like queen…
This, and what needful else
That calls upon us, by the grace of Grace,
We will perform in measure, time and place.






(5,9,31) 
Destiny and free will in Macbeth

Why does the action of the play work out as it does? Is it Macbeth’s fate to become king, as the witches imply, or does he have to exercise free will to bring it about? Or, as he hopes in 1,3, will the kingship just fall into his lap? Before we can answer the question by closely analysing the play, we need to define our terms.

In an attempt to make sense of life, people in Shakespeare’s time – just like our own – sometimes appealed to external, uncontrollable and supernatural forces. They might appeal to destiny, or fate, or fortune: all are referred to, or implied, in Macbeth. 

We can distinguish between these ideas to a degree, although destiny and fate are so similar that they can almost be treated as one thing.
Destiny is the idea that what happens to an individual human being has already been decided (by God? by the gods?) before her birth. What happens to a person is laid down by the universe/God/the gods/whatever. A human being, then, is like a train moving down the track. The train has no choice where it goes: someone else drives it and changes the points, making it change direction, as it chuffs towards its ultimate objective: perhaps marriage, or children, or a university place, or death. 

An idea opposed to destiny is that human beings are themselves in control of what happens to them. This is the idea of free will: we can choose to take one path or another. One interpretation of Macbeth is that Shakespeare foregrounds the idea of free will: Macbeth is told by the witches that he will become King, but he soon realises he will have to murder the present King if he is to succeed him. He has a choice: to listen to his friend Banquo and have nothing to do with the witches, or to murder Duncan. In other words, Macbeth is in charge of his own destiny. (The idea of free will is developed in modern time travel stories like Doctor Who: what happens in the future is determined by the decisions we make in the present. The future is not fixed, but can be changed by our present choices.)  

However, if we believe in destiny, then the idea of free will is an illusion. We might think we are making our own decisions, but in fact whether we decide to do something or not will make no difference to what finally happens to us. Our path has already been laid out for us. We can no more deviate from it than the train can decide to change the points itself and change direction. The historical fact that James I, on the throne when Shakespeare wrote the play, was a descendant of the real Banquo (“The seeds of Banquo kings!” – 3,1,71) suggests that Macbeth’s actions are actually governed by destiny: he has to take the steps he does in order ultimately to bring about James I’s ascension, and therefore his free will is an illusion.

Fate is similar to destiny and the two words are often used interchangeably. However, destiny is sometimes used in a positive sense, at least by the person who thinks he recognises he is destined to accomplish something. The historian Ian Kershaw argues that Hitler had a messiah complex, and believed he was destined to be the saviour of Germany. On the other hand, fate is often used in a negative sense: if something happens to a person and it is disagreeable, they might say, “It is my fate” rather than “my destiny”.

An alternative way of looking at the universe is to say it is ruled by fortune.

Fortune is a classical goddess. The idea of fortune is more based on luck than destiny: an appropriate symbol here is the roulette wheel rather than the train tracks. The goddess Fortune is (often) portrayed as blind and having her hand on a huge wheel. Every human being is attached to some point of the wheel: if you are at the very bottom, you have very bad luck and are probably living homeless in a gutter somewhere; if you are at the top, you have excellent luck and probably live in a beautiful palace. Fortune gives the wheel a spin and your position on the wheel changes at random. If you are at the bottom, the only way is up and you might rise from the gutter to a job and a home; if you are at the top, the only way is down and you might find yourself forced from your palace because of a scandal involving off-shore investments. For everyone else, on different points of the wheel, there will be some movement of luck, either up or down. 
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A good analogy is the roulette wheel, sometimes actually called The Wheel of Fortune, after the classical goddess, in casinos. The wheel is spun and the ball thrown into the roulette wheel: it hurtles around crazily and no-one knows where it will end up. The ball, of course, stands for the human being.

The idea of Fortune, then, emphasises the random and unpredictable nature of the universe. Destiny and Fate indicate that our lives are fixed and we are trains moving down a railway track. Fortune suggests that what happens to us can be changed: our fortunes fluctuate and we can have good or bad luck in our lifetime. What happens to us is determined by a monstrous, random, and changing system, rather than the fixed railway lines of destiny.

What is common to all three ideas – Destiny/Fate and Fortune – is that human beings have essentially no control over what happens to them and free will is an illusion.

As mentioned, we could argue that Macbeth’s initial decision to kill Duncan is governed by free will and has nothing to do with destiny. When the witches tell him “That shalt be king hereafter” (1,3,48) they are implying that this is his inevitable destiny, but they are lying: he has to choose to murder Duncan to make the prophecy come true. However, Shakespeare’s audience would have known that the witches’ prophecy to Banquo was indeed realised -

Thou shalt get kings, though thou be none





(1,3,65)

- because King James I based his claim to the throne in part on a descent from Banquo. Therefore, the play suggests that Macbeth’s free will is an illusion: he has to kill Duncan and succeed him and he has to be defeated at Dunsinane if Banquo’s descendants are to become kings. Thus the action of Macbeth is actually governed by fate and destiny. Macbeth rages about it, and twists and turns to find ways of securing the kingdom for his descendants (not that he has any):

To be thus is nothing;
But to be safely thus.--Our fears in Banquo
Stick deep; and in his royalty of nature
Reigns that which would be fear'd: 'tis much he dares;
And, to that dauntless temper of his mind,
He hath a wisdom that doth guide his valour
To act in safety. There is none but he
Whose being I do fear: and, under him,
My Genius is rebuked; as, it is said,
Mark Antony's was by Caesar. He chid the sisters
When first they put the name of king upon me,
And bade them speak to him: then prophet-like
They hail'd him father to a line of kings:
Upon my head they placed a fruitless crown,
And put a barren sceptre in my gripe,
Thence to be wrench'd with an unlineal hand,
No son of mine succeeding. If 't be so,
For Banquo's issue have I filed my mind;
For them the gracious Duncan have I murder'd;
Put rancours in the vessel of my peace
Only for them; and mine eternal jewel
Given to the common enemy of man,
To make them kings, the seed of Banquo kings!
Rather than so, come fate into the list.
And champion me to the utterance!





(3,1,49)

He calls on Destiny/Fate to help him in the final two lines of this soliloquy, as though fate is something that can be persuaded to change its mind. But it cannot be: the time line is fixed. Macbeth’s failure and Banquo’s eventual success is assured and inevitable. And inevitability is a feature of tragedy. However hard he may try, the tragic hero cannot stop himself taking the steps towards his own doom: that is his destiny. It is also Macbeth’s inevitable destiny, which he realises, to go to Hell for committing the mortal sin of regicide (=murder of a monarch): 
If 't be so,
For Banquo's issue have I filed my mind;
For them the gracious Duncan have I murder'd;
Put rancours in the vessel of my peace
Only for them; and mine eternal jewel
Given to the common enemy of man,
To make them kings, the seed of Banquo kings!

(3,1,65)

According to Jacobean theology (and modern Catholic theology), a mortal sin is one for which you cannot be forgiven, even if you regret it (which Macbeth does immediately after murdering Duncan) or if you repent (which he never does). If you commit a mortal sin, you will go automatically to Hell: do not pass Go, do not collect £200.

In greater detail:

How are ideas of free will and Destiny/Fate explored in Macbeth?
Macbeth starts the play as a hero. In 1,2, the Bloody Sergeant hyperbolically suggests that Macbeth has won the war against the Norwegians single-handedly:

Sergeant 

Doubtful it stood;
As two spent swimmers, that do cling together
And choke their art. The merciless Macdonwald--
Worthy to be a rebel, for to that
The multiplying villanies of nature
Do swarm upon him--from the western isles
Of kerns and gallowglasses is supplied;
And fortune, on his damned quarrel smiling,
Show'd like a rebel's whore: but all's too weak:
For brave Macbeth--well he deserves that name--
Disdaining fortune, with his brandish'd steel,
Which smoked with bloody execution,
Like valour's minion carved out his passage
Till he faced the slave;
Which ne'er shook hands, nor bade farewell to him,
Till he unseam'd him from the nave to the chaps,
And fix'd his head upon our battlements.





(1,2,7)

And:

DUNCAN 

Dismay'd not this our captains, Macbeth and Banquo?

Sergeant 

Yes;
As sparrows eagles, or the hare the lion.
If I say sooth, I must report they were
As cannons overcharged with double cracks, so they
Doubly redoubled strokes upon the foe:
Except they meant to bathe in reeking wounds,
Or memorise another Golgotha,
I cannot tell.





(1,2,34)

 Duncan heaps honours upon Macbeth:

DUNCAN 

No more that thane of Cawdor shall deceive
Our bosom interest: go pronounce his present death,
And with his former title greet Macbeth.

ROSS 

I'll see it done.

DUNCAN 

What he hath lost noble Macbeth hath won.





(1,3,63)

Macbeth, then, is in a “peerless” (= unequalled: 1,5,58) position of honour and glory in Act One. And just at the point when he should be satisfied, the Weird Sisters give him the prophecy that he ‘shall be king’.

Macbeth is not sure what to make of it. Indeed, throughout the play, he struggles to understand the nature and value of the witches’ prophecies. Is it his unalterable destiny to be King – and, later, to be invulnerable to those “of woman born” – or is it something that will only come about through his own actions? Lady Macbeth willingly accepts that the witches’ prophecy foretells something that will happen (Destiny), rather than something that might happen:

Hie thee hither,
That I may pour my spirits in thine ear;
And chastise with the valour of my tongue
All that impedes thee from the golden round,
Which fate and metaphysical aid doth seem
To have thee crown'd withal.





(1,5,24)

Lady Macbeth uses the word “fate”, which basically means the same as “Destiny”. However, she also implies that Macbeth will only become King through his own efforts: in other words, he has to bring it about and it will not simply happen. Thus, she implies that he will only become King by exercising his free will: a contradiction of the notion of Destiny/Fate which she does not appear to acknowledge or appreciate.  

The Witches refer to themselves as “the Weird Sisters”. In Shakespeare’s time, “weird” did not have the modern meaning of “bizarrely odd”: instead, it meant “of Destiny” or “of Fate”. Shakespeare’s source for Macbeth, Holinshed’s Chronicles of Scotland (1577) makes the meaning clear when he writes of:

The weird sisters, that is (as ye would say) the goddesses of destiny.

The witches, then, make the claim for themselves that they tell Macbeth his Destiny: but they are lying to him. Macbeth himself calls them “the weird sisters” several times in the play, and his use of the term “weird” suggests that he believes they tell him his Destiny:

I will tomorrow -

And betimes I will - to the weird sisters





(3,4,133)

Saw you the weird sisters?





(4,1,135)

The first prophecy comes true in Act one scene three: Macbeth is named Thane of Cawdor1 and he excitedly seizes on this as evidence that the witches are telling the truth, asking Banquo:

Do you not hope your children shall be kings,
When those that gave the thane of Cawdor to me
Promis’d no less to them?





(1,3,117)

__________

1 Banquo indicates that only a fool would trust witches. At the end of Act Four, Macbeth appears to agree with him, and so damns himself:

Infected be the air whereon they ride

And damn’d all those that trust them!

(4,1,137)

Banquo agrees the prophecy may be true, but urges caution:

That trusted home
Might yet enkindle you unto the crown,
Besides the thane of Cawdor. But 'tis strange:
And oftentimes, to win us to our harm,
The instruments of darkness tell us truths,
Win us with honest trifles, to betray's
In deepest consequence.





(1,3,119)

He is clearer-sighted than Macbeth and immediately warns him of their true nature: they are “the instruments of darkness”, of the Devil. They tempt men into sin by promising things which, in themselves, are not necessarily evil: Macbeth certainly earnt the promotion to Thane of Cawdor.

Macbeth does not know what to make of it and voices his changing thoughts in his soliloquies. He half agrees with Banquo that the prophecy is morally dangerous:

This supernatural soliciting

Cannot be ill, cannot be good: if ill,
Why hath it given me earnest of success,
Commencing in a truth? I am Thane of Cawdor:
If good, why do I yield to that suggestion
Whose horrid image doth unfix my hair
And make my seated heart knock at my ribs,
Against the use of nature?





(1,3,129)

He knows that the witches are “supernatural”, but (understandably, as he is on a battlefield) does not define the meaning of the word. Does he mean that they practise magic, which is supernatural, or that they know his Destiny or future, which would also be supernatural?

Lady Macbeth also shows her awareness of the witches’ supernatural nature when she speaks of them as giving her husband “metaphysical aid” (“metaphysical” = supernatural), but like Macbeth, does not trouble herself to think in what sense they might be supernatural. If they practise supernatural witchcraft (black magic), then she and Macbeth should have nothing whatever to do with them. But both are bewitched by the prophecy (metaphorically, rather than literally!) because the witches cleverly tell them exactly what they want to hear. They target Macbeth’s tragic flaw – his ambition - the weakest point of his character where he can be most easily persuaded.

Too bamboozled to think clearly on metaphysical matters, Macbeth appeals to the random idea of chance as governing the world:

If chance will have me king, why, chance may crown me,
Without my stir.





(1,3,142)

In other words, he doesn’t have to do anything or exercise his free will: the Kingship will fall into his lap. Unable to draw a conclusion, he falls back on que sera, sera: what will be, will be:

Come what come may,

Time and the hour runs through the roughest day.





(1,3,145)
Macbeth is quickly disabused of his half-wish that the crown will come to him “without my stir”. In Act one scene four, Duncan honours him not with the promise of succession, but the honour of his presence at dinner. This is something of an anti-climax for Macbeth.  Royal visits in Shakespeare’s lifetime were not unambiguously desired by the host: Queen Elizabeth I would descend upon those noblemen who were not her favourites, and her expressed wish for lavish and extravagant parties often bankrupted the gentlemen concerned, which was perhaps partly her intention. 

The form (= the layout on the page) of Shakespeare’s verse arguably creates a moment of suspense. Duncan announces his successor –

Sons, kinsmen, thanes,
And you whose places are the nearest, know
We will establish our estate upon …





(1,5,35)

The line break after “our estate upon” indicates to the actor that a dramatic pause is required. The rules of who would succeed Duncan as King were fluid at the time of the historical Macbeth, and it would be perfectly possible for Duncan to name Macbeth as his successor. Indeed, might Macbeth not expect it as a just and balanced reward for saving the kingdom from the Norwegians? Some productions have Macbeth step forward expectantly at this line, as his hopes leap, but Duncan turns to Malcolm:

…Our eldest, Malcolm, whom we name hereafter
The Prince of Cumberland; which honour must
Not unaccompanied invest him only,
But signs of nobleness, like stars, shall shine
On all deservers. From hence to Inverness,
And bind us further to you.





(1,5,38)

Duncan must sense Macbeth’s disappointment and immediately turns back to him, reassuring Macbeth that all, including him, will be rewarded (“which honour must/Not unaccompanied invest him only…”). Duncan’s recognition of the need for balance is reinforced by the caesura2 in the middle of line 39: 
__________

2 caesura: a strong break or pause in the middle of the line 

Sons, kinsmen, thanes,
And you whose places are the nearest, know
We will establish our estate upon
Our eldest, Malcolm, whom we name hereafter
The Prince of Cumberland; which honour must
Not unaccompanied invest him only,
But signs of nobleness, like stars, shall shine
On all deservers.

As always, Shakespeare uses a caesura to show rhetorical balance: the weight of the first part of the line is (almost) as strong as the second part. But how could a visit by the King and the promise of great things tomorrow possibly compensate for the loss of the wished-for Kingship? Macbeth immediately plots Duncan’s death:

The Prince of Cumberland! that is a step
On which I must fall down, or else o'erleap,
For in my way it lies. Stars, hide your fires;
Let not light see my black and deep desires:
The eye wink at the hand; yet let that be,
Which the eye fears, when it is done, to see.





(1,5,48)

One interpretation of the play is that the witches don’t tell Macbeth his Destiny: whether he realises it or not at this point, he has to bring it about himself. In other words, the witches don’t tell him what is going to happen: they tell him what might happen, but he has to exercise his free will. Here is Macbeth’s tragedy: he chooses to do evil instead of good to fulfil his ambitions. As soon as Duncan is dead, he immediately regrets it:


Wake Duncan with thy knocking; I would thou could’st.






(2,2,77)

Shakespeare foregrounds moral choice and keeps the audience’s sympathy for Macbeth. He knows the difference between good and evil, but makes the wrong choice. How many of us have made wrong choices in our lives and chosen the path we know we should not take? We might not want to murder the King, but we can see parallels between our choices and Macbeth’s.

So much for the witches’ prophecy to Macbeth. To Banquo, however, it seems that the witches do actually tell him his Destiny and thus earn the name “weird” sisters, meaning, sisters of Fate or Destiny:

Thou shalt get kings, though thou be none.





(1,3,65)

Shakespeare’s audience would have known that James I of England, who was King when Macbeth was written and performed, was a descendant of the historical Banquo; James I of England was also James VI of Scotland. Shakespeare is flattering his King by giving him a “name check” in the play. He butters James I up further when Macbeth sees the vision of the seed of Banquo as kings in 4,1. Here, Shakespeare contrasts Macbeth’s rage and despair with the confident vision of the assured succession of James’s ancestors and, in some productions, James I himself:

Thou art too like the spirit of Banquo: down!
Thy crown does sear mine eye-balls. And thy hair,
Thou other gold-bound brow, is like the first.
A third is like the former. Filthy hags!
Why do you show me this? A fourth! Start, eyes!
What, will the line stretch out to the crack of doom?
Another yet! A seventh! I'll see no more:
And yet the eighth appears, who bears a glass
Which shows me many more; and some I see
That two-fold balls and treble scepters carry:
Horrible sight! Now, I see, 'tis true;
For the blood-bolter'd Banquo smiles upon me,
And points at them for his.





(4,1,111)

At the end of the play, Macduff tells Macbeth that his trust in the witches’ prophecy is so much ash and dust:

MACBETH

I bear a charmed life, which must not yield,
To one of woman born.

MACDUFF 

Despair thy charm;
And let the angel whom thou still hast served
Tell thee, Macduff was from his mother's womb
Untimely ripp'd. 





(5,8,13)

Macbeth finally realises the witches’ true nature:

Accursed be that tongue that tells me so,
For it hath cow'd my better part of man!
And be these juggling fiends no more believed,
That palter with us in a double sense;
That keep the word of promise to our ear,
And break it to our hope.





(5,8,14)

The witches lied to him. Macbeth’s defeat of young Siward (5,7), which he thought evidence of his invincibility, was presumably due to his experience as a skilled, elder warrior against an untried boy:

Thou wast born of woman
But swords I smile at, weapons laugh to scorn,
Brandish'd by man that's of a woman born.





(5,7,12)       

Thus, at the end of the play, Macbeth finally accepts that the witches are evil and told him half-truths rather than his inevitable destiny: he would only become king if he exercised his free will and committed regicide, which would send him to hell. The audience thinks this serves him right and he should have listened to Banquo’s words at the beginning -

But 'tis strange:
And oftentimes, to win us to our harm,
The instruments of darkness tell us truths,
Win us with honest trifles, to betray's
In deepest consequence





(1,3,121)

-and even, that he should have listened to his own curse of the witches at the end of Act four, scene one:

Infected be the air whereon they ride;
And damn'd all those that trust them!





(4,1,137)
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William Shakespeare’s Macbeth
Student Activity
Activity 1
Shakespeare’s verse and performance

First read the section Shakespeare’s language in Macbeth. This activity is to re-write and perform an extract from Macbeth.

The Task:

Re-write a scene in modern English. Then perform it!

1. Working in pairs or small groups, choose a dramatic or favourite scene from Macbeth. Some possible examples follow, but you can of course choose your own extract. The extract should be about 80-100 lines, or up to five minutes of stage time.

Examples of scenes which might work well are:

· any of the scenes with the witches: 1,1; 1,3; 4,1 

· the Bloody Sergeant delivers his report to Duncan, I,2

· Lady Macbeth’s first scene, 1,5

· Lady Macbeth persuades Macbeth to murder Duncan, 1,7

· Duncan’s murder, 2,2

· The murder is discovered, 2,3

· The Banquet scene, 3,4.
2. When you are happy with your choice of extract, photocopy it for all members of your group and give a copy to your teacher. Decide who’s going to take which part and rehearse the scene as a performance for the rest of the class. 

You might like to bring along some props and costumes for the performance. You could consider videoing it, so you can watch your own performance later.  It’s often best to have items of costume that you can use quickly: a jacket, a crown, some simple jewellery… there isn’t usually time in a lesson for an elaborate costume change and make up, although your teacher might suggest otherwise?! 

3. After you have performed the extract, discuss the following points with your group and the whole class:

· What does the process of re-writing Shakespeare into modern English tell you about the original text? Is the original text unrealistic? Or is the original text a valid way of creating realistic human beings and situations in stylised language?

· Which is better – your version or Shakespeare’s? Be honest here: it’s fine to prefer your version if you can explain why it’s better. Is it, for example, more realistic? How does your version improve on the original?

· What does performing the text tell you about Macbeth as a play? Shakespeare’s plays are often studied as if they are novels when they are, of course, written to be performed. 

· Which parts of your scene, and the original, are most dramatic and effective? Why? Are the same parts dramatic in both versions or do they differ?
Shakespeare’s language in Macbeth
Shakespeare writes in both VERSE and PROSE.

Verse (another word for poetry) is often used for:

· High born, higher class characters

· Serious and important conversations and speeches.
Shakespeare’s verse is sometimes called BLANK VERSE, which means it doesn’t rhyme.  

Shakespeare usually writes his verse in IAMBIC PENTAMETER, which imitates the rhythm of ordinary speech.

IAMBIC means the rhythm is unstressed-stressed:

 u
/     u
/        u        /     u     /       u       /

What bloody man is that? He can report,
u   /         u          /      u    /   u     /          u    /

As seemeth by his plight, of the revolt…

u = the symbol for an unstressed syllable

/ = the symbol for a stressed syllable

There are FIVE sets (“feet”) of unstressed/stressed syllables, so the line is a PENTAMETER (= five times [iambic] sets].

Prose is the sort of writing used for newspapers, stories, essays. The difference between prose and verse is that: 

· the author decides where the line ends for verse

· the printer decides where the line ends for prose.

Shakespeare usually uses prose:

· for lower born characters

· to signal that the conversation or speeches aren’t so important as those of verse

· to create a more intimate, conversational tone.
Sometimes, lower born characters speak in verse; sometimes higher born characters speak in prose. The Porter is a working class, comic character, so he speaks in prose. In Act 5 scene 1, the Doctor and the Gentlewoman speak in prose. Shakespeare thus suggests the whispered consultation between them: they cannot be overheard, as they potentially speak treason. Lady Macbeth’s words in the scene are prose rather than verse: by giving her a relatively unstructured speech, as a contrast to verse; Shakespeare shows that her mind is diseased and she jumps from one topic to another:

LADY MACBETH 

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?





(5,1,31)
In greater detail:

The immediate objection to iambic pentameter and Shakespeare’s verse is that people don’t talk like this in real life. Macbeth and Banquo must be disorientated and amazed after encountering the witches, and yet their speech is highly (and unrealistically) structured:

BANQUO 

The earth hath bubbles, as the water has,
And these are of them. Whither are they vanish'd?

MACBETH 

Into the air; and what seem'd corporal melted
As breath into the wind. Would they had stay'd!

BANQUO 

Were such things here as we do speak about?
Or have we eaten on the insane root
That takes the reason prisoner?

MACBETH 

Your children shall be kings.

BANQUO 

You shall be king.

MACBETH 

And Thane of Cawdor too: went it not so?

BANQUO 

To th’selfsame tune and words. 





(1,3,77)

Nobody talks like this. Nobody even talked like this in Shakespeare’s time. If Macbeth and Banquo were real people, what they might have said is:

BANQUO   Where the hell have they gone?

MACBETH   They just vanished! I wish they’d stayed.

BANQUO   Did we just imagine that? 
MACBETH   Your kids are going to be kings.

BANQUO Well, you’re going to be king.

MACBETH Yeah, and Thane of Cawdor too, don’t forget that.

BANQUO That’s right.

(The attempt to reproduce “real life” and “reality” – whatever those are – in Art is called realism.)

However, we might argue that all drama stylises people’s speech. No-one actually talks like the characters in EastEnders or Coronation Street; for all the supposed realism of modern drama, all characters in drama speak in more structured ways than real people and without the er’s, ah’s, repetitions and pauses which characterise real speech.

For Shakespeare and his contemporaries using iambic pentameter was as much of a dramatic convention as is the tidied-up dialogue written by modern screenwriters.

And, in fact, the iambic rhythm is the ordinary rhythm of English speech as spoken in England. The English pronunciation of -

Ice cream

-is an iamb:

 
 u       /

Ice cream.

The American pronunciation, which so many people use in the UK, is a reversed stress (a trochee, in fact):

 
 /        u

Ice cream.

American English employs trochees as a natural rhythm: British English employs more iambs. Thus, Shakespeare uses an iambic rhythm because he is imitating the rhythm of ordinary speech. It is more realistic than we might think. 

Learners may rightly object at this point that, even if the rhythm is realistic, nobody speaks in such flowery and poetical language and nobody ever did, even in Shakespeare’s time. This is of course a fair comment. 

However, the writer and novelist Andrew Davies (best known for his screenplay adaptations of classic novels for television, like War and Peace (2016) and Pride and Prejudice (1996)) argued that realism isn’t good enough as a form to capture the complexity and wonder of real human beings. A heightened form of writing is required, and Shakespeare employs that higher form of writing in his plays. The language is often tightly structured, full of imagery and bears, arguably, little resemblance to the way “real” people express themselves, and yet it captures the essence of a human being much more effectively than realism ever can.

We might consider Shakespeare’s rendering of Macbeth’s violent mood swings as he tries to convince himself he has nothing to fear from the approaching army:

MACBETH 

Bring me no more reports; let them fly all:
Till Birnam wood remove to Dunsinane,
I cannot taint with fear. What's the boy Malcolm?
Was he not born of woman? The spirits that know
All mortal consequences have pronounced me thus:
'Fear not, Macbeth; no man that's born of woman
Shall e'er have power upon thee.' Then fly, false thanes,
And mingle with the English epicures:
The mind I sway by and the heart I bear
Shall never sag with doubt nor shake with fear.

Enter a Servant
The devil damn thee black, thou cream-faced loon!
Where got'st thou that goose look?




(5,3,1)

The language is stylised but Shakespeare perfectly portrays Macbeth’s heightened emotional state: his furious refusal to accept the evidence of the reports, even though he knows that they mean his time is up; his repetition of the witches’ prophecy to reassure himself; his rage at the deserters. He comforts himself with a rhyming couplet, used to indicate that he believes the matter is settled in his own mind –

The mind I sway by and the heart I bear
Shall never sag with doubt nor shake with fear

-only to have his fragile conviction crushed by the terrified messenger:

The devil damn thee black, thou cream-faced loon!
Where got'st thou that goose look?

A few lines later, he is alone, and his rage segues into his customary, intelligent, mournful introspection:

MACBETH

What soldiers, whey-face?

Servant 

The English force, so please you.

MACBETH 

Take thy face hence.

Exit Servant
Seyton!--I am sick at heart,
When I behold--Seyton, I say!--This push
Will cheer me ever, or disseat me now.
I have lived long enough: my way of life
Is fall'n into the sear, the yellow leaf;
And that which should accompany old age,
As honour, love, obedience, troops of friends,
I must not look to have; but, in their stead,
Curses, not loud but deep, mouth-honour, breath,
Which the poor heart would fain deny, and dare not. Seyton!




(5,3,17)

Could modern, “realistic” prose do all this? Would a modern version really be better? 
Perhaps the nearest thing to realism is not the dialogue of a soap opera, but the unedited streaming of conversation from a show like Big Brother. (We might object here that reality television is not Art, because Art is an interpretation of “real” life: reality television shows real actions, not an interpretation.)  The edited highlights are no good: the viewer would have to watch the live, unedited footage in real time to get an idea of how people actually speak. Would watching such footage really capture what “real” human beings are like? Would watching it – including pauses, watching people sitting quietly or sleeping – actually be interesting? Wouldn’t a more stylised form of representing human beings (modern realism, soaps, or a play by Shakespeare) actually be more interesting than unedited reality television, if only because the grunts and repetition and pauses where nothing much happens, are edited out in drama?

Activity 2

Learning quotations and revision
Notes to the teacher:

For the new GCSE (9-1) English Literature closed text exams, close reference to the original text is required, so it’s useful for learners to become confident in paraphrasing the original or describing what happens in their own words. Also bear in mind that using single word quotations, or quotations of a few words in length (“this dead butcher” – 5,9,36), are very effective in satisfying the requirement that learners must refer closely to the text.

So you will need to support learners in learning some key quotations, and then ideally test their recall. Here are some suggestions:

· Model the activity yourself by learning and reciting (or performing!) a quote or short speech to the learners. Modelling the activity will help to convince sceptical or less confident learners that it can be done.

· Ask, who actually knows the whole quote or short speech and would like to recite (or perform) it to the whole class? You should get some volunteers, especially if this involves more than one learner.

· Why not take this further and organise an English Department-wide, or school-wide, Shakespeare speaking competition? Give prizes, invite other learners, the Headteacher, the local press and parents. Heap praise upon your learners and yourself!

Notes to learners:

You need to know your Shakespeare play well to write an effective answer in the GCSE (9-1) English Literature examination. One requirement is for you to make close reference to the text, which includes using quotations.
Bearing in mind that you can’t take your set text into the exam, learning quotations will help back up your points. Why does Shakespeare write in verse? One reason is that it is much easier to learn than prose. Many actors find that the rhythm and rhyme of Shakespeare’s verse makes it much easier to learn than, say, the modern prose of a soap opera. 

Also, Shakespeare often ends his scenes with a rhyming couplet: these are easy for other actors to remember as the cue that they are to come on stage next.

Which quotations should I learn?   
Good question. You might like to start by learning some of the quotations in this resource. 

It’s a very good idea to familiarise yourself with some of the major speeches and important lines from the play. Which are these? Any which involve an important plot, theme, or character revelation; any of the characters’ soliloquies. 

Examples of key scenes:

· All of Macbeth’s soliloquies

· Lady Macbeth’s soliloquy in 1,5 (“Glamis thou art…”)

· The witches’ prophecies in 1,3 (“All hail, Macbeth…”; “Lesser than Macbeth, and greater…”)
· Lady Macbeth 1,7,54:

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.

· Malcolm on Macbeth, 4,3,58:
I grant him bloody,
Luxurious, avaricious, false, deceitful,
Sudden, malicious, smacking of every sin
That has a name.

And Malcolm on the virtues of a good king, 4,3,91: 

The king-becoming graces,
As justice, verity, temperance, stableness,
Bounty, perseverance, mercy, lowliness,
Devotion, patience, courage, fortitude.

…and so on.

The quotations need not be long: one line is often plenty and pointed and pithy in the exam:

Wake Duncan with thy knocking; I would thou could’st.




(2,2,77)

or two lines:

I have given suck and know

How tender ‘tis to love the babe that milks me.




(1,7,54)

Or a rhyming couplet (easy to learn):

No boasting like a fool;

This deed I’ll do before this purpose cool.




(4,1,152)

(There is no need to give act, scene or line references to quotations in the exam; they are only given in the examples above to help you find the right scene.)

In the exam, it makes sense to keep your quotations short. Use … to indicate that you have missed out part of a speech –

Life’s but a walking shadow…

Signifying nothing.





(5,5,23)
- or that the speech continues but you focused on a key phrase to begin with:

If it were done when ‘tis done, then ‘twere well…




(1,7,1)

Remember that the emphasis in the exam is on analysis of the play, not the quotations, which are there to:

1. prove the point of your analysis by giving an example and

2. show that you know the text.

The exam questions will give you an opportunity to show that you know the text. With this in mind, make sure that you don’t limit your answer to just writing about the beginning of the text, aim to bring in textual references that support that you know the whole text. 
How do I learn quotations?

A good way of learning quotations is to do what Shakespeare intended, which is to act the play out. Find a quiet space in your room and perform a quotation or short speech. Act it out. Perform it to an audience: your dog, your friend, your sibling (if receptive).
How do I remember where the lines begin and end?

As Shakespeare writes in iambic pentameter, a good rule of thumb is to count out ten syllables and start a new line after each ten syllables. If the line is a rhyming couplet, so much the better: the rhyme will signal the end of the line, for example:

So, thanks to all at once and to each one,
Whom we invite to see us crown'd at Scone.




(5,9,41)

Don’t worry too much if you get the line endings in the wrong place. As long as the line is ten syllables long, the examiner will appreciate that you have attempted to write it out in verse and started a new line when Shakespeare does.

Activity 3

The screen versions of Macbeth 

Notes to the teacher:  
Macbeth has of course been filmed many times. Some of the best known screen versions are:

· Macbeth, film, 1971 starring Jon Finch and Francesca Annis, dir. Roman Polanski (NB This film is a co-production with Playboy Productions, so beware nudity; it’s also very gory) (certificate 15)

· RSC Macbeth 1978, starring Ian McKellen and Judi Dench (certificate PG)

· RSC Macbeth 2003, starring Anthony Sher (certificate E)

· RSC Macbeth 2011, starring Patrick Stewart (certificate 12)

· Macbeth, film, 2015, starring Michael Fassbender, dir. Justin Kurzel (certificate 15).
These screen versions are widely available on DVD and on various digital platforms.

The RSC 1978 production is excellent, if a little dated, but contains almost the whole text. The Polanski film is excellent for provoking discussion, although it is very bloody and contains nudity, not least of some elderly witches. The 2015 film with Michael Fassbender is also very good, but cuts the text – and Macbeth’s enemies - to ribbons.

If learners have an opportunity to see a theatre performance of the play, so much the better. However, this isn’t always possible. Furthermore, a disappointing stage production can be of much less value than an exciting film.

This activity asks learners to compare and contrast two screen versions of the play. It can lead to spoken and written work. Crucially, the focus on film/performance reminds learners that Macbeth is a play written to be performed. The book learners have in their hands is a script. Macbeth itself is actually the performance or film.

We have to keep stressing this point to learners, who often treat the play as though it is a novel; as though the book is the be-all and end-all. It’s worth reminding them that studying the actual written text makes about as much sense as would studying a stand-alone script for EastEnders or Star Wars. A written script isn’t the finished article. The finished article, EastEnders or Star Wars or Macbeth, is the final television programme/film/play. Macbeth was written to be performed and the written text, the book, is not Macbeth: it is a script. 
It can be useful to reinforce this point to learners by referring to the text of Macbeth as the script and the performance itself as Macbeth. 

Notes to the learners:

Macbeth was written to be performed. The book version you have in your hands is a script. Macbeth itself is actually the performance, whether the performance is on stage (as it obviously would have been in Shakespeare’s time), on television, on film or on audio only (such as a radio or CD production).

Studying the actual written text of Macbeth on its own makes about as much sense as would studying a script from EastEnders or Star Wars. A written script isn’t the finished article. The finished article, EastEnders, Star Wars or Macbeth, is the final television programme/film/play. The written text, the book, is not Macbeth: it is a script. 

The film versions

Macbeth was filmed almost as soon as film became popular in the early twentieth century. There are both silent versions, and black and white versions from the time before the Second World War. 

The play is, of course, still very popular and still performed in theatres. However, modern audiences often see the play performed as a film, or on television, rather than in the theatre, as film and television have eclipsed theatre as a popular art form for a mass audience.

The task
Compare and contrast two screen versions of Macbeth

Your teacher will direct you to two different performed versions of Macbeth.

· After you have read the whole play, watch one of the two screen versions of Macbeth. Watch it as a film and enjoy it first before starting to analyse it! 

· After watching the first film, work in pairs on completing the first screen version column of the table, Compare and contrast the *  and * screen versions of Macbeth. (Obviously, you’ll need to insert the title and dates, depending on which screen versions you are analysing.)
Some suggested ideas have been completed for you in the table. The Focus on column headings are suggestions only: you might like to delete some of them and add your own.
· When you have completed the column of the table, watch the second screen version.

· Then, again working in pairs, complete the second screen version column of the table.  

· In your Comparison column, make any relevant comments on the two screen versions. These might include answers to:

- Which interpretation do you prefer and why?

- Which interpretation is closer to your own interpretation (of the play, character, theme, etc.)?

- How has watching the interpretation changed your understanding of the play? What new ideas has the screen version or film suggested to you? What have you learnt?

· Finally, and in negotiation with your teacher, present your findings to the rest of the class (perhaps with video clips from the two versions to back up your points). 

Compare and contrast the *  and * screen versions of Macbeth

Insert the titles and dates, depending on which screen versions you are analysing.
	Focus on
	*Version
	*Version
	Comparison

	Setting and period
	Medieval – Shakespeare’s time?


	Not clear – some modern dress
	

	The witches
	Hideous, one younger…live in a hovel; shot on location.


	Nude. Why?
	

	Macbeth
	Same age as Banquo – to stress their rivalry? Good looking, early 30s. Clearly a warrior – on horseback, in armour etc.


	Macbeth has slicked back hair: is he supposed to look like a Nazi? More intellectual, introspective than actor in other version. 


	

	Lady Macbeth
	Very beautiful and uses her sexuality on her husband. Not sure it works?


	Older than her husband? Motherly?
	

	Duncan
	
	
	

	Malcolm
	
	
	

	Macduff
	
	
	

	Banquo
	
	
	

	Banquo’s ghost and the banquet scene
	
	
	

	Act 5: is Macbeth really invincible?
	
	
	

	Act 4, scene 2: Lady Macbeth
	
	
	

	Act 4, scene 3: England scene
	
	
	

	Cuts and changes to the original text
	
	
	


Further suggested resources 

Productions:

· Macbeth, film, 1971 starring Jon Finch and Francesca Annis, dir. Roman Polanski (certificate 15)

· RSC Macbeth 1978, starring Ian McKellen and Judi Dench (certificate PG)

· RSC Macbeth 2003, starring Anthony Sher (certificate E)

· RSC Macbeth 2011, starring Patrick Stewart (certificate 12)

· Macbeth, film, 2015, starring Michael Fassbender, dir. Justin Kurzel (certificate 15)

All these screen versions are widely available on DVD and on various digital platforms.

· BBC Radio Shakespeare, Macbeth, audio recording starring Ken Stott and Phyllis Logan, pub. BBC Worldwide, 2000 (available as a CD and an audio download).

 (Highly recommended for learners who have difficulty reading the original text, and as a revision aid for all learners.)
The BBC Shakespeare Archive Resource provides online access to TV and radio performances of all Shakespeare plays, as well as documentaries about the play and photographs of classic productions and performers. If you are unable to play the media, please email shakespeareaccess@bbc.co.uk using your institution’s e-mail address, providing the name, address (incl. postcode) and contact telephone number of your school and the BBC will send you a username and password to log into the site.

http://shakespeare.ch.bbc.co.uk/detail?uri=http%3A%2F%2Fdbpedia.org%2Fresource%2FMacbeth
Secondary resources:

House of Cards, season 1, episode 1, starring Kevin Spacey and Robin White (Netflix, 2013) (certificate 18); or you might prefer the original BBC version House of Cards (1990) starring Ian Richardson.  Both versions draw on Macbeth for their inspiration: an ambitious senior politician is passed over for promotion and, with his ruthless wife, plots revenge and murder to become President (US version) or Prime Minister (UK version). Both versions of House of Cards employ Shakespeare’s device of the soliloquy and are delivered to camera by the politician/Macbeth character.

ABC – This activity offers an opportunity for English skills development.
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