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Introduction

Welcome to Notes & Commentary on Shakespeare’s Macbeth: A Guide for Students.
This book is designed as an accessible, insightful companion to one of William
Shakespeare’s best-known tragedies, tailored especially for students of English
literature. Whether you are tackling Macbeth for the first time or seeking a deeper
understanding of its complexities, this guide aims to illuminate the play’s every
corner, from its enigmatic witches to the haunted conscience of its tragic hero.

Macbeth endures as a compelling exploration of ambition, power, guilt, and fate. Its
poetic language and unforgettable characters continue to challenge and reward
readers. For students, however, the dense Elizabethan English, layered meanings, and
subtle themes can sometimes be daunting. This book is crafted to help you navigate
these challenges, offering clear explanations, thoughtful commentary, and concise
summaries to support your study and appreciation of the play.

Throughout the chapters, you will find not only detailed notes on characters and
themes, but also context for understanding Macbeth’s enduring power. Historical and
cultural backgrounds are examined to place the play in its original context, while also
highlighting the reasons for its continued resonance in modern times. Each chapter
focuses on key aspects of the play, breaking down scenes, exploring Shakespeare’s
language, and shedding light on literary devices and dramatic effects.

The guide also strives to encourage critical thinking, inviting you to reflect on multiple
interpretations and scholarly debates surrounding Macbeth. As you progress, you'll
discover how major themes such as ambition, fate versus free will, and the
supernatural contribute to the emotional and dramatic landscape of the play. In
addition, sample analyses of important scenes and motifs will help you recognize
patterns and meanings for your own essays and discussions.

For students preparing for exams or classroom discussions, the final chapters offer
practical tips for close reading and strategies to engage with test questions. Along the
way, recommendations are provided for further reading and exploration, along with
suggestions for how to approach different assignments related to the play.

Above all, this book is intended as a supportive resource on your journey through one
of literature’s greatest works. With clear guidance and stimulating commentary, Notes
& Commentary on Shakespeare’s Macbeth will help you to not only succeed
academically but also to develop an enriched, personal connection with Shakespeare’s
haunting masterpiece.
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CHAPTER ONE: Understanding the Historical and
Cultural Context

To truly appreciate the layers of meaning and dramatic power in Shakespeare’s
Macbeth, it’'s essential to understand the world in which it was written and first
performed. This isn't just about knowing dates; it's about stepping into the mindset of
the people who first watched this dark and compelling tragedy unfold on the stage.
The play is deeply rooted in the anxieties, beliefs, and political realities of early 17th-
century England.

Shakespeare wrote Macbeth around 1606, during the reign of King James I. This
period, known as the Jacobean era, followed the long and relatively stable reign of
Queen Elizabeth I. James had ascended the English throne in 1603, uniting the crowns
of Scotland and England. As a Scottish king now ruling England, his background and
priorities significantly influenced the cultural and political landscape, and
consequently, the plays being written and performed.

King James | was a complex figure with keen intellectual interests, some of which
directly resonate within Macbeth. He was a scholar, a writer, and notably, deeply
fascinated by theology, kingship, and the supernatural. His personal beliefs and
political agenda were never far from the surface, and playwrights of the time,
including Shakespeare, were certainly aware of what might please or interest their
monarch and patron.

One of James's most pronounced interests was in the subject of witchcraft and
demonology. He genuinely believed in the reality and danger of witches and even
wrote a treatise on the subject titled Daemonologie in 1597. This book discussed
various forms of witchcraft and the perceived threat they posed to Christian society
and the divinely appointed order.

Given the King's strong feelings on this topic, the prominent role of the Witches in
Macbeth takes on a particular significance. Their eerie prophecies, their manipulation
of events, and their malevolent power would have spoken directly to James’s fears and
fascinations. The play could be seen, in part, as validating the King’s beliefs about the
dark forces at work in the world and the importance of combating them.

Beyond the Jacobean present, Macbeth is set in a specific historical past: 11th-century
Scotland. However, Shakespeare was a dramatist, not a historian in the modern sense.
He used historical accounts as raw material, shaping and altering them to serve his
artistic and thematic purposes, as well as potentially to appeal to his contemporary
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audience and monarch.

Shakespeare’s primary source for the historical events depicted in Macbeth was
Raphael Holinshed's Chronicles of England, Scotland, and Ireland, first published in
1577 and revised in 1587. This sprawling work compiled various historical accounts,
including descriptions of the reigns of Scottish kings like Macbeth and Duncan.

While Holinshed’s Chronicles provided the basic framework - Macbeth's ambition, the
murder of Duncan, Banquo's association with the prophecy - Shakespeare made
crucial changes. In Holinshed, Macbeth is portrayed more as a capable but tyrannical
ruler who gains the throne with some legitimacy through his wife's claim, and Banquo
is shown as complicit in Duncan's murder.

Shakespeare’s decision to portray Macbeth as a valiant kinsman who murders a
virtuous, trusting king (Duncan) for purely ambitious reasons heightens the dramatic
impact and moral horror of the deed. It transforms Macbeth from a somewhat complex
historical figure into a tragic hero consumed by guilt.

Even more significant is Shakespeare's alteration of Banquo's character. In the play,
Banquo is noble and resistant to temptation, a foil to Macbeth's ambition. He receives
the prophecy that his descendants will be kings, but he does not act to make it
happen. This change was almost certainly a deliberate compliment to King James I,
who traced his lineage back to the historical Banquo (or at least believed he did).

By presenting Banquo as a virtuous ancestor whose line is destined for kingship,
Shakespeare subtly flattered his monarch and reinforced the legitimacy of the Stuart
dynasty. The vision of Banquo's royal descendants in Act IV, Scene 1, culminating in a
figure resembling James himself, would have been a powerful visual affirmation for the
King in the audience.

The political climate in England in the years leading up to and surrounding Macbeth's
composition was tense and marked by anxieties about treason, loyalty, and the
stability of the monarchy. The recent Union of the Crowns was not universally
welcomed, and fears of internal division and challenges to James's rule were present.

The most dramatic event of this period was the Gunpowder Plot of November 5, 1605.
A group of Catholic conspirators attempted to blow up the Houses of Parliament with
the King, the royal family, and the entire government inside. The plot was discovered
just hours before it was due to be carried out, and the subsequent backlash against
treason and regicide was intense.

The Gunpowder Plot would have been fresh in the minds of Shakespeare's audience in

1606. The play's central themes of plotting against a legitimate king, the horrific
consequences of regicide, and the divine punishment that follows such an act would
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have resonated deeply with the public's recent trauma and relief at the plot's failure.
The vivid portrayal of Macbeth's guilt and ultimate downfall served as a cautionary
tale that aligned with the prevailing political sentiment.

Furthermore, Jacobean England operated within a worldview often described as the
"Great Chain of Being." This hierarchical model, stretching from God down through
angels, humans, animals, plants, and inanimate objects, posited that every part of
creation had its appointed place. Disrupting this natural or divine order was seen as
profoundly wrong and would have chaotic repercussions.

The murder of King Duncan, a divinely appointed monarch at the apex of the human
social order, represents a catastrophic breach of the Great Chain of Being. The play
depicts the immediate aftermath of this act with unnatural occurrences - disturbances
in nature, horses eating each other, darkness during the day - suggesting that
Macbeth's crime has thrown the entire cosmos into disorder. This would have been a
powerful idea for an audience who believed in such an interconnected universe.

Closely linked to the Great Chain was the concept of the Divine Right of Kings. This
belief held that a monarch's authority came directly from God, making treason not just
a crime against the state but a sin against divine will. Duncan, as depicted by
Shakespeare, embodies the ideal of a virtuous king chosen by God, making Macbeth's
act of regicide particularly heinous in this context.

Macbeth's actions are a direct challenge to this divine authority, and his subsequent
suffering can be interpreted as divine retribution. The play, therefore, functions on one
level as a strong affirmation of the principle of divine right and the terrible
consequences of violating it.

The Jacobean era also held complex and sometimes contradictory views on fate, free
will, and the supernatural. While the Witches’ prophecies seem to set events in
motion, the play constantly raises questions about how much Macbeth is driven by
destiny and how much by his own choices and ambition, aided and abetted by his
wife.

The audience would have grappled with these questions, perhaps believing in
supernatural influence but also in human agency and moral responsibility. The
Witches might be agents of fate, but Macbeth's eagerness to believe and act on their
words suggests he possesses considerable free will in his downfall.

Finally, considering the theatrical context is important. Macbeth was likely first
performed at one of the indoor theatres or perhaps even before the King at court,
though it was certainly performed at the Globe Theatre later. The play's dark,
claustrophobic atmosphere, its reliance on soliloquies revealing inner turmoil, and the
use of special effects (like Banquo's ghost or the apparitions) are characteristic of
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Jacobean drama designed for more intimate settings or for the sophisticated clientele
of the public theatres.

Understanding these historical and cultural threads - the preoccupations of King
James, the political anxieties following the Gunpowder Plot, the beliefs in the Great
Chain of Being and divine right, the contemporary views on the supernatural, and the
specific nature of Jacobean theatre - provides a vital framework for interpreting
Macbeth. It allows us to see not just a timeless tragedy, but a play deeply engaged

with the specific concerns of its moment, adding layers of relevance and impact that
might otherwise be missed.
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