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Introduction

William Shakespeare’s Macbeth stands as one of the most compelling and enduring
tragedies in the Western literary tradition. Through its exploration of ruthless
ambition, moral disintegration, supernatural influence, and the struggle for power, the
play invites readers and audiences alike to engage with profound questions about
human nature and society. Written in the early seventeenth century against a
backdrop of political uncertainty and fascination with the supernatural, Macbeth
reflects both the anxieties and the aspirations of Shakespeare’s England.

At its heart, Macbeth is a study of the destructive nature of unchecked ambition.
Through the character of Macbeth, a celebrated warrior whose encounter with
enigmatic witches unlocks a ferocious desire for the throne, Shakespeare illustrates
how even the most lauded and respectable individuals can falter under the weight of
temptation. Lady Macbeth’s role as an instigator and her own harrowing descent into
madness provide a gripping counterpart to Macbeth’s trajectory, creating one of the
most complex partnerships in Shakespearean drama. Their intertwined fates are
driven by choices as much as prophecy, blurring the lines between destiny and free
will.

The atmosphere of Macbeth is suffused with darkness—both literal and psychological.
Shakespeare makes masterful use of imagery, motifs, and language to heighten the
tension and convey the play’s central preoccupations. The recurring references to
blood, sleeplessness, and the unnatural not only reinforce the horror of Macbeth'’s
actions but also symbolize the enduring stains of guilt and the perversion of natural
order. The witches, with their riddling predictions and sinister presence, both reflect
and complicate contemporary beliefs about fate, witchcraft, and the supernatural.

Understanding Macbeth requires attention not only to the narrative and its characters
but also to the historical context in which the play was written and performed. The
ascension of King James |, his interest in the occult, and the political unrest of the
Jacobean era left indelible marks on the play’s content and themes. The text’s
allusions to real historical figures and events, as well as its deliberate choices in
adapting from historical sources, reveal how Shakespeare crafted his narrative for a
specific time and audience—even as the play’s resonance has persisted across
centuries.

This book, Notes on Macbeth: Notes and Commentary for Students on the Play by
Shakespeare, is designed as a guide for English literature students. It seeks to provide
detailed analysis, historical background, discussion of key themes and motifs, and
practical approaches for understanding and writing about the play. With twenty-five
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focused chapters, the book covers characters, context, language, performance history,
and critical interpretations, offering an essential resource for both classroom study
and personal enrichment.

Whether you are encountering Macbeth for the first time or returning to it with fresh
eyes, this guide aims to deepen your appreciation of Shakespeare’s artistry and the
enduring power of his tragedy. Through careful analysis and insightful commentary,
you will be equipped to engage critically with the play’s questions and
complexities—and to see why Macbeth continues to captivate and challenge readers,
performers, and scholars around the world.
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CHAPTER ONE: Historical Context: Scotland,
Shakespeare, and King James |

Understanding William Shakespeare's Macbeth is significantly enriched by exploring
the specific historical moment in which it was created and first performed. The early
years of the seventeenth century in England were a time of transition and heightened
political sensitivity. The death of Queen Elizabeth I in 1603 brought an end to the
Tudor dynasty and paved the way for the Stuart line to ascend the English throne,
uniting the crowns of Scotland and England under a single monarch.

This new king was James VI of Scotland, who now also became James | of England. His
arrival in London was a momentous occasion, marking a shift in the political landscape
and bringing Scottish culture and history into sharper focus for the English court and
public. For Shakespeare and his theatre company, this change was particularly
significant. Having enjoyed the patronage of Queen Elizabeth, they quickly sought to
secure the favor of the new king.

Their efforts were successful. In 1603, Shakespeare's company, formerly known as the
Lord Chamberlain's Men, was granted a royal patent and renamed "The King's Men" in
honor of their new patron, King James I. This close relationship with the monarch likely
influenced Shakespeare's choice of subject matter for some of his later plays,
including Macbeth. A play set in Scotland, featuring Scottish history and themes that
resonated with the king's known interests, would certainly have been a shrewd move
for a playwright and company reliant on royal support.

James | was a complex ruler with a deep fascination for certain intellectual and cultural
trends of the time. Among his most notable interests was the study of the
supernatural, particularly witchcraft. Belief in witches and their power to cause harm
was widespread in the seventeenth century, and James was no exception. He was not
merely a passive observer; he actively engaged with the subject, even participating in
witch trials in Scotland before his ascent to the English throne.

This interest manifested in his writings. James | authored a treatise titled
Daemonologie, published in 1597, which explored the nature of witchcraft, demons,
and other supernatural phenomena. In this book, he articulated his strong belief in the
reality of witchcraft and the dangers it posed. He also discussed methods for
identifying witches and the means by which they interacted with demonic forces. For a
playwright looking to please his king, incorporating elements of witchcraft and the
supernatural into a play would have been a natural, almost expected, choice.
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The Weird Sisters in Macbeth, with their eerie prophecies, apparent ability to
manipulate the elements, and connection to dark forces, tap directly into the
contemporary anxieties and beliefs surrounding witchcraft that King James himself
championed. Their ambiguous nature - are they agents of fate, or simply catalysts for
Macbeth's pre-existing ambition? - would have provided fertile ground for discussion
among an audience captivated by the topic. The scenes involving the witches are
among the most memorable and unsettling in the play, undoubtedly designed to
engage the specific interests of the Jacobean court.

Beyond the supernatural, Macbeth also touches upon themes of kingship, loyalty, and
treason that were highly relevant to King James | and his reign. James was a strong
proponent of the Divine Right of Kings, the belief that monarchs derive their authority
directly from God and are accountable only to Him. According to this doctrine, an
attack on a king was not merely a political crime but a sacrilegious act, a sin against
divine will.

Macbeth's murder of King Duncan, a virtuous and divinely appointed ruler, is the
ultimate violation of this principle. The regicide plunges Scotland into chaos and
disorder, a consequence that would have underscored the importance of legitimate,
divinely sanctioned rule for a Jacobean audience. The play vividly portrays the horror
and disruption that follow the overthrow of a rightful king, serving as a powerful
dramatic argument against treason and rebellion.

The anxieties surrounding political stability and the threat of treason were not merely
theoretical in the early years of James's reign. In November 1605, the Gunpowder Plot,
a conspiracy by Catholic extremists led by Guy Fawkes to blow up the Houses of
Parliament and assassinate King James | and his government, was discovered. This
event sent shockwaves through England, heightening fears of internal enemies and
the fragility of the new political order.

Although Macbeth is believed to have been written and first performed shortly after
the Gunpowder Plot, its themes of loyalty, betrayal, and the dire consequences of
plotting against a king would have resonated powerfully with an audience still
grappling with the trauma of the attempted attack. The swift and brutal punishment
meted out to the plotters would have been fresh in public memory, making the play's
exploration of treason particularly potent.

Furthermore, Macbeth subtly legitimizes James I's claim to the English throne through
the character of Banquo. In historical accounts, Banquo was sometimes depicted as an
accomplice to Macbeth in the murder of King Duncan. However, Shakespeare's
portrayal of Banquo is markedly different; he is presented as a noble, morally upright
figure who resists the temptation of the witches' prophecies through foul means.
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This alteration aligns with the historical belief that King James | was a direct
descendant of Banquo. By presenting Banquo as virtuous and highlighting the witches'
prophecy that his lineage, not Macbeth's, will produce kings, Shakespeare pays a clear
compliment to his patron. This dramatic choice can be seen as a form of political
flattery, subtly reinforcing the legitimacy of James's claim to the throne and
suggesting that his reign is the rightful culmination of a long and noble lineage.

While Shakespeare drew upon historical sources, primarily Raphael Holinshed's
Chronicles, he did so with significant artistic license and a clear eye towards appealing
to his contemporary audience and, crucially, his king. The historical Macbeth was a
real figure, an eleventh-century Scottish king who did kill his predecessor, Duncan, but
his reign was relatively long and considered successful by some accounts. The
historical Banquo's role is debated and, as mentioned, often portrayed differently than
in Shakespeare's play.

Shakespeare's transformation of these historical figures and events served his
dramatic purposes and allowed him to craft a compelling tragedy that explored
timeless themes. By exaggerating Duncan's virtues and Macbeth's villainy,
Shakespeare heightened the dramatic impact of the regicide and Macbeth's
subsequent descent into tyranny. These changes also brought the story closer to the
moral and political concerns of Jacobean England.

In essence, Macbeth is deeply rooted in its historical and political context. It reflects
the anxieties and interests of England during the reign of King James I, a monarch
fascinated by the supernatural and deeply invested in the concept of the divine right
of kings. Shakespeare's skillful weaving of these contemporary concerns into a
dramatic narrative set in Scottish history not only created a play that would appeal to
his royal patron but also ensured its enduring relevance as a profound exploration of
power, ambition, and the human condition. The play is a product of its time, yet its
engagement with universal themes ensures its place as one of literature's greatest
tragedies.
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