
Characters

Macbeth Eponymous protagonist, ambitious and ruthless

Lady Macbeth Defies expectations, strong and ambitious, but goes mad

Witches Supernatural beings, prophesy, could represent conscience

Banquo M’s friend, sons prophesied to rule, killed and returns as ghost

Duncan Good king, praises M at start, murdered in Act 2

Macduff Wife and children killed; kill M; born by caesarian

Malcolm Heir to throne, good man, finally crowned

Fleance Banquo’s son, represent innocence and justice

Plot

Act 1 M and Banquo meet witches, Cawdor executed, Lady M reads letter, taunts M, Duncan arrives

Act 2 M kills Duncan, Malcolm flees, M crowned

Act 3 Banquo suspects M, murder of B,  Fleance escapes, M haunted by B’s ghost at a banquet

Act 4 Witches show M future kings – sons of Banquo, Macduff’s family murdered, Malcolm says he is 
dishonest to test Macduff’s loyalty

Act 5 Lady M sleepwalks,  dies, Macduff kills M, Malcolm restored as King

Key themes

Fate and free will Is the action pre-decided?

Ambition The Macbeths’ ambition drives the play

Appearance / reality People and events are not always as they seem

Supernatural Witches; ghosts; prophecies

Violence / Death Many battles throughout the play. Death.

Guilt Leads to LM’s death and M’s breakdown (Banquo’s ghost).

ZOOM IN
Analyse close up
• Look  closely at 

tiny details and 
discuss how 
writers use 
techniques

• Focus on single 
words or short 
phrases

Words for 
analysing 
STRUCTURE:
Climax 
Contrast 
Cumulative 
Juxtaposition         
Perspective
Point of view
chronological
Reveal 

Reversal 
Manipulating 
audience       
Secrets
Foreshadow
Perspective

CHRIS 
WORDS:
Conveys

Highlights
Represents

Implies 
Indicates
Illustrates
Suggests 
Signifies

Symbolises

Context

Macbeth was written the year after the Gunpowder Plot of 1605. Guy Fawkes and his men tried to blow up 
James I and his parliament in 1605; the were caught and hung/tortured. The play Macbeth is to some extent 
warning any other potential king-killers of what could happen. 

Many believed in ‘the chain of being’.  God had given us all roles. To change these roles was seen as an act 
against God.  (Chain of being: God, Angels, kings, humans, beasts, plants). 

Shakespeare's plot is partly based on fact. Macbeth was a real eleventh century Scottish king recorded in the 
Holinshed Chronicles. As a tribute to James I (a descendant of the real Banquo), Shakespeare presents 
Banquo as a wise, noble and regal figure.

When Shakespeare wrote Macbeth, witchcraft was a topic of considerable interest. Evidence of a 
relationship with evil spirits condemned a suspect to death by hanging, burning or drowning.

Elizabethan Women were obedient to men. Women were expected to run the households and provide 
children – the marriage would not be an equal partnership. Large families were the norm as the mortality 
rate for children and babies was so high. 

Writer’s Methods

Soliloquy One character speaking to audience; M uses to make audience complicit

Dramatic irony Audience knows more than characters; audience knows D will die 

Aside The character speaks his thoughts to the audience, other characters are unaware of 
this. 

Paradox A situation or statement that seems impossible or is difficult to understand because 
it contains two opposite facts or characteristics (Fair/foul, lesser/greater etc.)

Hyperbole Extreme exaggeration

Rhetorical 
questions

A question is asked just for effect or to lay emphasis on some point discussed when 
no real answer is expected/needed.

Repetition When an idea, word, sentence, theme is repeated more than once. 

Rhyme Used by the witches to create chant-like, supernatural atmosphere

ZOOM OUT
Evaluate the bigger picture
• What does it add to the 

overall plot/ presentation 
of character/ theme?

• What are the writer’s 
intentions and why have 
they presented the 
information like this?

• How does it relate to 
context?

Exam Information
 Appears in GCSE English Literature Paper 1, section A. (Section B is A 

Christmas Carol). 
 Total paper time is 1 hour 45 minutes.
 All questions on this exam are extract based.
 SPaG is worth 4 marks for Macbeth. 

Spend 55 minutes on this question:
 10 minutes reading and planning.
 40 minutes writing your response – 4/5 points. 
 5 minutes proof read & edit. 



Exam Question: 

Starting with this extract, explain how far you think 
Shakespeare presents (relevant character /theme)
Write about: 
• how Shakespeare presents (character / theme) in 
this extract; 
• how Shakespeare presents (character / theme) in 
the play as a whole. 

[30 marks] 
AO4 [
4 marks for SPAG] 

Both bullet points need to be 
addressed to achieve above a 

band 2 (Not necessarily 
equally).

Key Quotations

Witches: “Fair is foul, and foul is fair,
Hover through the fog and filthy air.” 1.1 
(Supernatural)

Sergeant about Macbeth: “For brave Macbeth,”1.2
(Bravery / courage)

Sergeant about Macbeth: “Like Valour’s minion”1.2 
(Bravery)

Witches: “…the charm’s wound up.”1.3 
(Supernatural)

Macbeth: “So foul and fair a day I have not 
seen”1.3 (Supernatural / fate)

Macbeth: “My thought, whose murder yet is but 
fantastical,
Shakes so my single state of man.”1.3 (Murder)

Macbeth: “If chance will have me king, why chance 
may crown me Without my stir.” 1.3 (Ambition)

Macbeth: “Stars hide your fires,
Let not light see my black and deep desires,
The eye wink at the hand.”1.4 (Apperance/reality)

Lady Macbeth: “Come, you spirits 
that tend on mortal thoughts, unsex me here
And fill me from the crown to the toe topfull
Of direst cruelty” 1.5 (Supernatural)

Lady Macbeth: “my keen knife see not the wound 
it makes.”1.5 (Murder)

Lady Macbeth: “When you durst do it, then you 
were a man.”1.7 (Manipulation)

Lady Macbeth: “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.”1.7 (Manipulation)

Macbeth: “Hear it not, Duncan, for it is a knell
That summons me to heaven or to hell.”2.1 
(Murder)

Macbeth: “Will all great Neptune’s ocean wash this 

blood Clean from my hand?”2.2 (Guilt)

Banquo: “Thou hast it now, King, Cawdor, Glamis, 

all, As the weird women promis’d, and I fear

Thou played’st most foully for’t;”3.1 (Suspicion)

Key Quotations

Macbeth: “Our fears in Banquo
Stick deep, and in his of nature Reigns that which 
would be fear’d.”3.1 (Paranoia)

Macbeth: “Be innocent of the knowledge, dearest 
chuck,”3.2 (Guilt)

Lady Macbeth: “’Tis safer to be that which we 
destroy  than by destruction dwell in doubtful 
joy.”3.3 (Death / guilt / sanity)

Macbeth: “Thou canst not say I did it; never shake 
Thy gory locks at me!”3.4 (Guilt/sanity)

Macbeth: “I am in blood
Stepp’d in so far that should I wade no more,
Returning were as tedious as go o’er.” 3.4 (Death)

Macduff: “I shall do so;
But I must also feel it as a man;” 4.3 (Mourning
death)

Lady Macbeth: “Out, damned spot!” 5.1 (Guilt / 
sanity)

Lady Macbeth: “The Thane of Fife had a wife. Where 
is she now?”5.1 (Guilt / sanity)

Lady Macbeth: “will these hands ne’er be clean?” 5.1 
(Guilt) 

Macbeth: “Curses, not loud but deep, mouth-honor, 
breath which the poor heart would fain deny and 
dare not.” 5.3 (Desires / ambitions)

Macbeth: “I’ll fight till from my bones my flesh be 
hack’d.”5.3 (Violence)

Macbeth: “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.” 5.5 (Fate / life / 
death)

Macduff: “Macduff was from his mother’s womb 
Untimely ripp’d.” 5.8 ( Fate /revenge / violence)

Malcolm: “Of this dead butcher and his fiend-like 

queen,”5.9  (Violence/ restoration of order)

Extract analysis sentence  starters:
• One aspect of the character that the 
writer focuses on, or develops here is …. 
• What strikes me as important in the way 
the audience responds to the 
character/theme here is … 
•It is interesting to note that this is (early, 
in the middle, or late in the text) so that by 
this stage, the writer focuses the reader’s 
attention on … 
• The writer seems to want the reader to 
feel … (towards the character, or about the 
theme etc) and this is developed in the 
way that they…

Key Motifs

Nature Macbeth: “Against the use of nature‘”(1.3)
Old Man: “Tis unnatural,Even like the deed that's done”(3.4); 
Macbeth: “And his gash'd stabs looked like a breach in nature‘”3.1); 
Macduff: “Boundless intemperance in nature is a tyranny’”(4.3)

Light and dark Macbeth: ”Stars, hid your fires; Let not light see my black and deep desires‘”(1.4); 
Ross: “that darkness does the face of earth entomb,When living light should kiss it?‘”(4.2); 
Macbeth: “Come, seeling night,/ Scarf up the tender eye of pitiful day‘”(3.2)

Children Macbeth: “Your children shall be kings”(1.3); 
Macbeth: “And pity, like a naked new-born babe,‘”(1.7); 
Lady Macbeth: “I have given suck, and know / How tender 'tis to love the babe that milks 
me”(1.7); 
Macduff: “He has no children. All my pretty ones?” (4.3)

Blood Lady Macbeth: “Make thick my blood” (1.5); 
Macbeth: “And on thy blood and dungeon gouts of blood…it is the bloody business which 
informs thus to mine eyes” (2.1); 
Macbeth: “Will all great Neptune's ocean wash this blood clean from my hand?” (2.2);
Lady Macbeth: “Here's the smell of blood still.” (5.1)

Sleep Macbeth: “Nature seems dead, and wicked dreams abuse the curtain'd sleep” (2.1); 
Macbeth: “There's one did laugh in's sleep, and one cried 'Murder!” (2.2); 
Macbeth: “Macbeth does murder sleep” (2.2); 
Doctor: “A great perturbation in nature, to receive at once the benefit of sleep and do the 
effects of watching!” (5.1)

Dreams Macbeth: “Art thou not, fatal vision, sensible to feeling as to sight?”(2.1); 
Macbeth: “Hence, horrible shadow! Unreal mockery, hence!” (3.4);
Lady Macbeth: “Wash your hands; put on your nightgown; look not so pale! I tell you yet 
again, Banquo's buried.” (5.1);
Macduff: “My wife and children's ghosts will haunt me still” (5.7)

Extract Analysis
• Read the question highlighting the key words;
• Look at the clues given to you explaining a little about the extract;
• Carefully read the extract – what is happening? Who is involved? Where does it fit in with the 

whole text?;
• Annotate the extract for language devices;
• Consider which of your quotations (from revision) match the question for bullet point two;
• Select three quotations that ‘fit’ the question and create rough plan.


