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Introduction

	 Of William Shakespeare’s four great tragedies, Macbeth is the easi-
est one to teach high school students. It does not have the ambiguity of 
Hamlet, nor the complex emotional depth of King Lear and Othello. The 
witches exert their timeless appeal in drawing students into the play, and 
Shakespeare’s warning against overbearing ambition is as relevant today as 
it was centuries ago.
	 The play is a case study in tragedy. A great military hero, extolled by 
the king and almost single-handedly responsible for Scotland’s victory in 
war, Macbeth could have had it all. Instead, lured by the devious witches and 
spurred by his wife, he pursues a ruthless and power-hungry course of action 
that leads him to misery, despair, and death. By the end of the play, he knows 
he has ruined his life, but he is “in blood / Stepped in so far that . . . / Return-
ing were as tedious as go o’er.”
	 Macbeth’s actions demonstrate the ripple effect of bad choices. Begin-
ning with the assassination of Duncan, a violation of the divine right of 
kings, he proceeds to kill the attendants, Banquo, Macduff ’s family, and 
enough other people to fill Scotland with howling widows and crying or-
phans. Only at the end, with Macbeth and his “fiendish queen” both dead, 
can Malcolm claim the throne and restore peace.
	 Although Lady Macbeth appears relatively few times in the play, her 
role has been much coveted by actresses. Like her husband, she is deluded 
by the belief that the throne will bring happiness. She parades belief in her 
own strength but ends up haunted by the past and, as indicated by both the 
doctor and Malcolm, suicidal.
	 The three witches add much to the play on both page and stage. It is axi-
omatic that Shakespeare included them partly in deference to King James’s 
interest in witchcraft. Beginning the play with an eerie supernatural scene 
doubtless did much to intrigue the rowdies standing around the stage in 
Shakespeare’s own time. Over the centuries, the witches have been blamed 
for the play’s reputation as unlucky. They add much to the dominant imag-
ery of darkness, and they prompt discussion of issues of free will and fate.
	 Not the least of the play’s appeal to modern audiences is its timeless 
treatment of ambition. Today, as in Shakespeare’s time and long before, 
people can be mesmerized by the lure of power, success, and wealth. The 
play demonstrates that Niccolò Machiavelli was incorrect. A façade of in-
nocence cannot protect the guilty forever. The truth will out!
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Teacher Notes

	 The Center for Learning’s Shakespeare series is based on some core be-
liefs about both Shakespeare and education. William Shakespeare was not 
an elitist; he wrote for a broad audience that ranged from the groundlings 
standing around the stage to the wealthier classes sitting in the balconies. 
His plays are well suited to twenty-first century classrooms. Macbeth in 
particular is a great play for practically all levels of high school students. 
The plot is relatively simple and straightforward, as Macbeth and his wife 
strive to attain the throne of Scotland and find, in the end, that they have 
ruined their lives. The themes maintain the same relevance today that they 
had centuries ago. 
	 Lessons in the Shakespeare series interface with national and state 
standards that challenge students to read and understand a wide variety 
of texts, including classic works, and to derive from those texts insight into 
life and human nature. Procedures engage students in a variety of learning 
strategies and draw on personal experiences as a means of understanding 
Shakespeare’s plays. Students examine language structures as well as lit-
eral and figurative expressions, and procedures lead students to research 
using a variety of sources. The units emphasize students’ responsible and 
informed participation in the classroom learning community.
	 This curriculum unit focuses on several student-centered objectives and 
approaches the play in a step-by-step manner. Activities include all levels 
of learning, from basic understanding to in-depth analysis to creation and 
evaluation. First and foremost, lessons aim to involve students in the pro-
cess of reading and understanding Macbeth as a literary and dramatic work 
of art. Handouts enable students to put together a comprehensive study 
of plot, character, imagery, themes, and structure; they also help students 
to transcend the hurdle of Shakespeare’s language. While the concentra-
tion is primarily on the play itself, students also become acquainted with 
Elizabethan concepts and dramatic conventions.  
	 As with most plays, you will find it helpful to have students read aloud 
or role-play many of the scenes. You may also want to acquire a profes-
sional recording of Macbeth for use during scenes with lengthy passages 
that may make student readers uncomfortable. With advanced placement 
and honors students, it is useful to assign homework reading prior to the 
in-class work; this will help to refine their ability to read Shakespeare and 
to crystallize their understanding of what is happening in the play. The 
schedule for readings is as follows:

Lesson 1	 Act 1, scene 1
Lesson 2	 Act 1, scene 2 
Lesson 3	 Act 1, scenes 3 and 4
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Lesson 4	 Act 1, scene 5
Lesson 5	 The rest of act 1
Lesson 6	 Act 2, scenes 1 and 2
Lesson 7	 Act 2, scenes 3 and 4
Lesson 8	 Act 3, scenes 1 and 2
Lesson 9	 The rest of act 3
Lesson 10	 Act 4, scene 1
Lesson 11	 Act 4, scenes 2 and 3
Lesson 12	 Act 5, scene 1
Lesson 13	 The rest of the play
Lessons 14–16	 The entire play 

	 The play is intended to be not only a page experience, but also a stage 
experience. A variety of film adaptations have been attempted, and you 
may be lucky enough to have an actual stage performance in your area. 
Students usually enjoy seeing the play and often have a lot of fun creating 
their own videos of various scenes. 
	 The supplementary materials at the end of the unit include suggestions 
for dramatizations and writing assignments. A quiz on the first act is also 
included, as is an objective test on the play as a whole. If you are not as-
signing a culminating essay, you may want to enhance the test with one or 
more essay questions adapted from the list of writing topics. An annotated 
bibliography and a chart showing parallels among several Shakespearean 
tragedies are also provided.
	 Answers to handouts will vary unless otherwise indicated. Students 
may need additional paper to complete some handouts.
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Lesson 1

Getting into Macbeth

Objectives

To reflect on the nature of ambition as a motivating force•	
To read and analyze act 1, scene 1•	
To understand the conventions of William Shakespeare’s theater•	

Notes to the Teacher

	 One of the primary emotional forces in Macbeth is ambition, a domi-
nant character trait in both Macbeth and Lady Macbeth. The play shows 
the effects of disordered ambition on the main characters and on those 
around them. In order to understand this tragedy, students must recognize 
that ambition itself can be a very good thing, causing people to make the 
most of themselves and their opportunities; however, when ambition be-
comes disordered and ruthless, it exerts a negative and destructive force. 
	 After discussing ambition, students read the first scene in the play, 
which is extremely short but skillfully constructed to guarantee audience 
interest because of its social, literary, and theatrical values. To enhance 
understanding, you will want to use videos of two or three different film 
productions of Macbeth. Finally, students recall the conventions of Shake-
speare’s stage. If your class has not already worked with them in an earlier 
study of Shakespeare, you may want to display a large image of a drawing 
of the Globe Theater (available at many Web sites) on a screen or wall. 
	 If you have a class that is playful, you may want to provide props such as 
witch hats, which are plentifully available in the weeks prior to Halloween.

Procedure

1.	 Distribute Handout 1, and have students complete it in small groups. 
Follow with large group discussion. Lead students to see that ambi-
tion involves the desire to accomplish something significant. Ambi-
tious individuals do not just “go with the flow”; they are energetic 
achievers. To them, success really matters. Ambition often involves 
competition and conflict. Political elections are venues for a lot of 
ambitious people; so are Olympic competitions. While greed is con-
cerned with possession, ambition desires success. Ruthless ambition 
can make a person very dangerous. The plus sides of ambition include 
energy, achievement, and progress. Negative sides may include self-
ishness, egotism, and ruthlessness.
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2.	 If students have had only limited work with drama in the past and 
therefore need to review terminology, distribute Handout 2 and have 
the class study the definitions.

3.	 Tell students that the play they are about to read, Macbeth, is generally 
considered to be one of Shakespeare’s four great tragedies (along with 
Hamlet, King Lear, and Othello). Explain that it centers on a character 
who is ambitious.

4.	 Ask three volunteers to read the roles of the three witches in act 1, 
scene 1, or have students listen to a recording. (Note: You may want 
to have students read the scene several times.)

5.	 Distribute Handout 3, and use it as the basis for class discussion.

Suggested Responses

Literary elements—The witches have already planned to meet with 
Macbeth and speak in repeated contradictions; the scene has 
a mysterious, dangerous atmosphere.

Dramatic values—The spooky witches grab and hold the audience’s 
attention; note the cat and the toad or hedgehog—likenesses 
traditionally associated with the devil. (Later in the play, we 
find that the third witch is accompanied by an owl; perhaps 
that would be on stage here too.) Today we might use thunder 
and lightning; the witches might have harsh voices, and there 
might be animal sounds.

Social appeal—Popular movies and plays show that even today’s 
more sophisticated audiences tend to be fascinated by evi-
dence of the supernatural.

6.	 Have students view and comment on the opening scene only in two 
or three film versions of Macbeth. 

7.	 Ask for a show of hands about which presentation of the scene stu-
dents prefer. Then shift the focus to how they would stage the witches 
if the class was going to put on the play. 

8.	 Remind students that while Elizabethan theaters had much in com-
mon with our theaters today, there were also noticeable differences. 
If students are inexperienced with Shakespeare, display a large image 
of the Globe Theater, and use it to explain basic facts of the Shake-
spearean stage. Otherwise, conduct a brainstorming session in which 
students pool information. (The audience was around the stage, the 
poorer people standing, while the wealthier people sat in balconies. 
Plays had to be staged in daylight in decent weather. All of the per-
formers were male. Plays did not use complicated stage sets. Actors 
worked in groups sponsored by wealthy nobility. By the time Macbeth 
was first staged, Shakespeare belonged to the King’s Men.)



Macbeth    3  

9.	 For extra challenge, you may want to assign students to read act 1, 
scene 2, on their own and to write short summaries.

Optional Activity

	 Assign short research projects, and schedule classroom presentations 
during the course of this unit. Possible topics include the following:

Stratford-upon-Avon•	
Shakespeare’s life•	
Blackfriars•	
Lord Chamberlain’s Men•	
The King’s Men•	
Richard Burbage•	
Groundlings •	
Anne Hathaway•	
New Place •	
Shakespeare’s actors•	
Holinshed’s Chronicles•	
Elizabethan costuming•	
Other playwrights of Shakespeare’s time•	
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Name:
Lesson 1 
Handout 1 (page 1)                                    

Ambition
Part A.
Directions: Ambition plays a key role in Macbeth. Before you start the play, give some thought to the 
role this trait places in individual lives and in society as a whole.

1.	 How would you define ambition?

2.	 Do you see yourself as an ambitious person? Explain.

3.	 Who is the most ambitious person you know? Explain.

4.	 How does ambition differ from greed?

5.	 How would a complete lack of ambition affect a person’s life?

6.	 What are some events or activities that would tend to draw a lot of ambitious individuals?

7.	 Can ambition be dangerous? Explain.
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Name:

Part B.
Directions: Use the graphic organizer to identify three positive and three negative aspects of 
ambition.

Lesson 1 
Handout 1 (page 2)                                     

	 Positive Aspects of Ambition	 Negative Aspects of Ambition
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Name:
Lesson 1 
Handout 2 (page 1)                                  

A Glossary of Literary Terms
Directions: Review the definitions of the following literary terms, which will be useful in your study 
of Macbeth.

Act—a main division of a drama (Shakespeare’s plays consist of five acts subdivided into 
scenes.)

Alliteration—the repetition of the same initial consonant sound in two or more consecu-
tive or closely associated words (Example: “How tender ’tis to love . . .”)

Allusion—a reference to a literary or historical person or event to explain a present situa-
tion (Example: “. . . and under him/My genius is rebuked, as it is said/Mark Antony’s 
was by Caesar.”)

Aside—a brief remark made by a character and which is meant to be heard by the audi-
ence or by one other character, but not by other characters

Atmosphere—the mood established by events, places, or situations

Comic relief—a humorous scene or speech in a serious drama which is meant to provide 
relief from emotional intensity and, by contrast, to heighten the seriousness of the 
story

Foreshadowing—a hint of what is to come, often used to keep the audience in a state of 
expectancy

Imagery—words or phrases that appeal to the senses (Figurative language may use im-
ages, but not all images are figures of speech.)

Irony—a contrast between what is and what appears to be; types include verbal, in which 
a character says one thing and means another, and dramatic, in which the audience 
knows what the characters do not

Metaphor—a figure of speech that implies or states a comparison between two unlike 
things which are similar in some way, does not use like or as (Example: “full of scor-
pions is my mind . . .”)

Oxymoron—a combination of two contradictory terms for the sake of emphasis (Ex-
ample: “When the battle’s lost and won.”)

Personification—a figure of speech in which human qualities are attributed to inanimate 
objects, animals, or ideas (Example: “Sleep that knits up the raveled sleave of care”)

Rhetoric—the art of persuasion; may include such devices as parallel structure, antith-
esis, repetition, and paradox

Scene—a small unit of an act in a play in which there is no shift of locale or time
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Name:
Lesson 1 
Handout 2 (page 2)                                  

Simile—a figure of speech that states a comparison between two essentially unlike things; 
usually phrased with like or as (Example: “. . . pity, like a newborn babe . . .”)

Soliloquy—a speech given by a character alone on the stage to let the audience know what 
the character is thinking and feeling

Tragedy—a type of drama of human conflict which ends in defeat and suffering (Often 
the main character, usually dignified and noble, has a tragic flaw, such as weakness of 
character or wrong judgment, which leads to his or her destruction. Sometimes the 
conflict is with forces beyond the control of the character, such as fate or evil in the 
world.)
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Name:

Fair Is Foul
Directions: In the first scene of Macbeth, William Shakespeare catches the audience’s attention with 
an eerie vision of three witches. He also sets the plot in motion and establishes atmosphere. Use the 
graphic organizer to analyze this important scene.

Lesson 1 
Handout 3                                     

Social Appeal

Shakespeare wrote Macbeth to be first presented to King James I at the 
palace theater. He included elements of special interest to the king who, as a 
young man in Scotland, wrote a book about Scottish witches. Shakespeare 
capitalized on this interest. Certainly, many of the groundlings around the 
stage would have believed in witchcraft; remember, this was early in the 
1600s. Do the witches still have social appeal today?

Macbeth

Act 1, Scene 1
The Witches

	 Literary Elements

Plot initiation•	

Three examples of verbal 	•	
	 contradictions

Atmosphere•	

	 Dramatic Values

Audience attention•	

Costumes and props•	

Lighting and sound effects•	
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Lesson 2

Macbeth, the Military Hero

Objectives

To review the play’s cast of characters•	
To realize the great respect the king, the nobles, and the soldiers have •	
for Macbeth
To recognize Shakespeare’s use of other sources in devising dramatic •	
plots

Notes to the Teacher

	 Act 1, scene 2, reveals the great respect everyone seems to have for 
Macbeth. He is viewed as a brave and valiant leader and soldier, a protector 
of the king. His success in battle against the rebel leaders wins Duncan’s 
favor. 
	 The descriptions of the battle and Macbeth’s acts of courage are vivid in 
their bloodiness. Even the officer who tells the story is blood-covered. For 
his valor, Macbeth will be rewarded with a new title, Thane of Cawdor, but 
we in the audience know that before he does. 
	 This scene presents the clearest view of Macbeth as a hero, a good man. 
He is evidently a person with a great potential for doing good. Soon he is 
immersed in a chain of events and choices that lead to his doom. 
	 Not everything in Macbeth is a product of Shakespeare’s unique genius. 
In this and other plays, he made liberal use of other people’s ideas. Much of 
the play’s story line can be traced to Holinshed’s The Chronicles of England, 
Scotland, and Ireland, although Shakespeare puts his own twist on things. 
Visitors to Scotland sometimes hear the bard accused of maligning a good 
king.
	 In this lesson, students begin by reviewing the cast of characters. They 
then read scene 2 and use Handout 4 to analyze the scene and to focus on 
Macbeth as he is portrayed in this early moment in the play. Finally, they 
learn about Shakespeare’s sources and trace the history and geography 
behind the play.

Procedure

1.	 Refer students to the cast of characters listed at the beginning of the 
play. Tell students to watch especially for the following characters in 
the first act: Duncan, king of Scotland at the beginning of the play; 
Malcolm, the king’s oldest son; Macbeth and Banquo, great Scottish 
generals; Lady Macbeth, Macbeth’s wife; the three witches. 

2.	 Have students read aloud or listen to act 1, scene 2.
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3.	 Distribute Handout 4, and have small groups answer the question. 
Encourage students to reread parts of the scene as they respond to the 
handout.

Suggested Responses

1.	 Macdonwald was a rebel against Duncan; Macbeth literally 
ripped him apart in battle.

2.	 Macbeth is an extremely skilled and dedicated soldier, one 
with no mercy for the enemy. He is a military hero.

3.	 Banquo was fighting alongside Macbeth.
4.	 Macbeth and Banquo were as frightened as eagles are of spar-

rows and lions are of rabbits, in other words, not frightened at 
all.

5.	 The Thane of Cawdor is guilty of treason and will be executed.
6.	 Duncan is making Macbeth the new Thane of Cawdor, thus 

bestowing him with both honor and property.
7.	 Macbeth is brave, strong, loyal, skillful, ruthless, persistent, 

bold, and self-confident.
4.	 Point out that Macbeth has a real geography. Most of the play takes 

place in Scotland; there is a war with Norway; we will hear about 
several specific locations later in the play; we will also hear about 
England and Ireland. Have students use the Internet, encyclopedias, 
or other sources to complete Handout 5.

Suggested Responses

Part A.
1.	 Scotland is the north part of England.
2.	 Although Scotland is quite far north, it has a relatively mild 

climate because of ocean currents.
3.	 The land is hilly, even mountainous in places.
4.	 The Norwegians would have had to cross the North Sea.
5.	 The trip would have to involve a boat and would lead to 

Ireland.
6.	 A person who kept going this way long enough might end up 

in London.
7.	 Answers may vary but might include expectations that the 

Scottish would tend to be rugged and independent people.
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5.	 Ask students where a writer gets ideas (personal experiences, imagi-
nation, current or historical events, other authors’ books). Explain 
that Shakespeare seems to have gotten his ideas wherever he could; 
a number of his plays are based on stories in Raphael Holinshed’s 
Chronicles, which was published in the last quarter of the sixteenth 
century. 

6.	 Ask students to brainstorm about the sources a sixteenth-century 
writer would have used to write a history of England, Ireland, and 
Scotland. Lead the class to see that the result would not be history as 
we know it, but a mixture of legend, recorded data, and imagination.

7.	 Explain that, according to Holinshed, there was a real Macbeth who 
was a cousin of the king of Scotland, Duncan. Macbeth, along with 
another general named Banquo, did fight against a rebel named 
Macdonwald, resulting in Macdonwald’s death. Macbeth was named 
Thane of Cawdor as a reward for his military heroism. After the battles, 
as Macbeth and Banquo headed toward the king, they encountered 
three very strange women (a meeting the witches foreshadowed in 
scene 1). Ask students, as they continue to read, to try to distinguish 
historical events from examples of Shakespeare’s artistic genius.

Optional Activity

	 Ask volunteers to read and report on parts of Holinshed’s Chronicles 
which deal with Macbeth, Banquo, and Duncan.

Hebrides or  
Western Isles

Irish Sea

North  
Sea

Firth of Forth

Ireland

Scotland

England

Inverness Forres

Birnam Wood

Dunsinane

Scone

Iona

Colme-Kill

Part B.

Fife
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Name:

Act 1, Scene 2: Words about the War
Directions: Use the following questions to come to an understanding of the second scene in Macbeth.

1.	 Who is Macdonwald? What happened to him?

2.	 What does the description of Macbeth’s action in battle emphasize?

3.	 What other captain is fighting alongside Macbeth?

4.	 Point out the irony in the captain’s response to the king’s question about whether Macbeth be-
came dismayed by the army from Norway.

5.	 Who is the Thane of Cawdor? What does the king say about him?

6.	 How is the king going to reward Macbeth for his military successes?

7.	 Based on what you have read so far, what are some of Macbeth’s personal qualities?

Lesson 2 
Handout 4                                     
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Name:

The Geography of Macbeth
Part A.
Directions: The time setting is the medieval period, and most of the action takes place in Scotland. 
Use research tools to find out about the world of Macbeth.

1.	 Where is Scotland?

2.	 Describe the climate of Scotland.

3.	 Describe the terrain.

4.	 How did Norway manage to attack Scotland, as described in the second scene of Macbeth?

5.	 If you traveled directly southwest of Scotland, where would you land up?

6.	 Where would a road south and slightly east eventually take you?

7.	 Climate and other geographical factors have a major impact on culture. What would you expect 
to be true of Scottish culture?

Lesson 2 
Handout 5 (page 1)                                    
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Name:

Part B.
Directions: On the map below, indicate the general locations of the following: Inverness, Fife, Colme-
kill, Scone, Forres, Dunsinane, and Birnam Wood.

Lesson 2 
Handout 5 (page 2)                                    

Hebrides or  
Western Isles

Irish Sea

North  
Sea

Firth of Forth

Ireland

Scotland

England

Iona
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Lesson 3

The Witches’ First Prophecies

Objectives

To understand the meanings of the witches’ statements to Macbeth •	
and Banquo
To compare and contrast Macbeth’s and Banquo’s responses•	
To understand the impact of Duncan’s decisions upon Macbeth•	

Notes to the Teacher

	 Act 1, scene 3, presents a key moment in Macbeth, as the witches en-
counter Macbeth and Banquo and make pronouncements that spark both 
men’s ambitions and hopes for the future. This is the play’s initial exciting 
force. In Lesson 15, students will take a look back at the structure of the en-
tire play and will recognize the scene’s critical importance. Macbeth knows 
he is Thane of Glamis; being Thane of Cawdor is news to him, though not 
to us; the idea of being king powerfully attracts him. Banquo is more skep-
tical and suspicious about the witches, but the news that his descendants 
will be kings appeals to him. When Macbeth almost immediately hears 
that he has been named Thane of Cawdor, he feels as if kingship is meant 
for him.
	 Act 1, scene 4, establishes an appropriate contrast between assassin 
and victim. Dramatic irony is present in Duncan’s reference to Macbeth as 
a comrade and defender. Throughout the play, Shakespeare makes use of 
tragic irony, as he gives characters words that mean one thing to them and 
another to those better acquainted with the real situation. In this scene, 
Duncan does not know, but the audience does, that his misreading of the 
first Thane of Cawdor is about to be repeated in his misreading of the sec-
ond. When Duncan names Malcolm prince of Cumberland, thus successor 
to the throne, Macbeth perceives an obstacle to his own ambitions.
	 In this lesson, students first read and analyze act 1, scene 3; they clarify 
the nature of the witches’ prophecies and note the responses of Macbeth 
and Banquo. They go on to consider possible ways of interpreting the 
witches; you will want to provide art paper, markers, computer graphics, 
and other project materials. Students then read the fourth scene, reflect 
on the character of Duncan, and recognize Macbeth’s dark thoughts as he 
prepares to return to his home.

Procedure 

1.	 Remind students that in scene 1 the witches say they plan to meet 
with Macbeth when the war is over. Ask volunteers to read scene 3 
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aloud up to the entrance of Macbeth and Banquo. Ask students to 
summarize the witches’ conversation briefly. (They talk about the 
mischief they have caused. It is evident that they have some super-
natural powers, such as the ability to change forms and control the 
wind; however, their powers are limited, as they have no control over 
fate or destiny.)

2.	 Get two additional volunteers to take the parts of Macbeth and Ban-
quo, and have the class read the scene up to the entrance of Ross and 
Angus. Ask students why the men seem so astonished. (They just had 
a very weird encounter with three strange women who said amazing 
things about the future, including that Macbeth will be king and 
Banquo’s descendants will be kings.)

3.	 Add volunteers to read the roles of Ross and Angus, and have students 
finish reading the scene. Ask students where the four men are going as 
the scene ends (to see King Duncan).

4.	 Distribute Handout 6, and have small groups complete the exercise. 

Suggested Responses

1.	 Like the witches in the first scene, Macbeth speaks of a mix-
ture of foul and fair.

2.	 The witches are old and are dressed wildly. They have bony 
fingers and thin lips, and they wear beards.

3.	 Macbeth is not surprised to be hailed as Thane of Glamis, a 
title he inherited upon his father’s death. He knows the Thane 
of Cawdor is alive, so he is surprised at that title. It seems al-
most impossible that he would ever be king.

4.	 Probably motivated by curiosity and perhaps a little jealousy, 
Banquo asks the witches about his own future.

5.	 The witches say that Banquo is both lesser than and greater 
than Macbeth, both less happy and happier than Macbeth. 
While Banquo himself will never be king, his descendants 
will be kings.

6.	 Just moments ago, Macbeth heard a prophecy he did not be-
lieve, and now he finds that it is true. This immediately stirs 
his desire for kingship.

7.	 Banquo is aware that people should not trust evil spirits, which 
can seem friendly but actually be extremely destructive.

8.	 Macbeth is ambitious and imaginative; he finds himself al-
ready thinking about regicide.

9.	 Macbeth recognizes that if he is meant to be king, it will simply 
happen without his taking any action. Students will probably 
guess that he is unable to keep from meddling, leading him on 
a path to destruction. 
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5.	 Point out that the first three scenes of the play are crowd-pleasers. Ask 
students why these scenes are effective. (The scenes include dramatic 
thunder and lightning, a foreboding and mysterious atmosphere, and 
blood and gore.)

6.	 Explain that the witches have been portrayed many different ways 
over the centuries. It is evident from the lines in the play that in Shake-
speare’s time, when many people believed in the powers of witchcraft, 
the witches were seen as old women dressed in an unkempt way; ap-
parently, they even had beards! Later, when people in general were 
more skeptical about witchcraft, the witches were sometimes por-
trayed as comic relief in sometimes spectacular scenes. Still later, the 
witches once again became serious, but they have been interpreted in 
numerous ways by both men and women. There have been ugly warty 
witches, others with bizarrely distorted faces, still others in typical 
Halloween attire; they have even been done as seductive beauties 
(without the beards, of course). Ask students to work in groups to 
create a visual image of the witches as they appear in act 1, scene 1, or 
act 1, scene 3, and provide appropriate materials. When students have 
finished, have them share results.

7.	 Ask volunteers to read aloud the roles of Duncan, Malcolm, Macbeth, 
and Banquo in scene 4. Ask students why Macbeth is disturbed at the 
announcement that Malcolm is the prince of Cumberland. (Duncan 
establishes Malcolm as the heir to the throne. Even if Duncan dies, 
there will be another person between Macbeth and kingship.) Point 
out that Duncan appears to be both generous and trusting. Empha-
size the nature and nurture images associated with him, all related to 
growth; Macbeth will become a symbol of death and destruction.

8.	 Point out Duncan’s comment that he had “absolute trust” in the 
traitorous Thane of Cawdor and Duncan’s assessment of Macbeth as 
“a peerless kinsman.” Have students discuss the consequences of a 
government leader being overly trusting.

9.	 Write the following statement for all to see: It is better to be feared 
than to be loved. Ask students to think about it for a moment. Then 
ask them to stand if they agree with the statement. Have volunteers 
explain their thinking.

10.	 Use Handout 7 to introduce the teachings of Niccolò Machiavelli. 
Point out that Machiavelli’s views are realistic rather than idealistic. 
He was not concerned with how things should be, but with how they 
are. Living as he did in conflict-ridden Italy, he sought to define char-
acteristics necessary in a ruler who could build and maintain national 
unity. Ask students what relationships they can already see between 
Macbeth and Machiavelli’s ideas.



18    Macbeth

Suggested Responses

Duncan has exhibited generosity and seems to be more loved 
than feared. Perhaps he is not ruthless enough to be an effec-
tive ruler. He was certainly too trusting of the previous Thane 
of Cawdor. In battle, Macbeth has displayed a capacity for 
cruelty. We have yet to see how he will proceed in the matter 
of attaining kingship.
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Name:

Macbeth and Banquo Meet the Witches
Directions: In act 1, scene 3, the central conflict in the play begins when Macbeth and Banquo meet 
the three witches. Use the following questions to analyze the encounter.

1.	 How does Macbeth’s opening line mirror a line in the first scene? 

2.	 What do we learn of the witches’ appearance?

3.	 In what three ways do the witches greet Macbeth? How does he respond to each title?

4.	 What does Banquo ask of the witches? Why?

5.	 Explain the paradoxes in the witches’ lines to Banquo.

Lesson 3 
Handout 6 (page 1)                                    
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Name:

6.	 Why is Macbeth jolted by the announcement that he has been named the new Thane of Cawdor?

7.	 Banquo observes:
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.

What does he mean?

8.	 Macbeth has several asides in this scene. An aside is a dramatic device in which all or some other 
characters do not hear the words of the speaker. What do we learn about him?

9.	 Macbeth has a moment of clarity when he reflects, “If chance will have me king, why, chance may 
crown me, / Without my stir.” What does he mean?

Lesson 3 
Handout 6 (page 2)                                   
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Name:

Machiavelli and The Prince
Directions: At the very beginning of the sixteenth century, an Italian politician, philosopher, and 
writer named Niccolò Machiavelli wrote The Prince. In this book, he described the characteristics he 
saw as necessary to an effective political leader. The book attained notoriety and sometimes condemna-
tion both in Italy and elsewhere. While no one knows if Shakespeare actually read it, Machiavellianism 
was a hot topic in Shakespeare’s England and is reflected in plays like Macbeth. Read the following 
components of Machiavelli’s teaching, and watch for evidence of them as you read the play.

A g•	 ood ruler must know how to do wrong and be able to use that ability when necessary.

V•	 irtue can ruin a person, and vice can bring success.

Generosity can ruin a person.•	

Sometimes a successful leader will have to be cruel.•	

It is better to be feared than to be loved.•	

A good leader must be crafty and capable of dissembling.•	

It is more important to look virtuous than to be virtuous.•	

A leader must not give an impression of being greedy, fickle, or cowardly.•	

Lesson 3 
Handout 7                                    
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Lesson 4

Meet Lady Macbeth

Objectives

To focus on Lady Macbeth as she is revealed in her first scene•	
To analyze the relationship of Macbeth and Lady Macbeth•	
To consider the imagery in the play•	

Notes to the Teacher

	 Scene 5 is the audience’s first encounter with Lady Macbeth. This initial 
glimpse reveals her singleness of purpose and the power of her influence 
over her husband. Macbeth’s determination to have the crown might have 
wavered when he was faced with the actuality of the means to the end, 
but Lady Macbeth’s strength pushes him resolutely toward the murder of 
Duncan. 
	 As with all dramatic roles, Lady Macbeth can be played many ways, 
depending on the style of the actress and the intentions of the director 
responsible for the show as a whole. It is easy to forget this when dealing 
with the play as a literary text rather than as something meant to be staged. 
While Lady Macbeth’s soliloquy presents herself as powerful, almost un-
sexed, it is evident from the reactions of others (Macbeth himself, Duncan, 
Macduff) that she also can exude charm and femininity. If students note 
this from the beginning, the final view of a pathetic Lady Macbeth in act 5 
will not take them totally by surprise.
	 The first four scenes surface a number of images that pervade the play 
as a whole. Night and darkness come up over and over again, almost as ob-
jects of prayer. Blood drenches the text from the description of Macbeth’s 
merciless slaying of Macdonwald to his own beheading at the end. Animals 
are frequently mentioned—toad, cat, horses, owls, falcon, dogs, a bear, 
scorpions, and more. Finally, Shakespeare makes interesting use of cloth-
ing imagery. By the end of the play, it will be evident that Macbeth was 
inadequate to fill the role of king; royal clothing and the crown were just 
too big for him.
	 In this lesson, students read scene 5, analyze Lady Macbeth’s solilo-
quies, consider diverse ways of portraying her, and begin to focus on imag-
ery. For procedure 4 to be completed in class, students will need access to 
art materials, magazines, and the Internet.

Procedure

1.	 Remind students that at the end of scene 4, Macbeth leaves Duncan 
to go home to get ready for the king’s imminent visit. 
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2.	 Select someone to play Lady Macbeth. (It usually works best to have 
one person do this from beginning to end.) Have the student read the 
letter at the beginning of the scene. Distribute Handout 8, and ask 
students to answer the first two questions.

Suggested Responses

1.	 Macbeth wrote her a letter describing his encounter with the 
witches. This is not a medieval marriage of convenience. Mac-
beth loves his wife and shares information with her.

2.	 There is no mention of Banquo. Macbeth says, “They met me.” 
Perhaps he does not want to tell her about the prophecy about 
Banquo’s descendants; perhaps he is just totally focused on 
his own desire to be king.

3.	 Add readers for Macbeth and the messenger, and have students read 
the rest of the scene. Encourage the class to jot down notes relative 
to the rest of the questions on the handout as they proceed, but allow 
time to articulate complete answers before sharing ideas.

Suggested Responses

3.	 Lady Macbeth seems immediately to see murdering Duncan 
as the most expedient way to get Macbeth to the throne. By 
the end of the scene, she has planned to use a knife to kill the 
king; she has taken charge.

4.	 Lady Macbeth sees Macbeth as too kind and hesitant to do 
what needs to be done.

5.	 Lady Macbeth is resolute, with a firm sense of purpose. Lady 
Macbeth seems to know how to manage Macbeth. She is also 
literate—far from a universal quality in medieval times and 
during the Elizabethan era.

6.	 The soliloquies are riddled with harsh language and im-
agery. Lady Macbeth prays to evil spirits and wishes to be 
defeminized.

7.	 This Machiavellian advice suggests that Macbeth should cloak 
a capacity for cruelty and evil with an innocent appearance.

8.	 Macbeth seems somewhat hesitant, but Lady Macbeth, deter-
mined, has taken charge.

4.	 Remind students that Macbeth is a play that is meant to be performed 
on stage. Distribute Handout 9, and have small groups collaborate 
on it. When they have finished, display the pictures of various ways to 
present Lady Macbeth. Point out the merits of depicting her as petite 
and highly feminine, with the ability to charm the audience as she 
charms Duncan.
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5.	 Distribute Handout 10, and have students begin it either individu-
ally or with partners. If necessary, provide examples such as the 
following.

Suggested Responses

Blood—The second scene emphasizes the bloodiness of Macbeth’s 
slaying of Macdonwald.

Darkness—Lady Macbeth’s second soliloquy in scene 5 makes 
repeated references to darkness.

Animals—The witches are accompanied by animals.
Clothing—When Macbeth is told that he is to be Thane of Caw-

dor, he refers to being dressed in borrowed clothes.
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Name:

Focus on Act 1, Scene 5
Directions: This scene introduces Lady Macbeth and shows us what the Macbeths are like together. 
Read it carefully, and answer the questions.

1.	 Who wrote the letter to Lady Macbeth? What does the fact that he wrote it indicate about their 
relationship?

2.	 Whom does the letter not mention? What does this suggest?

3.	 What does Lady Macbeth almost immediately start to plan? How far does her plan go?

4.	 What does Lady Macbeth criticize about her husband?	  

5.	 What does Lady Macbeth reveal about her own character and personality?

6.	 Give some examples of Lady Macbeth’s harsh language.

7.	 Lady Macbeth advises Macbeth to “look like the innocent flower / But be the serpent under it.” 
What does she mean? Relate her advice to the teachings of Niccolò Machiavelli.

8.	 Where do things stand at the end of the scene?

Lesson 4 
Handout 8                                  
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Name:
Lesson 4 
Handout 9                                  

Lady Macbeth: From Page to Stage
Directions: The script of a play represents only one aspect of the playwright’s intention. Shakespeare 
wrote Macbeth for the stage, where performers would bring it to life. During Shakespeare’s time, Lady 
Macbeth would have been played by a boy. Today, of course, men and women are equally respected 
and sometimes even venerated as performers. Based on what you have read in act 1, scene 5, consider 
the following points.

1.	 What physical characteristics do you envision? Is Lady Macbeth blonde, dark-haired, or red-
haired? Is she tall or short? Is she thin or full-figured? 

2.	 As a director, what qualities would you want in her voice?

3.	 Indicate gestures that you would have her make at various points in the scene.

4.	 Describe how you would costume her for this section of the play.

5.	 Brainstorm actresses you think would do an interesting job with this role. Then select one, locate 
her picture on the Internet or in a magazine, and create a visual showing her in costume in her 
first scene.
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Name:
Lesson 4 
Handout 10                                  

Imagery in Macbeth
Directions: The first five scenes lay the groundwork for the images that pervade the whole play. Im-
agery enables the playwright to create an atmosphere that permeates the entire presentation. Find 
examples of the following images in the opening scenes, and continue recording images as you read 
the rest of the play.

Images

Blood Darkness

Clothing Animals
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Lesson 5

A Visit from the King

Objectives

To examine Lady Macbeth’s cunning manipulation of Duncan and •	
Macbeth
To understand the purpose and importance of soliloquies•	
To learn and practice the skill of paraphrase•	

Notes to the Teacher

	 Act 1, scene 6, presents the arrival of Duncan and Lady Macbeth’s skill-
ful application of her own advice to “look like the innocent flower / But 
be the serpent under ’t.” As with the previous Thane of Cawdor, the king 
displays a tendency to be too trusting. In scene 7, Lady Macbeth demon-
strates the same skillful manipulation as she reacts to Macbeth’s wavering 
over the plan to kill Duncan. 
	 Students have already read Lady Macbeth’s two soliloquies in scene 
5, so they will be aware that the lines are a tool to reveal a character’s feel-
ings and thoughts to the audience. Students usually find Macbeth’s lengthy 
soliloquy in scene 7 more difficult. Paraphrase is an essential tool in dealing 
with such challenging material.
	 In this lesson, students begin by reading the very brief scene 6; they an-
alyze Lady Macbeth’s equivocation in her dialogue with Duncan. Students 
then read scene 7, identify Lady Macbeth’s tactics in managing Macbeth, 
and paraphrase Macbeth’s soliloquy. The supplementary materials at the 
back of this unit include a quiz on act 1 of the play; you might want to use 
it at the conclusion of this lesson to be sure students have a firm grasp of 
the play’s opening act.

Procedure 

1.	 Have volunteers read the roles of Duncan, Banquo, and Lady Mac-
beth in act 1, scene 6. Point out the irony in Duncan’s false sense of 
security.

2.	 Distribute Handout 11, and have partners complete the activity. 
Then have the class as a whole exchange ideas. Emphasize that the 
scene is filled with duplicity. The whole time Lady Macbeth acts “like 
the innocent flower,” but is planning the murder of the king. 

3.	 Have students read or listen to a recording of Macbeth’s soliloquy 
at the beginning of scene 7. Point out the two previous soliloquies 
by Lady Macbeth, and emphasize the way they reveal her thoughts 
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and meanings. Explain that paraphrase is a way of demonstrating 
understanding. 

4.	 Distribute Handout 12, and have students complete the paraphrase. 

Suggested Responses

If killing Duncan would be the end of it, then the act should be 
done quickly.

If consequences of the deed could be prevented and if Duncan’s 
death could bring success with no repercussions in this life, 
then I’d take the risk.

Every action has effects, and killing Duncan might lead someone 
to make me the next victim. 

Duncan is here in trust to me as his kinsman, his subject, and his 
host. I should protect him, not seek to kill him.

Duncan’s goodness and virtue will cry to heaven for vengeance. 
Pity, like an innocent child or an angel, will cry out the horror 
to the whole world.

My only motive to commit the murder is ambition; I can’t do it.
5.	 Ask the students doing the roles of Macbeth and Lady Macbeth to 

read aloud the rest of act 1, scene 7. Then distribute Handout 13, and 
have small groups complete the exercise.

Suggested Responses

1.	 Macbeth tells his wife that they will not proceed with the plan 
to kill the king.

2.	 Duncan esteems Macbeth, as do many other people, and 
Macbeth just wants to enjoy the situation.

3.	 Lady Macbeth becomes angry, accuses Macbeth of cowardice, 
and uses extreme language to indicate her desire to go ahead 
with the plan.

4.	 Macbeth is worried about failure, about getting caught.
5.	 They will drug Duncan’s guards, kill the king while he is 

asleep, and frame the guards for the crime.
6.	 Macbeth admires his wife and immediately adopts her plan.
7.	 I have made up my mind and will do everything in my power 

to kill Duncan. Meanwhile, let’s make a good appearance. We 
must keep a pleasant appearance to hide our evil intentions. 
(This is another version of Lady Macbeth’s “innocent flower” 
advice. It also reflects Machiavelli’s ideas.)
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Name:

Lady Macbeth’s Equivocation
Directions: People often disguise what is really on their minds. In act 1, scene 6, when Duncan comes 
to Macbeth’s castle, Lady Macbeth and her husband have made plans to murder him. Thus her false 
show to the king is obvious to the audience. Below are the king’s lines. Lady Macbeth’s lines have been 
left blank. After examining what Lady Macbeth says to Duncan, fill in the blanks with what you think 
is really going through her mind.

	 Duncan: 	 See, see, our honored hostess! 
The love that follows us sometime is our trouble, 
Which still we thank as love. Herein I teach you 
How you shall bid God ’ield us for your pains 
And thank us for your trouble.

	 Lady Macbeth:	 ___________________________________________________

		          ___________________________________________________

			   ___________________________________________________  
                                  	

		  Duncan:	 Where’s the Thane of Cawdor? 
		  We coursed him at the heels, and had a purpose 
		  To be his purveyor; but he rides well, 
		  And his great love, sharp as his spur, hath holp him 
		  To his home before us. Fair and noble hostess, 
		  We are your guest tonight.

	 Lady Macbeth:	 ___________________________________________________

		          ___________________________________________________

			   ___________________________________________________  
                                  	

		  Duncan: 	 Give me your hand. 
		  Conduct me to mine host: we love him highly, 
		  And shall continue our graces toward him. 
		  By your leave, hostess.

	 Lady Macbeth:	 ___________________________________________________

		          ___________________________________________________

			   ___________________________________________________  
                                  	

Lesson 5 
Handout 11                                  
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Name:
Lesson 5 
Handout 12 (page 1)                                 

Paraphrasing Macbeth’s First Soliloquy
Directions: A soliloquy is a dramatic device that allows the speaker to utter his or her deepest thoughts 
and emotions. To paraphrase, a person changes the words of the original into other words in order to 
demonstrate understanding. This is one method of examining a soliloquy’s precise meaning. Para-
phrase Macbeth’s soliloquy in act 1, scene 7, section by section.

	 Macbeth	 Paraphrase

If it were done when ’tis done, then ’twere well 
It were done quickly.

			   If th’ assassination 
Could trammel up the consequence, and catch, 
With his surcease, success; that but this blow 
Might be the be-all and the end-all—here, 
But here, upon this bank and shoal of time, 
We’d jump the life to come.

					     But in these cases 
We still have judgment here; that we but teach 
Bloody instructions, which, being taught, return 
To plague th’ inventor: this even-handed justice 
Commends th’ ingredients of our poisoned chalice 
To our own lips.
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Name:

	 Macbeth	 Paraphrase

					     He’s here in double trust: 
First, as I am his kinsman and his subject, 
Strong both against the deed; then, as his host, 
Who should against his murderer shut the door, 
Not bear the knife myself.

					     Besides, this Duncan 
Hath borne his faculties so meek, hath been 
So clear in his great office, that his virtues 
Will plead like angels, trumpet-tongued, against 
The deep damnation of his taking-off; 
And pity, like a naked newborn babe, 
Striding the blast, or heaven’s cherubin, horsed 
Upon the sightless couriers of the air, 
Shall blow the horrid deed in every eye, 
That tears shall drown the wind.

					     I have no spur 
To prick the sides of my intent, but only 
Vaulting ambition, which o’erleaps itself 
And falls on th’ other—

Lesson 5 
Handout 12 (page 2)                                 
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Name:

To Kill or Not to Kill
Directions: Duncan has arrived at Macbeth’s home, planning to stay for only one night. Examine the 
interaction between Macbeth and his wife in act 1, scene 7.

1.	 The scene begins with a soliloquy in which Macbeth contemplates the action of killing Duncan. 
When Lady Macbeth enters, what decision does he announce?

2.	 What reason does he give for this decision?

3.	 How does Lady Macbeth react?

4.	 What emerges as Macbeth’s main concern?

5.	 Describe Lady Macbeth’s detailed plan for the assassination.

6.	 How does Macbeth respond?

7.	 Paraphrase Macbeth’s closing lines in act 1.

Lesson 5 
Handout 13                                  
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Lesson 6

Murdering a King

Objectives

To examine Macbeth’s state of mind immediately before and after •	
murdering Duncan
To recognize new complexities in the characterization of Lady •	
Macbeth

Notes to the Teacher

	 Act 2, scenes 1 and 2, reveal Macbeth’s inner turmoil as he anticipates 
and reacts to Duncan’s murder. We also see that Lady Macbeth, despite 
her tough façade, found herself unable to kill Duncan because of his re-
semblance to her father. In both scenes, Shakespeare makes special use of 
sound to intensify atmosphere. 
	 Two other theatrical elements are also evident in these scenes. One is 
Shakespeare’s sparse use of stage directions. The famous dagger soliloquy 
in the first scene exemplifies the incorporation of cues into the actors’ 
lines. The other is the inclusion of unplayed scenes—moments that are 
vital to the play but not played out on stage. The murder of Duncan is one 
of these.
	 In this lesson, students read the scenes, analyze the soliloquy, and ex-
pand understanding of the characterization of Macbeth and his wife.

Procedure

1.	 Have students summarize the situation at the conclusion of the first 
act. (Macbeth and Lady Macbeth are determined and have concocted 
a plan to kill King Duncan during the night.)

2.	 Have volunteers read aloud the roles of Banquo, Fleance, and Mac-
beth at the beginning of act 2, scene 1. Ask students the following 
questions:

What is bothering Banquo? (He has not been sleeping well and is •	
troubled by bad dreams involving the witches.)
How does Banquo reply to the idea that he and Macbeth could •	
be allies? (Banquo says he will be involved if the enterprise is 
honorable.)

3.	 Have students read or listen to the rest of the scene. Distribute Hand-
out 14, and have small groups complete the exercise.
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Suggested Responses

1.	 Macbeth sees a mysterious dagger floating in the air in front 
of him. The play has sometimes been staged with a visible dag-
ger, other times as if it is a figment of Macbeth’s overheated 
imagination. Perhaps the witches have sent this vision to him; 
perhaps it is merely a hallucination.

2.	 The dagger moves toward Duncan’s room and becomes cov-
ered with blood.

3.	 Macbeth’s mind shifts to witchcraft, then to hope that he is 
not caught in the act.

4.	 The bell is Lady Macbeth’s signal that the guards have been 
drugged and Duncan is asleep.

5.	 Macbeth states clearly that he is now going to kill Duncan; 
in case anyone in the audience has lost track of the action, he 
makes his intention clear.

6.	 Macbeth stares, wide-eyed, at the unexpected vision, and he 
reaches for the dagger in an attempt to grab it.

7.	 Possibilities abound. Macbeth must draw his own dagger, 
walk toward Duncan’s room, perhaps look through a window 
at the dark world around the castle, start slightly at the sound 
of the bell, and turn resolutely to do the deed.

4.	 Have students read the roles of Macbeth and Lady Macbeth in the 
second scene. Distribute Handout 15, and ask the class to answer the 
questions.

Suggested Responses

1.	 Lady Macbeth says that Duncan resembled her father. Per-
haps she is not as tough as she has seemed.

2.	 Lady Macbeth has had a drink and claims to be bold but is 
easily spooked by the sound of an owl. She is nervous about 
the possibility of being caught.

3.	 Macbeth has heard voices in the night, one of which says that 
he will never sleep again—a prophecy that proves accurate as 
the play goes on.

4.	 Lady Macbeth sees that her husband is still holding the bloody 
daggers, which he should have left behind to frame the guards 
for the murder. She is very alarmed.

5.	 Macbeth, appalled at his own actions, refuses to return to the 
scene of the crime, so Lady Macbeth takes charge of the daggers.

6.	 The two would have blood-smeared hands, and their clothing 
would also be bloodstained.
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7.	 Someone is knocking at the gate; they are in dire danger of 
being caught.

8.	 Macbeth wishes he had not killed the king.
5.	 Point out that Shakespeare does not stage the murder itself. Ask for 

possible reasons for making it an unplayed scene. (Murder can be dif-
ficult to portray on the live stage; the characters’ reactions are more 
important than the murder itself; King James was present at the first 
performance, so showing the murder of a king on stage would have 
been in bad taste.)

6.	 Explain that, despite the fact that the murder is offstage, several fac-
tors create atmosphere and enable the audience to imagine the scene. 
Ask students to examine scene 2 for ways dialogue, silence, and sound 
effects make the murder seem very immediate. (There is a constant 
listening for sounds both real and unreal; we hear Macbeth’s muffled 
cries offstage; the knocking at the gate grows increasingly louder.)
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Name:

Macbeth’s Dagger Soliloquy
Directions: Moments before going off to kill Duncan, Macbeth speaks one of Shakespeare’s most 
famous soliloquies. Use the following questions to analyze it.

1.	 At the beginning of the soliloquy, what does Macbeth see? Do you think it is a hallucination, or 
is the object really there? Explain your answer.

2.	 How does the object change?

3.	 “There’s no such thing,” Macbeth says, and he seems to wipe the vision from his mind. What 
does he think about next?

4.	 Why does a bell ring?

5.	 What does Shakespeare guarantee in the scene’s closing lines?

6.	 A play consists of more than just words on a page. Actors are meant to perform the words with 
appropriate gestures, facial expressions, and vocal intonations. What stage directions are em-
bedded in the first two lines of the soliloquy?

7.	 Find at least three other places in the soliloquy where Shakespeare included stage directions.

Lesson 6 
Handout 14                                  
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Name:

After the Murder
Directions: In this scene, Lady Macbeth and Macbeth set off on their trail of villainy. Use the follow-
ing questions to make sure you understand the details.

1.	 What prevented Lady Macbeth from killing Duncan herself?

2.	 Describe Lady Macbeth’s state of mind at the beginning of the scene.

3.	 How would you explain Macbeth’s comments about sleep?

4.	 What does Lady Macbeth notice that appalls her? Explain her reaction.

5.	 What does Macbeth refuse to do? Why?

6.	 Visualize the two characters on stage after Lady Macbeth returns. What do you see?

7.	 As the scene ends, what reason do they have to be alarmed?

8.	 How does Macbeth seem to feel as he speaks his very last words in the scene?

Lesson 6 
Handout 15                                  
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Lesson 7

A Disordered Universe

Objectives

To recognize the macabre humor in the porter scene•	
To examine the public events immediately after the murder of Duncan•	
To understand the Elizabethan concept of order in the universe•	

Notes to the Teacher

	 In contrast to the first two scenes, which focus on Macbeth and Lady 
Macbeth, the rest of act 2 presents the reactions of the public world. Scene 
3 emphasizes horrified people and includes the unplayed scene of Macbeth 
killing Duncan’s guards. The king’s two sons play right into Macbeth’s plans 
by opting to flee the country, fearing for their own lives.
	 Scene 4 moves far away from Macbeth and Lady Macbeth and strongly 
reflects the Elizabethan belief in an ordered universe in which everything 
has a place in a kind of hierarchy. The Elizabethan worldview included the 
concept of a “chain of being” with God at the very top and the king at the 
apex of the cast of humans. The idea dates back to Plato and Aristotle and 
is easily adapted to Christian beliefs of a later period. The idea was that as 
long as everything stayed in its place, all would be well, but any violation 
of any part of the “chain of being” would shake the whole structure. When 
Macbeth kills Duncan, he does more than just kill another man; he skews 
the entire universe out of balance.
	 In this lesson, students read and analyze both scenes. They then inves-
tigate the Elizabethan concept of an ordered, hierarchical universe with 
parallel planes.

Procedure

1.	 Play a recording of the porter’s monologue at the beginning of act 2, 
scene 3. Point out that it begins exactly where scene 2 left off. Some-
one is knocking at the gate, and Lady Macbeth and Macbeth have 
gone to wash off blood and change clothes. Explain that this short 
speech fulfills several important functions:

It reminds the audience that Macbeth and Lady Macbeth are not •	
the only two people in the world of the play. Everyday life is still 
going on as usual for others.
It offers comic relief, a humorous break that Shakespeare’s audi-•	
ence would have expected and enjoyed. It also gave the clown in 
The King’s Men, Shakespeare’s company, a role.
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The porter unwittingly echoes some of Macbeth’s concerns, 		 •	
preoccupation with hell, equivocation, and treason.

2.	 Have students read the rest of scene 3. (Roles include Macduff, Len-
nox, Macbeth, Lady Macbeth, Banquo, Donalbain, and Malcolm.) 
Then distribute Handout 16, and have students complete the exercise.

Suggested Responses

1.	 Macduff discovers the murder and seems nearly incoherent 
with shock, repeating the word horror. He orders the bell to 
be rung so that everyone will awaken and find out what has 
happened. 

2.	 Banquo’s response is very understated; perhaps he is not to-
tally surprised.

3.	 “The wine of life is drawn, and the mere lees / Is left this vault 
to brag of.” “Here lay Duncan, / His silver skin laced with his 
golden blood.” Macbeth fluently uses metaphor, imagery, and 
symbolism.

4.	 Lennox suspects Duncan’s guards; Lady Macbeth’s plan to 
frame them seems to have worked.

5.	 Macbeth killed the two guards, ostensibly in rage and grief 
at the murder of Duncan. It seems that Macbeth will stop at 
nothing to make his plans come to fruition.

6.	 Lady Macbeth has proven herself to be adept at dissembling; 
perhaps, though, she is actually overcome by events running 
out of control.

7.	 Banquo exerts leadership, quickly echoed by Macbeth.
8.	 The sons plan to flee, Malcolm to England, Donalbain to Ire-

land. They fear for their own lives. Evidently, Duncan’s sons 
are less than heroic figures.

3.	 Have students read the parts of the old man, Ross, and Macduff in the 
last scene of act 2. Emphasize the facts: the previous night was filled 
with bizarre events; people suspect that Malcolm and Donalbain 
bribed the guards to kill Duncan and then ran away to escape punish-
ment; Macbeth has been named the new king; Macduff does not plan 
to attend the coronation.

4.	 Have students look back near the beginning of act 2, scene 3, just 
after Macduff exits in search of Duncan, at the lines in which Len-
nox describes the previous night. Then have them reread the opening 
dialogue in the fourth scene. Point out that the very night Macbeth 
murdered Duncan was also one with fierce winds, earthquakes, weird 
sounds, and the incessant cry of an owl. The next morning the dis-
order has continued, with darkness, prey attacking predators, and 
horses becoming cannibalistic. 
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5.	 Distribute Handout 17, and use it to explain Elizabethan concepts 
regarding order and disorder in the universe. Point out that this view 
can seem alien to us, with our much more advanced science and tech-
nology, but it is not difficult to understand, as it is based on common 
sense. Ask students to examine the hierarchy on the handout and 
answer the question at the end.

Suggested Responses

When Macbeth kills Duncan, he does not just commit homicide. 
He wrecks the order in the state and throws the whole uni-
verse askew. The murder is a cosmic crime, and the unnatural 
events recorded in the play reflect this. Order can be restored 
only by ousting Macbeth and crowning the rightful ruler. 
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Name:

Horror at the Murder of a King
Directions: Act 2, scene 3, reveals characters’ reactions to the discovery of Duncan’s death. Use the 
following questions to identify various responses.

1.	 Who first discovers the king’s dead body? How does he react? What orders does he give?

2.	 How does Banquo respond to the news?

3.	 Of all the characters, Macbeth alone remains poetic and imaginative in his verbal responses. 
Find specific examples to demonstrate this.

4.	 Whom does Lennox suspect for the murder of Duncan? Why?

5.	 What additional action has Macbeth taken in an unplayed scene? How does he explain his 
motivation?

6.	 Do you think Lady Macbeth is playing the “innocent flower” when she faints? Explain.	

7.	 What characters seem to exert leadership? 

8.	 What do Malcolm and Donalbain decide to do? Why? What do their choices show about them?

Lesson 7 
Handout 16                                  
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Name:

The Universe: An Elizabethan View
Directions: The people of Shakespeare’s time held a general concept of a clearly ordered universe 
in which all things could be ranked in order of superiority. This common-sense view corresponded 
with their religious beliefs, political system, limited scientific understanding, concept of family, and 
understanding of the human person. God was at the apex of the universe, the king or queen at the head 
of state, the husband/father at the top of the family, and the intellect in charge of the well-balanced 
human being. Examine the hierarchy below, which reflects the universe of Macbeth at the beginning of 
the play. Then answer the questions that follow.

God

Angels

Duncan

Malcolm

Donalbain

Other nobles, including Macbeth, Macduff, and Banquo

Knights

Gentlemen

Peasants

Animals

Plants

Inorganic matter

Chaos, forces of darkness

When Macbeth kills Duncan in act 2, what does he do to the order of the universe? How can cosmic 
order be restored?

Lesson 7 
Handout 17                                  
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Lesson 8

A Widening Circle of Pain

Objectives

To focus on the motivation behind Macbeth’s scheme to eliminate •	
Banquo
To recognize changes in Macbeth and Lady Macbeth•	

Notes to the Teacher

	 In act 3, scene 1, we see Macbeth, the new king of Scotland. He should 
be happy but instead is preoccupied with anxiety about Banquo, who 
perhaps knows too much, and whose descendants may one day be kings. 
Macbeth coolly plots more murders, this time using assassins. 
	 The next scene shows a private moment between Lady Macbeth and 
Macbeth. The achievement of their goal has left them dissatisfied and 
fearful, yet also greedy to hold on to their power. The balance of power in 
their relationship has shifted, with Macbeth assuming more dominance in 
planning. Both remain committed to duplicity, with “faces vizards to our 
hearts, / Disguising what they are.”
	 In this lesson, students examine both scenes. They then begin a com-
prehensive analysis of Macbeth and Lady Macbeth, a process that will 
continue as they read the rest of the play.

Procedure

1.	 Have students read aloud the roles of Macbeth, Banquo, and Lady 
Macbeth at the beginning of act 3, scene 1. Guide understanding by 
asking the following questions:

What do we learn in Banquo’s short soliloquy at the beginning? •	
(He suspects Macbeth’s role in the murder of Duncan, but he  
is also preoccupied with the possibility that his own descendants 
might be kings.)
How do Macbeth and Lady Macbeth continue their “innocent •	
flower” roles? (They feign great affection for Banquo.)
What questions does Macbeth ask Banquo? Why? (Macbeth seems •	
awfully curious about Banquo’s plans for the day. Soon we will find 
that he is planning to have both Banquo and Fleance killed as they 
ride back at the end of the day.)

2.	 Have students read the rest of the scene. (Note: You may want to use 
a recording instead of oral reading, as some of the passages are quite 
lengthy.) 
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3.	 Have students paraphrase sections of Macbeth’s soliloquy. For ex-
ample, the first few lines could be paraphrased this way: Being king is 
useless unless the position is secure. Banquo is a threat because of his 
high moral standards. He is very brave.

4.	 Point out that Macbeth manipulates the murderers much the same 
way that his wife once manipulated him, as he compares them to dogs. 
He argues that Banquo is the murderers’ enemy and asks whether 
they are unwilling to do anything to fight back.

5.	 Have volunteers read aloud the roles of Lady Macbeth, the servant, 
and Macbeth in scene 2.

6.	 Have students conduct a close focus on Macbeth and Lady Macbeth. 
Distribute Handout 18, and have small groups answer the questions. 
Follow with whole class discussion.

Suggested Responses

1.	 In the opening scenes, we hear of and see Macbeth as a mili-
tary hero who is much appreciated by King Duncan. Macbeth 
was instrumental in winning Scotland’s recent war.

2.	 Macbeth is fascinated with the idea of becoming king; his 
thoughts quickly turn to ruthless ways of achieving that goal; 
he is vulnerable to his wife’s challenges to his manhood.

3.	 Lady Macbeth is prone to question Macbeth’s manliness and 
bravery; he is sensitive to her implications.

4.	 Lady Macbeth is so determined; she convinces Macbeth 
that there is no way they can fail, and he goes along with 
her. Perhaps it would have taken very little to dissuade him 
again—but nothing does.

5.	 Macbeth is a nervous wreck, already amazed and sorry about 
what he has done.

6.	 Macbeth’s nervousness seems to disappear as he plays out a 
role of horrified subject of King Duncan.

7.	 Macbeth is prone to poetic extremes; he second-guesses 
himself. 

8.	 Macbeth is determined and manipulative; he wants to stay 
well in the background of this murder.

9.	 “O, full of scorpions is my mind, dear wife!” Macbeth has no 
peace of mind. One of his main worries is Banquo. Macbeth 
does not want Banquo’s descendants to acquire the throne he 
himself gained through regicide.

10.	 Macbeth is much more dominant and takes action without 
her help. He still confides partially in his wife; she tries to 
reassure him.
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11.	 Macbeth has been away at war for some time. There is no 
evidence that Lady Macbeth has any friends; she has servants. 
She must have been bored and lonely.

12.	Macbeth loves Lady Macbeth; Duncan admires and appreci-
ates her; the men see her as a “gentle lady.”

13.	Lady Macbeth is single-minded in pursuit of her goal with 
ruthless determination. She strives to impel Macbeth to ac-
tions she sees as necessary if they are to reach their goal.

14.	 Perhaps Lady Macbeth’s bravado is a façade; Duncan’s resem-
blance to her father has unnerved her. When Macbeth cringes 
at the thought of returning to the murder chamber, Lady 
Macbeth resumes her façade. 

15.	Lady Macbeth is pretty quiet once Duncan’s body is found; 
perhaps she even faints in shock.

16.	 Lady Macbeth is unhappy even though she has achieved her 
goal; she is no longer the dominant figure in the Macbeths’ 
marriage; she seems more to reassure Macbeth than to chal-
lenge him.

7.	 Ask students to brainstorm what Macbeth and Lady Macbeth would 
have to do to gain happiness and peace of mind. Allow free discussion 
on this topic.
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Name:

What’s Happening to Macbeth and Lady Macbeth?
Directions: Respond to the following questions as you begin to study Shakespeare’s overall portrayal 
of Macbeth. 

1.	 Look back at the play’s opening scenes, and consider the other characters’ attitudes toward Mac-
beth. What do we learn about him in these early moments of the play?

2.	 What weaknesses in Macbeth’s character emerge as act 1 continues?

3.	 How does Lady Macbeth manipulate those weaknesses?

4.	 What causes Macbeth to become so resolute by the end of the first act? What would it have taken 
to shake that resolution?

5.	 Describe Macbeth’s words and actions immediately after the murder of Duncan.

6.	 Once the murder is discovered, how do Macbeth’s actions change?

7.	 Do you see any similarities in the two soliloquies you have read so far?

8.	 What kind of a man does Macbeth appear to be during his conversation with the assassins?

Lesson 8 
Handout 18 (page 1)                                  
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Name:

9.	 Describe Macbeth’s condition in act 3, scene 2. What metaphor does he use to describe his state 
of mind?

10.	 How do Macbeth’s interactions with his wife in this scene differ from those in earlier scenes?

11.	 Think about Lady Macbeth in the months before the action of the play begins. What must her life 
have been like?

12.	What evidence exists to indicate that Lady Macbeth is capable of great personal charm?

13.	What does Shakespeare emphasize about Lady Macbeth in act 1, scenes 5, 6, and 7?

14.	 How is this view modified in act 2, scene 2?

15.	 In the early scenes with Macbeth, Lady Macbeth is quite dominant. How does this change in act 
2, scene 3?

16.	 What changes do you see in Lady Macbeth in act 3, scene 2?

Lesson 8 
Handout 18 (page 2)                                  
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Lesson 9

Banquo’s Ghost

Objectives

To recognize the importance of act 3, scene 3, as a turning point in •	
the play
To focus on the significance of the appearance of Banquo’s ghost•	

Notes to the Teacher

	 Critics often see act 3, scene 3, as the climax of the play. Macbeth’s 
plans to assassinate Banquo and Fleance only half succeed. The murder of 
Banquo marks the height of Macbeth’s success, but the escape of Fleance 
marks the turn of fortune against Macbeth. The scene is swift and brutal. 
	 It is followed by a lengthy scene, one of the play’s most famous mo-
ments: the banquet, with the appearances of Banquo’s ghost. Before 
Banquo’s fatal ride, Macbeth reminded him not to miss that evening’s feast. 
Banquo’s response, “My lord, I will not,” is an example of Shakespeare’s 
irony, as the ghost takes Macbeth’s place at the table and shakes its blood-
covered head at him. 
	 The appearance of Banquo’s ghost is dramatically and thematically 
effective. It grips the audience’s attention. It also reveals Macbeth’s trou-
bled mind; only he sees the ghost. Is it really there, or is it a figment of his 
imagination?
	 In this lesson, students read the remainder of act 3 and work in small 
groups or pairs to answer questions pertaining to the scenes.

Procedure

1.	 Have students read act 3, scene 3. Point out that the scene is action-
oriented. Ask what has happened. (The murderers have been suc-
cessful in their attempt to kill Banquo, but Fleance escapes. Banquo’s 
descendants may, indeed, go on to become kings.)

2.	 Have students read aloud or listen to scene 4 up to the point at which 
Lady Macbeth dismisses all of the guests from the feast. Point out 
that this is the second banquet in the play; at the first one, Duncan 
was the king; now Macbeth rules. Distribute Handout 19, and have 
small groups complete the exercise.

Suggested Responses

1.	 Macbeth’s lines refer to the ghost’s “gory locks” and empha-
size that its appearance is terrifying.
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2.	 Macbeth, having disrupted the order of the universe by kill-
ing the king, invites the guests to sit in their proper order. His 
comments about wishing Banquo were present prompt the 
appearance of the ghost.

3.	 Shakespeare has presented eerie witches; Macbeth and Lady 
Macbeth have murmured invocations of the spirits of dark-
ness; Macbeth has seen a mysterious dagger leading toward 
Duncan’s room.

4.	 The ghost’s silence puts a burden on Macbeth, who says far 
too much out loud. Certainly, some of the guests’ suspicions 
must be aroused.

5.	 Answers may range from absolutely no appearance of the 
ghost to a graphic portrayal of his thoroughly gashed body, 
perhaps with eerie music and maybe even witches hovering at 
a nearby window.

6.	 Movies have the capability of very sophisticated special effects.
3.	 Have volunteers read aloud the rest of Macbeth’s and Lady Macbeth’s 

lines at the end of the scene. Point out the recurrence of the word 
blood. Macbeth feels as if he has been wading through blood in an 
almost irreversible journey. Ask students why he has decided to seek 
out the witches. (He wants to know the future.) Ask students what 
Lady Macbeth blames for his mood and his vision of the ghost. (She 
knows that he has been unable to sleep.)

4.	 Have students read the final two scenes in act 3. Distribute Handout 
20 for partners or small groups to complete.

Suggested Responses

1.	 The scene once again brings in the witches, reminding us of 
their role in catalyzing events in the play. Hecate provides an 
opportunity for eye-catching stage work.

2.	 Hecate scolds the witches for not consulting with her in their 
dealings with Macbeth.

3.	 Hecate is a mythological figure dating back to very ancient 
times. A goddess associated with witchcraft, she was viewed 
as a figure with considerable power. Pictures depict her in 
various ways, but her role in Macbeth seems to require exotic 
clothing, perhaps in black and red.

4.	 The dialogue offers the audience an opportunity to hear the 
populace’s view of events in Scotland.

5.	 Lennox begins rather blandly, but by the end, his sardonic 
tone is apparent. This becomes especially clear in his com-
ments about Duncan’s sons and in the reference to Macbeth 
as a tyrant.
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6.	 Malcolm and Macduff are in England at the castle of King 
Edward.

7.	 Macduff wants to acquire military forces to oust Macbeth.
8.	 Lennox describes Scotland as “this our suffering country / 

Under a hand accursed!” It seems that Scotland is in a state of 
deep unrest with rampant poverty.
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Name:

Banquo’s Ghost
Directions: Read the following information, and answer the questions.

	 Shakespeare’s contemporaries were more willing than many modern people to believe 
in supernatural phenomena. This partially accounts for the appearance of ghosts in some 
of Shakespeare’s plays. Ghosts are dramatically effective because they help to set an eerie 
atmosphere, and they catch the audience’s interest. The appearance of Banquo’s ghost is 
also effective as an indicator of Macbeth’s troubled mind.

	 The dramatic use of ghosts comes from a long tradition. Because ghost scenes can eas-
ily become laughable, their staging is crucial. Ghosts in Elizabethan plays seem to have 
been represented in various ways. In Macbeth, for example, some directors had Banquo 
appear in bloody rags, rising from the trapdoor onstage. Others had him appear in a white 
sheet or sprinkled with flour. In some modern productions, the ghost does not appear 
onstage; Banquo’s presence is a fabrication of Macbeth’s overheated imagination.

1.	 How do Macbeth’s lines provide important clues about the ghost’s appearance?

2.	 What ironies do you observe in the scene?

3.	 How have previous scenes prepared the audience to accept the idea that Banquo’s ghost could 
appear?

4.	 Why is the ghost’s silence dramatically effective?

5.	 How would you stage the scene? Would the ghost appear onstage? What costume, makeup, light-
ing, and sound effects would you use?

6.	 Do you think the scene might be staged differently in a movie version? Why?

Lesson 9 
Handout 19                                  
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Name:

The Conclusion of Act 3
Directions: The final two scenes of act 3 move far away from the central characters, Macbeth and 
Lady Macbeth. Read the scenes, and answer the following questions.

1.	 Most critics agree that Shakespeare himself did not include Hecate in his play; many produc-
tions omit act 3, scene 5, entirely. If it is included, what does it add to the play?

2.	 What is Hecate’s main reason for being annoyed with the witches?

3.	 In mythology, who was Hecate? What costume and makeup would you use on an actor perform-
ing this role?

4.	 What does the conversation between Lennox and the lord in scene 6 achieve?

5.	 Identify the tone of Lennox’s opening speech.

6.	 Where are Malcolm and Macduff? 

7.	 What does Macduff want to accomplish?

8.	 What conditions now prevail in Scotland?

Lesson 9 
Handout 20                                  
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Lesson 10

The Witches’ Final Appearance

Objectives
To understand the actions and words of the witches in act 4, scene 1•	
To examine Macbeth’s reactions to the four visions•	
To understand the Elizabethan concept of parallels among various •	
levels: universe, state/government, family, individual

Notes to the Teacher

	 Act 4, scene 1, brings the witches onstage for the last time. At first, we 
see a grotesque scene around a cauldron filled with loathsome ingredients. 
Then Macbeth enters and conjures the witches to reveal the future. He is 
at a point of desperation regarding his kingship and anxiety about the pos-
sibility that descendants of Banquo will be kings.
	 The witches cleverly instill false confidence in Macbeth; later we see 
him clinging tightly to the idea that no one born of woman can harm him. 
Then Macbeth sees a vision that indicates a long succession of Banquo’s 
descendants with kingly insignia. At the end, Macbeth decides to destroy 
Macduff ’s entire family.
	 After examining the scene closely, students consider an extension of 
the Elizabethan concept of an orderly universe, introduced in Lesson 7. 
The idea of order predominated in all aspects of Elizabethan thinking. This 
order included parallel realities. Rivers in the country paralleled veins and 
arteries in the human body. A thunderstorm could parallel political unrest 
as well as a fit of anger.
	 At the end of the lesson, students discuss the legend of Macbeth as an 
unlucky play. For this activity, they need access to the Internet.

Procedure

1.	 Have volunteers read aloud the roles of the three witches and Hecate 
at the beginning of act 4, scene 1. Stop the reading when Macbeth 
enters. Ask students what the witches are doing (brewing a concoc-
tion of repulsive ingredients).

2.	 Distribute Handout 21. Ask students to take notes on it as they read 
the next part of the scene. Pause in the reading now and then to allow 
students to note observations. Have volunteers read aloud the parts 
of the witches, Macbeth, and the apparitions. Stop at the point that 
the witches vanish.

3.	 Use Handout 21 as the basis to lead the class in a discussion of the 
four visions. 
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Suggested Responses

1.	 The first vision presents a head in armor. The vision warns 
Macbeth to be wary of Macduff. Macbeth seems to feel uneasy 
and fearful, but the witches prevent him from interrogating 
the vision.

2.	 The second vision shows a child covered in blood and advises 
Macbeth that he is not vulnerable to anyone born of a woman. 
Macbeth feels confident.

3.	 The third vision, a child-king holding a tree, assures Macbeth 
that he cannot be harmed until Birnam Wood travels across 
the country to his home. Macbeth, once again reassured, feels 
confident.

4.	 The final vision says nothing but depicts a long line of kings, 
Banquo’s descendants. Macbeth is outraged.

4.	 Point out that Banquo is in the midst of this procession, and explain 
that Banquo was an ancestor of James I, the king when Shakespeare 
wrote this play. The scene was theatrically important during Shake-
speare’s own time, since it honored the king.

5.	 Ask students what the witches have tried to do since the play’s first 
scene. (They love mischief and seem to have lured Macbeth into the 
path he has taken.) Discuss ways the witches in act 4, scene 1, might 
equally be working mischief. Allow comments to rove widely without 
affirming or denying any.

6.	 Make art materials available, divide students into small groups, and 
assign each group to represent one of Macbeth’s visions as vividly as 
possible. When the groups have finished, have students share their 
work, and post results around the classroom.

7.	 Have students playing Macbeth and Lennox read the rest of the scene. 
Ask the following questions:

Why does Lennox not see the witches? (Perhaps they are figments •	
of Macbeth’s imagination. Perhaps the witches have the power to 
control who can and cannot see them.)
What general decision does Macbeth make in his closing aside? •	
(He decides to act on impulse.)	
What concrete decision does Macbeth make? (He decides to kill •	
Macduff’s family.)
What are Macbeth’s motives? (He is angry and frustrated and •	
wants to punish Macduff.)

8.	 Remind students of the Elizabethan concept of order in the universe, 
and review the hierarchy from God at the apex to creatures of dark-
ness, like the witches, below even inanimate matter. Explain that this 
belief in order extended to a sense of correspondences between and 
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among various levels of reality. Distribute Handout 22, and have 
small groups complete the activity.

Suggested Responses

State/Government—Macduff’s hostility to Macbeth; outside view 
of Macbeth as a tyrant; prospect of war with forces from 
England

Family—unhappiness of Macbeth and Lady Macbeth; flights of 
Malcolm, Donalbain, and Fleance; plan to assassinate 
Macduff’s family

Individual—multiple effects of guilt and fear on Macbeth and 
Lady Macbeth

9.	 Explain that in theater circles Macbeth has long been considered an 
unlucky play to the point that actors refer to it simply as “that play” 
or “the Scottish play” rather than using the title. Allow time for part-
ners to use the Internet to discover reasons for this. Then have the 
class share findings. (They will discover an unusual number of dead 
performers and serious stage mishaps, as well as persistent suspicions 
that the play has something to do with real witchcraft.)

10.	 Ask students to discuss the impact of the play’s reputation for being 
unlucky on its popularity with actors and with audiences. Lead to 
an emphasis on the power of human curiosity. The play’s history of 
unusually disastrous events lends it a certain amount of fascination.
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Name:

Macbeth’s Four Visions
Directions: In act 4, scene 1, the witches grant Macbeth four visions. Use the chart to take notes on 
each one.						    
				    How and Why
	Vision  	   What Macbeth Sees	 What Macbeth Hears	  Macbeth Reacts	

1

2

3

4

Lesson 10 
Handout 21                                  
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Name:
Lesson 10 
Handout 22                                  

Elizabethan Reflections
Directions: The concept of correspondences is a natural adjunct to the idea of a chain of being. The 
universe is the macrocosm; the individual person is the microcosm. In between are the state and the 
family. The mirrors below represent the four levels. You have already seen how the murder of Duncan 
disordered the universe. Indicate corresponding disorders on the other levels

State/Government

Family Individual

Universe

falcon killed 
by owl

darkness 
instead of 
daylight

domesticated 
horses 

becoming wild
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Lesson 11

From Carnage to Warfare

Objectives

To recognize the melodrama in the presentation of the Macduff fam-•	
ily scene in act 4, scene 2
To compare and contrast Lady Macbeth and Lady Macduff•	
To understand the dynamics in the conversation between Malcolm •	
and Macduff

Notes to the Teacher

	 Act 4, scene 2, presents the brutal attack on the Macduff family, con-
vincing proof that Macbeth the war hero has deteriorated to a villain who 
slaughters the innocent. The scene accents the contrasts between Lady 
Macbeth and Lady Macduff in their attitudes toward their husbands, chil-
dren, and themselves. 
	 Scene 3 begins with a dialogue between Malcolm and Macduff, one 
that often seems both confusing and tedious to modern audiences. Some 
modern directors choose to omit it entirely. Malcolm, unsure that Macduff 
is trustworthy, tests him by pretending to be a thoroughly evil man, one 
unfit for kingship. Eventually, trust is established, but then Ross comes in 
with news of the slaughter of Macduff ’s family. By the end of the act, Mal-
colm and Macduff are set to lead forces to oust Macbeth from the throne 
of Scotland.
	 In this lesson, students examine both scenes, compare and contrast 
Lady Macbeth and Lady Macduff, and make predictions about the play’s 
conclusion.

Procedure

1.	 Have volunteers read aloud the roles of Lady Macduff, Ross, the 
Macduffs’ son, and the murderer in act 4, scene 2. Ask students to 
speculate about why Shakespeare included this scene. Lead them to 
see the melodramatic effect and the revelation that Macbeth’s evil has 
extended to slaughtering the innocent. The scene also emphasizes the 
contrast between ordinary life and the desperation of Macbeth. Point 
out that, in addition, Lady Macduff can be seen as an interesting foil 
to Lady Macbeth. 

2.	 Distribute Handout 23, and have students complete the graphic 
organizer.
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Suggested Responses

Both women belong to the privileged class and are wives of noble, 
wealthy, and highly respected men. Both are intelligent and 
outspoken enough to criticize their husbands. They probably 
share similar family backgrounds and future prospects. 

Lady Macbeth has a prominent dark side that contrasts with Lady 
Macduff’s bantering. While Lady Macduff cares for children, Lady 
Macbeth has no living children that we have seen. Lady Macduff 
is a nurturer, Lady Macbeth a destroyer. Students may describe 
Lady Macduff as honest, loyal, motherly, strong, and puzzled. 
Lady Macbeth, in contrast, seems duplicitous and sterile.

3.	 Have volunteers read act 4, scene 3. Alert the class that parts of the 
dialogue here can be confusing. Roles include Malcolm, Macduff, a 
doctor, and Ross. 

4.	 Distribute Handout 24, and have small groups complete the exercise.

Suggested Responses

1.	 Malcolm says that there is nothing much they can do, except 
sit down and cry. Macduff disagrees and says that they have 
to fight; many people in Scotland are suffering and need their 
help.

2.	 Malcolm presents himself first as weak and ineffectual, then 
as a person riddled with character flaws, finally as a totally 
nefarious person. 

3.	 Malcolm is testing Macduff to discover if he is an agent for 
Macbeth.

4.	 When Macduff finally passes the test, Malcolm does a com-
plete reversal and claims to have a noble character. 

5.	 Macduff is first determined, then a little hesitant, finally com-
pletely against Malcolm; when Malcolm admits the truth, 
Macduff is puzzled. 

6.	 Ross probably hates to deliver bad news and may dread 
Macduff’s reaction.

7.	 Now Macduff is the one who is crying, while Malcolm urges 
action.

8.	 English forces under Siward will assist Malcolm and Macduff 
in war against Macbeth.
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Name:

Lady Macduff and Lady Macbeth
Directions: Use the Venn diagram to compare and contrast the only two noblewomen in the play. 
Although one appears only briefly, you will find a surprising number of connections through both 
comparison and contrast. Then answer the two questions below.

1.	 What are Lady Macduff’s most evident personal characteristics?

2.	 How does Lady Macduff serve as a foil to Lady Macbeth

Lesson 11 
Handout 23                                  

Differences

Similarities

Differences

Lady Macduff Lady Macbeth
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Name:

Malcolm and Macduff: A Tricky Conversation
Directions: In act 4, scene 3, Macbeth is in England begging Malcolm to help overthrow Macbeth and 
to take his rightful position as king of Scotland. Use the following questions to unpack their dialogue.

1.	 Paraphrase Malcolm’s opening comment. How does Macduff respond?

2.	 In the first part of the dialogue, Malcolm does the opposite of Lady Macbeth’s early “innocent 
flower” advice. Instead, he tries to look like the serpent. What false guises does he present to 
Macduff?

3.	 Why does Malcolm try to look so evil and weak?

4.	 What finally emerges as the truth about Malcolm?

5.	 What about-faces does Macduff experience during the extended dialogue with Malcolm?

6.	 Why does Ross hesitate to come right out with the bad news about Macduff’s family?

7.	 Describe the reversal in Macduff’s and Malcolm’s positions.

8.	 By the end of the scene, what plan is in motion?	

Lesson 11 
Handout 24                                  
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Lesson 12

The Sleepwalking Scene

Objectives

To observe how Lady Macbeth’s sleepwalking comments jumble to-•	
gether details about the murders
To focus on the deterioration of Lady Macbeth•	

Notes to the Teacher

	 After not appearing at all in act 4, Lady Macbeth makes her final ap-
pearance in the play in act 5, scene 1. As a doctor and a servant observe her, 
Lady Macbeth, sleepwalking, seems to relive the murders committed dur-
ing the course of the play. The woman who displayed so much confidence 
in act 1 is clearly broken and deeply troubled. Her promise, “A little water 
clears us of this deed,” has not come true. The doctor warns the servant of 
the possibility that Lady Macbeth will commit suicide. 
	 In this lesson, students read and analyze the scene. They then look back 
through the play and consider the ways Lady Macbeth changes from the 
moment she reads Macbeth’s letter to our final view of her. Finally, students 
complete an assignment that involves casting Macbeth himself in a similar 
sleepwalking scene and writing his lines.

Procedure

1.	 Have three students read aloud the roles of Lady Macbeth, the doctor, 
and the gentlewoman in act 5, scene 1.

2.	 Distribute Handout 25, and have students complete the exercise.

Suggested Responses

1.	 Lady Macbeth regularly walks and talks in her sleep; she 
avoids being in the dark, and she has developed a habit of 
wringing her hands, as if washing them. The servant has be-
come alarmed enough to consult a doctor. 

2.	 a.	 Lady Macbeth speaks about the murder of Duncan, in 
which she was directly involved. She remembers having 
to goad Macbeth into action. Evidently, the sheer amount 
of blood bothered her more than she revealed at the time.

	 b.	 Here Lady Macbeth moves quickly from the murder of 
the Macduffs to the killing of Duncan and then to the ap-
pearance of Banquo’s ghost.
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	 c.	 Lady Macbeth recalls the smell of Duncan’s blood on her 
hand.

	 d.	 Lady Macbeth recalls telling Macbeth they had to clean 
up after the murder of Duncan, then skips to the appear-
ance of the ghost again.

	 e.	 Lady Macbeth refers to the knocking at the gate after 
Duncan’s murder. 

3.	 The doctor is aware of rumors of great evil. He suspects that 
Lady Macbeth might be suicide-prone.

3.	 Explain that this is Lady Macbeth’s last scene in the play. Point out 
that she appears in only nine scenes, but the role is much sought after 
by actresses. Distribute Handout 26, and have small groups complete 
the exercise.

Suggested Responses

Act 1, scene 5—Lady Macbeth reads the letter and delivers two 
soliloquies, then welcomes Macbeth home. In just a few min-
utes, she has already planned the assassination of Duncan, but 
she knows she will have to apply a lot of pressure to Macbeth. 
She is a formidable woman.

Act 1, scene 6—In this brief scene, we see the façade of the perfect 
hostess. Audiences recognize Lady Macbeth’s great capacity 
for dissimulation.

Act 1, scene 7—Lady Macbeth mocks and goads her husband until 
he reverses his decision not to kill Duncan. She exudes con-
fidence that they will get away with this murder. She seems 
both formidable and despicable.

Act 2, scene 2—Lady Macbeth admits her reason for not killing 
Duncan herself and waits for Macbeth to return from his mis-
sion; she then takes the bloody daggers and smears blood on 
the guards; finally, she has to rush Macbeth off so that they 
can clean up and change clothes. She still seems formidable; 
when her husband weakens, she gains strength.

Act 2, scene 3—Lady Macbeth plays a very minor role here, as the 
men react to the killing of the king; she is carried out after she 
faints (or seems to faint). Most audiences feel that passing out 
is part of her “innocent flower” performance.

Act 3, scene 1—Here, too, Lady Macbeth’s role is minor as she 
echoes Macbeth’s esteem for Banquo. Audiences perceive her 
role decreasing as Macbeth’s increases.

Act 3, scene 2—Alone, Lady Macbeth admits her unhappiness, 
then tries to encourage Macbeth, whose own mind is “full 
of scorpions”; he now acts without telling her his plans. 



Macbeth    71  

Audiences see her power descend and Macbeth’s continues 
to ascend.

Act 3, scene 4—At first, Lady Macbeth is a background character, 
but when Macbeth panics at the sight of the ghost, she again 
assumes dominance and dismisses the guests; strangely, she 
does not respond to his intention to consult the witches. The 
same seesaw effect in their relationship is clear.

Act 5, scene 1—As Lady Macbeth walks and talks in her sleep, we 
see that the past has taken a heavy toll on her. Some audience 
members may feel pity for her; others feel that she has gotten 
what she deserves.

4.	 Ask students what Lady Macbeth’s experience reveals about her “in-
nocent flower” performance. (It seems that the performance cannot 
last forever; guilt eventually wears on a person.) Have the class con-
jecture about reasons why she does not appear again in the play.

5.	 Remind students that, on the night of the murder of Duncan, Macbeth 
heard a voice say he would never have a peaceful night’s sleep again. 
Ask students to add a new scene to the play, one in which Macbeth 
sleepwalks and, like Lady Macbeth, makes rambling comments about 
his past life. When students have finished, have them share results. If 
your class is dramatically inclined, you may want to have students act 
out the scenes.
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Name:

The Troubled Lady Macbeth
Directions: In act 5, scene 1, we see Lady Macbeth for the last time. Use the following questions to 
consider what has become of her.

1.	 What do the doctor’s and gentlewoman’s opening comments reveal?

2.	 As Lady Macbeth sleepwalks, she talks. What does she refer to in the following passages? 
	 a.	 “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 afeared? What need we fear who knows it, when none can call our pow’r         
	 to accompt? Yet who would have thought the old man to have had so much blood in him?”

	 b.	 “The Thane of Fife had a wife. Where is she now? What, will these hands ne’er be clean? No  
	 more o’ that, my lord, no more o’ that! You mar all with this starting.”

	 c.	 “Here’s the smell of the blood still. All the perfumes of Arabia will not sweeten this little  
	 hand. Oh, oh, oh!”

	 d.	 “Wash your hands; put on your nightgown; look not so pale! I tell you yet again, Banquo’s  
	 buried. He cannot come out on’s grave.”

	 e.	 “To bed, to bed! There’s knocking at the gate. Come, come, come, come, give me your hand!  
	 What’s done cannot be undone. To bed, to bed, to bed!”

3.	 What do the doctor’s closing lines mean?

Lesson 12 
Handout 25                                  
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Name:
Lesson 12 
Handout 26 (page 1)                                 

Lady Macbeth’s Deterioration
Directions: Use the following chart to analyze the development of Lady Macbeth’s character.

	Act/Scene	 Lady Macbeth’s Words and Actions	  Audience Responses

1, 5

1, 6

1, 7

2, 2
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Name:

	Act/Scene	 Lady Macbeth’s Words and Actions	  Audience Responses

2, 3

3, 1

3, 2

3, 4

5, 1

Lesson 12 
Handout 26 (page 2)                   
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Lesson 13

War against the Tyrant

Objectives

To observe Shakespeare’s rapid shifts in act 5, scenes 2–6•	
To focus on Macbeth’s diminishing self-control•	
To analyze his response to his wife’s death•	

Notes to the Teacher

	 Act 5 winds rapidly to a close, as the audience views alternately Mac-
beth’s enemies and his own position. He is being trapped, and he reacts 
violently and erratically. His position is precarious not only because of 
threats from outside the castle, but also because of disloyalty within. One 
of the play’s most famous soliloquies, spoken just after Macbeth hears of 
his wife’s death, reveals the depths of his unhappiness and despair. 
	 Facing impending war, Macbeth bases much of his own confidence on 
information conveyed during his last encounter with the witches. He rea-
sons that Birnam Wood cannot walk across the country; everyone is born 
of a woman. As students read act 5, scenes 2 through 6, they begin to see 
the duplicity practiced by the witches, as Malcolm directs his men to hew 
branches from Birnam Wood for use as camouflage. Finally, scenes 7 and 8 
present the consequences of events set into motion at the beginning of act 
1. Macduff and Macbeth encounter each other in hand-to-hand conflict, 
Macduff kills Macbeth, and Malcolm prepares to take his place as king of 
Scotland.
	 In this lesson, students read the rest of the play and answer questions.

Procedure

1.	 Alert students to the fact that the play winds down very quickly in 
act 5, as the focus shifts back and forth between Macbeth and his 
enemies.

2.	 Have students read act 5, scenes 2 through 6. If you complete the 
reading orally, you will need voices for the following characters: Men-
teith, Angus, Caithness, Lennox, Macbeth, servant, Seyton, a doctor, 
Malcolm, Siward, Macduff, the soldiers, and a messenger.

3.	 Distribute Handout 27, and have small groups complete the exercise. 

Suggested Responses

1.	 Macbeth must face both Scottish rebels and English soldiers.
2.	 Macbeth is fortifying his castle.



76    Macbeth

3.	 Macbeth lacks loyal supporters.
4.	 Macbeth’s stature has diminished; he is unworthy to be a 

king. Clothing imagery comes up surprisingly often. Mac-
beth speaks of wearing “borrowed robes”; Banquo describes 
the honors given to Macbeth as “strange garments”; Macduff 
comments, “Lest our old robes sit easier than our new.”

5.	 The visions sent by the witches mentioned Birnam as a sign 
of his indestructibility. Was there some trick involved? The 
enemy forces are meeting near Birnam Wood.

6.	 Macbeth realizes that he has ruined his life; he can expect 
neither love nor respect from others.

7.	 When the soldiers tear down parts of Birnam Wood for use as 
camouflage, they actually cause the forest to cross the country.

8.	 Lady Macbeth dies. The future seems to drag meaninglessly 
and endlessly ahead; the past leads only to mortality. Die! Life 
is meaningless, like a bad actor who performs a role and then 
simply disappears. Life is completely meaningless, comprised 
solely of noise and passion.

9.	 The attacking forces are near Macbeth’s castle. The final fight 
is about to begin.

10.	 Macbeth is losing control; he fluctuates between hope and 
fear, between military energy and personal despair.

4.	 Ask students to read and explain the simile at the beginning of scene 
7. (Macbeth refers to the practice of bear-baiting; he feels hopelessly 
trapped and angry; then he consoles himself by recalling the idea of 
being impervious to everyone born of woman.)

5.	 Have students read aloud the rest of scene 7 and scene 8. (Voices 
include the following: Young Siward, Macbeth, Macduff, Siward, Mal-
colm, and Ross.) Conclude the lesson with the following questions:

Why, at first, does Macbeth want to avoid a fight with Macduff? •	
(Macbeth seems to feel he has already inflicted enough pain 
on the Macduff family; also, a vision warned him to be wary of 
Macduff.)
What revelation by Macduff shows another way the witches de-•	
ceived Macbeth? (Macduff could, in a sense, be described as “not 
of woman born.”) 
How does Macduff threaten to humiliate Macbeth? (by displaying •	
him in a freak show)
At the end of the play, how is order restored? (Malcolm takes his •	
rightful place as king, and the evil Macbeth is dead.)
What does Malcolm suggest about Lady Macbeth? (Her death was •	
probably a result of suicide.)
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Name:

Macbeth: The Beginning of the End
Directions: Use the following questions to focus on the actions between the sleepwalking scene and 
Macbeth’s final encounter with Macduff.

1.	 What two forces are joining together against Macbeth?

2.	 How does Macbeth prepare for the encounter?

3.	 Why does Macbeth find himself in a precarious position inside his own castle?

4.	 In scene 2, Angus says, “Now does he feel his title/Hang loose about him, like a giant’s robe/
Upon a dwarfish thief.” Explain the simile. How does it relate to other references to clothing in 
the play?

5.	 Birnam Wood is mentioned both at the end of scene 2 and at the beginning of scene 3. Do you 
sense any foreshadowing?

Lesson 13 
Handout 27 (page 1)                                 
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Name:

6.	 Reread Macbeth’s comments in scene 3 that begin, “I have lived long enough.” What is his state 
of mind?

7.	 In scene 4, we see how the witches duped Macbeth with their seemingly reassuring comment 
about Birnam Wood. What actually happens?

8.	 What terrible news does Macbeth receive in scene 5? Paraphrase his lines beginning, “Tomor-
row, and tomorrow, and tomorrow.”

9.	 At the end of scene 6, what is about to happen?

10.	 Based on these scenes, what do you see happening to Macbeth’s character?

Lesson 13 
Handout 27 (page 2)                                 
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Lesson 14 

The Tragedy of Macbeth

Objectives

To understand the elements of the literary form called tragedy•	
To apply the term •	 tragic hero to characters in the play
To analyze the structure of the play•	

Notes to the Teacher

	 Today people often use the term tragedy to refer to a particularly sad or 
regrettable event. In literature, however, the term has far more specific sig-
nificance, stretching way back to Aristotle and classical Greece. The literary 
term tragedy denotes a story about a person with enormous potential for 
greatness, someone who stands out among other people in a very positive 
way. Unfortunately, this person, the tragic hero, has a character flaw, usually 
some form of hubris or arrogance, that leads to destructive choices. Ulti-
mately, the tragic hero plummets from happiness to misery, often death. At 
the same time, he or she gains insight, or goes from some kind of ignorance 
to insight. The audience watching the play experiences a catharsis of pity 
and fear. If this disaster could befall such a wonderful person, what could 
happen to the rest of us?
	 Students often initially question Macbeth’s stature as a tragic hero, since 
he seems bad during almost the entire play. They need to be reminded that 
we initially see him as a military hero who is valorous in defense of his 
country, one whom the king highly regards and generously rewards.
	 In this lesson, students discuss the nature of tragedy. They then con-
sider Macbeth as a tragic hero, and they go on to question whether other 
characters in the play qualify as tragic figures.

Procedure

1.	 Ask students to brainstorm about the nature of a tragedy. Record sug-
gestions on a board or screen. 

2.	 Distribute Handout 28, and use it to explain the nature of tragedy. If 
students have read Oedipus Rex, use it to clarify the definition. (Oe-
dipus is the only person intelligent enough to solve the riddle of the 
Sphynx; he becomes king; he wants to do what is right. The flaw is his 
hubris; he thinks he can outwit the gods. By the end, he is a wretched 
blind man, but he has learned his limitations. The audiences both 
within and outside the play pity him.)
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3.	 Distribute Handout 29, and have students complete it in small 
groups.

Suggested Responses

Macbeth begins the play as a celebrated military hero, one much 
lauded by the king. He is a noble, and he seems to have a happy 
marriage. He is just returning home from a war in which he 
was a victorious general. He is, however, an ambitious man, 
and the witches’ greetings fan that ambition, as does his wife’s 
taunting. By the end of the play, he is thoroughly miserable 
and sees no meaning in anything. He knows he has ruined his 
own life, and he knows the witches duped him. He satisfies 
the definition of a tragic hero. While the other characters in 
the play seem to conclude that Macbeth was no more than a 
butcher, the audience may experience pity and fear at the sight 
of a man with so much potential ending up with nothing.

Students’ choices of other characters will vary and should excite 
discussion. Lady Macbeth’s pattern may be seen as much like 
her husband’s, but does she ever really seem happy? Duncan 
dies fairly early in the play but can be seen as somewhat of a 
tragic figure, destroyed perhaps by a tendency to trust too eas-
ily. If Banquo is a tragic figure, what is his tragic flaw? Perhaps 
it is failure to speak out because of his preoccupation with the 
possibility that his descendants will be kings. 

4.	 Distribute Handout 30, and have students complete it individually. 
Then conduct a discussion based on students’ opinions and support-
ive data. Allow the discussion to move freely. 

Suggested Responses

The following responses are only a few of the possibilities.
1.	 Even though Macbeth brought all of his misery on himself, 

his obvious despair and disappointment in act 5 make him 
pitiable rather than hateful.

2.	 Banquo always shows a desire to maintain his honor, but 
he also harbors a secret desire that his descendants will be 
kings.

3.	 Is it ever just to blame the victim instead of the perpetrator?
4.	 There is evidence throughout the play that Lady Macbeth is 

not as tough as she tries to seem.
5.	 If we knew more about the guards, we might be able to see 

them as tragic figures, but that would be a whole other play.
6.	 Lady Macduff seems in no way to bring her death upon herself.
7.	 If only he had stayed with his earlier idea that chance could 

make him king!



Macbeth    81  

8.	 Nothing about Lady Macbeth is really simple. She wants 
Macbeth to be king, yes, but that also makes her queen.

9.	 Who knows if the guards had some dim flickers of conscious-
ness when Duncan was killed? Banquo knew too much. Still, 
public opinion might not have turned against Macbeth quite 
so rapidly and thoroughly.

10.	 The witches are evil instigators, but they do not force Macbeth 
to embark on a trail of carnage.
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Name:

What Is a Tragedy?
Directions: Carefully examine the characteristics of the type of literature called tragedy.

Lesson 14 
Handout 28                                

A person who is way above 
average in almost every way

A powerful negative characteristic 
in the hero’s personality, often 
hubris

Hero’s descent from success at  
the beginning to great suffering and 
often death by the end

Hero’s discovery of truth or insight

Hero

Tragic Flaw

Fall from Happiness to MiseryAscent from Ignorance to Insight

Pity and Fear

Tragedy

Evocation of pity and fear 
(catharsis) on the part of 
onlookers
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Name:
Lesson 14 
Handout 29                                

The Tragedy of Macbeth
Directions: At first glance, it may seem as if Macbeth cannot really be a tragedy, since Macbeth seems 
far from noble very early in the play. Use the characteristics of tragedy to analyze the extent to which 
Macbeth can be seen as a tragic hero. Then pick one of the other characters who dies in the course of 
the play, and determine whether he or she can be seen as a tragic hero.

	 Tragic Hero	 Macbeth	 Another Character

1.	 The character must have 
heroic stature, be some-
how head and shoulders 
above the rest.

2.	 The character’s actions 
must be motivated by a 
tragic flaw, usually some 
form of hubris.

3.	 The character must 
begin in happiness and 
end in misery, often 
death.

4.	 The character must also 
begin with some kind of 
ignorance or blindness 
and go on to experience 
insight.

5.	 Observing the tragedy 
evokes a catharsis; the 
audience experiences 
pity and fear as a result 
of observing the drama.
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Name:
Lesson 14 
Handout 30                                

In My Opinion . . .
Directions: Indicate the extent to which you agree or disagree with each of the following statements.

		  Thoroughly				    Thoroughly 		
                          Statement	  Disagree	 Disagree	 Undecided	 Agree	 Agree
1.	 At the end of the play, I really 

felt sorry for Macbeth.
2.	 Banquo cannot be considered 

a tragic figure because he is 
not motivated by a character 
flaw.

3.	 If King Duncan had been 
more discerning in his choices 
of men to trust, all of the di-
sasters in the play could have 
been avoided.

4.	 Lady Macbeth is a true tragic 
heroine and should be pitied, 
not hated.

5.	 In today’s democratic so-
ciety, Duncan’s murdered 
guards could be viewed as 
tragic figures.

6	 Lady Macduff cannot accu-
rately be called a tragic figure.

7.	 Macbeth’s ambition would 
not have prevailed if he had 
not been so vulnerable to his 
wife’s comments about his 
lack of manliness.

8.	 Lady Macbeth is simply moti-
vated by a desire to achieve the 
best results for her husband.

9.	 If Macbeth had stopped kill-
ing after the death of Duncan, 
he could have had a long and 
successful kingship.

10.	 The witches should bear the 
blame for all of the bad things 
that happen during the play.
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Lesson 15

The Structure of Macbeth

Objectives

To understand the basic structure of Shakespearean tragedies•	
To analyze the structure of •	 Macbeth

Notes to the Teacher

	 Scholars have noted that Shakespeare’s tragedies have clearly recogniz-
able structures. Each tragedy consists of five acts; subdivisions of the acts 
are called scenes. Typically, act 1 begins with the exposition and includes 
an exciting force that begins the rising action. Act 2 escalates the rising 
action. Act 3 continues the rising action, but it also introduces a decisive 
turning point or climax and begins the falling action. Acts 4 and 5 continue 
the falling action; act 5 brings catastrophe. Various diagrams, also more or 
less like inverted V’s, have been used to help in the analysis of structure.
	 Students may well have encountered this view of Shakespeare’s trag-
edies in earlier work, but they usually need to review the pattern before 
they can apply it to a specific play. In this lesson, students first study the 
typical structure of a Shakespearean tragedy. They then complete a detailed 
analysis of the way Macbeth is put together.

Procedure

1.	 Ask students to define the term structure. Lead them to connect the 
term with principles of organization. You may want to clarify with 
examples. How does the structure of a bungalow differ from the 
structure of a ranch? What distinguishes a sonnet from a ballad? How 
do the structures of pistols and rifles differ?

2.	 Distribute Handout 31, and use Freytag’s pyramid to explain the 
typical structure of Shakespeare’s tragedies. 

3.	 Distribute Handout 32, and have students use it to analyze the struc-
ture of Macbeth.

Suggested Responses

1.	 The exposition spans from act 1, scene 1, to the beginning of 
scene 3. Shakespeare introduces the witches, as always associated 
with stormy weather, and presents Macbeth as a military hero. 
Macbeth echoes the witches’ association of fair with foul.

2.	 The exciting action occurs when Macbeth and Banquo en-
counter the witches in scene 3; the prophecies serve as a kind 
of temptation scene.



86    Macbeth

3.	 Rising action begins with the disappearance of the witches 
in scene 3 and extends through the first two scenes of act 3. It 
includes the following events:

Macbeth hears that he has been named Thane of Cawdor.•	
Duncan appoints Malcolm as heir to the throne.•	
Lady Macbeth determines to make Macbeth king.•	
Duncan arrives at Macbeth’s castle.•	
Lady Macbeth strengthens her faltering husband.•	
Macbeth has a mysterious vision of a dagger.•	
Macbeth kills Duncan (an offstage scene).•	
Macduff discovers the dead King Duncan.•	
Macbeth kills Duncan’s attendants.•	
Malcolm and Donalbain flee the country.•	
Macbeth becomes king.•	
Macbeth suborns murderers to kill Banquo and Fleance.•	
Dialogue between Macbeth and Lady Macbeth reveals •	
their discontent and the shift in power in their relationship.

4.	 The turning point is when Banquo is killed, but Fleance es-
capes (act 3, scene 3). 

5.	 The falling action includes the following events:
At the banquet, Macbeth sees Banquo’s ghost.•	
Macduff goes to England, the same place to which Malcolm •	
fled.
Macbeth seeks out the witches, who give him four ap-•	
paritions.
Macbeth has Macduff’s family killed.•	
Malcolm tests Macduff’s trustworthiness.•	
Lady Macbeth walks in her sleep, apparently reliving the •	
series of murders. She soon dies.
Military forces converge to attack Macbeth, who prepares •	
for war. The battle ensues.
Macbeth encounters Macduff, and the two fight.•	

6.	 The catastrophe is the part when Macduff slays Macbeth and 
displays the severed head. 

4.	 Point out that the play ends with a restoration of the order so impor-
tant to the Elizabethan way of thinking. This happens when Malcolm 
becomes king.
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Name:
Lesson 15 
Handout 31                                

The Structure of Shakespeare’s Tragedies
Directions: Critics have discovered that Shakespeare’s tragedies, while diverse in plot and characters, 
share similar structures. The diagram below illustrates the pattern.

Exposition—beginning of act 1; introduces characters and basic situation
Exciting force—in act 1; a complication that starts the conflict
Rising action—from act 1 to act 3; a series of events that develop the conflict
Climax—in act 3; major turning point that seems to make the ending inevitable
Falling action—end of act 3 to act 5; series of events after the climax
Catastrophe—end of act 5; death of the tragic hero

Act 3

Act 1 Act 5

Ex
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sit
ion

Exciting Force

Ri
sin
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cti

on Falling Action

Catastrophe

Climax

FretagsPyramid.indd   1 6/4/2010   8:06:09 AM
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Lesson 15 
Handout 32                                

The Structure of Macbeth
Directions: Use the following questions to begin to analyze the structure of Macbeth. Then, on a 
separate piece of paper, chart events on a pyramid. Include act and scene numbers.

1.	 What do we learn in the exposition?

2.	 What event do you see as the exciting force, the occurrence that initiates the play’s central action?

3.	 What are the main events in the rising and falling action?

4.	 Somewhere between the rising action and the falling action, there is a major turning point, 
sometimes referred to as a climax, sometimes called a crisis. Can you identify it?

5.	 What event do you see as the catastrophe?
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Lesson 16

The Poetry of Macbeth

Objectives

To define •	 blank verse and recognize Shakespeare’s use of it in the 
play
To recognize Shakespeare’s abundant use of imagery, metaphors, and •	
similes
To discuss the play’s central themes•	

Notes to the Teacher

	 The themes in Macbeth are not elusive. First and foremost is the cor-
rosive power of uncontrolled ambition for power and position. Another 
issue that arises frequently is the meaning of manhood; Lady Macbeth 
links it to the capacity for cruelty, but both Macduff and Malcolm display 
less brutal sides of masculinity. The play also demonstrates that evil’s ef-
fort to parade as innocence cannot prevail and that those who succeed by 
destroying others are themselves destroyed in the end. 
	 This first part of this lesson may be best reserved for more advanced 
students, as such detailed analysis can frustrate or bore those who are not 
enamored of literary study. Students first focus on Shakespeare’s use of un-
rhymed iambic pentameter as the basic pattern of the play. They recognize 
occasional variations, as in the Porter’s use of prose and the metric varia-
tion of Hecate’s lines.
	 Students then analyze several passages for vivid use of imagery and 
powerful metaphors and similes. Small groups analyze and then report 
on key motifs: references to blood, night/darkness, clothing, and animals. 
The lesson closes with a discussion of central themes.

Procedure

1.	 Point out that Macbeth fits into the genre of drama, but most of the 
play is written in poetry. Emphasize that rhythm is an essential part of 
all spoken language. We necessarily speak with some stressed or ac-
cented syllables and others that are unstressed. Explain that there are 
various units of sound in poetry; these are called metrical feet. The 
one that comes closest to the natural rhythm of the English language 
is the iamb, a simple foot consisting of an unstressed syllable followed 
by one that is stressed. State that the basic pattern in Macbeth is iam-
bic pentameter. There is no rhyme pattern. Critics give this form of 
writing the name blank verse.
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2.	 Distribute Handout 33, and have small groups complete the exercise.

Suggested Responses

1.	 The iambic words are desire, appoint, defend, and report.
2.	 One example is “And that which rather thou dost fear to do.”
3.	 One possibility is “Glamis thou art, and Cawdor, and shalt 

be.” 
4.	 Only the second and third lines are unvaried iambic pentam-

eter. Reemphasize that the variation is an asset, not a flaw in 
the writing.

5.	 Possibilities abound. See, for example, Duncan’s first line in 
the following scene.

3.	 Point out that the play also teems with other poetic devices such 
as imagery, figurative language, irony, and symbolism. Distribute 
Handout 34, and have students complete the exercise.

Suggested Responses

Part A.
1.	 The metaphor compares life to a nearly emptied cask of wine, 

with only the dregs left. Macbeth says that Duncan’s death 
leaves nothing worthwhile in life. He is not being sincere, but, 
ironically, he is right about his own life, which he has begun 
the process of ruining.

2.	 The metaphor indicates that Macbeth is experiencing men-
tal anguish. He is not sleeping well, and he is troubled about 
Banquo.

3.	 Vivid descriptions of the witches include “choppy finger,” 
“skinny lips,” and “beards.”

4.	 His entire life has deteriorated like a dying plant. 
Part B.
1.	 From first to last, Macbeth is a very bloody play. There are 

many instances of physical blood—Macbeth at war, bloody 
daggers and hands, “blood-boltered Banquo,” Macduff’s 
murdered son, Macbeth’s no doubt bloody head at the end. 
Macbeth refers to himself as “the secret’st man of blood” and 
describes his life as an experience in wading through blood.

2.	 Images of night and darkness abound. From the very begin-
ning, both Macbeth and Lady Macbeth seem to pray to spirits 
of darkness when they contemplate the killing of Duncan. 
By the end, Lady Macbeth has come to fear darkness to the 
extent that she always keeps a lit candle near her at night. 
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3.	 While not as prolific as the first two, the clothing motif is an 
interesting one. Macbeth, hearing that he has been named 
Thane of Cawdor, asks about being dressed in “borrowed 
clothing.” Near the end of act 2, Macduff associates kingship 
with being robed. In act 5, scene 2, Angus comments about 
Macbeth, “Now does he feel his title / Hang loose about him, 
like a giant’s robe / Upon a dwarfish thief.” The roles people 
play in life require costumes of sorts, and the costumes need 
to fit. Macbeth is not adequate to the task of being king.

4.	 The play is packed with animal images, including toads, frogs, 
lizards, owls and other types of birds, insects, predators and 
prey, even references to rhinoceros and bear. Many of the ref-
erences add to the creepy feeling of the play.

4.	 Close with a discussion of themes students have observed in the 
play. Focus on the topics of ambition, manhood, false appearances, 
and Machiavellianism. Lead students to see that Macbeth enforces 
traditional themes. Ambition unchecked by morality is ultimately de-
structive; masculinity and emotion are not mutually exclusive; false 
appearances in time are stripped away; Machiavellian behavior can 
succeed only in the short run.
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Name:
Lesson 16 
Handout 33                                

Shakespeare’s Use of Blank Verse
Directions: Use the following activities to understand Shakespeare’s use of blank verse in Macbeth.

1.	 An iamb is a unit of sound that includes two syllables, the first unstressed, the second stressed. 
Mark the stressed and unstressed syllables in the following words, and identify the ones that are 
iambic.

desire			   clever			   appoint		  sunrise

defend			   prophet		  report

2.	 Blank verse is a specific kind of poetry in which the writer uses iambic pentameter but no regular 
rhyme pattern. This means that the basic pattern of the poem includes five iambs in each line. The 
following line, spoken by Lady Macbeth in act 1, scene 5, provides a clear example.

That my / keen knife / see not / the wound / it makes.
Peruse the same scene to find another line that is clearly iambic pentameter.

3.	 If Shakespeare wrote every single line in unvaried iambic pentameter, the language might be 
somewhat dull and might acquire a singsong quality. Instead he, like most poets, incorporates 
variety to keep the language fresh and interesting. Find an example of a line in the same scene 
that includes variations from the iambic pentameter base.

4.	 Analyze the rhythm in the following lines from act 5, scene 5.
 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.	 Peruse the play to find five lines of perfectly unvaried iambic pentameter.
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Lesson 16 
Handout 34 (page 1)                              

Imagery and Figurative Language
Part A.
Directions: In the course of Macbeth, Shakespeare makes brilliant use of imagery and figurative lan-
guage. Consider the following examples.

1.	 In act 2, scene 3, Macbeth says, “The wine of life is drawn, and the mere lees / Is left this vault to 
brag of.” What does the metaphor compare? What does it mean?

2.	 In act 3, scene 2, Macbeth says, “O, full of scorpions is my mind, dear wife!” What does he 
mean?

3.	 In act 1, scene 3, Banquo provides a vivid picture of the three witches. Highlight the images.
		  You seem to understand me, 
		  By each at once her choppy finger laying  
		  Upon her skinny lips. You should be women, 
		  And yet your beards forbid me to interpret 
		  That you are so. 
		

4.	 In act 5, scene 3, Macbeth comments, “My way of life / Is fall’n into the sear, the yellow leaf.”  
What does he mean?
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Lesson 16 
Handout 34 (page 2)                              

Part B.
Directions: Several kinds of images recur frequently in Macbeth, sometimes in literal contexts, some-
times figuratively. Record examples of each of the following. Then consider each motif ’s significance 
in the context of the play as a whole.

	 Image	 Examples	 Significance

1.	 Blood

2.	 Night/Darkness

3.	 Clothing

4.	 Animals
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Dramatic Interpretations
Directions: The following sections of the play adapt well to dramatic presentations in the classroom.

Small Groups
	 Act, Scene	 Parts	 Action

Act 1 
Scene 3 (from Macbeth’s 
and Banquo’s entrance to 
entrance of Ross and Angus)

 

Scene 5

Scene 6

Scene 7

Act 2 
Scene 2

 

Scene 3

 
Macbeth
Banquo
Witch 1
Witch 2
Witch 3

Lady Macbeth
Messenger
Macbeth

King
Banquo
Lady Macbeth

Lady Macbeth
Macbeth

Lady Macbeth
Macbeth

 

Macduff
Macbeth
Lennox
Lady Macbeth 
Banquo
Donalbain
Malcolm

Macbeth and Banquo encounter 
the witches.

 
 
Lady Macbeth reads the letter for 
her husband. She is then told of 
Duncan’s visit. Macbeth, in the 
meantime, returns home. Lady 
Macbeth has already decided that 
Duncan must be eliminated.

Duncan visits Macbeth’s castle: 
Lady Macbeth does a masterful 
job of equivocating in her conver-
sation with Duncan.

Lady Macbeth is upset with Mac-
beth for his second thoughts about 
killing Duncan.

Macbeth has just returned from 
slaying Duncan.

 

Macduff announces that Duncan 
has been murdered.

Supplementary Materials (page 1)
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	 Act, Scene	 Parts	 Action

Act 3 
Scene 4

 
 

Act 4 
Scene 1
(from Macbeth’s entrance to 
Lennox’s entrance)

Scene 2

Act 5 
Scene 1

Scene 8
(from beginning of scene 
to exit of Macbeth and 
Macduff)

Scene 8
(from Macduff ’s entrance 
with Macbeth’s head to the 
end)

Macbeth receives news of Ban-
quo’s death and Fleance’s escape. 
When he returns to the banquet 
table, he sees Banquo’s ghost.

 
 

Macbeth visits the witches, and 
they conjure apparitions.

Macduff ’s family is murdered.

 

 
Lady Macbeth sleepwalks.

Macbeth and Macduff meet in 
battle.

 

Macduff beheads Macbeth, Mal-
colm announces the beginning of 
a new reign.

 
Macbeth
Lords
Lady Macbeth
Murderer
Lennox
Ross
Banquo’s ghost

 

Macbeth
Witch 1
Witch 2
Witch 3
Apparitions 

Macduff ’s wife
Macduff ’s son
Ross
Messenger
Murderer
 

 
Doctor
Gentlewoman
Lady Macbeth

Macbeth
Macduff

Macduff
Malcolm

Supplementary Materials (page 2)
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Monologues

	 Act, Scene	 Parts	 Action

Act 1 
Scene 5
(can be continued after the 
interruption by the  
messenger)

Scene 7

Act 2 
Scene 1

Act 3  
Scene 1

Act 5 
Scene 5
(From the line “She should 
have died hereafter.”)

Lady Macbeth reads the letter 
from her husband. After she is 
informed of Duncan’s upcoming 
visit to the castle, she reveals her 
plans for him. 

Macbeth has second thoughts 
about murdering Duncan.
 

Macbeth sees a dagger leading 
him to kill Duncan.
 

Macbeth has decided to eliminate 
Banquo.
 

Macbeth despairs in the 
“Tomorrow, and tomorrow, and 
tomorrow” speech. 

Lady Macbeth

 

Macbeth

 

Macbeth

 

Macbeth

 

Macbeth

Supplementary Materials (page 3)
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Writing Topics
Directions: Choose one of the following topics, and use it as the basis of a well-written and thor-
oughly developed essay.

1.	 Who is to blame for Macbeth’s downfall? Macbeth himself? Lady Macbeth? the witches? Write 
an essay in which you assign the responsibility. Include supportive evidence for your position.

2.	 Compare and contrast Macbeth and Banquo or Macbeth and Macduff.
3.	 Macbeth says to Lady Macbeth, “Things bad begun make strong themselves by ill.” Show how 

this is true in the play and in life today.
4.	 Macbeth’s soliloquy in act 5, scene 5, reveals his state of mind shortly before his death. What 

does Shakespeare imply about the connection between a person’s choices and his or her attitude 
toward life? Provide evidence from the play and from real life.

5.	 As soon as they hear of their father’s murder, Malcolm and Donalbain flee. Consider their alter-
natives, and write either a justification or a criticism of their course of action.

6.	 In act 4, scene 3, Malcolm lists characteristics of a good king. Select three of them, and explain 
why they are necessary to an effective ruler; include references to the play.

7.	 At the end of act 5, it is evident that Malcolm will be the new king of Scotland. Using specific ref-
erences to his words and actions earlier in the play, evaluate his potential for success as a leader.

8.	 Describe the atmosphere that predominates in Macbeth. If you were staging a production of the 
play, what theatrical devices would you use to accentuate the atmosphere?

9.	 Trace references to sleep throughout the play. Then write an essay in which you analyze how the 
motif contributes to the play as a whole and reinforces Shakespeare’s central themes.

10.	 Trace Lady Macbeth’s role in the various murders committed in the course of the play. Then 
write an essay in which you analyze her levels of involvement and the reasons for the guilt feel-
ings she demonstrates in act 5, scene 1.

11.	 Discuss the role of equivocation in the play.
12.	Choose someone from real life or from modern fiction whose life in some way parallels Macbeth’s. 

Write an essay comparing and contrasting him or her with Macbeth.
13.	 If you were staging Macbeth, what choices would you make for the scenes in which the witches 

appear? Write an essay in which you explain your ideas.
14.	 Macduff and Macbeth both receive news of their wives’ deaths. Write an essay in which you 

compare and contrast the circumstances and the responses of the two men.
15.	Compare and contrast Lady Macbeth’s soliloquy in act 1, scene 5, beginning “Come, you spirits,” 

with Macbeth’s lines in act 3, scene 2, beginning, “Come, seeling night.”

Supplementary Materials
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Quiz: Act 1 of Macbeth
Directions: Choose the best answers.

	���� 1.	 The play opens in
	 a.	 Scotland.
	 b.	 England. 
	 c.	 Ireland. 
	 d.	 Norway.

	���� 2.	 In describing the battle to Duncan, the captain most emphasizes the bravery of
	 a.	 Banquo. 
	 b.	 Macduff. 
	 c.	 Menteith.
	 d.	 Macbeth.

	���� 3.	 The witches equate fair with
	 a.	 evil. 
	 b.	 foul. 
	 c.	 fun. 
	 d.	 guilt.

	���� 4.	 According to the witches, who will be the father of kings? 
	 a.	 Macbeth 
	 b.	 Macduff 
	 c.	 Banquo 
	 d.	 no one

	���� 5.	 Whom does Duncan name as the successor to the throne? 
	 a.	 Donalbain 
	 b.	 Macbeth 
	 c.	 Malcolm 
	 d.	 Macduff

	���� 6.	 How does Lady Macbeth hear about her husband’s encounter with the witches? 
	 a.	 a letter from Macbeth himself 
	 b.	 an explanation when he returns home 
	 c.	 an announcement by King Duncan 
	 d.	 a conversation with Banquo’s wife

Supplementary Materials (page 1)



100    Macbeth © COPYRIGHT, The Center for Learning. Used with permission. Not for resale.

Name:

	���� 7.	 Lady Macbeth often questions Macbeth’s
	 a.	 loyalty to the king. 
	 b.	 friendship with Banquo. 
	 c.	 fidelity to her. 
	 d.	 manliness.

	���� 8.	 Duncan comments enthusiastically about the pleasant atmosphere at Macbeth’s castle.
This is an example of

	 a.	 irony. 
	 b.	 paradox. 
	 c.	 symbolism. 
	 d.	 foreshadowing.

	���� 9.	 Macbeth’s main reason for deciding not to kill Duncan is
	 a.	 fear of getting caught. 
	 b.	 fear of going to hell. 
	 c.	 basic loyalty to the king. 
	 d.	 fear of the responsibility involved in kingship.

	���� 10.	 What is not a part of Lady Macbeth’s plan? 
	 a.	 drugging Duncan’s guards 
	 b.	 killing Duncan 
	 c.	 framing the guards 
	 d.	 killing the guards

	���� 11.	 Banquo says, “The instruments of darkness tell us truths, / Win us with honest trifles, to 
betray’s / In deepest consequence.” He is expressing

	 a.	 disbelief. 
	 b.	 confidence. 
	 c.	 suspicion. 
	 d.	 despair.

	���� 12.	When Lady Macbeth advises Macbeth to maintain a friendly and loyal appearance, she 
uses a metaphor involving

	 a.	 a flower and a serpent. 
	 b.	 a butterfly and a snake. 
	 c.	 a bird and a worm. 
	 d.	 a river and a dam. 

Supplementary Materials (page 2)
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Objective Test: Macbeth
Directions: Choose the best answers.

	���� 1.	 Which of the following is not a companion of the witches? 
	 a.	 a toad 
	 b.	 an owl 
	 c.	 a cat 
	 d.	 a snake

	���� 2.	 At the beginning of the play, Macbeth is a general in a war with
	 a.	 Norway. 
	 b.	 Sweden. 
	 c.	 England. 
	 d.	 Germany.

	���� 3.	 Duncan decides to appoint Macbeth as the new Thane of
	 a.	 Glamis. 
	 b.	 Cawdor. 
	 c.	 Fife. 
	 d.	 Caithness.

	���� 4.	 The witches predict that Banquo will be
	 a.	 a king. 
	 b.	 an ancestor of kings. 
	 c.	 killed by Macbeth. 
	 d.	 kidnapped.

	���� 5.	 Duncan names Malcolm as the prince of
	 a.	 Dunsinane. 
	 b.	 Inverness. 
	 c.	 Cumberland.
	 d.	 Fife.

	���� 6.	 Lady Macbeth prays to spirits to
	 a.	 take away her femininity. 
	 b.	 keep Macbeth safe. 
	 c.	 kill Banquo and Fleance. 
	 d.	 help her not to go insane.

Supplementary Materials (page 1)
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	���� 7.	 Macbeth says that Lady Macbeth should
	 a.	 never have children. 
	 b.	 have many children. 
	 c.	 have only sons. 
	 d.	 have only daughters.

	���� 8.	 To signal Macbeth that it is time to kill Duncan, Lady Macbeth uses
	 a.	 a whistle. 
	 b.	 the sound of an owl. 
	 c.	 a closed curtain. 
	 d.	 a bell.

	���� 9.	 Lady Macbeth does not kill Duncan because
	 a.	 she has no dagger. 
	 b.	 she wants Macbeth to do it .
	 c.	 she thinks Duncan looks like her father. 
	 d.	 she is afraid she will get caught in the act.

	���� 10.	 When Macbeth returns from killing Duncan, he makes the mistake of bringing
	 a.	 a bloody towel. 
	 b.	 bloody daggers. 
	 c.	 the king’s crown. 
	 d.	 an old letter.

	���� 11.	 The person who discovers Duncan’s dead body is
	 a.	 Macduff.
	 b.	 Lennox. 
	 c.	 Ross. 
	 d.	 Banquo.

	���� 12.	Donalbain flees to	
	 a.	 England. 
	 b.	 Wales. 
	 c.	 Ireland. 
	 d.	 Norway.
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	���� 13.	Macbeth compares the murderers to
	 a.	 rodents. 
	 b.	 snakes. 
	 c.	 birds. 
	 d.	 dogs.

	���� 14.	 At the banquet, Banquo’s ghost says
	 a.	 “Murder!” 
	 b.	 “Help me.” 
	 c.	 “Traitor!” 
	 d.	 nothing.

	���� 15.	How many people can see the ghost? 
	 a.	 everyone 
	 b.	 three 
	 c.	 two 
	 d.	 one

	���� 16.	 Hecate is annoyed with the witches because
	 a.	 they have been bothering Macbeth. 
	 b.	 she has been left out of their mischief with Macbeth. 
	 c.	 they have met with Lady Macbeth. 
	 d.	 she is always annoyed with everyone.

	���� 17.	 When Macbeth seeks out the witches, how many visions do they show him? 
	 a.	 two 
	 b.	 three 
	 c.	 four 
	 d.	 five

	���� 18.	 Lady Macduff complains that her husband
	 a.	 has very little ambition. 
	 b.	 is too proud to support Macbeth. 
	 c.	 has been unfaithful to her. 
	 d.	 has abandoned his family.

Supplementary Materials (page 3)
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	���� 19.	 Malcolm tells a series of lies to
	 a.	 Donalbain. 
	 b.	 Macduff. 
	 c.	 Siward. 
	 d.	 Macbeth.

	���� 20.	Lady Macbeth has developed a pattern of
	 a.	 walking and talking in her sleep. 
	 b.	 keeping a candle lit nearby. 
	 c.	 wringing her hands. 
	 d.	 all of these.

	���� 21.	 Who kills Macbeth? 
	 a.	 Malcolm 
	 b.	 Macduff 
	 c.	 Banquo 
	 d.	 Macbeth himself

	���� 22.	“Thou hast it now . . . / . . . and I fear / Thou play’dst most foully for ‘t.” The speaker is
	 a.	 Banquo. 
	 b.	 Macduff. 
	 c.	 Lady Macbeth. 
	 d.	 Malcolm.

	���� 23.	“What’s done is done.” The speaker is
	 a.	 Macbeth. 
	 b.	 a murderer. 
	 c.	 Hecate. 
	 d.	 Lady Macbeth. 

	���� 24.	“My hands are of your color, but I shame / To wear a heart so white.” The speaker is
	 a.	 Lady Macbeth. 
	 b.	 Macbeth. 
	 c.	 Macduff. 
	 d.	 Banquo.
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	���� 25.	“Knock, knock, knock! Who’s there?” The speaker is
	 a.	 Lennox. 
	 b.	 Macduff. 
	 c.	 Porter. 
	 d.	 Lady Macbeth.

	���� 26.	“Is this a dagger which I see before me, / The handle toward my hand?” The speaker is
	 a.	 Duncan. 
	 b.	 Banquo. 
	 c.	 Macbeth. 
	 d.	 Fleance.

	���� 27.	  The exciting force in Macbeth is
	 a.	 the witches’ initial plan to meet with Macbeth. 
	 b.	 Macbeth’s first encounter with the witches with Macbeth and Banquo. 
	 c.	 Duncan’s announcement that Malcolm will be the heir to the throne. 
	 d.	 Duncan’s arrival at Macbeth’s castle.

	���� 28.	Shakespeare’s tragedies are characterized by major turning points in
	 a.	 act 1. 
	 b.	 act 2. 
	 c.	 act 3. 
	 d.	 act 5.

	���� 29.	 An extended speech by one character alone on the stage is called a
	 a.	 soliloquy. 
	 b.	 aside. 
	 c.	 paraphrase. 
	 d.	 apostrophe.

	���� 30.	Comic relief occurs in the scene about
	 a.	 sleepwalking. 
	 b.	 the porter. 
	 c.	 Lady Macduff. 
	 d.	 Banquo’s ghost.
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106    Macbeth © COPYRIGHT, The Center for Learning. Used with permission. Not for resale.

Name:

	���� 31.	 Overall, what is Macbeth’s verdict on Machiavelli’s ideas? 
	 a.	 Shakespeare repudiates Machiavelli and affirms traditional values. 
	 b.	 Shakespeare affirms Machiavelli’s views. 
	 c.	 The play connects in no way with Machiavelli’s ideas. 
	 d.	 The play indicates that Duncan is murdered because of his Machiavellian principles.

	���� 32.	The play leaves unresolved the future activities of
	 a.	 Donalbain. 
	 b.	 Fleance.
	 c.	 both Donalbain and Fleance. 
	 d.	 neither Donalbain nor Fleance.

	���� 33.	When Lady Macbeth gives Macbeth advice about his behavior, she uses a simile involving
	 a.	 a flower and a serpent. 
	 b.	 a rabbit and a lion. 
	 c.	 an owl and a mouse. 
	 d.	 a butterfly and a flower.

	���� 34.	“It is a tale / Told by an idiot, full of sound and fury, / Signifying nothing.” Macbeth is 
talking about

	 a.	 life. 
	 b.	 kingship. 
	 c.	 the theater. 
	 d.	 marriage.

	���� 35.	Macbeth’s tragic flaw is
	 a.	 greed for money. 
	 b.	 uncontrolled ambition. 
	 c.	 jealousy. 
	 d.	 his hatred for Malcolm.

Supplementary Materials (page 6)
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Name:

Answer Keys

5.	 c
6.	 a
7.	 d
8.	 a

Quiz on Act 1

1.	 a
2.	 d
3.	 b
4.	 c

1.	 d
2.	 a
3.	 b
4.	 b
5.	 c
6.	 a
7.	 c
8.	 d
9.	 c
10.	 b
11.	 a
12.	c
13.	d

14.	 d
15.	d
16.	 b
17.	 c
18.	 d
19.	 b
20.	d
21.	 b
22.	a
23.	d
24.	a
25.	c
26.	c

27.	 b
28.	c
29.	 a
30.	b
31.	 a
32.	c
33.	a
34.	a
35.	b

Objective Test

Supplementary Materials

9.	 a
10.	 d
11.	 c
12.	a
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Entire Unit 

RL.9-10.1 Cite strong and thorough textual evidence to support analysis of what the text 
says explicitly as well as inferences drawn from the text. 

RL.9-10.2 Determine a theme or central idea of a text and analyze in detail its 
development over the course of the text, including how it emerges and is 
shaped and refined by specific details; provide an objective summary of the 
text. 

RL.9-10.3 Analyze how complex characters (e.g., those with multiple or conflicting 
motivations) develop over the course of a text, interact with other characters, 
and advance the plot or develop the theme. 

RL.9-10.4 Determine the meaning of words and phrases as they are used in the text, 
including figurative and connotative meanings; analyze the cumulative impact 
of specific word choices on meaning and tone (e.g., how the language evokes 
a sense of time and place; how it sets a formal or informal tone). 

RL.9-10.5 Analyze how an author’s choices concerning how to structure a text, order 
events within it (e.g., parallel plots), and manipulate time (e.g., pacing, 
flashbacks) create such effects as mystery, tension, or surprise. 

RL.9-10.7 Analyze the representation of a subject or a key scene in two different artistic 
mediums, including what is emphasized or absent in each treatment (e.g., 
Auden’s “Musée des Beaux Arts” and Breughel’s Landscape with the Fall of 
Icarus). 

RL.9-10.10 By the end of grade 9, read and comprehend literature, including stories, 
dramas, and poems, in the grades 9–10 text complexity band proficiently, 
with scaffolding as needed at the high end of the range. 

RL.11-12.1 Cite strong and thorough textual evidence to support analysis of what the text 
says explicitly as well as inferences drawn from the text, including 
determining where the text leaves matters uncertain. 

RL.11-12.2 Determine two or more themes or central ideas of a text and analyze their 
development over the course of the text, including how they interact and 
build on one another to produce a complex account; provide an objective 
summary of the text. 
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RL.11-12.3 Analyze the impact of the author’s choices regarding how to develop and 
relate elements of a story or drama (e.g., where a story is set, how the action 
is ordered, how the characters are introduced and developed). 

RL.11-12.4 Determine the meaning of words and phrases as they are used in the text, 
including figurative and connotative meanings; analyze the impact of specific 
word choices on meaning and tone, including words with multiple meanings 
or language that is particularly fresh, engaging, or beautiful. (Include 
Shakespeare as well as other authors.) 

RL.11-12.5 Analyze how an author’s choices concerning how to structure specific parts of 
a text (e.g., the choice of where to begin or end a story, the choice to provide 
a comedic or tragic resolution) contribute to its overall structure and meaning 
as well as its aesthetic impact. 

RL.11-12.6 Analyze a case in which grasping a point of view requires distinguishing what 
is directly stated in a text from what is really meant (e.g., satire, sarcasm, 
irony, or understatement). 

RL.11-12.7 Analyze multiple interpretations of a story, drama, or poem (e.g., recorded or 
live production of a play or recorded novel or poetry), evaluating how each 
version interprets the source text. (Include at least one play by Shakespeare 
and one play by an American dramatist.) 

RL.11-12.9 Demonstrate knowledge of eighteenth-, nineteenth- and early-twentieth-
century foundational works of American literature, including how two or 
more texts from the same period treat similar themes or topics. 

W.9-10.9a Apply grades 9–10 Reading standards to literature (e.g., “Analyze how an 
author draws on and transforms source material in a specific work [e.g., how 
Shakespeare treats a theme or topic from Ovid or the Bible or how a later 
author draws on a play by Shakespeare]”). 

W.9-10.9b Apply grades 9–10 Reading standards to literary nonfiction (e.g., “Delineate 
and evaluate the argument and specific claims in a text, assessing whether the 
reasoning is valid and the evidence is relevant and sufficient; identify false 
statements and fallacious reasoning”). 

W.11-12.9a Apply grades 11–12 Reading standards to literature (e.g., “Demonstrate 
knowledge of eighteenth-, nineteenth- and early-twentieth-century 
foundational works of American literature, including how two or more texts 
from the same period treat similar themes or topics”). 

W.11-12.9b Apply grades 11–12 Reading standards to literary nonfiction (e.g., “Delineate 
and evaluate the reasoning in seminal U.S. texts, including the application of 
constitutional principles and use of legal reasoning [e.g., in U.S. Supreme 
Court Case majority opinions and dissents] and the premises, purposes, and 
arguments in works of public advocacy [e.g., The Federalist, presidential 
addresses]”). 

SL.9-10.1a Come to discussions prepared, having read and researched material under 
study; explicitly draw on that preparation by referring to evidence from texts 
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and other research on the topic or issue to stimulate a thoughtful, well-
reasoned exchange of ideas. 

SL.11-12.1a Come to discussions prepared, having read and researched material under 
study; explicitly draw on that preparation by referring to evidence from texts 
and other research on the topic or issue to stimulate a thoughtful, well-
reasoned exchange of ideas. 

L.9-10.1b Use various types of phrases (noun, verb, adjectival, adverbial, participial, 
prepositional, absolute) and clauses (independent, dependent; noun, relative, 
adverbial) to convey specific meanings and add variety and interest to writing 
or presentations. 

L.9-10.2c Spell correctly. 

L.9-10.4a Use context (e.g., the overall meaning of a sentence, paragraph, or text; a 
word’s position or function in a sentence) as a clue to the meaning of a word 
or phrase. 

L.9-10.4b Identify and correctly use patterns of word changes that indicate different 
meanings or parts of speech (e.g., analyze, analysis, analytical; advocate, 
advocacy). 

L.9-10.4c Consult general and specialized reference materials (e.g., dictionaries, 
glossaries, thesauruses), both print and digital, to find the pronunciation of a 
word or determine or clarify its precise meaning, its part of speech, or its 
etymology. 

L.9-10.5a Interpret figures of speech (e.g., euphemism, oxymoron) in context and 
analyze their role in the text. 

L.9-10.5b Analyze nuances in the meaning of words with similar denotations. 

L.9-10.6 Acquire and use accurately general academic and domain-specific words and 
phrases, sufficient for reading, writing, speaking, and listening at the college 
and career readiness level; demonstrate independence in gathering 
vocabulary knowledge when considering a word or phrase important to 
comprehension or expression. 

L.11-12.1a Apply the understanding that usage is a matter of convention, can change 
over time, and is sometimes contested. 

L.11-12.1b Resolve issues of complex or contested usage, consulting references (e.g., 
Merriam-Webster’s Dictionary of English Usage, Garner’s Modern American 
Usage) as needed. 

L.11-12.2b Spell correctly. 

L.11-12.4a Use context (e.g., the overall meaning of a sentence, paragraph, or text; a 
word’s position or function in a sentence) as a clue to the meaning of a word 
or phrase. 

L.11-12.4b Identify and correctly use patterns of word changes that indicate different 
meanings or parts of speech (e.g., conceive, conception, conceivable). 
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L.11-12.4c Consult general and specialized reference materials (e.g., dictionaries, 
glossaries, thesauruses), both print and digital, to find the pronunciation of a 
word or determine or clarify its precise meaning, its part of speech, its 
etymology, or its standard usage. 

L.11-12.5a Interpret figures of speech (e.g., hyperbole, paradox) in context and analyze 
their role in the text. 

L.11-12.5b Analyze nuances in the meaning of words with similar denotations. 

L.11-12.6 Acquire and use accurately general academic and domain-specific words and 
phrases, sufficient for reading, writing, speaking, and listening at the college 
and career readiness level; demonstrate independence in gathering 
vocabulary knowledge when considering a word or phrase important to 
comprehension or expression. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Source 

Common Core State Standards (Washington, D.C.: National Governors Association Center for Best Practices, Council of Chief 
State School Officers, 2010) 
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