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Macbeth insists that it 
is nothing more than 
a projecti on of his 
conscience.

This is the very 
painti ng of your 
fear,
This is the air-
drawn dagger which you said
Led you to Duncan.

Are any of these visions real? One might argue that the witches 
have some corporal existence in the world, for they are also 
seen by Banquo. However, Macbeth and Banquo are the only 
people who see them, and the witches are able to vanish into 
thin air. Certainly a double hallucinati on would seem far-
fetched, but not outside the realm of possibility.

On the subject of the dagger and Banquo’s ghost, however, 
the debate is up for grabs. Is there actually a dagger? Does the 
ghost exist? Or are both merely projecti ons of Macbeth’s own 
troubled psyche. Producti ons have been staged in which there is 
no image of a dagger seen by the audience, and no actor playing 
Banquo’s ghost. In these producti ons, Macbeth creates his own 
horror. Is this a more correct choice for the play? No one can 
say.

This of course leads one to the next, and possibly more 
important questi on: “If the dagger and the ghost are not 
projecti ons of Macbeth’s mind, where do they come from?” Are 
they the work of the witches? Is it heaven or hell att empti ng to 
guide Macbeth, or punish him, or madden him?

The answers to these questi on all come down to one’s 
interpretati on of Shakespeare’s central character. Does he 
exist in a world in which magical events happen? Or is he so 

Macbeth is the one you choose, 
the play is very much the story of 
a once noble man who becomes 
evil.

Whichever choice you make 
when selecti ng who is to blame, 
you must consider how it aff ects 
your interpretati on of the play as 
a whole. Is Macbeth a play about 
Man’s entrapment by Fate? Is it 
an explorati on of the evil that 
lurks within each of us? Does it 
present the human race as the 
puppets of the supernatural 
world? All of these answers are 
correct and supportable in the 
play. The choice is up to you!

WITCheS anD GhoSTS:
The supernatural plays a vital role in Shakespeare’s Macbeth. 
From the opening moments of the play, we see a world just 
outside the realms of our own, as three mysterious witches 
gather on a deserted heath. The world Shakespeare establishes 
for Macbeth is one in which witches, ghosts and spectral 
weapons abound. With them comes a sense of unease and 
uncertainty about the evidence of one’s own senses. As he is 
accosted by supernatural solicitati ons, Macbeth fi nds himself in 
a nearly constant state of uncertainty.

Upon fi rst encountering the weird sisters, Banquo asks:
What are these,
So withered and so wild in their atti  re,
That look not like th’ inhabitants o’th’ earth
And yet are on’t? Live you, or are you aught
That man may questi on?

Later, as Macbeth prepares to murder King Duncan, he 
encounters the vision of an ethereal fl oati ng dagger. Unable 
to grasp the spectral blade, he watches as it transforms before 
his eyes from an untarnished symbol of strength to the blood-
drenched weapon of an assassin. Like the weird sisters, the 
reality of this vision is questi oned:

Art thou not, fatal vision, sensible
To feeling as to sight? Or art thou but
A dagger of the mind, a false creati on
Proceeding from the heat-oppressed brain?

Aft er ordering the murder of Banquo and his young son, 
Fleance, Macbeth is visited by Banquo’s ghost. The other guests 
and Lady Macbeth, all unaware of the murder of Banquo, are 
unable to see the paranormal visitor. Nonetheless, Macbeth 
is so shaken by the vision that he upsets the banquet. Lady 

Man, ThaT’S WyRD!

The “weird sisters” in Shakespeare’s 
play can represent many things. 
Some believe that they represent 
the classical Fates. In fact, the Old 
English word “wyrd” (pronounced 
“weird”) meant “fate” or “desti ny.” 
The Elizabethan audience had litt le 
connecti on to the classical image 
of the Fates. They did, however, 
hold a strong belief in witches and 
the power that witches possessed. 
Shakespeare may have used a 
familiar word to indicate that his 
witches are somehow instruments 
or enablers of Fate.

It is also likely that Shakespeare’s 
play is substanti ally responsible for 
the contemporary meaning of weird: 
eerie or strange. Macbeth is its fi rst 
recorded appearance with that 
spelling and meaning.

PHOTO:  The witches show Macbeth his fate in the 2012 Shakespeare LIVE! touring 
producti on of MACBETH.  Photo: Andrew Murad.



Shakespeare LIVE! 2012� MacBetH: Student/Teacher Study Guide 

Shakespeare LIVE! is the Educational Touring Company of The Shakespeare Theatre of New Jersey 12

tormented by guilt and dread that his mind projects these 
images? The question of supernatural intervention versus guilt-
inspired madness is one of the great mysteries of Macbeth, and 
one of the elements that allows it to be such a mutable play 
from production to production. It also is one of the reasons the 
play has remained so popular for nearly 400 years.

“Why do you dress me in borrowed robes?”:
One way to analyze the play is through Shakespeare’s use of 
imagery. A recurring image is that of clothing and how well it 
fits (or doesn’t fit) the title character. When greeted as the new 
Thane of Cawdor, Macbeth replies: “Why do you dress me in 
borrowed robes?” A few moments later, when Macbeth is rapt 
in ambitious thoughts, Banquo observes that:

New honors come upon him
Like our strange garments cleave not to their mold
But with the aid of use.

Macbeth initially refuses to murder Duncan, telling his wife:
I have bought
Golden opinions from all sorts of people,
Which would be worn now in their newest gloss,
Not cast aside so soon.

These images continue throughout the play, nearly always 
presenting the image of Macbeth dressed in ill-fitting garments. 
As Malcolm’s forces approach, Macbeth is described with the 
following passage:

...now does he feel his title
Hang loose about him, like a giant’s robe
Upon a dwarfish thief.

All these images seem to direct the reader to view Macbeth 
as a small man dressed in clothing that is too large for him. 
Although some productions have gone so far as to interpret this 
as a direct costume note from the Bard, more likely Shakespeare 
intended these images in a less literal manner. He presents 
Macbeth as a man who has forced himself into a position of 
power for which he is not suited. Some theorists argue that 
Shakespeare is trying to show the Scottish king as a man too 
emotionally “small” for the great task of kingly leadership.

HERO OR ANTI-HERO?:
The story of a bad man who commits a crime is not a tragedy, 
but rather, a straightforward tale of evil. Macbeth, however, is 
the story of a good man who becomes evil. This is his tragedy. 
When we are first introduced to Macbeth, he is a valiant hero 
in a war defending his country and his king. When stopped by 
the weird sisters who inform him of future honors, Macbeth, 
though tempted by these prophecies, resolves to leave his path 
to the throne in the hands of Fate.

Lady Macbeth urges her husband to murder Duncan, so that 
he may gain the throne immediately. Though he considers her 
suggestions, he acknowledges that what she is suggesting is 
wrong; a crime against the laws of man, nature, and divinity. He 
also states that the bloody acts that she would have him do will 
eventually return on them.

But in these cases
We still have judgment here, that we but teach
Bloody instructions, which being taught, return
To plague th’ inventor.

When Lady Macbeth presses him further, Macbeth’s resolve is 
weakened, and he agrees to “bend up each corporal agent to 
this terrible feat.” Once he kills Duncan, Macbeth is a changed 
man. This one act transforms him, irrevocably, from a valiant 
hero to a cold-blooded assassin; a stranger to himself. Macbeth, 
however, soon becomes accustomed to his new identity. He 
has killed to get the throne, and his reign becomes a bloodbath 
in a futile attempt to retain the crown. It is this complete 
transformation from hero to antihero, not Macbeth’s specific 
deeds, that is the source of real terror in Shakespeare’s play. 
Shakespeare has combined both criminal and hero in his title 
character, and in doing so explores the potential for evil within 
each of us.

At the end of the play, numb to feeling, Macbeth distantly 
remembers the man he once was:

I have almost forgot the taste of fears.
The time has been my senses would have cooled
To hear a night shriek...
...I have supped full of horrors:
Direness, familiar to my slaughterous thoughts,
Cannot once start me.

It is his capacity for self-scrutiny that makes Macbeth a worthy 
tragic subject. He never lies to himself about the nature of his 
deeds, and never attempts to rationalize or justify his actions. 
Aware that he is doomed, he pursues his damnation headlong 
to his own destruction:

Though Birnam Wood be come to Dunsinane,
And thou opposed, being of no woman born,
Yet I will try to the last.

It is only in these last moments of his life that Macbeth defies 
the prophecies that have guided his choices throughout the 
play. In this final futile attempt to regain control of his destiny, 
Macbeth, now a soldier in a battle for his soul, can once again 
be viewed as a hero in this great tragedy.
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Shakespeare’s primary source for Macbeth was the 1587 second 
editi on of Raphael Holinshed’s voluminous and massively popular 
Chronicles of England, Scotland and Ireland. This collecti on of oral 
history and popular legend was one of the best-selling books of 
Shakespeare’s day, and a source for many playwrights and poets.

Holinshed’s account of the 11th-century Scotti  sh history depicts 
Duncan as a weak king, whose murder by Macbeth was a popular 
coup carried out with the support of Banquo and many other 
Scotti  sh chieft ains. Shakespeare departed from this account, not 
only because his new king was a descendant of Banquo, but also 
to create a taut tragedy in which the lines between good and evil 
are more clearly drawn. The prophecy of three witches features 
in Holinshed, who solemnly assures his readers that “everything 
came to pass as they had spoken.” Another tale in the Scotti  sh 
secti on of Holinshed, that of the murder of King Duff , was used 
by Shakespeare in creati ng the character of Lady Macbeth, who 
urges her husband to murder a guest in their home.

It is assumed because of the subject matt er that the play was 
performed at court for King James, who had himself authored a 
book on witches, around 1606. The play was certainly performed 
again at the Globe in 1611, but was not printed unti l 1623 as part 
of the First Folio. There are many questi ons about this text— the 
fact that Macbeth is so much shorter than any 
other Shakespearean tragedy has caused some 
to speculate that secti ons are missing from the 
Folio text, while other passages, such as the 
Hecate scene, seem almost certainly to have 
been added at some point by another writer.

In the 1660s, when the public theatres 
reopened, Macbeth was revised by Sir William 
Davenant as a baroque opera, complete 
with singing, dancing witches. This version 
remained popular through the mid-18th 
century when David Garrick, and later J.P. 
Kemble, returned to Shakespeare’s text 
and the psychological journey of its main 
characters.

Since the middle of the 20th century, Macbeth 
has been perhaps the most widely-read and 
widely-adapted of Shakespeare’s tragedies. 
One remarkable producti on was staged in 1936 
by Harlem’s Negro Theater Project, directed 
by a then 20-year-old unknown named Orson 
Welles. The producti on set the play in 19th-
century Haiti , complete with all the trappings 
of voodoo. Known to this day as “The Voodoo 
Macbeth,” the producti on was accompanied 
by unprecedented publicity. On opening 
night, more than 10,000 people stood in line 

Sources and History of the Play
on Seventh Avenue hoping to get scalped ti ckets and disrupti ng 
traffi  c for ten blocks.

Another director who made his name in the world of fi lm, Ingmar 
Bergman, directed a 1948 producti on whose principal scenic 
element was a huge tree in whose branches the witches cavorted 
and from which human corpses and catt le carcasses swung. The 
eerie, violent world of Macbeth seems to cast a parti cular spell 
over fi lmmakers. In 1957, Akira Kurosawa adapted the play in his 
fi lm Throne of Blood, transporti ng the story to medieval Japan, 
with the principal characters depicted as Samurai warriors. Roman 
Polanski’s 1971 fi lm retained the medieval Scotti  sh setti  ng, but 
amped up the violence and sexuality of the play.

Other fi lm adaptati ons have included Men of Respect (1991), 
in which Macbeth is a Mafi a hitman, Mike Batt aglia (played by 
John Turturro), and Scotland, PA (2001) in which Macbeth is 
a disgruntled employee at a small-town diner, Duncan’s Cafe, 
pursued by cop Lieutenant McDuff  (played by Christopher 
Walken) aft er he murders his boss and takes ownership of the 
restaurant. Macbeth conti nues to be a staple of theatres around 
the world, and the roles of Macbeth and Lady Macbeth remain 
among the most presti gious and coveted for actors.

a LITTLe Too ToPICaL?

Royal assassinati on was on English minds at the ti me in which Shakespeare wrote 
Macbeth. Around the ti me Shakespeare began writi ng the play, England was rocked 
by the discovery of the Gunpowder Plot, a plan orchestrated by a group of extreme 
Catholics intent on ridding England of its Protestant king and his sympathizers. They 
planned to blow up the Houses of Parliament on the opening day of the legislati ve 
session in November 1605.

Had the group succeeded, it would have been a politi cal catastrophe for England, and 
would have almost certainly led to the collapse of the nati on. The explosion would have 
killed not only the King, his heirs and practi cally every government offi  cial. In our ti me, 
this would be equivalent to the simultaneous deaths of the President, his enti re cabinet, 
and every member of Congress and the Supreme Court.

The plan was thwarted, however, when Guy Fawkes, the man appointed to ignite the 
explosives, was caught on the eve of the parliamentary session waiti ng beneath the 
House of Lords with a lantern in his hand and several slow-burning matches in his 
pocket. Aft er Fawkes’ arrest, the other conspirators were eventually captured, charged 
with treason, convicted and hanged. Guy Fawkes Day is sti ll celebrated in Britain every 
November 5th as a commemorati on of the day in 1605 when his plan was foiled and 
the English government and royal family were saved. If you have seen the movie V for 
Vendett a, or read the graphic novel on which it is based, you will be familiar with some 
of the many references to Guy Fawkes Day in Briti sh popular culture, including the rhyme 
that begins “Remember, remember, the 5th of November...”

When watching Macbeth, audiences in Shakespeare’s day would have no doubt keenly 
understood the nati onal turmoil that ensues from Duncan’s murder.
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“Macbeth is a tale told by a genius, full of soundness and fury, 
and signifying many things.”

James Thurber
 
“In the world of Macbeth there is no margin left  for love, or 
friend-ship; not even for desire… Lust, too, has been poisoned 
with the thought of murder.”

Jan Kott , Shakespeare Our Contemporary
 
“‘Fair is foul, and foul is fair,’ say the witches. In their world, 
nonhuman and anti human, everything is equivocal— 
literally double-voiced... The word ‘double,’ too, is a sign of 
equivocati on, of the fatal split in Macbeth, appearing again and 
again throughout the play, eleven ti mes in all, always in negati ve 
connotati ons.”

Marjorie Garber, Shakespeare Aft er All
 
“Macbeth is a play about the eclipse of evil; when it ends, virtue 
and justi ce are restored, the ti me is free, the ‘weal’ once more 
made gentle.”

Frank Kermode

Commentary & Criti cism

“‘The play is less about legiti macy and usurpati on than about 
the divided self... The drama of Macbeth is really a matt er 
between Macbeth and his ambiti on, Macbeth and the witches 
and his wife and his hallucinati ons and his own tortured soul, 
the drama of prophecies and riddles, and how he under-stands 
them, and what he decides to do about them, and how they, in 
themselves, consti tute retributi on.”

Stephen Orgel, Introducti on to the Pelican editi on of Macbeth
 

“It is certainly indicati ve that there are only two plays in which 
the word ‘love’ occurs so seldom as in Macbeth, and no play in 
which ‘fear’ occurs so oft en; indeed, it occurs twice or thrice as 
oft en as in most other plays”

Caroline Spurgeon, Shakespeare’s Imagery

a SIMPLe PLay?

Macbeth is disti nguished by its simplicity... Its plot is quite 
plain. It has very litt le intermixture of humor. It has litt le pathos 
except of the sternest kind. The style... has not much variety.

A.C. Bradley, Shakespearean Tragedy
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The CuRSe oF  “The SCoTTISh PLay”

Many actors to this day are very supersti ti ous about saying “Macbeth” or quoti ng from the play in a theatre. Supposedly, this is a guarantee 
of bad luck (or even deadly mishap).

One popular legend about the origins of the “curse” holds that Shakespeare based his depicti on of the witches on actual black magic ritu-
als that he had spied on, even quoti ng directly from their incantati ons.  The myth conti nues that the witches, when they discovered what 
Shakespeare had done, laid a curse of the play — not just the producti on, but all producti ons of the “blasphemous” play.  While this may 
seem absurd, it is true that theatre lore is replete with tales of disasters large and small that have occurred during or around performances 
of Macbeth.*

•During the play’s very fi rst performance, on August 7, 1606, Hal Berridge, the boy playing Lady Macbeth, died suddenly back-
stage.

•In 1849, a bitt er rivalry between the American actor Edwin Forrest and the Briti sh actor John Macready boiled over into a riot 
outside the theatre where Macready was appearing in Macbeth.   Thirty-one people were killed. 

•In 1934, a producti on at London’s Old Vic went through four diff erent lead actors in a week: one caught laryngiti s, another the 
fl u, and a third was fi red.

•The next producti on at the Old Vic, in 1937, starring Laurence Olivier, had its director nearly die in a taxi accident, its star 
narrowly dodge a falling sandbag, and its opening night delayed when set could not be made to fi t on the stage. Shortly 
thereaft er, the founder of the theatre, Lillian Bayliss, died suddenly.  Moreover, Olivier with his characteristi c gusto repeatedly 
wounded various Macduff s in the fi nal batt le sequence throughout the run of the producti on.

•Eighteen years later, the Old Vic was holding opening night for yet another Macbeth when the portrait of Bayliss in the lobby 
fell from the wall and shatt ered.

•The curse could cross oceans as well: a 1938 producti on at Canada’s Stratf ord Festi val saw an old man run over by his own car 
in the parking lot, Lady Macbeth’s car crashing through a storefront, and Macduff  falling off  a horse.

•There are also tales of actors losing the voices on stage, falling through trap doors and even enti re theatres burning to the 
ground aft er someone said the “M-word” in the theatre.

While these spooky stories have a certain mysti que, more practi cal-minded persons might argue that many of the injuries and illnesses 
associated with the “curse” could have a more prosaic explanati on. The leading role is a grueling one, in a play that builds with headlong 
momentum toward a climacti c swordfi ght. Most producti ons since Shakespeare’s ti me have been dimly lit to create an eerie atmosphere, 
and oft en employ fog, fi re, and other potenti al hazards. With this in mind, it’s a bit easier to understand why Macbeth may have more than 
its share of onstage and backstage accidents.

*Disaster list from The Friendly Shakespeare by Norrie Epstein
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alack — expression of dismay or shock 
anon — soon, right away
aught — nothing
avaunt — go away
ere — before
hath — has
hence — away (from here)
henceforth — from now on
hither — here
lest — or else
naught — nothing
oft  — oft en
perchance — by chance, perhaps, maybe
sirrah —  [pronounced SEER-uh]  “hey, you”  as to  someone 

of lower status
thee — you
thence  — away, over there
thine  — yours
thither — there
thou — you
thy — your
whence — where
wherefore — why [literally: “where is the ‘for’ or ‘reason?’ ”] 
whither — where

Shakespeare’s Common Tongue

Terms and Phrases Found in Macbeth

... and the “thys” have it

Oft en Shakespeare will alternate his usage of “thou” for “you”, 
or “thy” for “your”, or “thine” for “yours”.  Though the words 
are synonymous, there is a great deal of informati on that can 
be obtained by looking closely at these choices.

The diff erent uses of these pronouns have to do with status, 
relati onship, degrees of inti macy and shift ing atti  tudes. 
“You” is used in formal situati ons and conveys respect from 
the speaker.  It is used when addressing royalty and parents.  
“Thou,” used in more informal setti  ngs, also can suggest 
contempt or aggression from the speaker.  The use of “thou” 
places the speaker above the status of the person to whom 
s/he is speaking.  Children are addressed using “thou,” thee” 
or “thy.”  In a conversati on between two people of equal 
status, the use of “you” suggests that everything is going along 
smoothly, whereas “thou” would suggest that there is some 
kind of upset or unrest in the relati onship.

aCT I
thrice- three ti mes
hurlyburly- batt le, chaos
unseamed him from the knave to the chops- cut him open 

from his navel to his jaw
thane- a ti tle of nobility given to Scotti  sh feudal lords
corporal- of or relati ng to the body
insane root- a root that, when eaten, can produce intense 

hallucinati ons
compuncti ous- anxiety arising from guilt
dunnest- darkest
trammel- confi ne in a net
surcease- completi on; in this case, Duncan’s death
shoal- shallow

aCT II
knell- a stroke of a bell for a death or disaster
incarnadine- redden, to make red
anointed- made sacred by the applicati on of holy oil

aCT III
indissoluble- cannot be dissolved or undone
sundry- several, diverse, various
gory locks- blood and gore soaked hair
augur- predicti ons
beldams- hags
Pit of acheron- a river in Hell in classic mythology

aCT IV
brinded- strictly ‘tawny with bars of another color’ as 

describing a striped cat
harpier- possibly a harpy, a mythical bird-woman who 

symbolized vengeance
entrails- intesti nes
fenny snake- snake which inhabits fens or marshlands
howlet- owlet or small owl
farrow- a litt er of pigs
gibbet- a wooden frame with two posts from which people 

are hung
harp’d- struck the right note; guessed
pernicious- very destructi ve; deadly

aCT V
mated- overcome, bewildered
Seyton- Macbeth’s armorer; also a possible pun on “Satan”
skirr- run rapidly over, scour
physic- medicine
bane- violent death, destructi on
hew- to cut or fell with blows
ague- a fever with recurrent chills and sweati ng
cow’d- made to feel fear
painted upon a pole- likeness painted on a pole as an 

adverti sement, as in a sideshow

15
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What Did He Say?

Who Said That?

This is an opportunity to test your comprehension of Shakespeare’s language. Below you will find passages from Macbeth.  Answer the 
questions for each passage as specifically as possible.

LADY MACBETH
Your face, my Thane, is as a book, where men
May read strange matters. To beguile the time,
Look like the time; bear welcome in your eye,
Your hand, your tongue: look like th’innocent flower,
But be the serpent under’t. He that’s coming
Must be provided for; and you shall put
This night’s great business into my dispatch;
Which shall to all our nights and days to come
Give solely sovereign sway and masterdom.

MACBETH
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 the 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.

1. To whom is Lady Macbeth speaking?
2. At what point in the play does this speech occur?
3. What does she mean by the metaphor of being the serpent 

under the flower?
4. Who is coming that “must be provided for”?
5. What is “this night’s great business”?
6. What does she mean by the final two lines? Does she 

believe that their actions will lead to success or failure?

1. To whom is Macbeth speaking?
2. What does he hope is “done quickly”?
3. Define “trammel up” and “surcease.”
4. In the first half of this speech, do you believe that Macbeth 

will perform the action he is discussing? Why or why not?
5. What is the “judgment” of which Macbeth speaks?
6. What does he mean by “bloody instructions,” and how will 

they “return to plague th’inventor”?

Match the spoken line to the character who speaks it. Three characters have two quotes each.  Seven characters have none of the 
quotes listed below.

A. 	 “Out damned spot. Out I say.”

B. 	 “If it were done, when ‘tis done, then ‘twere well
	 It were done quickly.”

C. 	 “The raven himself is hoarse,
	 That croaks the fatal entrance of Duncan
	 Under my battlements.”

D. 	 “Thou hast it now, King, Cawdor, Glamis, all,
	 As the Weird Women promis’d; and I fear,
	 Thou play’dst most foully for ‘t.”

E. 	 “I have no spur
	 To prick the sides of my intent, but only
	 Vaulting ambition, which o’erleaps itself
	 And falls on t’other.”

F. 	 “Let us rather
	 Hold fast the mortal sword, and like good men
	 Bestride our downfall birthdom.”

G. 	 “Cousins, I hope the days are near at hand,
	 That chambers will be safe.”

H. 	 “We’ll have thee as our rarer monsters are,
	 Painted upon a pole, and underwrit,
	 ‘Here may you see the tyrant.’ “

I. 	 “He was a gentleman on whom I built
	 An absolute trust.”

BANQUO

DONALBAIN

DUNCAN

FLEANCE

LADY MACBETH

LADY MACDUFF

LENNOX

MACBETH

MACDUFF

MALCOLM

MURDERER

ROSS

THE WITCHES
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About the Play
1. Is Macbeth forced to do what he does by fate and destiny, 
or is he driven by his own ambition? Does Macbeth have a 
choice to say “no” to the witches’ prophecies? Do both fate and 
ambition play a factor in his decisions? How? What role does 
Lady Macbeth play in Macbeth’s decision to speed his destiny? 
How do your answers affect the overall interpretation of the 
play?

2. Does Macbeth have any honest remorse or regret for what 
he has done? If so, what lines in Shakespeare’s play present this 
side of the protagonist? Does Macbeth ever defy his destiny? 
When? What does this say about him?

3.  Lady Macbeth, after being crowned queen, begins 
sleepwalking and re-enacting the murder of Duncan.  Macbeth 
sees the ghost of Banquo at his coronation banquet.  Are these 
visions the result of fate, the supernatural, or guilt?  Are the real 
or merely figments of the characters’ imagination?  What roles 
do guilt, fate and the supernatural play in Macbeth?

3. Compare the contrasting character progressions of Macbeth 
and Lady Macbeth. Do they grow stronger by their actions or 
weaker? How do the dynamics of their relationship change 
through the course of the play?

4. Is Macbeth inherently evil or does he become evil as the play 
progresses? What lines in the play support your answer? What 
does this say about Shakespeare’s view of the potential for evil 
and corruption in mankind?

5. The witches announce many predictions, but never say 
how or when they will come true. Is there any other way that 
these predictions could have come to pass? For example, does 
the prediction that Macbeth will become king necessitate his 
murder of Duncan? In your opinion, are the witches passive 
observers of events, or do they deliberately manipulate and 
bring about the actions of Macbeth and others?

About the Production
1. In this production, eight actors play about two dozen 
different roles. How do the actors and the director manage to 
differentiate between these different characters? How did the 
costumes help you identify specific characters? Identify some 
of the strategies you saw used, and discuss whether they were 
effective.

2.  Consider the world in which the director and designers have 
placed this production?  What visual and aural clues are used to 
create the landscape of this world?  How effective do you think 
these choices are in portraying the story of Macbeth?  

3.  The witches in this production are portrayed as monstrous 
battlefield nurses.  The scenic elements also combine elements 
of a battlefield with medical equipment.  Why do you think the 
design team made these choices?  What lines in the text do you 
think inspired them?  What power do the witches have in the 
world of this play?  What import does battle and medicine play 
in this production?

4.  What is the importance of costuming 
in this production?  With eight actors 
playing over twenty different roles, how 
do the costume assist the audience in 
understanding the story?

5. Discuss the use of sound in this 
production. How does the aural landscape 
of the play assist in the story-telling? How 
would the play be different if the sound 
were of a different style?

Topics for Discussion
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1. Shakespeare’s plays are most often written in –
	 a. rhyming couplets.	 b. old English.	 c. blank verse.	 d. prose.

2. Macbeth is killed by whom?
	 a. Tybalt	 b. Macduff	 c. the witches	 d. Malcolm

3.  The old English word “wyrd”, often confused with our word “weird”, means
	 a. fate.	 b. bizarre.	 c. magic.	 d. witch.

4. After Duncan is murdered, Malcolm flees to where?
	 a. Mantua	 b. Verona	 c. Ireland	 d. England

5. The prophesies Macbeth receives from the apparitions are
	 a. that he will be Thane of Glamis, Thane of Cawdor and King of Scotland.
	 b. beware Macduff; none of woman born can harm Macbeth; fear not until Birnum Wood comes to Dunsinane.
	 c. that he will be visited by three spirits; one at 1:00 a.m., another at 2:00 a.m., and the third at 3:00 a.m.
	 d.  that he will die alone, unhappy and ruined.

6. Macbeth does not have a hand in the death of which of these characters?
	 a. Lady Macduff	 b. Lady Macbeth	 c. Banquo	 d. Duncan

7. Complete this line: “Tomorrow, and tomorrow, and tomorrow —”
	 a. “we love you tomorrow.  You’re always a day away.”
	 b. “has lighted fools the way to dusty death.”
	 c. “My husband, we dare not delay; the murder of the King must happen this day.”
	 d. “creeps in its petty pace from day to day to the last syllable of recorded time.”

8.  The ruler of Scotland at the beginning of the play is whom?
	 a. Malcolm	 b. Macbeth	 c. Duncan	 d. Macduff

9.  Immediately prior to the murder of Duncan, Macbeth sees what?
	 a. the image of a floating dagger	 b. the ghost of Banquo
	 c. a warrior’s bloody helmet	 d. the weird sisters

10.  The rule of Scotland at the end of the play is whom?
	 a. Macbeth	 b. Malcolm	 c. England	 d. Duncan

11.  The line “Out damned spot.  Out I say,” is said by whom and refers to what?
	 a. Lady Macduff, referring to a spot of blood on her hand seen while sleepwalking.
	 b. Macbeth, referring to a tarnish on his new crown.
	 c. Lady Macbeth,, referring to wine stains that appear on her gown at the coronation banquet.
	 d. Lady Macbeth, referring to a spot of blood on her hand seen while sleepwalking.

12.  At his coronation banquet, Macbeth is faced with the ghost of whom?
	 a. Banquo	 b. Duncan	 c. his father	 d. Lady Macbeth

13. Who says “Get thee back. My soul is too much charged with blood of thine already,” and to whom?
	 a. Macbeth to Banquo’s ghost	 b. Malcolm to Macduff
	 c. Macduff to Macbeth		  d. Macbeth to Macduff

14.  Macbeth tells us his father’s name when he is first approached by the witches.  What is it?
	 a. Donalbain	 b. Sinel	 c. Father Macbeth	 d. Macdonwald

“Test Your Understanding” Quiz
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Follow-up Activities
1. “Critics’ Corner”  Write a review of this production of 

Macbeth.  Be sure to include specific information and your 

own reactions to both the acting and the design elements 

(lights, set, costumes and sound).  Explain what you liked 

and disliked, and support your opinions. Then submit 

your review to The Shakespeare Theatre of New Jersey’s 

Education Department, or see if it can be published in your 

school newspaper. 

2. “Alert the media!” This play would certainly pack a news ticker: 

one foreign invasion is defeated, another succeeds, a king is 

murdered, his sons flee the country under suspicion of the 

deed— not to mention the cannibalistic horses and other 

spooky signs.  Assign these and other big events of the play 

to members of the class and create appropriate television 

or newspaper coverage. How do you think the people of 

Scotland and England feel about these events?

3. “I learn by this letter...” Write a letter or diary entry from the 

point of view of one of the characters, discussing an event 

or situation in the play. For example, the (unheard) first half 

of the letter which Macbeth sends to Lady Macbeth after 

encountering the witches, a letter from Macduff to his wife 

on his way to England, a letter from Banquo to Fleance after 

encountering the witches, or Lady Macbeth’s diary entries 

before and after becoming queen.  Be sure to incorporate 

text from the play as much as possible.

4. “15-minute Shakespeare”  Divide into five groups, and have 

each group take one act of the play. Your task is to create a 

three-minute version of your act, using only Shakespeare’s 

words. Choose carefully the lines from your act that carry 

the most important information and advance the story. 

When each group is done, you will have a 15-minute 

version of Macbeth which you can perform for one another. 

Afterwards, discuss both the process of adaptation and how 

your “abridgement” compared to the more modest cuts 

which the director made for this touring production.

5. “A Director Prepares”  Macbeth has long captured the 

imaginations of directors and designers for stage and screen. 

Individually or in small groups, come up with your own 

scenic or costume designs for the play.  Find a line or image 

expressed in the play as your “launch pad.”  You can use 

drawings and collage as well as writing to explain and justify 

your design to the class.

6. “Speak the Speech...”  In small groups, work to present a 

short passage of the text (any one of Macbeth’s soliloquies, 

for example) to the class. Each group should come up with 

its own unique presentation: different rhythms, echoing or 

underscoring key words or phrases, simple props, movement, 

etc. After each group has presented its interpretation of the 

text, discuss what was successful about each one. From this, 

you can develop a rubric for what makes a good performance.

7. “Play/Pause/Rewind” Available versions of Macbeth on 

video include the 1960 Hallmark Hall of Fame film, the 1971 

Roman Polanski film, the 1978 RSC production starring Ian 

McKellen and Judi Dench, and Michael Bogdanov’s 1998 

British television version. Choose two versions of the same 

scene, such as Macbeth and Banquo’s encounter with the 

witches, and show each to the students, asking them to 

observe how the actors in each production speak, interpret 

and move to the language. Make liberal use of the pause 

button to stop and ask specific questions, then rewind and 

let them watch the entire scene through uninterrupted. 

Teachers:

Do you have activities or exercises to suggest for this play? We are 

always looking for new ideas to inspire students (and teachers). Send 

your suggestions to info@ShakespeareNJ.org and we will share them 

with other teachers, and maybe even include them in future study 

guides.�
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“how do you remember all those lines?”
or “Words, Words, Words!”

Hamlet is the largest role in Shakespeare’s canon, and one of the most prized among actors.  As a reference, here is a list of 
major Shakespearean characters and the number of lines (and words) they speak in the Folio editi ons of the plays.

Hamlet (HAMLET)   1,507 (11,563) Duke (MEASURE) 858  (6,536)
Richard (RICHARD III)   1,145   (8,826) Lear (KING LEAR) 753  (5,592)
Iago (OTHELLO)  1,094  (8,434) MaCBeTh (MaCBeTh) 705  (5,291)
Henry (HENRY V)   1,036  (8,338) Prospero (TEMPEST) 643  (4,700)
Othello (OTHELLO)           879  (6,237) Romeo (R&J) 616  (4,677)

Rosalind (AYLI) 721  (5,698) Desdemona (OTHELLO) 388 ( 2,752)
Cleopatra (A&C) 670  (4,686) Beatrice (MUCH ADO) 298  (2,359) 
Juliet (R&J) 541  (4,271) Katherina (SHREW) 219  (1,759)

Source:  A COMPLETE AND SYSTEMATIC CONCORDANCE TO THE WORKS OF SHAKESPEARE; Marvin Spevack

“Test your understanding” Quiz 
answer Guide
1. C 2. B 3. A
4. D 5. B 6. B
7. D 8. C 9. A
10. B 11. D 12. A
13. D 14. B

Who Said That? answer Guide

A. Lady Macbeth
B. Macbeth
C. Lady Macbeth
D. Banquo
E. Macbeth

F. Macduff 
G. Malcolm
H. Macduff 
I. Duncan

THE ANNOTATED SHAKESPEARE, Introducti ons, Notes, and 
Bibliography by A.L. Rowe

THE ARDEN SHAKESPEARE: MACBETH, edited by Kenneth Muir
ASIMOV’S GUIDE TO SHAKESPEARE by Isaac Asimov
THE COMPLETE IDIOT’S GUIDE TO SHAKESPEARE, by Laurie 

Rozakis
FREEING SHAKESPEARE’S VOICE by Kristi n Linklater
THE FRIENDLY SHAKESPEARE by Norrie Epstein
THE MIRACLE OF LANGUAGE by Richard Lederer
THE NEW CAMBRIDGE SHAKESPEARE: MACBETH, edited by A.R. 

Braunmuller
THE PELICAN SHAKESPEARE: MACBETH, edited by Stephen Orgel
SHAKESPEARE A TO Z by Charles Boyce
SHAKESPEARE AFTER ALL, by Marjorie Garber
SHAKESPEARE FOR BEGINNERS by Brandon Toropov

SHAKESPEARE FOR DUMMIES by Doyle, Lischner, and Dench
SHAKESPEARE’S IMAGERY by Caroline Spurgeon
SHAKESPEARE IN PERFORMANCE, Consultant Editors Keith 

Parsons and Pamela Mason
SHAKESPEARE: THE INVENTION OF THE HUMAN by Harold 

Bloom
SHAKESPEARE OUR CONTEMPORARY by Jan Kott 
THEATRE: A WAY OF SEEING, Third Editi on by Milly S. Barranger
THE ESSENTIAL SHAKESPEARE HANDBOOK, by Leslie Dunton-

Downer and Alan Riding
SHAKESPEARE SET FREE, edited by Peggy O’Brien
SHAKING HANDS WITH SHAKESPEARE, by Alison Wedell 

Schumacher

Sources for this Study Guide
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In 1996, the New Jersey State Board of Education adopted Core Curriculum Content Standards that set out to clearly define what every 
New Jersey student should know and be able to do at the end of his/her schooling. The Shakespeare Theatre of New Jersey is committed to 
supporting teachers by ensuring that our educational programs are relevant to standards-based teaching and learning.

Viewing a performance at The Shakespeare Theatre of New Jersey and participating in the post-performance discussion can serve as a powerful 
springboard for discussion, writing, and other outlets for higher-order thinking. On this page you will find suggestions for ways to align your 
study of our production to each standard.

LANGUAGE ARTS LITERACY STANDARDS

As a theatre dedicated to the classics, we are continually engaged 
in exploring some of the world’s greatest literature, and the 
relationship between the written text and performance. Our 
philosophy and practice follow the four underlying assumptions 
of the Language Arts Literacy CCCS: that “language is an active 
process for constructing meaning,” that “language develops in a 
social context,” that language ability increases as learners “engage 
in texts that are rich in ideas and increasingly complex in language,” 
and that learners achieve mastery not by practicing isolated skills 
but by “using and exploring language in its many dimensions.” In 
the practice of theatre, we merge all areas of the language arts, as 
the standards suggest, “in an integrated act of rehearsal, reflection, 
and learning.”  Below, you will find just a few of the possibilities for 
aligning your study of our productions to each of these standards.

STANDARD 3.1: All students will apply the knowledge of 
sounds, letters and words in written English to become 
independent and fluent readers, and will read a variety 
of materials and texts with fluency and comprehension.

	 Read a scene from the play as a class and use context 
clues to interpret new words and expand vocabulary 
(3.1.C/F); demonstrate understanding by performing 
a scene from the play (3.1.G); compare and contrast 
literary elements in the play with another text being 
studied (3.1.H).

STANDARD 3.2:  All students will write in clear, concise, organized 
language that varies in content and form for different 
audiences and purposes. 

 	 Write a new ending for the play in blank verse or in 
modern prose (3.2.D), write a critique of the play which 
will be workshopped and published in a classroom setting 
(3.2.A/B/D).

STANDARD 3.3:  All students will speak in clear, concise, 
organized language that varies in content and form for 
different audiences and purposes.  

	 Participate in a post-show discussion (3.3.A/B), memorize 
and perform a monologue or scene from the play (3.3.D).

STANDARD 3.4:  All students will listen actively to information 
from a variety of sources in a variety of situations.  

	 Select one speech or line from the play and compare how 
it was performed in the stage and film version (3.4.A/B).

STANDARD 3.5:  All students will access, view, evaluate and 
respond to print, nonprint, and electronic texts and 
resources.  

	 Discuss how the play expresses cultural values of the 
playwright’s time (3.5.A); compare and contrast the 
printed text with its staged version (3.5.B).

Meeting the Core Curriculum Content Standards

VISUAL & PERFORMING ARTS STANDARDS

According to both No Child Left Behind and the New Jersey CCCS, 
the arts (including theatre) are a core subject and “experience with 
and knowledge of the arts is a vital part of a complete education.” 
In the area of performing arts, performances, workshops and study 
guide exercises developed by The Shakespeare Theatre address all 
five state standards. 

Below, you will find just a few of the possibilities for aligning your 
study of our productions to each of these standards.

STANDARD 1.1:  All students will use aesthetic knowledge in the 
creation of and in response to dance, music, theatre and 
visual art.

	 Discuss the use of metaphor in both the text and the 
design of the production; discuss how the play expresses 
cultural values of its period and/or of today.

STANDARD 1.2:  All students will utilize those skills, media, 
methods, and technologies appropriate to each art form 
in the creation, performance, and presentation of dance, 
music, theatre and visual art. 
Perform a monologue or scene from the play; participate 
in a classroom workshop that develops the physical and 
technical skills required to create and present theatre.

STANDARD 1.3:  All students will demonstrate an understanding 
of the elements and principles of dance, music, theatre 
and visual art. 
Participate in a post-show discussion of elements such 
as physicality and creating motivated action; discuss the 
relationship between play text and production design.

STANDARD 1.4:  All students will develop, apply and reflect upon 
knowledge of the process of critique. 
Write a review of the production using domain-
appropriate terminology; develop a class rubric for 
effective theatrical presentations; compare and contrast 
the play with work by other artists.

STANDARD 1.5: All students will understand and analyze the role, 
development, and continuing influence of the arts in 
relation to world cultures, history, and society. 
Discuss the representation of social issues (class, political 
leadership, etc.) in the play; research how the historical 
period affected the writer’s work; compare the play to 
work from other historical periods.
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About The Shakespeare Theatre of New Jersey

The acclaimed Shakespeare Theatre of New Jersey is 
one of the leading Shakespeare theatres in the nati on.  
Serving approximately 100,000 adults and young 
people annually, it is New Jersey’s only professional 
theatre company dedicated to Shakespeare’s canon 
and other classic masterworks.  With its disti nguished 
producti ons and educati on programs, the company 
strives to illuminate the universal and lasti ng relevance 
of the classics for contemporary audiences.  The 
longest-running Shakespeare theatre on the East Coast 
and the seventh largest in the nati on, The Shakespeare 
Theatre of New Jersey marks its 50th season in 2012.

The company’s 2012 Main Stage 50th Anniversary Season will feature six producti ons presented in its 308-seat F.M. Kirby Shakespeare 
Theatre from June through December.  In the summer, an Outdoor Stage producti on is also presented at the Greek Theatre, an open-air 
amphitheatre nestled in a hillside on the campus of the College of Saint Elizabeth in nearby Morristown.

In additi on to being a celebrated producer of classic plays and operati ng Shakespeare LIVE! (one of the largest educati onal Shakespeare 
touring programs in the New York/New Jersey region), The Shakespeare Theatre is also deeply committ ed to nurturing new talent for 
the American stage.  By providing an outstanding training ground for students of the theatre, and culti vati ng audiences for the future 
by providing extensive outreach opportuniti es for students across New Jersey and beyond, The Shakespeare Theatre is a leader in arts 
educati on.  For additi onal informati on, visit our web site at www.ShakespeareNJ.org. 

The Shakespeare Theatre of New Jersey is one of 22 professional theatres in the state of New Jersey.  The company’s dedicati on to the 
classics and commitment to excellence sets criti cal standards for the fi eld.  Nati onwide, the Theatre has emerged as one of the most 
exciti ng “new” theatres under the leadership of Arti sti c Director, Bonnie J. Monte since 1990.  It is one of only a handful of Shakespeare 
Theatres on the east coast, and in recent years has drawn larger and larger audiences and unprecedented criti cal acclaim.  The opening 
of the inti mate, 308-seat F.M. Kirby Shakespeare Theatre in 1998, provided the Theatre with a state-of-the-art venue with excellent 
sightlines, and increased access for patrons and arti sts with disabiliti es.

The Shakespeare Theatre of New Jersey is a member of ArtPride, The Shakespeare Theatre Associati on, Theatre Communicati ons 
Group, and is a founding member of the New Jersey Theatre Alliance.

The Shakespeare Theatre of New Jersey’s programs are made possible, in part, by funding from the New Jersey State Council on the Arts/Department of State, 
a Partner Agency of the National Endowment for the Arts, as well as funds from the National Endowment for the Arts.  Additional major support  is received from 

The Geraldine R. Dodge Foundation, the F.M. Kirby Foundation, The Edward T. Cone Foundation, The Shubert Foundation, and Drew University, 
as well as contributions from numerous corporations, foundations, government agencies and individuals.

The Shakespeare Theatre is an independent, professional theatre company located on the Drew University campus.


