MacBeth Essays

1.  Write a brief description of:  (a) MacBeth’s dominant character traits as described by 
the wounded 
sergeant in Act I, Scene 2; (b) MacBeth himself in Act I, Scene 3; (c) Lady MacBeth in Act I, 
Scene 4; 
Angus in Act V, Scene 2.  Does MacBeth understand himself as well as others?  Give several 
examples of MacBeth’s moral decay after becoming King.
2.  Discuss the reasons MacBeth gives for his reluctance to commit the crime.  Does he have any real 
moral scruples, or is he simply afraid of the consequences?  What lines in Act I Show that he 
understands the enormity of the crime and foresees the outcome?

3.  Discuss the following comment on MacBeth:  “His great fault is shown to be his habit of taking the 
unreal to be real and allowing it to master him, because it corresponds precisely with his wishes,”  Give 
several examples of the way in which this habit deceives MacBeth, considering the extent to which 
MacBeth was influenced by superstition and hallucinations.  Do you thin he was really capable of 
making moral decisions?  Could a modern jury find him insane in a legal sense of the word?  Explain.

4.  Discuss the statement Lady MacBeth “has quite enough imagination to plan the murder, but not enough 
to realize what it will mean.”  When does she begin to realize the meaning of the crime?  What are the 
main causes of the mental breakdown?  What suggestions are there, early in the play, that such a thing 
might happen?

5.  Find specific lines in the play that support the theory that Lady MacBeth, in spite of her terrifying 
strength and ambition, should be portrayed as an attractive, graceful woman with natural feminine 
instincts.  In what situation does she show a real devotion to her husband?  When does she show an 
aversion for blood and violence?  Do you think her fainting spell after the murder of Duncan is genuine?

6.  Discuss the differences between MacBeth and Lady MacBeth with respect to imagination and the 
psychological effects of guilt.  What were the final results of their emotional conflicts?  Which of the 
two 
would you consider most responsible for evil acts they committed? 

7.  Discuss the “reversal of roles” that occurred after the murder of Duncan, when MacBeth ceased to rely 
on his wife and began to plot his separate course of tragedy and murder.  Why did he suddenly decide 
to spare his wife the gruesome details?  Did he sense something in her attitude, or was the change 
entirely in his own mind?  Why do you think MacBeth wasn’t able to plan the murder of Duncan, but 
could 
and did plan Banquo’s murder with great cunning?

8.  Compare the reactions of MacBeth and Banquo in almost identical circumstances.  They are noble men 
of equal rank, courageous soldiers and both ambitious.  How do they differ in their reactions to the 
witches’ prophecies?  Is Banquo’s mental conflict similar to MacBeths?  How does he apparently 
resolve it?  Why do you think Banquo fails to realize that he himself is in danger?

9.  There are subtly hinted-at, serious flaws in Duncan’s character.  Find examples of his weaknesses:  (a) 
as a ruler; (b) as a politician; (c) as a judge of character.  What reason does Shakespeare have for 
defining Duncan less clearly than he dos the other characters?

10. Discuss the symbolic importance of “blood” and “darkness” in the play.  How does Lady MacBeth 
change in her reaction in darkness, and in the light, and in the sight of blood?  What are the symbols 
that mirror the growing disorder of MacBeth’s mind?

11. Does MacBeth help express our emotions and release them?

12. Discuss the tragedy of MacBeth in terms of the conflicts introduced with:  (a) Macduff; (b) Supernatural 
forces (c) MacBeth’s own conscience.  How is each resolved?

13. Discuss these three major themes:  (a) “Fair is foul and foul is fair”; (b) “Nothing is but what is not”; (c) 
“Every man is the secret’st man of blood.”

