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Introduction 
 
 This is the dramaturgical packet for William Shakespeare’s Tragedy of Macbeth. 
Inside this tome of knowledge you will find a plot breakdown, a list of characters, a 
language primer, a map of the events in the play, and a timeline, a history of the events 
dramatized in Macbeth, as well as the history of James I, England’s king at the time the 
play was written, and an explanation of some of the symbolism in the play. The aim of 
this packet is to give you an extra set of tools to bring this play to life. You can just pick 
and choose what sections you would like to read, but it is my hope that you will find the 
time to look at everything in this packet. Each section has a brief introduction and a note 
about how to use the section, if there needs to be one. The images in the packet are 
designed to give you a clue as to the look of this performance, as well as some visual 
information about the subjects covered in general  
  
 Due to time and the amount of content I did not have the chance to do a full edit 
on this piece. There may be some typos and other grammatical errors. Please excuse 
them, and bring them to my attention so I can make the changes, should this information 
be used in a future production of Macbeth.  

The specter from Throne of Blood. This one character 
replaces the witches and the apparitions they conger in 

Kurosawa’s adaptation. 



 

 

The Curse of Macbeth 
 
The origin of the curse is this: James I, an expert on witches, both from personal 
experience and his own research and writing, Shakespeare went to great lengths to get his 
witches right, even lifting a black magic spell for his witches in act 41. Apparently, this 
did not please the real witches, so they a cursed the play.  Many stories abound of 
horrible events happening to the actors, crew and artistic staff who produce Macbeth. The 
curse is so engrained in the theatre culture that some believe even saying the name of the 
play is bad. Thus, other names have sprung up: The Scottish Play, The M play, The 
Comedy of Glamis, Mackers etc.  You may call it what you please. 
 
If you should you say Macbeth in the theatre, and it bothers anyone tell them to try one of 
the methods for absolution:. 1. exit the theatre, spin around three times and spit, 2. let out 
a stream of curse words, or 3. Exclaim: “Angels and ministers of grace defend us!”  
 
Recently, a group of psychic witches attempted to contact the ghost of King Macbeth and 
put an end to the curse at Inverness castle. They had many set backs in the form of bad 
omens, one of the witches’ dog died, another was confronted with her black cat holding a 
black feather. After some hardship the witches report they were successful in reaching the 
King and that he lifted the curse. I should note that the curse has nothing to do with the 
original King Macbeth, that Inverness castle was built in the 1740 (over 100 years after 
Shakespeare’s death), and that the historical Duncan was killed at a place called 
Pitgaveny near Elgin2.   
 
If you want to know all about the curse just google it.  Keep in mind that while many 
people do amazing research on Macbeth’s 
catastrophes, none seems to have been done on 
possible catastrophes of Hamlet, or Lear.  Could 
it be that there are just as many problems with 
those plays and we ignore them because they are 
not “cursed”?  
  
It is not my aim to try and convince you there is 
no curse, nor is my intent to try and hint there is a 
curse, I simply do not know. What I do know is 
that curse or no curse this play is a brilliant work 
filled with imagery and symbolism, as well as 
amazing language and a downright good plot! 
This will be a great show, curse or no.  

                                                
1 Shakespeare’s witches in this scene call on “Harper” which is, most likely a “bluner of the ear” for 
Hoppo—often mentioned by authorities on witchcraft, and used in Middleton’s The Witch (Adams 69) 
2 The “Duncan” part of the plot, while also present in one of Shakespeare’s sources for the play 
(Holinshed’s Chronicles) is pulled from another time and Shakespeare seems to have used it because, 
basically, its good drama. 



 

 

Plot Summary 
 
 This plot summary was adapted from Sparknotes online summary. Each scene has 
its own page (or pages). On that page besides the summary are text boxes with notes and 
observations. Pictures are of places in Scotland that the play is said to have taken place, 
or artwork inspired by the play. On the bottom of the pages is a timeline that shows 
where that scene appears on the time line. Some scenes take place on the same day, when 
that is the case the timeline appears on the page it fit best on. The last few scenes are 
grouped on a few pages simply because they did not need full scenes.  
  



 

 

1.1 
Thunder and lightning crash above a 
Scottish moor. Three haggard old women, 
the witches, appear out of the storm. In 
eerie, chanting tones, they make plans to 
meet again upon the heath—a common 
place for English witches to gather-- after 
the battle, to confront Macbeth. As 
quickly as they arrive, they disappear. 
 

Three is an important number 
when it comes to supernatural 
groups of women. The Greeks 
have three Fates, the Romans 

have three Furies, the Norse three 
Norns, and the Celts have several 

goddesses that are three-fold: 
combining aspects of the mother, 
the maiden and the crone into one 
goddess, such as The Morrigan. 

The witches exit after they are 
called by Grimalkin and Paddock, 
two of their familiars—common 

creatures in English witch lore 
who would suck at the witches-

mark or teet and then do their evil 
bidding. Normally Grimalkin is a 
cat, the name translates to grey 
cat, and Paddock is a toad (his 

name is an archaic term for toad).  
The witches’ last line in these 

scene is: “Fair is foul and foul is 
fair, | Hover through the fog and 
filthy air.” (1.1.10-11) This line 

sets up the perversion of the 
natural order of things throughout 

the play, and also speaks to the 
English belief of witches’ power 
over weather and the elements. 



 

 

 
 
1.2 
At a military camp near his palace at 
Forres, King Duncan of Scotland asks a 
wounded captain for news about the 
Scots’ battle with the Irish invaders, who 
are led by the rebel Macdonald. The 
captain, who was wounded helping 
Duncan’s son Malcolm escape capture by 
the Irish, replies that the Scottish generals 
Macbeth and Banquo fought with great 
courage and violence. The captain then 
describes for Duncan how Macbeth slew 
the traitorous Macdonald. As the captain 
is carried off to have his wounds attended 
to, the thane of Ross, a Scottish 
nobleman, enters and tells the king that 
the traitorous thane of Cawdor has been 
defeated and the army of Norway 
repelled. Duncan decrees that the thane of 
Cawdor be put to death and that Macbeth, 
the hero of the victorious army, be given 
Cawdor’s title. Ross leaves to deliver the 
news to Macbeth. 
 

The first of the many bird references is in 
this scene. The Captain compares 

Macbeth and Banquo’s fears of the 
Norwegian army as that of Eagles to 

Sparrows, or Sparrows to Eagles. 
(See Birds section of this packet for more 

info on all the bird references). 



 

 

 
 
1.3 
On the heath near the battlefield, thunder 
rolls and the three witches appear. One 
says that she has just come from killing 
swine, and another describes the revenge 
she has planned upon a sailor whose wife 
refused to share her chestnuts. Suddenly a 
drum beats, and the third witch cries that 
Macbeth is coming. Macbeth and Banquo, 
on their way to the king’s court at Forres, 
come upon the witches and shrink in 
horror at the sight of the old women. 
Banquo asks whether they are mortal; he 
also wonders whether they are really 
women, since they seem to have beards 
like men. The witches hail Macbeth as 
thane of Glamis (his original title) and as 
thane of Cawdor. Macbeth is baffled by 
this second title, as he has not yet heard of 
King Duncan’s decision. The witches also 
declare that Macbeth will be king one 
day. Stunned and intrigued, Macbeth 
presses the witches for more information, 
but they have turned their attention to 
Banquo, they tell him that he will never 
be king but that his children will sit upon 
the throne. Macbeth implores the witches 
to explain what 
they meant by 
calling him thane 
of Cawdor, but 
they vanish into 
thin air. In 
disbelief, 
Macbeth and 
Banquo discuss 
the strange 
encounter. Their 
conversation is 
interrupted by 
the arrival of 
Ross and Angus, 
who have come 
to convey them 

Macbeth’s first line reflects not only 
the Witches’ parting lines from scene 
1.1, but also one of the major themes 
of the play, liminality, or the space 

between two opposed ideas. 

Three again: To further the 
connection with the Fates the witches 

tell Macbeth something of the past 
(Thane of Galmis), the present 

(Thane of Cawdor), and the future 
(King of Scotland). 



 

 

to the king. Ross tells Macbeth that the 
king has made him thane of Cawdor, as 
the former thane is to be executed for 
treason. Macbeth, amazed that the 
witches’ prophecy has come true, asks 
Banquo if he hopes his children will be 
kings. Banquo replies that devils often tell 
half-truths in order to seduce their victims 
Macbeth ignores his companions and 
speaks to himself, ruminating upon the 
possibility that he might one day be king. 
He wonders whether the reign will simply 
fall to him or whether he will have to 
perform a dark deed in order to gain the 
crown. At last he shakes himself from his 
reverie and the group departs for Forres. 
As they leave, Macbeth whispers to 
Banquo that, at a later time, he would like 
to speak to him privately about what has 
transpired. 
 

Note that Macbeth’s asides begin 
only after he is named Thane of 
Cawdor. Before this there is no 

text that indicates he is plotting to 
take the crown. 

Cawdor Castle as it appears today. 



 

 

1.4 
At the king’s palace, Duncan hears 
reports of Cawdor’s execution from his 
son Malcolm, who says that Cawdor died 
nobly, confessing freely and repenting of 
his crimes. Macbeth and Banquo enter 
with Ross and Angus. Duncan thanks the 
two generals profusely for their heroism 
in the battle, and they profess their loyalty 
and gratitude toward Duncan. Duncan 
announces his intention to name Malcolm 
the heir to his throne. 
Macbeth declares his 
joy but notes to himself 
that Malcolm now 
stands between him 
and the crown. Plans 
are made for Duncan to 
dine at Macbeth’s 
castle that evening, and 
Macbeth goes on ahead 
of the royal party to 
inform his wife of the 
king’s impending 
arrival. 

Some say the title of Thane of Cawdor 
carries a curse. After the original 

Thane has been stripped of Cawdor he 
changes, freely admitting his treason, 
and repenting the deed. He dies with 
honor. Macbeth, once he has been 
given the title of Cawdor, begins to 

plot against his king. 



 

 

 
1.5 
In Inverness, Macbeth’s castle, Lady 
Macbeth reads to herself a letter she has 
received from Macbeth. The letter 
announces Macbeth’s promotion to the 
Thane of Cawdor and details his meeting 
with the witches. Lady Macbeth murmurs 
that she knows Macbeth is ambitious, but 
fears he is too full of kindness to take the 
steps necessary to make himself king. She 
resolves to convince her husband to do 
whatever is required to seize the crown. A 
messenger enters and informs Lady 
Macbeth that the king rides toward the 
castle, and that Macbeth is on his way as 
well. As she awaits her husband’s arrival, 
she delivers a famous speech in which she 
begs dark spirits to unsex her. She 
resolves to put her natural femininity 
aside so that she can do the bloody deeds 
necessary to seize the crown. Macbeth 
enters, and he and his wife discuss the 
king’s 
forthcoming visit. 
Macbeth tells his 
wife that Duncan 
plans to depart 
the next day, but 
Lady Macbeth 
declares that the 
king will never 
see tomorrow. 
She tells her 
husband to have 
patience and to 
leave the plan to 
her. 

In the BBC TV version Lady Macbeth 
raises her arms and gaze to the sky 
when she calls on the spirits. In the 
RSC production with Ian McKellen 

and Judy Dench, Lady Macbeth kneels 
and calls the spirits from the ground 

below her. 

The Second bird reference is in 
this scene. Lady Macbeth hears 
the Raven croaking before she 

turns to the spirits. 



 

 

 
1.6 
Duncan, the Scottish lords, and their 
attendants arrive outside Macbeth’s 
castle. Duncan praises the castle’s 
pleasant environment, and he thanks Lady 
Macbeth, who has emerged to greet him, 
for her hospitality. She replies that it is 
her duty to be hospitable since she and her 
husband owe so much to their king. 
Duncan then asks to be taken inside to 
Macbeth, whom he professes to love 
dearly. 
 
 

Another bird references occurs in this 
short scene. Banquo comments that a 

house-martin seen at the castle is a good 
sign. Some information I came across In 

my research appears in the section on 
birds. 

Inverness Castle as it appears today. 



 

 

 
1.7 
Inside the castle, as hautboys play and 
servants set a table for the evening’s feast, 
Macbeth paces by himself, pondering his 
idea of assassinating Duncan. He says that 
the deed would be easy if he could be 
certain that it would not set in motion a 
series of terrible consequences. He 
declares his willingness to risk eternal 
damnation but realizes that even on earth, 
bloody can be visited upon him He then 
considers the reasons why he ought not to kill 
Duncan: Macbeth is Duncan’s kinsman, 
subject, and host; moreover, the king is 
universally admired as a virtuous ruler. 
Macbeth notes that these circumstances offer 
him nothing that he can use to motivate 
himself. He faces the fact that there is no 
reason to kill the king other than his own 
ambition, which he realizes is an unreliable 
guide. 
Lady Macbeth enters and tells her husband 
that the king has dined and that he has been 
asking for Macbeth. Macbeth declares that he 
no longer intends to kill Duncan. Lady 
Macbeth, outraged, calls him a coward and 
questions his manhood. He asks her what will 
happen if they fail; she promises that as long 
as they are bold, they will be successful. Then 
she tells him her plan: while Duncan sleeps, 
she will give his chamberlains wine to make 
them drunk, and then she and Macbeth can 
slip in and murder Duncan. They will smear 
the blood of Duncan on the sleeping 
chamberlains to cast the guilt upon them. 
Astonished at the brilliance and daring of her 
plan, Macbeth tells his wife that her 
“undaunted mettle” makes him hope that 
she will only give birth to male children. 
He then agrees to proceed with the 
murder. 
 
 

One possible interpretation of this scene 
is that Macbeth is leading Lady Macbeth 
to provide him with the spur he needs to 

kill Duncan. This is in contrast to the 
usual frightened, or emasculated 

Macbeth being badgered into the deed by 
Lady Macbeth. 



 

 

 
2.1 
Banquo and his son Fleance walk in the 
torch-lit hall of Macbeth’s castle. Fleance 
says that it is after midnight, and his 
father responds that although he is tired, 
he wishes to stay awake because his sleep 
has lately nightmares. Macbeth enters, 
and Banquo is surprised to see him still 
up. Banquo says that the king is asleep and mentions 
that he had a dream about the three weird sisters. 
When Banquo suggests that the witches have 
revealed some truth to Macbeth, Macbeth claims that 
he has not thought of them at all since their encounter 
on the heath. He and Banquo agree to discuss the 
witches’ prophecies at a later time. 
Banquo and Fleance leave, and suddenly, in the 
darkened hall, Macbeth has a vision of a dagger 
floating in the air before him, its handle pointing 
toward his hand and its tip aiming him toward 
Duncan. Macbeth tries to grasp the weapon and fails. 
He wonders whether what he sees is real or a dagger 
of the mind. Continuing to gaze upon the dagger, he 
thinks he sees blood on the blade, then abruptly 
decides that the vision is just a manifestation of his 
unease over killing Duncan. The night around him 
seems thick with horror and witchcraft, but Macbeth 
stiffens and resolves to do his bloody work. A bell 
tolls—Lady Macbeth’s signal that the chamberlains 
are asleep—and Macbeth strides toward Duncan’s 
chamber. 

The floating dagger is a popular image. 
In one movie version, the dagger actually 

appears on screen floating before 
Macbeth. The line “dagger of the mind” 
has become a common term for such a 

vision.  

A Scottish Dirk 



 

 

 
2.2 
As Macbeth leaves the hall, Lady 
Macbeth enters, remarking on her 
boldness. She imagines that Macbeth is 
killing the king even as she speaks. 
Hearing Macbeth cry out, she worries that 
the chamberlains have awakened. She 
says that she cannot understand how 
Macbeth could fail—she had prepared the 
daggers for the chamberlains herself. She 
asserts that she would have killed the king 
herself then and there, had he note 
resembled her father. Macbeth emerges, 
his hands covered in blood, and says that 
the deed is done. Badly shaken, he 
remarks that he heard the chamberlains 
awake and say their prayers before going 
back to sleep. When they said “amen,” he 
tried to say it with them but found that the 
word stuck in his throat. He 
adds that as he killed the king, 
he thought he heard a voice cry 
out: “Sleep no more, / Macbeth 
does murder sleep.”  
Lady Macbeth at first tries to 
steady her husband, but she 
becomes angry when she 
notices that he has forgotten to 
leave the daggers with the 
sleeping chamberlains so as to 
frame them for Duncan’s 
murder. He refuses to go back 
into the room, so she takes the 
daggers into the room herself, 
saying that she would be 
ashamed to be as cowardly as 
Macbeth. As she leaves, 
Macbeth hears a mysterious 
knocking. The portentous 
sound frightens him. As Lady 
Macbeth reenters the hall, the knocking 
comes again, and then a third time. She 
leads her husband back to the 
bedchamber, where he can wash off the 
blood.  

This scene is the first appearance of the 
most common bird in Macbeth, the owl. 

Lady Macbeth hears it screech, and 
Macbeth mentions this sound.  



 

 

 
2.3 
A porter stumbles through the hallway to 
answer the knocking, grumbling about the 
noise and mocking whoever is on the 
other side of the door. He compares 
himself to a porter at the gates of hell. 
Macduff and Lennox enter, and Macduff 
complains about the porter’s slow 
response to his knock. The porter says 
that he was up late carousing and rambles 
on humorously about the effects of 
alcohol, which he says provokes red 
noses, sleepiness, and urination. He adds 
that drink also provokes and unprovokes 
lechery—it inclines one to be lustful but 
takes away the ability to have sex. 
Macbeth enters, and Macduff asks him if 
the king is awake, saying that Duncan 
asked to see him early that morning. 
Macbeth says that Duncan is still asleep. 
He offers to take Macduff to the king. As 
Macduff enters the king’s chamber, 
Lennox describes the storms that 
raged the previous night, asserting 
that he cannot remember anything 
like it in all his years. Macduff comes 
running from the room, shouting that 
the king has been murdered. Macbeth 
and Lennox rush in to look, while 
Lady Macbeth appears and expresses 
her horror that such a deed could be 
done under her roof. General chaos 
ensues as the other nobles and their 
servants come streaming in. As 
Macbeth and Lennox emerge from 
the bedroom, Malcolm and 
Donalbain arrive on the scene. They are 
told that their father is murdered, and the 
most likely suspects are the chamberlains. 
Macbeth declares that in his rage he has 
killed the chamberlains. Macduff seems 
suspicious of these new deaths, which 
Macbeth explains by saying that his fury 
at Duncan’s death was so powerful that he 
could not restrain himself. Lady Macbeth 

The porter’s speech about 
equivocating is a direct comment on 
the theme of liminality that Macbeth 
brings up in his first line. The porter 

comments on how drink can both 
induce lust, and take it away, in a 

way asking if there is a space 
between the two. 



 

 

suddenly faints, and both Macduff and 
Banquo call for someone to attend to her. 
Malcolm and Donalbain whisper to each 
other that they are not safe, since whoever 
killed their father will probably try to kill 
them next. Lady Macbeth is taken away, 
while Banquo and Macbeth rally the lords 
to meet and discuss the murder. Duncan’s 
sons resolve to flee the court. Malcolm 
declares that he will go south to England, 
and Donalbain will hasten to Ireland. 
 

 

Castle Glamis as is appears today. (This castle does not appear in the text, instead Inverness is 
used as the seat of Glamis’ power) 



 

 

2.4 
Ross, a thane, walks outside the castle 
with an old man. They discuss the strange 
and ominous happenings of the past few 
days: it is daytime, but dark outside; last 
Tuesday, an owl killed a falcon; and 
Duncan’s beautiful, well-trained horses 
behaved wildly and ate one another. 
Macduff emerges from the 
castle and tells Ross that the 
other lords have made 
Macbeth king, and that he 
now rides to Scone to be 
crowned. Macduff adds that 
the chamberlains seem the 
most likely murderers, and 
that they may have been paid 
off by someone to kill 
Duncan. Suspicion has now 
fallen on the two princes, 
Malcolm and Donalbain, 
because they have fled the 
scene. Macduff returns to his 
home at Fife, and Ross 
departs for Scone to see the new king’s 
coronation. 
 

In this bird omen an owl takes on the 
mantle of a hawk and kills a falcon just 
before its stoop. A powerful omen of 

Macbeth’s regicide. 

The Stone of Scones, or the Stone of Destiny, is a sandstone block that 
traditionally sat under the throne of Scotland. It was stolen by Edward I, and 

finally returned by Queen Elizabeth II in 1996. At the time the play was 
written, James was the first Scottish king to sit on the Stone for 300 years, but 

only because he was king of both England and Scotland.  



 

 

3.1 
In the royal palace at Forres: Banquo paces, 
and thinks about the coronation of Macbeth, 
and the prophecies of the weird sisters. The 
witches foretold that Macbeth would be king 
and that Banquo’s line would eventually sit 
on the throne. If the first prophecy came 
true, Banquo thinks, feeling the stirring of 
ambition, why not the second? Macbeth 
enters, attired as king. Lady Macbeth, now 
his queen, and the court, follow him. 
Macbeth and Lady Macbeth ask Banquo to 
attend the feast they will host that night. 
Banquo accepts their invitation and says that 
he plans to go for a ride on his horse for the 
afternoon. Macbeth mentions that they 
should discuss the problem of Malcolm and 
Donalbain. The brothers have fled from 
Scotland and may be plotting against his 
crown. Banquo departs, and Macbeth 
dismisses his court. He is left alone in the 
hall with a single servant, to whom he 
speaks about some men who have come to 
see him. Macbeth asks if the men are still 
waiting and orders that they be fetched.  

 
Once the servant has gone, Macbeth begins 
a soliloquy. He muses on the subject of 
Banquo, reflecting that his old friend is the 
only man in Scotland whom he fears. He 
notes that if the witches’ prophecy is true, he 
will not have an heir. The murder of 
Duncan, which weighs so heavily on his 
conscience, may have simply cleared the 
way for Banquo’s sons to overthrow 
Macbeth’s own family. The servant reenters 
with Macbeth’s two visitors. Macbeth 
reminds the two men, who are murderers he 
has hired, of a conversation he had with the 
two men the day before, in which he 
chronicled the wrongs Banquo had done 
them in the past. He asks if they are angry 
and manly enough to take revenge on 
Banquo. They reply that they are, and 
Macbeth accepts their promise that they will 
murder his former friend. Macbeth reminds 
the murderers that Fleance must be killed 
along with his father and tells them to wait 
within the castle for his command. 
 

Brodie Castle is the closest castle to the town 
of Forres. It was nearly destroyed in a fire in 

1648. This is how it appears today. 

Macbeth’s speech to the Murderess 
is quite Machiavellian, he twists 

the truth of the situation so that the 
men are eager to kill Banquo, 

when they are not sure who exactly 
railed against them. 



 

 

3.2 
Elsewhere in the castle, Lady Macbeth 
expresses despair and sends a servant to 
fetch her husband. Macbeth enters and 
tells his wife that he too is discontented, 
saying that his mind is full of -scorpions. 
He feels that the business that they began 
by killing Duncan is not yet complete 
because there are still threats to the throne 
that must be eliminated. Macbeth tells his 
wife that he has planned a deed of 
dreadful note for Banquo and Fleance and 
urges her to be jovial and kind to Banquo 
during the evening’s feast, in order to lure 
their next victim into a false sense of 
security. 
 
 

This scene marks a shift. 
Macbeth is now the one with 
the plots and schemes, and in 

control, while it is Lady 
Macbeth who is fearful and 
worries about what actions 

Macbeth will take next. 



 

 

 
3.3 
It is dusk, and the two murderers, now 
joined by a third, linger in a wooded park 
outside the palace. Banquo and Fleance 
approach on their horses and dismount. 
They light a torch, and the murderers set 
upon them. The murderers kill Banquo, 
who dies urging his son to flee and to 
avenge his death. One of the murderers 
extinguishes the torch, and in the darkness 
Fleance escapes. The murderers leave 
with Banquo’s body to find Macbeth and 
tell him what has happened. 
 

 
 
 

Originally Macbeth hired only two 
murderers, but a third joins them. 

There are many interpretations, from 
Macbeth sending a trusted servant to 
make sure the deed was done to the 
notion that the third murderer helps 

Fleance escape. 



 

 

 
3.4 
Onstage stands a table heaped with a feast. 
Macbeth and Lady Macbeth enter as king 
and queen, followed by their court, whom 
they bid welcome. As Macbeth walks 
among the company, the first murderer 
appears at the doorway. Macbeth speaks to 
him for a moment, learning that Banquo is 
dead and that Fleance has escaped. The 
news of Fleance’s escape angers Macbeth—
if only Fleance had died, he muses, his 
throne would have been secure. Returning to 
his guests, Macbeth goes to sit at the head of 
the royal table but finds Banquo’s ghost 
sitting in his chair. Horror-struck, Macbeth 
speaks to the ghost, which is invisible to the 
rest of the company. Lady Macbeth makes 
excuses for her husband, saying that he 
occasionally has such visions and that the 
guests should simply ignore his behavior. 

Then she speaks to Macbeth, questioning his 
manhood and urging him to snap out of his 
trance. The ghost disappears, and Macbeth 
recovers. As he offers a toast to company, 
however, Banquo’s specter reappears and 
shocks Macbeth into further reckless 
outbursts. Continuing to make excuses for 
her husband, Lady Macbeth sends the 
alarmed guests out of the room as the ghost 
vanishes again. Macbeth mutters that “blood 
will have blood” and tells Lady Macbeth 
that he has heard from a servant-spy that 
Macduff intends to keep away from court, 
behavior that verges on treason. He says that 
he will visit the witches again tomorrow in 
the hopes of learning more about the future 
and about who may be plotting against him. 
He resolves to do whatever is necessary to 
keep his throne. Lady Macbeth says that he 
needs sleep, and they retire to their bed.

The Banquet scene is perhaps 
the most famous scene in 

Macbeth. There is an 
interesting dialogue that claims 

no actor would actually play 
the ghost of Banquo. The First 
Folio has a stage direction for a 

ghost. 

There are five birds referenced in three 
different lines all by Macbeth in this scene. 
They come after the guests have left, and 

occur very close to each other. 



 

 

 
3.5 
Upon the stormy heath, the witches meet 
with Hecate, the goddess of witchcraft. 
Hecate scolds them for meddling in the 
business of Macbeth without consulting 
her but declares that she will take over as 
supervisor of the mischief. She says that 
when Macbeth comes the next day, as 
they know he will, they must summon 
visions and spirits whose messages will 
fill him with a false sense of security and 
draw him on to his confusion Hecate 
vanishes, and the witches go to prepare 
their charms. 
 
 

Hecate (the last ‘e’ is not silent) 
was originally a Greek Goddess of 

magic and Crossroads. She has 
been recently appropriated by the 
Wicca community into an earth 

goddess and protector of witches. 
Her association with witches 

predates Shakespeare. 



 

 

 
3.4 
That night, somewhere in Scotland, 
Lennox walks with another lord, 
discussing what has happened to the 
kingdom. Banquo’s murder has been 
officially blamed on Fleance, who has 
fled. Nevertheless, both men suspect 
Macbeth, whom they call a tyrant, in the 
murders of Duncan and Banquo. The lord 
tells Lennox that Macduff has gone to 
England, where he will join Malcolm in 
pleading with England’s King Edward for 
aid. News of these plots has prompted 
Macbeth to prepare for war. Lennox and 
the lord express their hope that Malcolm 
and Macduff will be successful and that 
their actions can save Scotland from 
Macbeth. 
 
 
 

Lennox, aside from Macduff, is the only 
thane that shows suspicion of Macbeth 
on stage. The Duke of Lennox was the 
grandfather of King James I; perhaps 

this is not just a coincidence? 
 



 

 

 
4.1 
In a dark cavern, a bubbling cauldron 
hisses and spits, and the three witches 
suddenly appear onstage. They circle the 
cauldron, chanting spells and adding 
bizarre ingredients to their stew.  Hecate 
materializes and compliments the witches 
on their work. One of the witches then 
chants: “By the pricking of my thumbs, / 
Something wicked this way comes.” In 
fulfillment of the witch’s prediction, 
Macbeth enters. He asks the witches 
to reveal the truth of their prophecies 
to him. To answer his questions, they 
summon horrible apparitions, each of 
which offers a prediction to allay 
Macbeth’s fears. First, a floating head 
warns him to beware Macduff; 
Macbeth says that he has already 
guessed as much. Then a bloody child 
appears and tells him that none of 
woman born  shall harm Macbeth. 
Next, a crowned child holding a tree 
tells him that he is safe until Birnam 
Wood moves to Dunsinane Hill. Finally, a 
procession of eight crowned kings walks 
by, the last carrying a mirror. Banquo’s 
ghost walks at the end of the line. 
Macbeth demands to know the meaning 
of this final vision, but the witches 
perform a mad dance and then vanish. 
Lennox enters and tells Macbeth that 
Macduff has fled to England. Macbeth 
resolves to send murderers to capture 
Macduff’s castle and to kill Macduff’s 
wife and children. 
 
 

This scene  helps to prove this play was 
performed in front of James I. The last king 

in the procession carries a mirror. It has been 
postulated that this mirror was held up to 
James I so he could see himself in it, as a 

descendant of Banquo, and the rightful king 
of Scotland. 



 

 

 
4.2 
At Macduff’s castle, Lady Macduff 
accosts Ross, demanding to know why 
her husband has fled. She feels betrayed. 
Ross insists that she trust her husband’s 
judgment and then regretfully departs. 
Once he is gone, Lady Macduff tells her 
son that his father is dead, but the little 
boy perceptively argues that he is not. 
Suddenly, a messenger hurries in, 
warning Lady Macduff that she is in 
danger and urging her to flee. Lady 
Macduff protests, arguing that she has 
done no wrong. A group of murderers 
then enters. When one of 
them denounces Macduff, 
Macduff’s son calls the 
murderer a liar, and the 
murderer stabs him. Lady 
Macduff turns and runs, and 
is also murdered. 
 
 

“Macduff’s Castle” At Fife, as it appears today. 

This scene contains another bird 
reference; the fifth time the owl is 
mentioned. It is also the first time 
“bird” is mentioned without being 

connected to a specific bird. Young 
Macduff tells his mother he will live 

like birds do, with what they are 
handed by fate. 



 

 

 
4.3 
Outside King Edward the Confessor’s 
palace, Malcolm speaks with Macduff, 
telling him that he does not trust him since 
he has left his family in Scotland and may 
be secretly working for Macbeth. To 
determine whether Macduff is trustworthy, 
Malcolm rambles on about his own vices. 
He admits that he wonders whether he is fit 
to be king, since he claims to be lustful, 
greedy, and violent. At first, Macduff 
politely disagrees with his future king, but 
eventually Macduff cannot keep himself 
from crying out, “O Scotland, Scotland!” 
Macduff’s loyalty to Scotland leads him to 
agree that Malcolm is not fit to govern 
Scotland and perhaps not even to live. In 
giving voice to his disparagement, Macduff 
has passed Malcolm’s test of loyalty. 
Malcolm then retracts the lies he has put 
forth about his supposed shortcomings and 
embraces Macduff as an ally. A doctor 
appears briefly and mentions that a crew of 
wretched souls waits for King Edward so 
they may be cured. When the doctor 
leaves, Malcolm explains to Macduff that 

King Edward has a miraculous power to 
cure disease. Ross enters. He has just 
arrived from Scotland, and tells Macduff 
that his wife and children are well. He 
urges Malcolm to return to his country, 
listing the woes that have befallen Scotland 
since Macbeth took the crown. Malcolm 
says that he will return with ten thousand 
soldiers lent him by the English king. 
Then, breaking down, Ross confesses to 
Macduff that Macbeth has murdered his 
wife and children. Macduff is crushed with 
grief. Malcolm urges him to turn his grief 
to anger, and Macduff assures him that he 
will inflict revenge upon Macbeth. 

 
 

Three more birds in this scene, all 
spoken by Macduff. They reflect 
the virtues of the characters he 

associates with each bird. 



 

 

 
5.1 
At night, in the king’s palace at 
Dunsinane, a doctor and a gentlewoman 
discuss Lady Macbeth’s strange habit of 
sleepwalking. Suddenly, Lady Macbeth 
enters in a trance with a candle in her 
hand. Bemoaning the murders of Lady 
Macduff and Banquo, she seems to see 
blood on her hands and claims that nothing will 
ever wash it off. She leaves, and the doctor and 
gentlewoman marvel at her descent into 
madness. 
 
 

Both of the Macbeths seem to be 
punished for their crimes with sleep 

problems. Lady Macbeth 
sleepwalks, and Macbeth simply 

cannot sleep. 



 

 

 
5.2 
Outside the castle, a group of Scottish 
lords discusses the military situation: the 
English army approaches, led by 
Malcolm, and the Scottish army will meet 
them near Birnam Wood, apparently to 
join forces with them. The “tyrant,” as 
Lennox and the other lords call Macbeth, 
has fortified 
Dunsinane Castle 
and is making his 
military 
preparations in a 
mad rage. 



 

 

 
5.3 
Macbeth strides into the hall of Dunsinane 
with the doctor and his attendants, 
boasting proudly that he has nothing to 
fear from the English army or from 
Malcolm, since none of woman born can 
harm him and since he will rule securely till 
Birnam Wood remove to Dunsinane. He calls his 
servant Seyton, who confirms that an army of 
ten thousand Englishmen approaches the castle. 
Macbeth insists upon wearing his armor, though 
the battle is still some time off. The doctor tells 
the king that Lady Macbeth is kept from rest by 
thick-coming fancies, and Macbeth orders him 
to cure her of her delusions. 
 
 

This is an aerial of the site Dunsinane Castle 
stood on. 

This scene has the last bird references, the 
loon and the goose. 



 

 

 
5.4 
In the country near Birnam Wood, 
Malcolm talks with the English lord 
Siward and his officers about Macbeth’s 
plan to defend the fortified castle. They 
decide that each soldier should cut down a 
bough of the forest and carry it in front of 
him as they march to the castle, thereby 
disguising their numbers. 
 
 

The Birnam Oak is thought to have been around during the reign of the 
historical Macbeth 

A short scene, but important: 
The wood rising up to fight 

Macbeth at once reinforces the 
theme of unnatural behavior, as 

well as the theme of nature 
taking justice. 



 

 

 
5.5 
Within the castle, Macbeth blusteringly 
orders that banners be hung and boasts 
that his castle will repel the enemy. A 
woman’s cry is heard, and Seyton appears 
to tell Macbeth that the queen is dead. 
Shocked, Macbeth speaks numbly about 
the passage of time and declares famously 
that life is “a tale Told by an idiot, full of 
sound and fury, Signifying nothing.” A 
messenger enters with astonishing news: 
the trees of Birnam Wood are advancing 
toward Dunsinane. Enraged and terrified, 
Macbeth recalls the prophecy that said he 
could not die till Birnam Wood moved to 
Dunsinane. Resignedly, he declares that 
he is tired of the sun and that at least he 
will die fighting. 

Macbeth is aware of his crimes, and 
how his guilt has affected him. This 

differs from other Shakespearean 
villains in that he shows guilt. What 

makes him a more powerful character, 
in many ways, than Richard III, or Iago, 
is that he accepts his guilt, but chooses 
to live the path he has created, or that 
was dealt to him, depending on your 

interpretation of Fate in this play. 



 

 

 
5.6 
Outside the castle, the battle commences. 
Malcolm orders the English soldiers to 
throw down their boughs and draw their 
swords. 
 
 
 
5.7  
On the battlefield, Macbeth strikes those 
around him vigorously, insolent because 
no man born of woman can harm him. He 
slays Lord Siward’s son and disappears in 
the fray. 
 
 
 
5.8 
Macduff emerges and searches the chaos 
frantically for Macbeth, whom he longs to cut 
down personally. He dives again into the 
battle. 
 
 
 
5.9 
Malcolm and Siward emerge and enter the 
castle. 
 
 

Four sets of fathers and sons appear in this 
play, Duncan and Malcolm (Donaldbain 
too), Banquo and Fleance, Macduff and 
Young Macduff and Siward and Young 

Siward. The first two sons lose their 
fathers, the second two fathers lose their 
sons. All these fathers in sons surround a 
central character who has no child, and 

worries about his line carrying on. 



 

 

 
5.10 
Elsewhere on the battlefield, Macbeth at 
last encounters Macduff. They fight, and 
when Macbeth insists that he is invincible 
because of the witches’ prophecy, 
Macduff tells Macbeth that he was not of 
woman born, but rather from his mother’s 
womb untimely ripped. Macbeth suddenly 
fears for his life, but he declares that he 
will not surrender they exit fighting. 
 
 
 
5.11 
Malcolm and Siward walk together in the 
castle, which they have now effectively 
captured. Ross tells Siward that his son is 
dead. Macduff emerges with Macbeth’s head 
in his hand and proclaims Malcolm king of 
Scotland. Malcolm declares that all his 
thanes will be made earls, according to the 
English system of peerage. They will be the 
first such lords in Scottish history. Cursing 
Macbeth and his “fiend-like” queen, 
Malcolm calls all those around him his 
friends and invites them all to see him 
crowned at Scone. 
 

Even in the face of a man who can 
harm him Macbeth chooses to finish 
what he started by killing Duncan. 

This choice shows how completely he 
has changed from the man who 

questioned the morality of the murder 
in the first act. 

Palace at Scone as it appears today. 



 

 

Characters 
 
Each character entry has three possible part. The first a brief note about their part in the 
play, the second a note about their Historical counterpart from the time of Macbeth (if 
there is one) The third a brief historical note about the Historical counterpart from the 
time of James I (If there is one). 

 
  



 

 

Duncan 
The elderly King of Scotland. He is mentioned as being noble, gentle and kind. Macbeth 
murders him in his sleep, after Duncan has honored him. The Historical Dunnchad mac 
Crínáid was not an old man, but a young one. He is not noted as being the good king that 
his Shakespearian counterpart is.  
 

Malcolm 
Oldest son of Duncan. He is named Prince of Cumberland, the heir to Duncan’s crown. 
He flees to England after his father’s murder and returns with an army to destroy 
Macbeth. The historical Máel Colium mac Dunnchad did attack Mac Bethad and kill him 
in 1056, but he did not gain the crown for another few months, after the death of Mac 
Bethad’s stepson Lulach. 
 
 

Donalbain 
The younger son of Duncan. He flees to Ireland after the murder and is not seen again in 
the play. Domnal Bán, the historical son of Dunnchad, ruled as king after his brother, 
Máel Colium died, in 1093.  
 

Macbeth 
The Thane of Glamis. The witches prophesy that he will be thane of Cawdor and King. 
He does in fact become Thane of Cawdor. At his wife’s urging he murders Duncan in his 
sleep and pins the murder on his guards, whom he kills before they can deny the act. 
After Duncan’s sons flee, he is named King. He then has his best friend, Banquo, killed; 
and returns to the witches to learn his fate. He kills Macduff’s family in an effort to kill 
Macduff. Once Malcolm returns with the aid of the English, Macbeth kills Young Siward 
in the battle, and is killed by Macduff.  
 The Historical Mac Bethad was not the tyrant portrayed by Shakespeare. He ruled 
for many yeas until Máel Colium attacked and killed him in battle.  

There has never been a Lord of Cawdor.  
The First Lord of Galmis was made secretary to the Earl of Crawford. He became friends 
with Robert II, first Stewart King of Scotland; and married his daughter, Elizabeth, as 
well as being named Baron of Glamis. The first lord was slain by the Earl of Crawford, 
jealous of his power.  
 

Lady Macbeth  
Macbeth’s wife is a strong, and somewhat pushy woman. She does ask the dark spirits to 
unsex her, to make her strong like a man. She seems to be granted that request, save for 
her sleep walking. She urges her husband to kill Duncan, and is the calmer of the two in 
public before, and after the murder.  
 The Lady Gruoch, the historical Lady Macbeth, was married first to Gille 
Coemgáin, Mormaer of Moray, and had one son, Luloch. Lady Gruoch then married Mac 
Bethad making him the Mormaer of Moray, and Luloch’s stepfather. Following the death 
in battle of Mac Bethad in 1057, the king's followers placed Lulach in the throne, despite 
strong resistance from the of faction of Máel Coluim III. Lulach ruled only for a few 
months before being assassinated and succeeded by Máel Coluim. 



 

 

 
Banquo and Fleance 

 
Banquo is Macbeth’s closest ally. Fleance is his son. When Macbeth encounters the 
witches the tell Banquoe he will be the father of kings. Macbeth, after taking the throne is 
jealous of this and conspires to have Banquo and Fleance murdered. The murders kill 
Banquo, but miss Fleance. Later Banquo’s ghost shows up at a public banquet to haunt 
Macbeth.  
 Banquo's actual historical existence questionable. He is mentioned by Holinshed, 
and other chroniclers, as an accomplice of Mac Bethad in his usurpation; as well  as 
being the ancestor of the Fitzalan High Stewards of Scotland, from whom King, James I, 
descended. However, this descent was disproven in the 19th century, when it was 
discovered that the Fitzalans actually descended from a Breton family. Whether or not 
Banquo, Mormaer of the Scottish province of Lochaber, actually existed remains in doubt 

 
Macduff 

A thane loyal to Malcolm and one of the first to suspect Macbeth in Duncan’s death. He 
flees to England to join Malcolm and while he is away Macbeth has his wife and children 
killed. When the army returns to remove Macbeth it is he who kills the usurper. The 
Mormaer of Fife in 1050’s was Macduib, a name that will become Macduff.  
By the reign of James I, Fife had been transferred to the Duke of Albany, a title held by 
James’ father. Macduib is not involved in the historical accounts of Mac Bethad.  
 

Lady Macduff  
A small part, Macduff’s wife sees her husband as a traitor for running to England. In 
essence she sides with Macbeth. She is killed by murderers under Macbeth’s employ.  

 
Lennox 

One of several Scottish nobles in the play. He seems to stay loyal to Macbeth longer than 
the others. 
Historically there was no known Mormaer of Lennox during Mac Bethad’s reign. In 
Shakespeare’s time the Duke of Lennox, Lodovic Stewart, was James I’s Grandfather on 
his father’s side. Henry Stuart, (In the late 1500’s the Stewarts adopted the French 
spelling Stuart) James’ father, was Duke of Albany, or Lord Darnly, James’ father, the 
heir to the Dukedom of Lennox, may also have held the title of Earl of Ross. The Duke of 
Lennox is also the great Chamberlain of the Scottish Parliament. 
 

Ross  
Another noble of Scotland, Ross is Macduff’s cousin and travels to England to tell 
Macduff of the slaughter at Fife.   
There was no Mormaer of Ross listed in Mac Bethad’s time, though once source does 
mention Mac Bethad as being the Mormaer of Ross. During Shakespeare’s time the Earl 
of Ross was a close ally of the Duke of Lennox. Some sources state that James’ father 
was the Earl of Ross, as well as Duke of Albany. The Bishop of Ross was a well known 
supporter of James I’s mother, Mary.  
 



 

 

 
Angus   

A Scottish noble who attends the banquet, but ultimately rebels against Macbeth.  
The Mormaer of Angus is unknown in Mac Bethad’s time, though there was one. The 
title was descended from Sir James Douglas, called the Good Knight. The Earl of Angus 
is the First Earl of Scotland, and carries the crown before the King in the Scottish 
Parliament. James I’s great-grandfather was also the Earl of Angus.  
 

Caithness 
A Scottish noble who is only shown as a rebel against Macbeth.  
Durring Mac Bethad’s reign the Mormaer of Caithness was held by the Norwegian Earls 
of Orkney. The only Mormaer to have a foreign lord. The title came under the control of 
the Sinclairs in 1483. Is still held by them to this day.  
 

Menteith 
A Scottish noble who is only shown as a rebel against Macbeth.  
Mormaer of Mentieth in the 1050’s is unknown. First known lord is in the 1160’s, the 
Grahams hold the title, a clan that will also gain the Earldom of Montrose.   

 
Siward 

Siward is an old English noble, and grizzled warrior. He is sent, along with a number of 
English troops, to help Malcolm claim his inheritance as king of Scotland. The historical 
Siward did attack Mac Bethad, but not with Máel Colium, son of Dunnchad, instead he 
helped to put another Máel Colium in as a border lord between Scotland and England.  
 

Young Siward  
The son of Siward, young Siward valiantly tries to kill Macbeth, but is slain. When 
Siward hears the news of his son’s death he is happy to know his son died fighting. The 
historical Siward did lose his son, and his son-in-law in his battles against Mac Bethad.  
 

Old Man 
The old man plays into the prophetic visions that permeate this play. He tells of seeing an 
owl kill a falcon, a premonition of Macbeth killing Duncan. While a minor part his scene 
helps to add to the strange supernatural feeling of the play.  

 
Porter 

This character is the comic relief; he is drunk from the night before when he enters. His 
speech about equivocators echoes some of the major themes of the play, as well as being 
a collection of Shakespearian knock knock jokes. 
 
 

Seyton  
Macbeth’s aid during the last few scenes in the play. The name is thought to be 
pronounced the same as Satan. For this production that connection will be hinted at more 
than usual through costume.  



 

 

A possible historical connection could be Lord Seaton of Scotland. His reputation was 
hurt through assisting Mary Queen of Scots. During James’ reign, he was named an 
enemy to the peace due to his harboring of Jesuits and other refugees of the land.  
 

Murderers 
The murderers are small parts, but interesting. In Banquo’s death scene the original two 
murderers are joined by a third who says he is from Macbeth. This is a strange addition. 
Some productions have had Seyton play the third murderer; others have the third 
murderer being the one that allows Fleance to escape.  
 

Hecate  
In this Christian play this classical goddess is the leader of the witches and urges them on 
in their evil deeds. She was originally the Goddess of Magic, favored by Zeus in the 
Greek Pantheon.  
 

Witches 
Three of the witches open the play, and meet with Macbeth to tell his future. Macbeth 
later comes to them to hear more or his fortune. He is either mislead by them, or 
blindingly misinterprets their omens and in the end falls because of it.  
 

Apparitions and Spirits  
The spirits are servants of Hecate and the witches; the apparitions are the three entities 
that tell Macbeth his future. Their appearance is specific from the text, a helmed head, a 
gored baby and a crowned child holding a branch. The spirits only appear in those parts 
that may have been lifted from Middleton’s The Witches.  
 
 



 

 

Weapons 
 

Below are examples of traditional Scottish weaponry, both medieval and Renaissance 
styles.  
 
Highland Claymore 
The traditional weapon of the Highlander, this blade is massive, sometimes reaching 6 
feet from tip to pommel. The quillions (the clover shaped parts on each end of the hilt) 
are traditional. It should be noted the sword used by Wallace in the movie Braveheart is 
not traditional.  
 



 

 

 
 
Basket hilt Claymores 
These blades were developed as guns became more popular in Europe. The Scots never 
went for small blades, the basket hilt had a broadsword blade, though it was treated more 
like a rapier than a broad sword. The gold handled blade without a basket is a recreation 
of a Scottish military sword used at the last Battle of Culloden in the late 1700’s. It has a 
three-sided blade.  



 

 

 
 
Dirks 
The Dirk is a Scottish dagger, though barley. They 
are as long as some short swords used by other 
cultures. Typically they have a single edge, or the 
edge only continues down one half of the blade on 
the other side. The carved wood and stag horn 
handles would have been common with the 
Highland Claymores. The black and brown handles 
with silver studs and gem tops were common with 
the Basket Hilt Claymores. The knife and fork 
dates closer to the last battle of Culloden, 1746. 
Every Scot carried a dirk. 



 

 

 
Sgien Dubhs 
The Sgien Dubh (pronounces Skeen Do) 
was the Scotsman’s last defense. The name 
means, literally, black knife. Like the dirks 
the stag horn handles were more common 
with the Highlander Claymores, and the 
black handles with the Basket hilt. It is said 
that if a Scot trusts you his sgien dubh will 
be visible, usually in his right sock. If not 
you will not see the knife. 



 

 

 
 
Lochabar Axe 
Sometimes called the hook axe, this is a pole arm used by Scots. 
Variations of this weapon have been used since medieval times in 
Scotland; some were even used in the last Battle of Culloden, 
1746. 



 

 

 
 
  



 

 

Mac Bethad son of Findláech 
 

Máel Coluim II's grandson Donnchad mac Crínáin was acclaimed as king of Alba 
on 30 November 1034, apparently without opposition. Far from being the aged King 
Duncan of Shakespeare's play, the real Donnchad was a young man in 1034, and even at 

his death in 1040 his youthfulness is remarked upon. Perhaps due to his youth, 
Donnchad's early reign was apparently uneventful. His later reign, in line with his 

description as "the man of many sorrows" in the Prophecy of Berchán, was not 
successful. In 1039, Strathclyde was attacked by 

the Northumbrians, and a retaliatory raid led by 
Donnchad against Durham in 1040 turned into 

a disaster. Later that year Donnchad led an 
army into Moray, where he was killed by 

Mac Bethad on 15 August 1040 at 
Pitgaveny near Elgin. 

 
Mac Bethad was at the time 

Moraemer of Ross, and by his 
marriage with the Lady Gruoch, 
granddaughter of Kenneth IV, 
became also Moraemer of Moray 
while Lulach, the infant son of 
that lady by her former marriage 
with Gilcomgain, the Maormor of 
Moray, was in him minority. 
Lady Gruoch was the daughter 
of Boedhe, son of Kenneth IV; 
and thus she had a claim to the 
Scottish crown.  Mac Bethad  
was inaugurated at Scone, 
under the protection of the 
clans of Moray and Ross, and 

the aid of those who favored the 
descendants of King Kenneth IV. 

 

Donnchad's wife fled Scotland, taking her children, including the future kings 
Máel Coluim III and Domnall Bán with her. 
 

Mac Bethad was appearantly a good king. Durring his reign he made a 
Pilgramage to Rome in 1050. It is said in one saga that he gave money to the poor like it 
were seed.  Mac Bethad is the first king of Scotland whose name appears in the 
ecclesiastical records as a benefactor of the church, and, it would appear, the first who 
offered his services to the Bishop of Rome. According to the records of St. Andrews, he 
made a gift of certain lands to the monastery of Lochleven, and sent money to the poor of 
Rome. 
 

A modern 
depiction of an 
ancient Scotch 
warrior 



 

 

In 1052, Mac Bethad was involved indirectly in the strife in the Kingdom of 
England between Godwin, Earl of Wessex and Edward the Confessor when he received a 
number of Norman exiles from England in his court, perhaps becoming the first king of 
Scots to introduce feudalism to Scotland. In 1054, Edward's Earl of Northumbria, Siward, 
led a very large invasion of Scotland. The campaign led to a bloody battle in which the 
Annals of Ulster report 3000 Scots and 1500 English dead, which can be taken as 
meaning very many on both sides, and one of Siward's sons and a son-in-law were among 
the dead. The result of the invasion was that Máel Coluim - not the son of Dunnchad - 
"son of the king of the Cumbrians" was restored to his throne, i.e. as ruler of kingdom of 
Strathclyde. It may be that events of 1054 are responsible for the idea, which appears in 
Shakespeare's play, that Máel Coluim III was put in power by the English. 
 

Mac Bethad certainly survived the English invasion, for he was defeated and 
mortally wounded or killed by Máel Coluim mac Donnchada in battle at Lumphanan, on 
the north side of the Mounth in 1057. The Prophecy of Berchán has it that he was 
wounded and died at Scone, sixty miles to the south, some days later. Mac Bethad's 
stepson Lulach mac Gille Coemgáin was installed as king soon after. 
 

Unlike later writers, no near contemporary source remarks on Mac 
Bethad as a tyrant. The Duan Albanach, which survives in a 
form dating to the reign of Máel Coluim (III) mac Donnchada 
calls him "Mac Bethad the renowned". 
 

 

 
 
 
 

A Highland piper from 
the Battle at Falkirk, 

1746. 



 

 

Early Modern History 
 

I have brought up some information on the people around James I that held the titles, or 
the names, of characters in Macbeth. Here is a more expanded section, as well as a brief 
life of James I, and the succession of kings from the historical Duncan to James I. 
 
Mary Queen of Scots (1542-1587) 

Daughter of King James V of Scotland and Mary of 
Guise. She became Queen six days after her birth. She 
as betrothed to Henry VIII’s son Edward (Later 
Edward VIII), but that marriage was broken off later in 
favor of the French Dauphin, Francis. Francis did not 
remain king long, after his death his mother, Catherine 
de’ Medici took over; she was no fiend of Mary. When 
Elizabeth I took the throne Mary became the heir 
presumptive as the granddaughter of Margaret Tudor, 
Henry VIII’s 
sister. Roman 
Catholics in 
England, who 
did not 
recognize 

Henry VIII’s children after Queen Mary, thought 
Mary Queen of Scots claim to the English crown 
was stronger than Elizabeth’s. After some 
negotiations with other Continental princes Mary 
eventually married her cousin Lord Darnely. He is 
the father of her first child, James. Mary was 
executed by Elizabeth I for her involvement in a 
plot to assassinate the English Queen. 
 
Archibald Douglas, 6th Earl of Angus. (1489-1557) 

Angus has a long biography, but a few things are worth 
noting. First, he was the second husband of Margaret Tudor 
after the death of James IV. They tried to rule the country 
together, with the support of Henry VIII. Unfortunately that 
did not work, and that lead to problems for both Angus and 
Margaret. Angus and Margaret had one daughter, Margaret, 
who married the 4th earl of Lennox and was the mother of 
Lord Darnely, grandmother of James I.  
 

A contemporary painting of Mary’s 
execution 



 

 

John Lesley, Bishop of Ross. (?1527-1596) 
Ross was a supporter of Mary Queen of Scots. His support cost 
him his position. Before his death he wrote a defense of Mary 
Queen of Scots that defended her against the criminal charges she 
was executed for, and partially defended her right to be the heir of 
Elizabeth. It was also an attack against John Knox’s denunciation 
of the right of women to rule.  
 
 

 
Mathew Stewart, 4th Earl of Lennox. (1516-1571) 

Lennox spent much of his youth in France. He returned 
upon the death of James V. Lennox, as well as the Earl of 
Arran, were claimants to the throne. Arran took a pro-
French stand prompting Lennox to adopt a pro-English 
position. He acted as an agent of Henry VIII, though this 
lead to his exile in England. Lennox married Margaret 
Douglas, the daughter of Margaret Tudor and the Earl of 
Angus. He was, after Mary, the next in line for the 
crown. He was allowed to return to Scotland a year 
before his son married Mary. After the murder of his son 
he returned to England in an attempt to help Mary in the 
criminal charges against her. One of this other sons, 

Robert, became the bishop of Caithness.  
 

Henry Stewart, Lord Darnely, 
Earl of Ross, Duke of Albany 
(1545 or ’46-1567) 
The eldest son of Mathew 
Stewart, the 4th Earl of Lennox. 
He was born in England as 
Lennox was exiled for 
furthering England’s claims in 
Scotland. Darnely was, along 
with Mary Queen of Scots, a 
possible candidate for the 
crown of England. Queen 
Elizabeth allowed him to return 
to Scotland, and after a brief 
courtship, where Mary made 
him the Earl of Ross, and Duke 
of Albany, Darnely married the 
much older Mary. While their 
government was conducted in 
the name of King Henry and 
Queen Mary, he had little to no 



 

 

authority. He was called by one contemporary “an agreeable nincompoop.” He was 
intellectually inept, and morally corrupt. He was involved in the conspiracy to assassinate 
Mary’s secretary, Riccio. Shortly after this crime James was born. Later that year Darnly 
and Mary were completely estranged. There are some rumors that he was plotting with 
continental forces to remove Mary from power. He grew sick, possible from syphilis, and 
removed to his residence in Edinburgh. On February 10, 1567 his home was blown up. 
Darnly’s body was discovered outside the house where it was evident that he was 
smothered, or strangled. Several theories have been put forth as to what happened that 
night, each as captivating as Macbeth.  
 
Esmé Stewart, 1st Duke of Lennox (1542-1583) 

The Duke of Lennox was the only son of John Stewart, the 
third son of the 3th Earl of Lennox. This made him James I’s 
first cousin. He was one of the few kinsmen of James that 
was near to his own age. When Esmé arrived in Scotland 
from France he was showered with honors by the your James. 
The Bishop of Caithness, who held the Earl of Lennox, was 
persuaded to relinquish it to Esmé, and James elevated the 
title to Duke. He was also made the Chamberlain of Scotland. 
His religious views are uncertain, but he was not staunchly 

protestant enough for the dissidents in the Ruthven Raid, who seized the King and 
separated Esmé from him. Esmé returned to France where he died a year later.  
 
James Stewart, King James VI of Scotland, King James I of England. (1566-1625) 

The only child of Mary Stewart 
and Lord Darnely, James was 
raised to the throne at just over 1 
year old after certain nobles 
extorted Mary’s abdication. He was 
educated at a young age to despise 
his mother, and to be pro 
Protestant. The Earls of Moray (a 
title the Historical Macbeth held) 
Lennox, Mar and Morton held the 
regency while Jams was in 
minority.  
 During his adolescence 
James was captivated by Esmé 
Stewart, who he raised to the title 
of Duke of Lennox, and made 
Chamberlain. The idea of coming 
to terms with Spain or France and 
the Papacy, as well as liberating his 
mother, began to brew in the young 
king. The ultra-Protestant and pro 
English faction became alarmed 



 

 

and seized James and Esmé in August of 1582 in the Ruthven Raid. James escaped the 
Ruthven faction after Esmé had died. The Ruthven faction were exiled to England. Two 
years later they returned to bring about another coup d’etat and a coalition government 
was formed with John Maitland of Thirlestane as Chancellor.  
 By 1597 James had asserted his will upon the government of Scotland and 
brokered a peace between the liberal ultra-Protestants and the conservative Northern 
Earls by depriving them of much of their power. He emerged as one of Scotland’s best 
kings. One last attempt was made to upset the monarchy in the Gowrie Conspiracy of 
1600. James succeeded Elizabeth I as the King of England in 1603. Even from London he 
was able to maintain a good hold on Scotland and keep the dissention to a minimum. The 
Borders, West Highlands, Orkney and Shetland became fully integrated into the nation of 
Scotland under his reign.  
 James married Anne of Denmark in 1589 in Oslo. A storm had pushed Anne’s 
ship off course, and in one of the few romantic choices James 
made he sailed to Oslo to fetch her himself. After a stay in 
Copenhagen they returned to Scotland. While he was 
affectionate to his wife, and had many children with her, three 
of which survived; it is known James preferred the company 
of men.  
 After his return to Scotland James attended the North 
Berwick Witch trials where several people were convicted of 
using witchcraft to create a storm to sink the ship of James and 
Anne. This event seemed to polarize James and he became an 
expert in witches, writing the Daemonologie in 1597. It has 
been theorized that he changed his views, becoming more of a 
skeptic in later years, but the evidence is questionable and can 
be interpreted both ways. He did reprint the Daemonologie 
three more times.  
 After his ascension to the English throne James survived two more conspiracies 
against his person, the Bye Plot and the Main Plot, one or which lead to the arrest of Sir 

Walter Raleigh, among others. Two years later, on 
November 5th, 1605 a catholic conspiracy was 
uncovered when Dutch Soldier Guy Fawkes was 
discovered guarding a hoard of gunpowder under the 
Parliament building. He planned on blowing up 
Parliament during the opening while James, Anne 
and their children were in attendance. The 
Gunpowder Plot, as it is know, was in fact 
discovered much earlier, but it was allowed to come 
to fruition in order to catch the conspirators, and 
Guy, red handed. (The recent movie V for Vendetta 
uses the Gunpowder Plot, as well as ideas and lines 
from Macbeth, in the story. It is worth seeing.) 

Macbeth was written the year after the Gunpowder Plot. There is a great deal more on 
James’ life, but it takes place after this play was written, and has no bearing on it. If you 



 

 

want a quick read of the rest of his life check out Wikipedia’s entry, or check the 
bibliography for the texts I used.  

  
 
 
 

A 
contemporary 
sketch of the 
Gunpowder 

Plot 
conspirators 



 

 

Line of Scotish Kings from Duncan I to James VI 
 The apparitions show Macbeth that eight kings will come from Banquo’s issue. If 
that is the case Banquo’s isssue had to wait sometime. Not including the interegmus there 
were 17 kings before the first Stewart King took the throne. Including Mary, there were 
eight Stewart Monarchs before James came to power.  
 
House of Dunkeld 
Duncan I (Donnchadh I; Donnchad mac Crínáin) (1034–1040)  
 
House of Moray 
MacBeth (MacBeatha; Mac Bethad mac Findláich) (1040–1057)  
Lulach (Lulach mac Gillai Comgain) (1057–1058)  
 
House of Dunkeld 
Malcolm III (Calum III; Máel Coluim mac Donnchada) (1058–1093)  
Donald III (Domhnall III; Domnall mac Donnchada) (1093–1094)  
Duncan II (Donnchadh II; Donnchad mac Maíl Choluim) (1094)  
Donald III (Domhnall III; Domnall mac Donnchada) (1094–1097)  
Edgar (Eagar/Eadgar; Etgair mac Maíl Choluim) (1097–1107)  
Alexander I (Alasdair I; Alaxandair mac Maíl Choluim) (1107–1124)  
Saint David I (Daibhidh I; Dabíd mac Maíl Choluim) (1124–1153)  
Malcolm IV (Calum IV; Máel Coluim mac Enric) (1153–1165)  
William I (Uilleam I; Uilliam mac Enric) (1165–1214)  
Alexander II (Alasdair II) (1214–1249)  
Alexander III (Alasdair III) (1249–1286)  
Margaret (Mairead; Maighread) (1286–1290)  
Recognized as Queen by the Guardians of Scotland in the Treaty of Salisbury, Margaret, 
called the Maid of Norway, is nevertheless sometimes omitted from lists of Scots 
monarchs as she never set foot in Scotland and was never 
crowned at Scone. 
 
First Interregnum 
Guardians of Scotland  
William Fraser, Bishop of St Andrews  
Duncan Macduff, Earl of Fife  
Alexander Comyn, Earl of Buchan  
Robert Wishart, Bishop of Glasgow  
James Stewart, 5th High Steward of Scotland  
John Comyn 
  
House of Balliol (Bailiol) 
John (Iain) (1292–1296)  
 
Second Interregnum 
Guardians of Scotland  
Andrew de Moray (1297)  

The thistle is the 
official flower of 

Scotland. 



 

 

William Wallace (1297–1298)  
Robert the Bruce, Earl of Carrick (1298–1300)  
John Comyn (1298–1301)  
William Lamberton, Bishop of St Andrews (1299–1301)  
Sir Ingram de Umfraville (1300–1301)  
John de Soules (1301–1304)  
John Comyn (1302–1304) 
  
House of Bruce (Bruis) 
Robert I the Bruce (Raibeart I) (1306–1329)  
David II (Daibidh II) (1329–1371)  
 
House of Balliol 
Edward Balliol (Eideard) (Antiking 1329 – 1363)  
 
House of Stewart 
Robert II (Raibeart II) (1371–1390)  
Robert III (Raibeart III) (1390–1406)  
James I (Seumas I) (1406–1437)  
James II (Seumas II) (1437–1460)  
James III (Seumas III) (1460–1488)  
James IV (Seumas IV) (1488–1513)  
James V (Seumas V) (1513–1542)  
Mary I (Mairi) (1542–1567)  
James VI (Seumas VI) (1567–1625), King of England from (1603)  

Coat of Arms for Scotland. 



 

 

The House of Stewart 
The Stewarts began in Brittany, as the dapifiers (food bearers) of Lord Dol. Flaithri II 
moved the family to Breton where the soon became important nobles in Scotland. Walter 
was appointed the position of High Steward of Scotland by King Stephen of England. 
King Malcolm VI of Scotland made the position hereditary. Alan, the second High 
Steward took the surname Steward, which over time became Stewart. Robert the Bruce 
was the son of the 6th High Steward, Walter. Through this connection the Stewarts 
eventually became the Kings. It should be noted that the Stewarts were not in Scotland 
while Macbeth was King.  
 
Dapifers of Dol 
Flaithri I (died c.1080)  
Alan I (died ?)  
Alan II (died 1095)  
Flaithri II (died c.1101-1102)  
Alan III (died c.1121)  
 
High Stewards of Scotland 
Walter the Steward, 1st High Steward of Scotland (died 1177)  
Alan Stewart, 2nd High Steward of Scotland (died 1204)  
Walter Stewart, 3rd High Steward of Scotland (died 1246)  
Alexander Stewart, 4th High Steward of Scotland (died 1283)  
James Stewart, 5th High Steward of Scotland (died 1309)  
Walter Stewart, 6th High Steward of Scotland (died 1326)  
Robert Stewart, 7th High Steward of Scotland 
(became Robert II, King of Scots)  
 
Rulers of the Scots 
Robert II (1371-1390)  
Robert III (1390-1406)  
James I (1406-1437)  
James II (1437-1460)  
James III (1460-1488)  
James IV (1488-1513)  
James V (1513-1542)  
Mary, Queen of Scots (1542-1567)  
(Mary changed the spelling of Stewart to the French 
Stuart after her stay in France as the wife of the 
Dauphin.) 
James VI (1567-1625)  
 

A Highland warrior from 
the Last Battle of Culloden, 
1746. (As a personal note 

this Clansman is of the 
MacLachlan clan, the clan I 

descend from.) 



 

 

Propaganda 
 
Why did we include the actual history of Macbeth, and so much information about James 
I and his surrounding family? So you will have the information at hand to understand that 
besides being one of Shakespeare’s greatest tragedies, Macbeth is also a propaganda play 
for James I.  
 
Consider that the three Thanes of Scotland in the opening, Angus, Ross and Lennox, 
were named after family of James I. Perhaps Lennox could be portrayed like the 4th Earl 
of Lennox, James’ grandfather, or the Duke of Lennox, one of James’ favorites. Similar 
ideas could inform Angus, Ross, and Caithness. 
 
James survived many conspiracies against his person, and the main plot in Macbeth 
tracks a conspirator, and his descent because of the success of his conspiracy. The play is 
also argues for the rightful succession of the son to be King, succession was an issue for 
James, who was not the son of Elizabeth I.  
 
Note all the witchcraft, something James was passionate about, at least in his early years. 
This play would appeal to a man who had studies the world of witches, and published on 
them. It also shows the danger of consorting with witches.  
 
In the apparition scene, the eight kings walk by to show the line of Kings from Banquo. 
The last one carries a mirror. It is believed that this play was performed for James, and 
that the mirror was held up so he could see himself as the rightful heir of Scotland 
through Banquo’s line.  
 
There are other interesting propagandistic sections of the play you will find. Shakespeare 
changed the historical story of Macbeth to create a work of art that would show support 
for his King.  

Propaganda poster for the King of Town. Check out 
www.homestarrunner.com for more information. (This 

has no relation to Macbeth, just a fun site.) 



 

 

Travelogue 
Please see the map to get an idea of where these places are in relation to each other.  
 

Macbeth 
From the battle near Fife to Forres (meets Witches on the way.) 
From Forres to Inverness (A little before Duncan.) 
Inverness to Scones.  
Scones to Inverness 
Inverness to Witches 
Inverness to Dunsinane 
Dunsinane to Hell 
 

Macduff 
Forres to Inverness 
Inverness to Fife 
Fife to London 
London to Dunsinane (By Way of Newcastle*) 
 

Malcolm 
Forres to Inverness 
Inverness to London 
London to Dunsinane (By way of Newcastle) 
 

Duncan 
Forres to Inverness 
Inverness to Heaven 
 

Donalbain 
Forres to Inverness 
Inverness to Ireland 
 

English Army 
Newcastle to Dunsinane 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
                                                
* Newcastle is an arbitrary choice. We needed a large city in the Northumberland region of England, and 
Newcastle came up as one of the largest. It is not mentioned in the text, we are using it just as a reference 
for distance.  

Scottish heather blooming 
on the Moor. 



 

 

 
Distances and times 

The distances are as the crow flies, not the roads, so the total distance and travel time is 
probably longer. We must assume that there is some time between tops for the characters: 
that Macduff does not leave for England the moment he learns where Malcolm is, that 
Macduff, Ross and Malcolm spend some time ironing out a plan before they leave for 
Newcastle, and once there that they spend some time preparing the army with Siward 
before the 2 month long march to Dunsinane. With this additional time we have decided 
to have about six months pass from the murder of Duncan to the Death of Macbeth; even 
that may be a bit quick, but it is a nice round number.  
 
The times are calculated based on the fact an average horse can travel about 30 miles a 
day. For the armies march from Newcastle to Dunsinane the average is five miles a day.  
 
Fife to Forres 100 miles (over 3 days) 
 
Forres to Inverness 25 miles (one day) 
 
Inverness to Scones 80 miles (three days) 
 
Inverness to Fife, 100 miles (Over three days) 
 
Inverness to Dunsinane 90 miles (Three days) 
 
Fife to London 400 miles (15 days) 
 
London to Newcastle 300 miles (11 days) 
 
Newcastle to Dunsinane 180 miles (2 months, 
armies move much slower) 
 
Inverness to London 500 miles (20 days) 
 
Inverness to Dublin 350 miles (15 days, possible 
longer due to boat travel time) 

A Highland Piper marching over the Heath 
(Modern). 



 

 

 



 

 

Birds 
There are many bird references, connected with most of the thematic elements in 

Macbeth, more so than any other Shakespeare play. They are portends of the future, 
always predicting something to happen to a person when they appear. Some of them 
represent certain characters, and the legends and beliefs about the bird that were common 
at that time are reflected in the character. Many of the birds are connected with witchcraft 
and demons. Birds are also the most magical of creatures, for they alone (save bats and 
bugs) posses the power of flight. This information is presented to help you to understand 
how the birds are working in the play. 

It should be mentioned that this motif is carried through in the language of the 
play, for instance: Banquo does not tell Fleance to run, but to fly. This word choice subtly 
reinforces the more direct bird references such as the owl, or the raven.  

 
Each entry has three parts: a brief note about the bird itself, a short selection of legends 
and beliefs, and the last section brings it all down to how this relates to the play Macbeth.  
 
Bird Families 
Two bird families are used heavily in Macbeth, the raptors and the corvids. Raptors are 
predatory birds, such as the eagle, hawk and owl. They all have very sharp beaks and 
talons. Some are carrion eaters. The corvids are mostly scavengers, such as the raven, 
crow and rook. Not all corvids are black; magpies and jays, for instance, have color. 
Corvids are known for their intelligence, and their propensity towards collecting shiny 
things. There is a size chart at the end of this section that also groups the birds according 
to family.  
 
 

Sparrow 
 Sparrows are small birds common throughout Europe, and thanks to English 
settlers they are now common in North America, South America and parts of Australia. 
In general sparrows have short tails and stubby seed eating beaks. Sparrows are common 
songbirds as well. 

The Sparrow is a cursed bird. Some 
believe that while Christ was hanging on he 
cross the Sparrow cried, “He is living, he is 
living!” thereby urging Christ’s tormenters 
to more cruelties. This legend explains the 
sparrow’s hopping as a curse, its legs bound 
together by an invisible bond, for its sin. A 
variant legend has the sparrow revealing 
Christ’s hiding place in the Garden of 
Gethsemane. In Hebrew lore it was 
customary to bring two sparrows to the 
cleansing of a leper, one was killed, the 
other allowed to fly away, presumably with 
the leprosy.  



 

 

 When asked if Macbeth and Banquo were dismayed by a resurgence in the enemy 
forces a captain tells Duncan “Yes, as sparrows eagles, or the hare the lion!” (1.2.35). 
There is some contention as weather the captain means that Macbeth and Banquo were as 
dismayed as a sparrow would be in the face of an eagle, or if they were dismayed as an 
eagle would be in the face of a sparrow. This changes the interpretation of the birds 
referenced. If he captain compares Macbeth and Banquo to sparrows afraid of an eagle, 
then the choice of a sparrow is prophetic.  Macbeth will betray his king, like the sparrow 
betrayed Christ. If the sparrows are referencing the Norwegian army, then the prophesize 
Cawdor as a traitor.  
 

Eagle 
 The largest family of raptors, eagles 
are common all over the world. These 
impressive birds can get to be near three 
feet long (including the tail) with a 
wingspan of just under eight feet. The sharp 
talons of an eagle are used to bring down 
prey, which can be anything from a small 
rabbit to a young deer or sheep. Eagle’s 
mate for life, and once mated they will hunt 
in pairs, one chasing the prey towards the 
other. Before 1678 in England “eagle” 
referred only to the golden eagle, the other 
native species, the white tailed eagle, was 
called an erne.  

In the ancient practice of 
Ornithomancy (divination by bird and bird 
flight) the eagle is the best omen. It is a 
symbol of ascension to early Christians, as 
well as the emblem of the Evangelist St. 
John. The ancient Romans believed an 
eagle carried the soul of the dead emperor 

to Jove on Olympus. Some also believed that the eagle protected her nest from poison 
with a special stone called an Aetite. The eagle is an important heraldic symbol as well, 
denoting leadership and strength.  

From the same quote as the sparrow, “Yes, as sparrows eagles, or the hare the 
lion!” (1.2.35). If the eagle is the Norwegian army, which is at the height of its ascension 
in Scotland before Macbeth and Banquo defeat them; then the eagle also prophetically 
refers to Duncan, who has ascended to king, and who is about to make the final ascension 
to heaven. It may also reference Cawdor who is at the height of his ascendancy.  Or, it 
could also be an omen of Macbeth’s ascension to the thane of Cawdor, and the crown, or 
an omen of Banquo, who has reached his ascendancy, who will die, but who will live on 
through the line of Stewart Kings.  
 



 

 

Raven 
 Ravens are the largest of the corvid family of birds. They can get to be over two 
feet in length with a wingspan just over four feet. The raven feeds on just about anything 
it can. They are known to be scavengers, and it is true that the first thing a raven will do 
upon finding a carcass is the pluck out the eyes. Ravens mate for life, and it has been 
noticed that when one raven is lost the other will fly over that area calling its lost mate. 
Ravens are thought to be one of the most intelligent birds, second only to the African 
gray parrot. They are one of the few animals that can count, and can learn to name things 
over time. They also can imitate 
almost any sound perfectly.  

One of the most supernatural 
of birds, almost every culture has 
some legend of the raven. Because it 
did not return to Noah in the Ark, the 
raven is a bird of ill omen in most 
Christian legends. To hear the cry or a 
raven is a signal that someone will die, 
to see it over a house signals someone 
in that house will die. To the Ancient 
Celts the raven was a symbol of 
change. This could be good, or bad, 
but it was always a death of the old 
self, and a rebirth of a new. Some also 
believe that ravens keep the world’s 
magic. The Norse god Odin, the All-Father, had two ravens named Hugin and Munin: 
Thought and Memory. Every day these two would fly about the word gathering thoughts 
and memories for Odin. Ravens were also seen in all northern European cultures as 

heralds of war. They would begin to follow an 
army on the march waiting for the battle and the 
fresh food. For the Celts they were the choosers of 
the slain, and emissaries of Morrigan, a war 
goddess who is later associated with witches 
through the Arthurian character of Morgan le Fay.  
 Lady Macbeth utters this omen: “The raven 
himself is hoarse that croaks the fatal entrance of 
Duncan” ( 1.5.37-38). The raven is an omen of 
Duncan’s death, but it foretells much more. Just 
moments after this line Lady Macbeth asks the 
spirits to “unsex” her. This is a powerful change, 
in essence a death of the old self and the rebirth of 
the new. The raven portends Macbeth’s and Lady 
Macbeth’s change,  It is also a herald of war. The 
murder of Duncan eventually brings war to 

Scotland. We have chosen here to have a raven caw off stage, and for Lady Macbeth to 
address this unseen bird when she makes her request of the spirits.  
 



 

 

Martin (Martlet) 
 A close relative of the swallow, martins follow the same migratory paths, though 
they arrive later than the swallows in Europe. Their name comes from their habit of 
building nests under the eves of houses, occupied or not. They will always return to their 
first nest site where they either repair last year’s nest, or build a new one close to the 
original.  
 While Martlet is an archaic name for the Martin, the Martlet was also a mythic 
heraldic bird. The martlet was depicted without any legs, usually having tufts of feathers. 
This emblem was common on the heraldry of the fourth son, the lack of legs representing 
the lack of a foot-hold on the land of the fourth son’s father.  
 It was considered lucky for a martin to build a nest under the eves of a house. An 
old rhyme goes:  

The Martin and the swallow 
Are God Almighty’s birds to hollow (hallow).  

If a martin left its nest early it was also a sign that evil, or a death, was about to come to 
the house.  
 The martin is, on the surface, a false omen. 
Banquo tells Duncan “This guest of summer, the 
temple haunting martlet does approve” (1.6.3-4). 
Martlet is an older name for the house martin. As 
above, having a house martin nesting under your 
eves was good luck. For Duncan and Banquo this is 
a false omen indeed. Through its heraldic meaning 
the martlet could also be linked to Macbeth, who 
will not have a foothold on the crown, no issue will 
continue his line. Note that while Duncan does die at 
Inverness castle, war and the destruction of the 
Macbeths happens at Dunsinane castle, so the martin 
remaining shows that destruction was not coming in Inverness.  
 
 

Owl 
 Owls are a large and diverse class of raptors. They are known for being solitary 
and nocturnal. All owns have large eyes and disk like faces that give them superior sight 

and hearing at night. Owls can range in size from the 
massive European Eagle-owl, which is just a little smaller 
than a golden eagle, to the Elf Owl, which is the same size 
as a sparrow. The owl mentioned in Macbeth is an English 
Barn Owl. It is also known as a screech owl in parts of 
England, and does feed on mice. The Barn Owl typically has 
a white face with a distinctive heart shape. They can get up 
to a foot long with a wingspan near three feet. Like all owls 
it is a nocturnal hunter known for it’s silent flight and 
excellent vision.  

The owl has a notorious reputation in Jacobean 
England. It was considered a witch’s bird, more so than the 



 

 

crow. Witches were thought to glide silently through the night with their owl familiars. 
The screech of the owl always bodes ill, it was thought if one shrieked at a birth that 
person would come to ill luck. The shriek is also a portend of death, like the Raven’s 
caw. Owl body parts were seen as powerful magical ingredients. In classical Greece the 
owl was seen as a wise creature, being the chosen bird of Athena.  

The owl is the most common bird in the play. Lady 
Macbeth hears the owl cry first; it is as Macbeth is killing 
Duncan. “Hark, peace! - It was the owl that shrieked the 
fatal bellman” (2.2.2-3). She rightly interprets the cry as a 
herald of Duncan’s death. There is more. The owl is 
Macbeth’s bird. Like he owl he hunts, and kills, Duncan 
silently in the cover of night. After the deed Macbeth tells 
lady Macbeth he could not even get out the world Amen 
when the chamberlains were preying. Even though he tried, 
he was silent and undetected. The owl’s association with 
witches beings them into the play more. It may be that the 
two familiars that call the witches in scene 1.1 are owls, and 
that the screech was actually one of the witches’ owls 
watching. Lennox refers to the owl the next morning by saying, “The obscure bird 
clamored the live long night” (2.3.55-56). Of course this is out of turn for the owl: a bird 
of stealth and silence clamoring all night long. There is no doubt this is meant to be an 
evil omen, the very mention of the owl just precedes Macduff’s discovery of Duncan, and 
could also portend the murder of the chamberlains by Macbeth. The last owl reference 
comes from the old man: “A falcon, tow’ring in her pride of place, was by a mousing owl 
hawked at and killed” (2.4.12-13). Here the natural world is echoing the world of 
Scotland. The mousing owl takes over the role of the falcon as a bird hunting bird, and 
kills the falcon. This is uttered just before we find out that Macbeth has been named king 
in the absence of Duncan’s sons.  
 

Falcon 
 Falcons are another family of raptors. These small birds of prey are known for 
their speed. The Peregrine Falcon, the most likely falcon talked about in Macbeth, is the 
fastest creature on earth. To hunt it soars high in the sky, then makes a stoop. This 
controlled dive can get the bird moving at over 200 mph. Peregrine’s hunt mostly other 
birds, and use the stoop to knock their prey to the ground. Typically the Peregrine is 
between 15 and 20 inches long with a wingspan that can get to 40 inches. The air 
pressure from the Peregrine's bullet-like stoop might burst an ordinary bird’s lungs. It’s 

thought that the series of baffles in a Peregrine’s nostrils 
slow the wind velocity, enabling the bird to breathe while 
diving. This feature of the Perigrine's nostrils, once its use 
was found, was mimicked in fighter jets. 
 Some of the lore of the falcon and the hawk are the 
same. The Falcon is said to bring a quick death, the stopp 
killing its prey instantly. In Heraldry the falcon represents 
someone who does not rest until the objective is achieved. 



 

 

 The falcon comes from the old man’s line, “A falcon, tow’ring in her pride of 
place, was by a mousing owl hawked at and killed” (2.4.12-13). Here the falcon is 
representing Duncan. The falcon is known for its high flight and speedy stoop, but here it 
is overcome by a mousing owl. As above this is a portend of Macbeth’s coronation. This 
omen is also predicting Macbeth’s murder of Banquo. 
  
 

Hawk 
 Yet another family of raptors, hawks are diurnal birds. There is always some 
confusion between hawks, falcons, kites, and buzzards (there is a family of hawk like 
birds called buzzards, this seems to be an English name, while in America we use 
buzzard for the vulture and condor family of birds). One of the most common hawks in 
England is the Northern Goshawk. They 
became extinct in England in the 19th 
century, but have been reintroduced thanks 
to a population descended from escaped 
falconry birds in Europe. This bird can get to 
be almost two feet long with a wingspan near 
four feet. The female is the larger of the two 
genders. These birds of prey hunt small animals in 
the day using keen eyesight and hearing.  
 Some of the lore of the falcon and the hawk: If 
a hawk is seen catching, and devouring prey it portends 
death, if the prey escapes it portends a deliverance from 
danger. In Heraldry, like the falcon, the hawk represents 
someone who does not rest until the objective is achieved. The 
hawk is also believed to be a messenger for Apollo.  
 The hawk comes in through a verb, again the old man’s line: “A falcon, 
tow’ring in her pride of place, was by a mousing owl hawked at and killed” (2.4.12-13). 
The owl hawked as the falcon. The owl takes some the actions of a hawk, a daytime 
hunter, to usurp the place of the falcon. Again, this is a parallel of Macbeth, who took on 
the role of Thane of Cawdor before usurping Duncan’s throne. This omen is also 
predicting Macbeth’s murder of Banquo.  
 

Crow 
 Perhaps the most common of the corvid family crows are simpler in appearance 
and manner to Ravens. In fact the word crow is used to classify most of the corvid 
family, including ravens. In England the most common crow is the carrion crow. The 
only notable difference between the crow and the raven is size. A crow only gets up to 
around 1½ feet in length. They are not as smart as the raven either. Carrion crows are 
more scavenger than the raven. They will kill small animals if they can, but will not begin 
eating until their prey is dead. They also frequent human garbage for meals.  
 Like the Raven, Crows are omens of death. If one sits on a peasant’s cottage it is 
believes there will be a death in that house. It was also believed that the black corvids 
could discover, and reveal a secret. There is also the belief that all crows descended into 
Hell once a year where they paid a tribute of feathers to the Devil.  



 

 

 Macbeth utters this omen, “the 
crow that makes wing in th’ rooky 
wood” (3.2.51-52). He uses this to 
describe the ending of the day, its 
transition into night. Here the crow is 
leaving, going home to roost. The crow 
itself is an ill omen, predicting the 
horrible events that will befall Macbeth 
at the banquet in the next scene. It may 
also be returning to hell for its 

communion with he Devil, thereby reporting the evil of Macbeth. Crows are also 
common with witches, so while there is no real crow in the scene, the mention of the bird 
reminds the audience that there are witches involved.  
 

Magpies 
 Similar in size to the crow, magpies are never mistaken for their ebony cousins. 
These noisy birds have bright white markings that set them apart from the other corvid 
birds in this packet. Their feeding habits are 
similar to the other corvid, eating whatever 
animal mater they come across, though they are 
omnivorous and will devour acorns and grains if 
needs be.  
 One English folk tale states that when 
Christ was crucified all the world’s birds sang to 
comfort his agony, save the magpie.  A Scottish 
variant of that legend states that as punishment 
the magpie carries a drop of the devil’s blood 
under its tongue. The chatter of a magpies was 
considered an omen of evil It was also believed 
in Ireland that fairies took the shape of magpies. 
It is also a common thought that seeing a 
number of magpies can predict the future. What 
they predict depends on the number seen, as 
shown by this little rhyme: 
 
 One for anger 
 Two for mirth 
 Three for a wedding 
 Four for a birth 
 Five for rich 

Six for poor 
Seven for a witch 
I can tell you no more.  

  
 
 



 

 

The Magpie, the chough and the rook come in one 
fell swoop from Macbeth; he says: “augurs and 
understood relations have by maggot-pies and 
choughs and rooks brought forth the secret’st man of 
blood” (3.4.123-125). These three birds are assisting 
the augurs in predicting the future. The magpie, as 
above carries an evil omen with it. According to the 
rhyme seeing seven magpies predict a witch. Later in 
the scene Macbeth says he will visit the witches for 
prophesy, and they appear in the next scene with 
Hecate. The fact that he mentions three birds parallels 
the number of witches.  
 
 

Chough 
 The smallest of the corvids in this packet, the chough 
(chŭf) is distinguished by its red bill. It comes to be just over a 
foot long with a wingspan less than three feet. Unlike the other 
corvid the chough is not a scavenger, but hunts insects, and other 
invertebrates. They are mostly common to the British Isles, 
though there are some isolated colonies in Europe. IT tends to 
stay near cliffs, and is common along the Scottish shoreline.  
 Like the Raven, Crow the Chough is a bird of ill omen. It 
is a herald of death and disaster, though not as powerful as the 
Raven or Crow. It was also believed that the black corvids could 
discover, and reveal a secret. Another, Cornish, legend states that 

King Arthur was changed into a chough at his death the red beak and legs representing 
his bloody end. In heraldry the chough represented watchful activity of friends, and 
stratagem in battle. The red bill and legs also gave rise to the belief that the Chough was a 
fire starter.  
 The line again is: “augurs and understood relations have by maggot-pies and 
choughs and rooks brought forth the secret’st man of blood” (3.4.123-125). Here the 
chough, as well as being an evil omen, and a portend of the witches, also represents the 
fear Macbeth has that the lords will discover his secret. In fact just two scenes later 
Lennox tells his suspicions to another lord. So the chough may be representational of 
Lennox. The chough’s heraldry seems to apply to Lennox as well, being watchful of the 
activity of his friends, as in he knows that Macduff has fled for England, and in battle 
strategy, he sides with the rebels, and helps them connect up with Malcolm and Macduff 
before they attack Macbeth. The chough’s red beak and legs that represent Arthur’s 
bloody end may also represent Macbeth’s bloody end.  
 

Rook 
 The last of the corvid in this packet, the rook is similar in size to the crow and the 
magpie. It has a larger bill that is gray in color. Some also lack feathers around the base 
of the bill and the eyes. They eat mostly worms and other grubs the dig up, though they 
will eat grains, small mammals and have been known to take up scavenging if they are 



 

 

near a large population of humans. Rooks are known for their large colonies, called a 
parliament.  

A medieval belief that is still current in 
some places is that a parliament of rooks is 
judging the souls of the recently dead, or that it 
is enacting laws for the natural kingdom for the 
coming year. Some belive these parliaments are 
rooks sharing stories they have learned from 
their flights. It was also believed that the black 
corvids could discover, and reveal a secret 
.Traditionally, Rooks are said to be able to 
forecast weather and to sense the approach of 
death. If a rookery — the colonial nesting area 
of rooks — were to be abandoned, it is said 
bring bad fortune for the family that owned the 
land. Another folk-tale holds that rooks are 
responsible for escorting the souls of the 
virtuous dead to heaven.  

Again the line: “augurs and understood relations have by maggot-pies and 
choughs and rooks brought forth the secret’st man of blood” (3.4.123-125). Like the 
magpie and the chough the rook is a portend of evil and an omen of the witches coming 
up in the next scene. Rooks judging the souls of the dead portend the death of Macbeth 
and Lady Macbeth, and their judgment for their deeds. Like the chough, the rook was 
believed to discover secrets, and it may be connected to Ross, another lord who suspects 
Macbeth, and sides with Macduff and Malcolm in England.  
 

Wren 
 The smallest bird in this packet, the wren is known for its habit of ducking into 
small crevices and holes while hunting for insects. It is as common in Europe as the 
robin. Its cry is very loud for its size, often compared to clockwork winding down. The 
wren is only four inches ling.  
 The wren, along with the robin, is called the King of Birds in Western Europe. It 
is believed that the wren was in the stable when Christ was born. The wren is also 
featured in the legend of Saint Stephen, the first Christian martyr. The noisy bird 
supposedly betrayed him. This may be the original reason for the Wren hunt that takes 
place on St. Steven’s Day, or Christmas day. Until it was banned in the 19th century, boys 

would hunt down wrens and tie them to poles. 
They would then parade their catch around 
singing songs and asking for money. 
Sometimes the wren was killed before the 
parade; sometimes it was live. The tradition 
has continued some, now the wren is captured 
and placed into a box and paraded through the 
streets, unharmed. The hunting of the wren has 
several other possible explanations. It could be 
left over from some kind of sacrifice; perhaps 



 

 

a parallel of Christ as the hunt took place on or near Christmas day. It could also be that 
the wren is thought to have been sacred to the pagan druids, and the hunting of them 
would be a way to begin conversion.  
 The wren appears in Lady Macduff’s line: laments “for the poor wren, the most 
diminutive of birds, will fight, her young ones in a nest, against the owl” (4.2.9-11).  Of 
course the owl is representational of Macbeth and the line portends the murder of Lady 
Macduff and her children, which will happen later in the scene. The duality in the wren is 
interesting when compared to Lady Macduff, who sets herself up as the wren. She curses 
her husband for leaving herself and her children behind, calling him a coward. She tells 
her son that his father is dead, in a way betraying Macduff to his son the way the wren 
betrayed St. Steven. The hunting of the wren also parallels Lady Macduff, Macbeth’s 
murderers hunt her down, and the deed is paraded throughout the land. Ross takes this 
news to Macduff in England.  
 

Vulture 
 Another raptor, the vulture, is the one of the largest birds of prey in the world, 
exceeding four feet in length with a wingspan of ten feet. Vultures are not native to 
England, so there is no specific species referenced, though the black vulture is one of the 
most common in Southern Europe. Vultures are exclusively scavengers; their featherless 

heads identifies them. The lack of feathers keeps 
the vulture cleaner when it is tearing into a 
carcass.  
 Generally to see one is considered 
unlucky. They have long been associated with 
gluttony and over indulgence. In Heraldry, 
though, the vulture can represent purification, and 
maternity, as well as virginity.  
 In the line: “There cannot be that vulture 
in you” Macduff tells Malcolm he cannot have the 
glutinous appetite that Malcolm describes himself 
with. (4.3.74-75). The vulture is also prophesying 
Malcolm’s repentance. He tells Macduff that his 

admission to lust and greed was but a test, that he is not covetous, that he is still a virgin. 
Malcolm in fact does have the heraldic vulture in him, for he is pure, virtuous and a 
virgin.  
 

Kite 
 The last of the raptors, kites are about very similar to 
hawks and falcons, save that they are usually scavenger birds 
before they are hunting birds. The Red Kite is one of the 
more common kites in England, and may lend its color to the 
name “Hell-Kite.” The Red Kite is about 2 feet in length with 
a wingspan near 6 feet. In times of danger a mother Kite will 
signal her young to play dead. This will sometimes save them 
from foxes that will leave believing they can return later to 
feast.  



 

 

 It was once thought that when one sees a kite in flight he should be observant, and 
look to his surroundings for potential dangers. Because kites are scavenger birds seeing 
them was considered a bad omen; that the kite might be waiting for your death. It was 
thought that a kite’s lazy gliding was the bird looking for a sickly victim, or any offal it 
could manage to eat. This also attaches a since of gluttony to the kite, similar to the 
vulture. There is also an emblem from Shakespeare’s time that shows a kite disgorging a 
snake.  
 The kite appears in two lines, the first if Macbeth, “If charnel-houses and our 
graves must send | Those that we bury back, our monuments | Shall be the maws of kites” 
(3.4.70-72). The most direct reference is to the emblem of the kite vomiting the snake, if 
the graves turn out the dead they will be like the vomiting kite. The banquet is the 
beginning of the end for Macbeth and his Lady. Here the kite is prophesizing this end. 
The kite is drifting lazily over Macbeth waiting for him, and his lady, to give in to their 
sickness and drop. The next kite comes from Macduff, upon hearing of Macbeth’s 
slaughter he laments “Did you say all? O hell-kite!” (4.3.218). He is calling Macbeth a 
kite, thereby stripping him of his power as the obscure owl. The truth is out, and he has 
been reduced to a scavanger. The kite is also a warning to Macbeth to be observant, that 
something dangerous to his person is coming, in the form of Macduff and Birnam wood.  
 

Chicken 
 One of the most common domestic birds, the chicken is one of the most common 
and versatile of barn fowl. They are raised for meat, as well as egg. Hens can produce 
several eggs a day if the conditions are right. Hens brood over their un hatched eggs, are 
very good at mothering their young chicks. Cocks can be very aggressive to non-
chickens, and have a loud crow used to scar off enemies, and announce the rising of the 
sun. There are several hundred different breeds of chicken.  
 The cock is a symbol of vigilance, also a representation of Peter as 
the voice of God on earth. The behavior of a flock of chickens was 
thought to predict the weather. The crowing of a cock in the morn is 
said to scare away the devil, and other spirits, such as the Ghost of 
Hamlet’s father.  
 The chicken come from Macduff, again as he laments: 
“What, all my pretty chickens and their dam at one fell swoop?” 
(4.3.219-220). By naming his wife and children chickens, Macduff 
makes himself into the cock. As the cock his crowing is a sign that the 
evil in the play, namely Macbeth, will be dispelled, like the cock as 
dawn. This omen predicts Macbeth’s death at Macduff’s hand. The 
notion at the cock is also the voice of God is also involved, as 
Macduff will be delivering justice to Macbeth.  
 

Loon 
 Though they can look like a large duck, or a small goose, loons, also called divers 
and rain-geese in parts of Britain, are not related to waterfowl. Instead of the flat bill of a 
duck or goose, the loon has a spear shaped bill. They use their bill to spear prey that the 
hunt for underwater. They are somewhat whimsical in take off and landing as their legs 



 

 

are suited to swimming and diving, not walking. Male loons will “dance” on the water to 
either defend their territory, or to attract a mate.  
 In Northern Europe it is thought that a loon makes the most noise just before bad 
weather. One Shetland rhyme goes: 

If the rain göse flees to da hill, (If the rain-goose flies to the hill,) 
Ye can gang to da heof when ye will; (You can go to the house when you will;) 
But when shö gangs to da sea, (But when she goes to the sea,) 
Ye maun draw yir boats an flie. (You must draw in your boats and flee).  

It is also considered bad luck to kill a loon. Some believe that the wail of a loon sounds 
much like a human wail; this lends some creed to the belief that the loon accompanies 

ding souls to heaven.   
 There is some contention over 
the reference to the loon, the line is 
Macbeth’s to a servant: “The devil 
damn thee black, thou cream-faced 
loon!” (5.3.11). In England the word 
for loon is diver, but it is not 
unknown for loon to be used. Some 
think loon here is instead a term like 
loony, or buffoon. I think it is the 

bird, notice the picture of the loon, with a cream colored face. Sometimes this breed of 
loon has an all black face, while I have not come across any evidenced, there may have 
been a belief that the black faced loons were damned by the devil, or not. The servant is 
coming to tell Macbeth that there are ten thousand soldiers marching toward Dunsinane, 
like the rain-goose rhyme above, the servant is predicting stormy weather for Macbeth. 
This line prefigures the next servant two scenes later who will tell Macbeth that Birnam 
wood has come to Dunsinane, that the prophesies of the apparitions are true, and that he 
is a dead man.  
 

Goose 
 These large waterfowl are common in England, particularly for Christmas dinner. 
Geese can be quite aggressive, coming up to animals much bigger than they are and 
biting. Most domestic geese are white, though some are gray or brown.  

The geese in the temple of Juno on 
the Capitoline Hill were said, by Livy, to 
have saved Rome from the Gauls around 390 
BC when they were disturbed in a night 
attack. The story may be an attempt to 
explain the origin of the sacred flock of 
geese at Rome. In Shakespeare’s time, eating 
a goose on Michealmass, on or around the 
29th of September, was thought to bring 
prosperity for the winter, or good crops in the 
coming spring. There is also the tradition of 
divining the weather by saving the wishbone 
of the goose and examining it the next day. 



 

 

This tradition changes over time and becomes the more common wishbone tradition we 
know.  

Just after the loon reference geese show up; “ MACBETH: Where gott’st thou 
that goose look? SERVANT: There is ten thousand—  MACBETH: Geese villan?” 
(5.3.12-14). Like the geese on Capitoline hill, the servant is warning Macbeth of an 
attack. The goose is also predicting the end of Macbeth, like the tradition of eating the 
bird at Michealmass. Prosperity, in the form of Malcolm as king, is about to come to 
Scotland.  
 



 

 



 

 

Language Primer 
This purpose of this primer is to acquaint every actor with the basics of Shakespeare’s 
language. The focus of this primer is to illustrate how the language can help performance. 
I have included two copies of this in your packet. Take one copy, and the doubles-sided 
copy of the example pages, out of the packet. There will extra copies available in the 
green room, and on stage during rehearsals.  
 
Meter: It is important to know that a line of iambic pentameter contains 10 syllables. 
When dealing with a verse line count the syllables. If there is more than 10 consider why 
there may be an extra syllable. Is there a syllable that is dropped, or not pronounced, or is 
the character trying to say a lot of things in a short sentence. Also consider if there are 
less than 10. Iambs are comprised of one unstressed syllable followed by a stressed 
syllable. The syllables that are stressed are important. Not every line is made of five 
iambs; there are other ways to stress syllables. If you come across something that does 
not work try changing the stress patterns until it does work.  
 
Shared Lines: When a line of verse is shared between characters this is a clue that there 
is a relationship issue. The character that finishes the line may be asserting power over 
the other, cutting them off, or shared lines could show a connection, such as Romeo and 
Juliet’s shared lines when they meet. A shared line may also be an editor’s flub. A broken 
line of verse indicates a pause. Sometimes editors change the verse to make a broken line 
a shared line. Consider, if you end with a shared line, if your character is instead pausing. 
Talk to the actor who has the other part of the shared line, see what he or she thinks.  
 
Rhyme: Similar to Shared  
lines, rhyming can be a  
relationship issue as well as fun 
language. The part of the rhyme  
to stress is the second rhyme.  
That is the cleverer part. If your  
character is picking up the  
rhyme from another this could mean your character is asserting power over the other, or 
has a deep connection. To see the rhyme game played well watch The Princess Bride, the 
game between Inigo and Fesnick.  
 
Verse vs. Prose:  
Not every line of Shakespeare is in verse. What does this signal for your character? Prose 
might signal emotional stress, friendly conversation, or just a lack of interest. Verse 
might suggest a character in love, a character asserting power, or a character that loves 
words. If your character changes from verse to prose during a scene it may be an 
indication that something has affected him or her.  
 
You/Thou: In Shakespeare’s time there was a difference between these two pronouns. 
“You” was formal, and “thou” was informal. Consider why your character is using “you” 
or “thou” to talk to another character. If there is a switch in one speech consider why the 
character would switch from a formal “you” to an informal “thou.” It should be noted that 

On the subject of rhyme I would like to point out that 
there is very little rhyme in Macbeth save the witches. 
The witches not only rhyme almost all the time, but 
they speak in a different meter, iambic tetrameter, 

meaning four feet per line not five. This is the meter of 
spells. 



 

 

formality of you/thou was beginning to change in Shakespeare’s time so the difference 
between the lines is not always rigid.  
 
Word Order: Shakespeare knew his craft. If the order of words seems unusual there is 
probably a reason. Explore why certain words may come before, or after others. Some 
interesting interpretations may come out of that.  



 

 

Examples 
Lets put this together and see what we can make of it. I have gone to an extreme here to 
show you the extent of what is possible. You do not have to do this much to find out how 
the language can help discover your character.  
 
Macbeth 1.4.48-53 
 
MACBETH  
1. The Prince / of Cum / berland! / that is / 
a step 
2. On which / I must / fall down, / or else / 
o'erleap, 
3. For in / my way / it lies. / Stars, hide / 
your fires; 
4. Let not / light see / my black / and deep / 
desires: 
5. The eye / wink at / the hand; / yet let / 
that be, 
6. Which the / eye fears, / when it / is done, 
/ to see.  
 
First off : count syllables. Line 1 has 10, line 
2: 10, line 3: 10, line 4: 10, line 5: 10, line 6: 
10. That is pretty easy. No extra syllables, 
no missing syllables. For the stress patterns 
in the original, the italics are unstressed 
syllables, the bold stressed, ‘/’ marks 
separate the feet. Line one has five iambs. 
Note the stresses, Prince, Cum, Land, Is, 
Step. Think of how that sounds, The prince 
has come to the land, and it is a step. Line 2 
has a spondee, which is a foot with two 
stressed syllables. Note the stressed 
syllables: which, I must, down, else, leap. 
Which, of course, sounds like witch. Note 
that, stressing both words: ‘I must’ makes a 
full sentence. ‘Down, else, leap’, you could 
take that as down or up. Line three’s 
stressed syllables are in, way, lies, stars, 
hide, fires. Line three has another spondee, 
Stars hide. Again they make a full sentence. 
You might notice a connection between the 
spondees in lines 2 and 3, I must, and Stars 

hide. Both have a subject and an intransitive 
verb (one that does not need an object). 
Skipping ahead to line 6, note that it starts 
with a trochee, a foot that has a stressed 
syllable followed by an unstressed syllable. 
This makes Which stressed, again. It is 
followed by a spondee of eye fears. Again 
we have a subject followed by an 
intransitive verb. Remember: Spelling is not 
that important, sound is. Eye sounds like I, 
so the stress may hinting at I fear instead of 
the eye fears. The word order in the last two 
lines is a little strange, pull the clause out of 
verse for a moment: “The eye wink at the 
hand; yet let that be, which the eye fears, 
when it is done to see.” The punctuation 
suggests “that” in “yet let that be,” is in 
reference to what the eye fears, not the eye 
winking at the hand. Why place that before 
the event it references? Why not something 
like “what the eye fears, let that be when it 
is done to see.”? I truthfully do not have an 
answer, perhaps you will find it. Finally, 
consider rhyme. The last four lines end with 
“fires,” “desires,” “be,” and “see.” Two 
rhymed couplets. A rhymed couplet at the 
end of a scene is an indication of an exit, 
and Macbeth exits after this line, but there 
are very few rhymed couplets in this play, 
save for the witches. Macbeth has another 
rhymed couplet later: “Away, and mock the 
time with fairest show, / False Face must 
hide what the false Heart doth know.” In 
both of these speeches he is being sneaky, 
he is hoping his dark thoughts will be 
hidden. Rhyming is the mark of a witty 
character, here the rhyming could be a clue 
that Macbeth is scheming. 



 

 

 

Bibliography 
 
A note about websites.  
The web is an amazing place filled with information on any subject you could want to 
explore. The problem is there is not system of accountability for the information, so what 
you read on one site may be wrong. Wikipedia is a great site to start on, but you must 
check out the sites. Most of the articles are cited and have a bibliography. Even then the 
author has interpreted the information, and some of it may be suspect. When I use 
Wikipedia I try and cross reference the information with one or more of their sources, or 
my own. This is not always possible due to availability and time.  
 
History 
 
I started with Wikipedia for the basic information, then branched out. The following 
books were helpful in preparing both the section of Mac Bethad and James I. 
 
Who’s Who in Scottish History by Gordon Donaldson and Robert S. Morpeth. Basil 
Blackwell: Oxford, 1973. 
This book has short entries for the major historical people in Scotland’s history from Mac 
Bethad through Robert Louis Stevenson. The entries are short and to the point, but deal 
only with Scottish history.  
 
James I By His Contemporaries Edited by Robert Ashton. Hutchinson: London, 1969. 
This book has a collection of Early Modern sources that talk about James. I did not use 
any of the information in this packet, but I think it might help with some ideas about how 
Early Modern Monarchs were viewed.  
 
Lives Of The Stewart Age Compiled by Laurence Urdang Associates, Edited by Edwin 
Riddle. Barns and Nobles Books: New York: 1976 
This book is similar to the Scottish Who’s Who. It has short entries on the major plays in 
England during the Stewart age from the coronation of James I in 1603 to the death of 
James II in 1714, including the rebellion of Cromwell. Most of the characters in the book 
are out of our time, but there are entries on James and his wife and children, Villers, one 
of James’ favorites, and even Donne. I will leave my copy of this book at the theatre for 
you to peruse when you like, or sign it out and take it home for the night.  
 
Birds 
 
I have been researching the birds in Macbeth for many years. Most of the information 
about how the birds play into the play is my own. For the basic knowledge of the bird I 
used Wikipedia, and several other web-sites. The symbolic meaning came from the 
following books and articles, as well as bits and pieces from Wikipedia and other 
websites.  
 



 

 

Birds in Legend Fable and Folklore by Ernest Ingersoll. Longmans, Green and Co.: New 
York: 1923. 
This is an old book, but good. You can look up the bird you want to read about in the 
back. Not all the stories are Western European, but there is some very good material in 
here. Just a note, Ingersoll is writing in the 20’s, so some of his language is quite racist, 
he refers to blacks as “darkies” and Native Americans as “redmen.”  I cannot say if this is 
just a sign of his times, or if he is actually that racist, but nevertheless the information is 
sound. Please do not be offended that I chose this book for information. I do not condone 
this language, I only chose the book because the information presented is good, if a little 
jarring to read in the 21st century.  
 
The Folklore of Birds by Edward A. Armstrong. Collins Clear-Type Press: London, 1958. 
This book can be used just like the older one. It is even handier in that it has a section in 
the index just for the birds mentioned. Not everything is useful, but there is a great deal 
of information.  
 
“Bird Imagery in Macbeth” by Jay L. Halio from The Shakespeare Newsletter, Vol. 13 
Issue 7, 1963. 
This article is short, and gives only a basic overview of the subject. My section is far 
more thorough, but Halio dos a good job in presenting some literary reasons for the 
imagery. I will leave a copy for review. 
 
“Of Macbeth, Martlets and other “Fowels of Heauen” by Peter M. Daly, Mosaic Vol. 12, 
no. 4, 1978. 
This is a good example of how far English Lit majors can take a concept in a scene. Most 
of this 26 page article explores one bird, the Martlet that sings as Duncan and Banquo 
enter Macbeth’s castle. The author dos take time a bout four pages from the end to 
examine how all the other birds fit in, but the work is incomplete and under researched. I 
did find the piece useful in that a few of the ideas allowed me a springboard for my 
research and explication. I will leave a copy of this article for your reading pleasure as 
well.  
 
Of course this is not a full list of the sources I tapped for this project, just the ones I 
believe you might benefit from looking over. If there is a something you are interested in 
ask me, I can direct you to my source, or other possible sources.  



 

 

Conclusion 
 
 The intent of this packet was to process this wealth of information into an 
entertaining resource for performance. My goal was to help show how this information 
could help you as an actor make character decisions based on historical information, or 
literary symbolism. I do not know if I was successful, your opinion of this book, and its 
usefulness will inform your performance and I will know from that if I was successful. I 
hope I was, and that this book guides you into a better understanding of the amazing play 
Shakespeare has left us with.  
 
If you have any questions about imagery, lines, history or anything else that is not in this 
packet ask me! This is what I do, my passion is to delve this deep into the works of 
Shakespeare and find ways to make my amazing discoveries playable in a theatrical 
setting. I know there is a great deal of things I left out, and you may want that 
information.  
 
If you have any questions not answered here, simply send me an e-mail, or call, and we 
can set up a time.  
 
Thank you for taking the time to read this. 
 
Raven Claflin 
 
e-mail: claflinj5051@mbc.edu or raven.the.arcane@gmail.com (I check both daily) 
Phone: 503-957-6997 leave a message, sometimes I forget to turn the ringer back on. I 
will get back to you.  


