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A c t I i s v i t a l t o o u r 
under stand ing of the p lay. In 
th i s act we are introduced to 
a l l t h e m a j o r c h a r a c t e r s , 
t h e m e s a n d p a t t e r n s o f 
imager y tha t w i l l dominate 
t h i s c o m p e l l i n g w o r k o f 
dr ama. In par t icu lar, by the 
end of Act I we under stand 
that Macbeth i s a ta lented , 
but deeply f l awed man, and 
that the forces of ev i l have 
the ab i l i ty  to tempt anyone . 

Scene One 

An open p lace . Thunder  and L ighten ing .  

The p lay opens on a bar ren heath in Scot land . There i s thunder and l i ghtn ing and three 

wi tches appear on s tage . They d i scuss when and where they are next to meet and in what 

sor t of weather. They dec ide i t wi l l be a f ter the batt le which i s now be ing fought and 

which they know wi l l be over before sunset . The ominous atmosphere i s enhanced by an 

approach ing thunder s torm and by way in which the three Witches speak : The i r promise 

that “Fa i r i s fou l , and fou l i s fa i r ,” captures the par adoxica l nature of these supernatur a l 

creatures . 

ACT ONE



Scene Two
We move to the Scott i sh mi l i tar y ’s s i tuat ion room, where the K ing , Duncan , learns 

of the events of the batt le f rom a wounded Capta in that has jus t returned f rom 

the ba t t l e f i e l d . The Cap ta i n i n fo r ms Duncan tha t Macbe th ha s de fea ted 

Macdonwald , the Norweg ian army, and the Thane of Cawdor. Macbeth i s repor ted 

to be br ave and fear less . The Capta in s tates the conf l i c t was reso lved by Macbeth . 

The K ing order s the immediate execut ion of the t r a i torous Thane of Cawdor and 

names Macbeth as the new Thane of Cawdor. Duncan sends Ross to in form 

Macbeth of  what  has  happened and to request  that  he meet wi th Duncan . 

Scene Three
We return to the Witches who are shar ing s tor ies of the ev i l they have been 

doing . The F i r s t Witch te l l s her s i s ter s that she had a d i sagreement wi th a sa i lor ’s 

wi fe because the wi fe would not g ive her any of the chestnuts she was eat ing . 

Th is anger s the Witches and they dec ide to tor ture the woman’s husband by 

creat ing a windstorm that wi l l blow h is sh ip to a l l po ints on the compass . The 

s torm wi l l be so intense he wi l l not be able to rest . The f i r s t Witch says , “ I ’ l l d ra in 

h im dr y as hay.” She then br ags about the “pi lo t ’s thumb ,” or smal l bone , she has 

as  a  charm. The Witches hear  a  dr um and the approach of  Macbeth .

Macbeth and Banquo enter the s tage and are unaware of the Witches at f i r s t . 

Macbeth ’s f i r s t l ine in the p lay, “So fou l and fa i r a day I have not seen ,” echoes the 

in i t ia l chant ing of the Three Witches . Banquo then addresses the Witches , but he 

i s unable to determine i f they are men or women: “You shou ld be women, and yet 

your beards forb id me to in terpret that you are so .” The Witches then greet 

Macbeth wi th h i s cur rent t i t le , Thane of Glamis , and two t i t les he i s yet to 

rece ive , Thane of Cawdor and K ing . Macbeth i s in i t i a l ly s tar t led and then 

perp lexed by the i r greet ing because he knows that both the Thane of Cawdor and 

K ing are s t i l l  a l i ve .

Banquo then inqu i res as to h i s own fate . The Witches in form h im that he wi l l be 

lesser and yet greater than Macbeth and that even though he wi l l never be k ing , 

he wi l l g ive b i r th to a l ine of K ings . The Witches then d isso lve into the a i r, leav ing 

Banquo to wonder i f  they were rea l  or  just  an ha l luc inat ion .
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Ross and Angus ar r ive and greet them with the news that Macbeth has been 

named Thane of Cawdor by Duncan . Banquo and Macbeth are surpr i sed and they 

contemplate the ev i l  nature of  the Witches . 

Scene Four
Duncan inqu i res i f the Thane of Cawdor has been executed and expresses regret 

over hav ing to car r y out such a sentence . Macbeth enter s and they warmly 

exchange cur ts ies . Duncan then names h i s own son , Malco lm to succeed h im as 

k ing . Th is announcement t roubles Macbeth as he pr ivate ly concedes that Malco lm 

i s another obstac le that he wi l l have to overcome i f he i s ensure the fu l f i l lment 

the Witches ’ prophec ies . 

	
 	
 The Pr ince o f  Cumber land!  That  i s  a  s tep

	
 	
 On which I  must  fa l l  down or  e l se  o ’er leap

	
 	
 For  in  my way i t  l i es . S tar s , h ide your  f i res ;

	
 	
 Let  no l i ght  see my b lack and deep des i res .

Duncan then announces h i s p lans to v i s i t Inverness , Macbeth ’s cast le , and the 

scene ends wi th Macbeth leav ing in  a  hur r y in  order to prepare for  Duncan ’s  v i s i t .
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Duncan’s 
character  
contrasts 
sharply with  
the with the 
Witches. He 
speaks of 
growth, trust 
and a shared 
future based 
on prosperity. 
Whereas the 
Witches 
represent a 
barren sterility.

Scene Five 

Lady Macbeth has rece ived a let ter f rom Macbeth s tat ing that he has been named 

Thane of Cawdor. The let ter revea l s h i s ambi t ion to be k ing and the deta i l s o f the  

prophecy g iven by the Witches . Lady Macbeth d i sc loses her ambit ious nature and vows 

to he lp Macbeth succeed in h i s ambit ion to be crowned K ing . She rece ives word that 

K ing Duncan wi l l be ar r iv ing soon and i s perp lexed because Macbeth has not in formed 

her h imse l f . However, she now fee ls that fa te has consp i red to prov ide them both wi th 

the per fect  oppor tun i ty  to rea l i se the i r  shared dream of  power and pr iv i l idge :

	
 Come , you spr i r i t s

	
 Thast  tend on mor ta l  thoughts , unsex me here

	
 And f i l l  me f rom the crown to the toe top- fu l l

	
 Of d i res t  c rue l ty !  Make th ic k my b lood . . .

Macbeth ar r ives and they agree at Lady Macbeth ’s ur g ing that they wi l l d i scuss the 

poss ib i l i ty o f k i l l ing Duncan . Lady Macbeth te l l s her husband that the i r success 

depends on appear ing welcoming and hosp i table . 

Scene Six
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Duncan ar r ives  wi th h i s  entour age and Lady Macbeth welcomes h im upon h i s  ar r iva l . 

Duncan i s  eager to meet wi th Macbeth as  he and Lady Macbeth exchange greet ings .

Scene Seven
Macbeth holds a s tate banquet for Duncan that even ing . Dur ing the d inner, Macbeth 

leaves and beg ins to contemplate the p lan that he and Lady Macbeth have d iscussed . 

He str ugg les wi th h i s consc ience and the fear of eterna l damnat ion i f he murder s 

Duncan . Th is interna l conf l i c t i s re in forced because Macbeth i s Duncan ’s cous in , he i s a 

be loved k ing , and Duncan i s  a  guest  in  h i s  home:

F i r s t , as  I  am h is  k insman and h i s  sub jec t ,

S t rong both aga ins t  the deed ; then as  h i s  hos t ,

Who shou ld aga ins t  h i s  murderer  shut  the door,

Not  bear  the kn i fe  myse l f .

Lady Macbeth ca l l s Macbeth a coward and impl ies that he i s less than a man for 

fa l ter ing in h i s p lan to murder Duncan . Her reso lute des i re and quest for power sway 

Macbeth to agree wi th her and he dec ides to go through with the p lan .
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❝ Fair is foul, and 
foul is fair: Hover 
through the fog and 
filthy air. ❞

Act I opens in a h igh ly dr amat ic fash ion . 

The appear ance of the Witches sets the 

tone for much of the p lay. Accord ing to 

Jenn i fer  R iede l :

	
 The be l ie f  in  the ex i s tence and 

	
 power  o f  w i tches was w ide ly  he ld   

	
 i n  Shakespeare 's  day, as  

	
 demonst rated by the European 

	
 witch c raze , dur ing wh ich an 

	
 est imated n ine mi l l i on women 

	
 were 	
 put  to  death fo r  be ing 

	
 perce i ved as  w i tches (The Bur n ing 

	
 T imes) . The 	
 pract i ce  o f  w i tchc ra f t  

	
 was seen to  subver t  the 

	
 establ i shed order  o f  re l i g ion and 

	
 soc ie ty, and hence was not  

	
 to le rated . W i tch hunt ing was a 

	
 respectable , mora l , and h igh ly  

	
 i n te l lec tua l  pur su i t  th rough much 

	
 of  the f i f teenth , s ix teenth , and 

	
 seventeenth centur ies . The in tens i t y  

	
 of  th i s  t ragedy i s  dependent  on 

Act I Commentary
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whether  the w i tches  are perce i ved to  be able  to  cont ro l  the otherw ise 	
i nnocent  

Macbeth 's  act ions , o r  i f  he i s  ent i re l y  respons ib le  fo r  h i s  own demise .

We learn a great dea l about the Witches f rom th i s f i r s t encounter. They appear to 

have the ab i l i ty to contro l the e lements and or pred ict future atmospher ic 

condi t ions . They are en igmat ic creatures whose ver y ex is tence , much l i ke the ev i l 

they symbol i se , remains a complete myster y. V i ta l ly, the f ina l tercet that they speak 

in the f i r s t scene , embodies the not ion of par adox that i s so centr a l to our read ing 

of  the i r  char acter s :

	
 	
 Paddock ca l l s : －  anon : －

	
 	
 Fa i r  i s  fou l , and fou l  i s  fa i r  	


	
 	
 Hover  through the fog and f i l thy  a i r. 

The Witches in Macbeth speak in t rocha ic tetr ameter wi th rhymed couplets for the 

ent i rety  of  the p lay. Th is  sounds compl icated , but  i s  in  fact  ver y s imple . 

A trochee i s a group of two sy l lables in which the f i r s t sy l l able i s accented . Tetr a 

means four, so tetr ameter means four t rochees per l ine , and therefore e ight 

sy l l ables . The rhythm of  such goes as  fo l lows :

	


	
 	
 DUM-dum, DUM-dum, DUM-dum, DUM-dum

Because the Witches speak in such a d i f ferent and unusua l metre to the regu lar 

iambic  pentameter used by the other char acter s , ever yth ing they say i s  memorable . 

Act I , scene i i , takes us to Duncan ’s s i tuat ion room where repor ts are ar r iv ing in of 

the batt le that i s be ing waged aga inst the invad ing Norweg ians . These repor ts 

emphas i se the cour age , dar ing and r uth lessness  of  Macbeth ’s  defence of  the rea lm:

	
 	
 but  a l l ' s  too weak :

Act I scenes i to vii 
Commentary
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 For  brave Macbeth－wel l  he deser ves  that  name－

	
 	
 Disda in ing for tune , w i th  h i s  brand ish 'd  s tee l ,

	
 	
 Which smoked wi th b loody execut ion ,

	
 	
 L ike va lour ' s  min ion car ved out  h i s  passage

	
 	
 Ti l l  he faced the s lave ;

	
 	
 Which ne 'er  shook hands , nor  bade farewe l l  to  h im,

	
 	
 Ti l l  he unseam'd h im f rom the nave to  the chaps ,

	
 	
 And f ix 'd  h i s  head upon our  bat t lements .

The “merc i less Macdowald” i s k i l led by Macbeth in a feroc ious manner that leaves us in 

no doubt about h i s prowess as a war r ior. Duncan , who i s de l ighted by Macbeth ’s 

br aver y, and by the news that Banquo and Macbeth repe l led a subsequent counter 

at tack by the Norweg ians , has enough compass ion to show concern for the bleed ing 

capta in . Th is i s in keeping wi th what we wi l l come to assoc iate wi th Duncan ’s 

char acter. He i s a car ing man, who embodies a l l that i s good about the monarchy. 

K ingsh ip i s an impor tant theme in th i s p lay and you should p lay c lose at tent ion to how 

the theme i s deve loped over the cour se of the next f i ve Acts . Duncan a l so shows us 

that he i s capable of tak ing dec is ive , and i f necessar y, r uth less act ion when the need 

ar r i ses . He pronounces a death sentence on the t r a i torous Thane of Cawdor and 

awards Macbeth h i s  t i t le :

	
 	
 No more that  thane of  Cawdor sha l l  dece ive

	
 	
 Our bosom interes t : go pronounce h i s  present  death ,

	
 	
 And wi th h i s  former t i t l e

	
 	
 greet  Macbeth .

Scene i i i , takes us back to the bar ren heath and the three Witches . Th is second br ie f 

appear ance prov ides us w i th fur ther in teres t ing ins i ghts in to these d i s turb ing 

char acter s . The f i r s t Witch descr ibes an encounter that she has just had wi th a sa i lor ’s 

wi fe :

	
 	
 A sa i lo r ' s  w i fe  had chestnuts  in  her  lap ,

Act I scenes i to vii 
Commentary
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 And munch 'd , and munch 'd , and munch 'd :－

	
 	
 'G ive  me , '  quoth I :

	
 	
 'Aro in t  thee , w i tch ! '  the rump- fed ronyon cr ies .

	
 	
 Her husband 's  to  A leppo gone , master  o '  the T iger :

	
 	
 But  in  a s ieve I ' l l  th i ther  sa i l ,

	
 	
 And, l ike  a rat  w i thout  a ta i l ,

	
 	
 I ' l l  do , I ' l l  do , and I ' l l  do .

Because th i s women fa i led to prov ide her wi th the chestnuts that she des i red , the 

Witch intends to do her husband harm. The petty and v ind ict ive nature of these 

creatures i s fur ther under scored by the wi l l ingness of her s i s ter s to a id her in her 

sp i te fu l pur su i t o f th i s women’s husband . The second Witch promises her s i s ter the a id 

of the winds . Impor tant ly however, the f i r s t Witch s t resses the degree to which her 

power s are c i rcumscr ibed . Thank ing her s i s ter s for the i r he lp, she in forms them that 

she intends to deny the sa i lor s leep and thereby “dra in h im dr y as hay” (s leep wi l l 

become a recur r ing mot i f  in  th i s  p lay)  but  she s t resses that  she cannot murder h im:

	
 	
 Though h i s  bark cannot  be los t ,

	
 	
 Yet  i t  sha l l  be tempest - tos t .

These supernatur a l creatures are l imi ted in the i r power to inter fere wi th the l i ves of 

mor ta l s . Th is impor tant fact i s emphas i sed just before Macbeth and Banquo ar r ive on 

s tage .   

	
 The f i r s t words that Macbeth speaks echo the Witches , and in the process , 

remind us that a metaphys ica l l ink ex is ts between them and h im. Banquo not ices the 

Witches f i r s t and , in h i s address to them, he emphas i ses the i r ug l iness and d is turb ing 

androgyny :

	
 	
 You seem to under s tand me ,

	
 	
 By each at  once her  chappy f inger  lay ing

Act I scenes i to vii 
Commentary

©
 C

. H
O

G
AN

 N
OT

ES
 c

om
m

en
ta

ry



11

	
 	
 Upon her  sk inny l ips : you shou ld be women,

	
 	
 And yet  your  beards forb id  me to in terpret

	
 	
 That  you are so .

I gnor ing Banquo, they turn the i r at tent ion to Macbeth success ive ly ha i l ing h im as 

Thane of Glamis , Thane of Cawdor and a future k ing of Scot land . Impor tant ly, they 

never ment ion Duncan or even murder. However, Macbeth ’s s tar t led react ion i s ver y 

s ign i f i cant . The in i t ia l repor ts of h i s bat t le f ie ld prowess emphas i se h i s r uth less and 

courageous pur su i t o f h i s enemies . Yet , the Witches seeming ly innocuous pred ict ions 

of future greatness , f r ighten Macbeth . The on ly log ica l reason for th i s react ion l ies in 

the fact that he must have thought about th i s before . In Duncan ’s Scot land , there i s no 

p lace for the se l f -made man, and i f Macbeth has indeed thought about becoming k ing , 

he must have rea l i sed that the on ly way to ga in the throne i s to take i t . And the on ly 

way to take i t i s to murder Duncan . Th is exp la ins both h i s s tar t led react ion to what 

the Witches say, and the r ap id i ty wi th which he beg ins to succumb to the ev i l that 

they represent . The ar r iva l o f Ross and and Angus confi rms to Macbeth and Banquo 

that the Witches have more than mor ta l knowledge of future events . Interest ing ly, 

ne i ther Macbeth nor Banquo share the deta i l s o f the i r encounter wi th the i r fe l low 

k insmen. Ins tead , Macbeth becomes r apt by thoughts of future greatness and he 

ignores Banquo’s  presc ient  obser vat ion that :

	
 	
 of tent imes , to  w in us  to  our  harm,

	
 	
 The ins t ruments  o f  darkness  te l l  us  t ruths ,

	
 	
 Win us w i th  honest  t r i f l es , to  bet ray ' s

	
 	
 In  deepest  consequence .

Macbeth chooses to engage in  a  k ind of  inner mora l  debate whose on ly  goa l  i s  to 

just i fy  the at t r act iveness  of  what  the Witches prophes ied . Al though he acknowledges 

the f r ighten ing potent ia l  for  ev i l  conta ined in  the “ suggest ion” that  he may become 

K ing , Macbeth ’s  mora l  pr inc ip les  have a l ready been deeply  compromised . V iewing the 

Witches and not Duncan as  respons ible for  h i s  recent  success , he ends h i s  inner 

debate by c la iming that  he wi l l  t r ust  in  “chance” to “crown” h im without h i s  “s t i r” . I t  i s  

Act I scenes i to vii 
Commentary
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di f f i cu l t  not  to see h i s  par t ing request  to Banquo that  they d i scuss  what  has  

t r ansp i red , as  be ing anyth ing other than consp i r ator ia l . 

Scene iv, takes us back to For res , where Duncan i s d i scuss ing the execut ion of 

Cawdor. There i s an obv ious i rony to the fact that h i s remar ks about there be ing “no 

ar t to f ind the mind ’s const ruct ion in the face” are spoken just as Macbeth enter s h i s 

presence . Duncan speaks openly and warmly to Macbeth and Banquo, and i s lav i sh in 

h i s pr a i se of h i s k insmen. Not ice how, when he speaks , Duncan i s pos i t ive and 

descr ibes the future in language that dr aws heav i ly on nature imager y. I f words such 

as “har ves t” and “grow” remind us of the ro le that the monarchy has to p lay in the 

natur a l cyc le of l i fe , they a l so under l ine the bar ren empt iness of what the Witches 

represent . Duncan ’s language changes sharp ly when announc ing h i s successor. The 

invest i ture of Malco lm, as Pr ince of Cumber land , i s a formal act of the sovere ign that 

guar antees Scot land a sense of cont inu i ty. In accordance wi th what one would expect 

f rom such an of f i c ia l pronouncement , Duncan employs the roya l p lur a l to emphas ize 

h i s author i ty. Later, when Macbeth has s to len the throne , he a l so employs the roya l 

p lur a l but h i s at tempts to sound k ing ly, a lways seem contr ived and forced . No sooner 

has Macbeth le f t Duncan ’s company than we not ice a sharp change in h i s th ink ing 

that i s matched by a cor responding change in h i s tone of vo ice . Pr ivate ly, he v iews 

Malco lm as an obstac le that needs to be overcome , and acknowledg ing the need to 

Act I scenes i to vii 
Commentary
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The theme of 
deception is central 
to any reading of 
Macbeth.You should 
play close attention 
to the manner in 
which Shakespeare 
develops this theme.  
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t hou gh t s , h e make s t h e 

f i r s t i n a s e r i e s o f 

t r oub l i n g i n vo c a t i o n s t o 

the n ight :

Star s , h ide your  f i res ;

Let  not  l i ght  see my b lack 

and deep des i res :

Later  in  the p lay, you wi l l  

see how someth ing ev i l  

answer s th i s  dar k pr ayer. 

In  the next  scene , we meet 

Lady Macbeth for  the f i r s t  

t ime . For many reader s , 

she i s  the most  interest ing 

char acter  in  the p lay. Yet  

desp i te the fasc inat ion that 

her  char acter  ho lds , she i s  

o f ten misread and 

misunder stood. As she 

reads her husband ’s  le t ter, 

we f i r s t  not ice that  they 

are an incred ibly  c lose 

couple . Macbeth i s  eager 

for  h i s  wi fe  to share in  h i s  

recent  success  and he even 

goes so far  as  to ca l l  her  

h i s  “deares t  par tner  o f  

greatness” .  Once she has 

f in i shed read ing Macbeth ’s  

account of  the day ’s  

events , she immediate ly  

demonstr ates  her 

determinat ion to ensure 

that  her husband wi l l  take 

what  has  been promised 

h im by the Weird S i s ter s . 

Glamis  thou ar t , and 

Cawdor ; and sha l t  be

What thou ar t  promised : yet 

do I  fear  thy  nature ;

I t  i s  too fu l l  o '  the mi lk  o f  

human k indness

To catch the neares t  way : 

thou wou lds t  be great ;

Ar t  not  w i thout  ambi t ion , 

but  w i thout  The i l lness  

shou ld at tend i t :

Reading what she says a 

l i t t le more c lose ly, one i s 

s t r u c k by t h e comp l e t e 

i n v e r s i o n o f a c c e p t e d 

mora l norms that seems to 

i n f o r m h e r r e a s o n i n g . 

Goodness for her invo lves 

t h e a t t a i n m e n t o f t h e 

throne , and ev i l i s def ined 

as anyth ing that s tands in 

her way. She “ fear s” her 

h u s b a n d ’ s k i n d n e s s a n d 

❝ Hie thee hither,

That I may pour my 
spirits in thine ear;
And chastise with the 
valour of my tongue
All that impedes thee 
from the golden round,
Which fate and 
metaphysical aid doth 
seem To have thee 
crown'd withal

❞
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determines to remove any obstac le that “ impeeds [h im] f rom the go lden round” .  The 

entr ance of a messenger, who br ings news of Duncan ’s imminent ar r iva l , changes 

ever yth ing . Lady Macbeth now knows that fa te has consp i red to prov ide her wi th an 

oppor tun i ty to have Duncan murdered “under her bat t lements” .  Th is speech has of ten 

been m i s r e ad by s t uden t s . O f cou r s e , i t r e ve a l s L ad y Macbe t h ’s t e r r i f y i n g 

determinat ion to do whatever i s necessar y to obta in the throne , but i f read more 

c lose ly, what she says a l so h ints at an under ly ing vu lner ab i l i ty present in her char acter. 

Ca l l ing on the forces of ev i l , those “sp i r i t s” of the n ight that “ tend on mor ta l thoughts” , 

to unsex her and f i l l her “ fu l l o f the d i res t c rue l ty” , Lady Macbeth betr ays her fear s that 

she may not be cr ue l enough to car r y out th i s awfu l cr ime . Interest ing ly, both the tone 

and the substance of her words echo the Witches . When she ca l l s for her mi lk to be 

turned to ga l l , i t i s d i f f i cu l t not to reca l l the d i s turb ing androgyny of the Weird S i s ter s , 

whose “beards” and choppy f inger s are emphas i sed by Banquo ear l ier in Act I , scene i i i . 

Jus t as Macbeth had done prev ious ly, she ends her so l i loquy by ca l l ing on n ight to 

concea l  her  murderous thoughts :

	
 	
 Come , th ic k n ight ,

	
 	
 And pa l l  thee in  the dunnest  smoke of  he l l ,

	
 	
 That  my keen kn i fe  see not  the wound i t  makes ,

	
 	
 Nor heaven peep through the b lanket  o f  the dark ,

	
 	
 To cr y  'Ho ld , ho ld ! '  

When Macbeth enter s  the scene , the exc i tement and ener gy caused by the promise of 

a  shared future of  power and pr iv i lege i s  a lmost  pa lpable . Ignor ing h i s  wi fe ’s  joy fu l  

re ference to the Witches ‘  prophec ies , he r ushes to in form her that  Duncan i s  coming 

to s tay wi th them that  ver y n ight . When she enquires  about when Duncan p lans to 

leave , Macbeth in forms h i s  wi fe  that  the K ing ’s  intent ion i s  to leave the next  day. The 

word murder hangs in  the a i r, but  Lady Macbeth i s  the f i r s t  to say what  they are both 

th ink ing : 

	
 	
 	
 O, never

	
 	
 	
 Sha l l  sun that  morrow see!

Macbeth ’s shocked react ion to what h i s wi fe has jus t sa id prompts her to remind h im 

of the impor tance of mainta in ing a fa l se face to the wider wor ld . The theme of 

appear ance and rea l i ty i s v i ta l to any read ing of Macbeth and you should keep a c lose 
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eye on any re ference to i t as you read the p lay. Not ice a l so, when Lady Macbeth warns 

her husband of the need to “ l ook l ike the innocent f lower, | But be the serpent under ’ t” , 

how we see the f i r s t o f many re ferences to venomous creatures . I t i s as i f the imager y 

used by Shakespeare i s in tended to re f lect how poisoned Macbeth and Lady Macbeth ’s 

th ink ing has become . In an extens ion of the inver ted mora l reason ing that we saw in 

her so l i loquy, Lady Macbeth char acter i ses the p lan to murder Duncan as the “n ight ’s 

great bus iness” . However, i t i s ver y interest ing that she should avo id ment ion ing 

Duncan by name . Th is i s jus t one of many subt le c lues that h int at the vu lner ab i l i ty 

be ly ing Lady Macbeth ’s co ld exter ior. Scene v i , under l ines fur ther the theme of 

appear ance and rea l i ty. As Banquo and Duncan ar r ive at Inverness , they are s t r uck by 

the warm and welcoming appear ance of Macbeth ’s cast le . I t i s as i f the cast le has 

become a metaphor for  the people that  inhab i t  i t :

	
 	
 	
 This  cas t le  hath a p leasant  seat ; the a i r

	
 	
 	
 Nimbly  and sweet l y  recommends i t se l f

	
 	
 	
 Unto our  gent le  senses .

The theme i s under scored fur ther when Duncan enter s the cast le and i s greeted in 

the warmest poss ible manner by Lady Macbeth . Scene v i i , takes us ins ide the cast le as 

Macbeth , in so l i loquy, paces back and for th . What emerges , as he cons ider s the murder 

of Duncan , i s a profoundly deep and search ing examinat ion of the mora l i ty of h i s 

act ions . To beg in wi th , Macbeth reasons that i f i t were poss ible to guar antee that no 

fur ther compl icat ions ar i se f rom the murder, and that the whole matter cou ld be 

neat ly conc luded , then i t would be best to k i l l Duncan and k i l l h im qu ick ly. However, 

one of the most remar kable qua l i t ies of Macbeth i s h i s re fusa l to evade mora l 

respons ib i l i ty for h i s act ions . He admits that there i s a ver y h igh poss ib i l i ty that , "even 

handed jus t i ce " , as he puts i t , may catch up wi th h im in th i s l i fe . Yet , i t i s not the 

poss ib i l i ty o f be ing caught that occupies Macbeth 's thoughts . Ins tead , he chooses to 

focus on the mora l reasons for not k i l l ing Duncan . He cor rect ly ident i f ies the bonds of 

k insh ip and tr ust that ex is t between them and he emphas i ses the duty of care that he 

owes h i s K ing . Fur thermore , he admits that he l i kes Duncan and that he as been an 

exce l lent  K ing who i s  much loved by the people of  Scot land :

	
 	
 Duncan |  Hath borne h i s  facu l t ies  so meek , hath been  

	
 	
 So c lear  in  h i s  great  o f f i ce , that  h i s  v i r tues  

	
 	
 Wil l  p lead l ike ange l s , t rumpet - tongued , aga ins t  
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 The deep damnat ion of  h i s  tak ing -o f f ,  

	
 	
 And p i ty, l ike  a naked new-born babe ,  

	
 	
 Str id ing the b las t , or  heavan 's  cherub im, hor sed

	
 	
 Upon the s ight less  cour ier s  or  the a i r,  

	
 	
 Sha l l  b low the horr id  deed in  ever y  eye ,  

	
 	
 That  tear s  sha l l  drown the wind .    

I t i s not the ter ror of human or even d iv ine judgment that Macbeth fear s , but   the 

ter ror of mora l i so lat ion . The image of p i ty, in the form of a "new-born babe " , so 

poignant ly evoked by Macbeth , i s a powerfu l symbol for the loss of innocence that th i s 

cr ime wi l l cause . Macbeth conc ludes h i s so l i loquy by admit t ing that he has no va l id 

reason for k i l l ing Duncan other than h i s "vau l t ing ambi t ion " . At th i s po int , Lady 

Macbeth enter s the s tage . Immediate ly, Macbeth c la ims that they should no longer 

proceed with the p lan to k i l l Duncan . She however counter s th i s suggest ion wi th a 

fear some t i r ade that inc ludes some of the most memorable , i f not d i s turb ing , imager y 

in a l l o f Shakespeare . She undermines h i s sense of h imse l f as a man by ca l l ing h im a 

coward and , then , in a t r u ly shock ing moment , she c la ims that she would wi l l ing ly have 

"pluck 'd her n ipp le " f rom the "bone less gums " o f her baby and "dash 'd h i s bra ins out " in 

order to prove her commitment to th i s p lan . Not ice how Lady Macbeth once aga in 

employs a type of imager y that inver ts commonly accepted not ions of femin in i ty. Th is , 

o f cour se , reca l l s the repu ls ive type of androgyny that we assoc iate wi th the Witches . 

The on ly oppos i t ion that Macbeth of fer s to th i s shock ing ly powerfu l speech i s to 

suggest meek ly that they might fa i l . Sens ing that she has conv inced h im, Lady Macbeth 

assures h im that i f he "screw[s] h i s courage to the s t i c k ing -p lace " they wi l l "not fa i l . " She 

then out l ines the deta i l s o f what can on ly be descr ibed as a ver y l imi ted and s impl i s t i c 

p lan to lay the blame on Duncan's chamber la ins whom she intends to dr ug . Macbeth i s 

swept away on the t ide of her ener get ic enthus iasm and mar ve ls at her s t rength of 

char acter  and determinat ion :

	
 	
 	
 Br ing for th men-ch i ldren on ly,  

	
 	
 	
 For  thy  undaunted mett le  shou ld compose  

	
 	
 	
 Noth ing but  males .

When Macbeth quest ions her on the implaus ib i l i ty o f the p lan , we get the f i r s t g l impse  

of the type of  Scot land that  they env isage once they take power :
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 Who dares  rece ive  i t  o ther

The scene conc ludes wi th Macbeth vowing that he i s committed to car r y ing out th i s 

" ter r ib le feat . " He expla ins that in order for them to succeed i t wi l l be necessar y to 

present  a  " fa l se  face "  to the wor ld .  

Act I scenes i to vii 
Commentary
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Night & 
Day  
Macbeth and Lady 
Macbeth 
separately make a 
series of 
invocations to the 
spirits of the night 
to cast the country 
into darkness. 
Notice how their 
prayers are 
answered. 


