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According to the Chief-Examiner for 

Engl ish:

E x a m i n e r s r e p o r t e d t h a t 

c a n d i d a t e s g e n e r a l l y 

seemed wel l prepared for 

answer ing on S ing le Text 

quest ions.  Al though most 

answers displayed a close 

knowledge of the studied 

texts, unfocused narrat ive 

remained a feature of the 

less successful  attempts.    

S u c c e s s f u l c a n d i d a t e s 

avo ided s imp le cha rac te r 

s k e t c h e s a n d w r o t e 

c o g e n t l y, u s i n g f o c u s e d 

narrat ive, on both aspects 

of the quest ion. Quotat ions 

were used l iberal ly, but not 

a l w a y s  a c c u r a t e l y o r 

judiciously.

Examiners  noted that the 

best answers in the Single 

Text Sect ion were anchored 

in a care fu l and assured 

examinat ion of a l l aspects 

o f t he ques t i on .  Wh i l e 

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

remains a minor problem, 

most candidates  displayed 

an admirable f lex ib i l i ty in 

adapt ing their knowledge to 

t h e d e m a n d s o f t h e 

quest ion

Leaving Certificate English 
Single Text 60 Marks 
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“Your answer needs to be wel l 

thought out.  You must use 
paragraphs, support  what you 

are say ing with quotat ion f rom 
the text  and above a l l  answer 

the quest ion asked.”  Don’t  
forget PQE !  

1953

"Macbeth has phys ica l  cour age , but  mora l  

weakness , and i s  sub ject  to exc i ted 

imag inat ive fear s . "  Discuss  th i s  est imate 

of  Macbeth , quot ing f ree ly  f rom the p lay.

Or

"There i s  a t  once a grossness , a  hor r ible  

rea l i ty  about the wi tches , and a myster y 

and gr andeur of  ev i l  in f luence . "  Discuss , 

wi th su i table quotat ion f rom the p lay.

1962

"We f ind in  “Macbeth”  r ap id i ty  of  

movement , great  d iver s i ty  of  char acter, 

and many spectacu lar  scenes . "  Discuss  

th i s  est imate of  the p lay and quote in  

suppor t  of  the points  you make .

Leaving Certificate English Macbeth
Past Leaving Certificate Questions
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Or

"Lady Macbeth dominates the p lay up to 

the murder of  Duncan ; a f ter  that  her  

in f luence gr adua l ly  d imin i shes , whi le  her  

husband's  power for  ev i l  grows ever 

greater. "  Discuss  wi th re levant  quotat ion 

f rom the p lay.

1975

In  “Macbeth ,” Shakespeare does not 

present  Macbeth as  a  mere v i l l a in , but  

succeeds in  arous ing a  measure of  

sympathy for  h im. Discuss  the char acter  

of  Macbeth in  the l i ght  of  th i s  s tatement , 

suppor t ing your answer by re levant  

quotat ion and re ference .

Or

In  “Macbeth”  the inner se l f  i s  conveyed , 

not  through the ideas expressed , nor 

through the act ions per formed, but  by 

means of  an e laborate pattern of  imager y 

and symbol i sm. Test  the t r uth of  th i s  

s tatement by cons ider ing any two of  the 

p lay ' s  char acter s  and the images and 

symbols  assoc iated wi th them. Suppor t  

your answer by re levant  quotat ion or 

re ference .

1987

"The Banquo Macbeth has k i l led i s  not  the 

innocent so ld ier  who met the wi tches and 

scorned the i r  prophec ies , nor the man 

who pr ayed to be de l ivered f rom 

temptat ion . He i s  a  man whose pr inc ip les  

have been deeply  compromised . "  Discuss  

th i s  v iew, suppor t ing the points  you make 

by re ference to or quotat ion f rom the 

p lay.

Or

Discuss  the way in  which the language of  

the p lay Macbeth contr ibutes to the 

creat ion of  the atmosphere of  ev i l  and 

v io lence that  per vades the p lay. Suppor t  

your answer by re levant  quotat ion or 

re ference .

1995

Discuss  the cour se and nature of  the 

res i s tance to Macbeth 's  r u le  in  the p lay. 

Suppor t  your answer by quotat ion f rom 

or re ference to the p lay.

Or

"K ingsh ip, wi th a l l  i t s  potent ia l  for  good 

or ev i l , i s  a  major  theme in the p lay, 

Macbeth . Discuss  th i s  v iew, suppor t ing 

your answer by quotat ion f rom or 

re ference to the p lay.

2003

"We fee l  ver y l i t t le  p i ty  for  the centr a l  

char acter s  of  Macbeth and Lady Macbeth 

in  Shakespeare 's  p lay. "  To what  extent  

http://searchtopics.independent.ie/topic/Atmosphere_%28musician%29
http://searchtopics.independent.ie/topic/Atmosphere_%28musician%29
http://searchtopics.independent.ie/topic/Atmosphere_%28musician%29
http://searchtopics.independent.ie/topic/Atmosphere_%28musician%29
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would you agree wi th the above v iew? Suppor t  your answer by 

re ference to the p lay.

Or

" In  Macbeth , Shakespeare presents  us  wi th a  powerfu l  v i s ion of  

ev i l . "

Wr i te your response to the above statement . Textua l  suppor t  may 

inc lude re ference to a par t icu lar  per formance of  the p lay you have 

seen .

2009

( i )  “Macbeth ’s  murder of  Duncan has hor r ible  consequences both 

for  Macbeth h imse l f   and for  Scot land .” 

Wr i te a  response to th i s  s tatement .  You should re fer  to the p lay 

in  your answer.  

OR 

( i i )  “Macbeth has a l l  the ingred ients  of  compel l ing dr ama.” 

 

Wr i te a  response to th i s  s tatement , comment ing on one or more 

of  the ingred ients   which , in  your op in ion , make Macbeth a 

compel l ing dr ama.

Notes 
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1987
‘The Banquo Macbeth has K i l l ed i s not the innocent so ld ier who met 

the Witches and scorned the i r prophec ies , nor the man who prayed 

to be de l i vered f rom temptat ion . He i s a man whose pr inc ip les have 

been deep ly  compromised . ’ 

	
 When we f i r s t meet Banquo he appear s keen , obser vant 

and above a l l imper v ious to the temptat ion that the Witches 

represent . However, by Act I I I scene i i , Banquo’s pr inc ip les have 

been deeply compromised and we just i f i ably fee l that he i s not the 

i nnocen t so l i de r who me t t he Wi t che s and s co r ned t he i r 

prophec ies .  

	
 The f i r s t repor ts we rece ive of Banquo in bat t le show 

that he i s br ave and loya l , though not perhaps possess ing the 

s t rength or char i sma of Macbeth . His inner cour age i s emphas i sed 

when he meets the Witches . Unl ike Macbeth , who i s “ rapt” by what 

they have to say, Banquo ne i ther fear s nor “beg[s]” the i r “ favour s 

nor [ the i r ] hate” . Th is p lay examines the way in which ev i l tempts 

even the most loya l and most br ave into committ ing unspeakable 

cr imes . We know from the prev ious scene that the Witches are 

l imi ted in the i r power s . The i r petty and v ind ict ive pur su i t o f the 

“master o ' the T iger” demonstr ates to us just how c i rcumscr ibed 
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they are in the i r ab i l i ty to inter fere wi th th i s unfor tunate man’s 

fa te . A l though th i s sa i lor ’s “bark cannot be los t” , the Witches are 

able to “dra in h im dr y as hay” by prevent ing h im f rom s leep ing . 

S leep, wi th a l l i t s connotat ions of rest , innocence and peace , i s one 

of the ch ie f means by which the Witches inter act wi th the i r v ic t ims . 

And, when we next meet Banquo, he has been hav ing great 

d i f f i cu l ty in s leep ing . His mind i s t roubled by unspec i f ied , d i s turb ing 

thoughts and “a heavy summons l ies l ike lead upon” h im. Desp i te h i s 

profound sense of wear iness , he cannot s leep. His response to 

these “cur sed thoughts” that have prevented h im f rom rest i s to 

pr ay to the “merc i fu l power s” to come to h i s a id . At th i s s tage in 

the p lay, Banquo i s not yet mora l ly compromised , a l though we do 

see c lear s igns that he has been a f fected by h i s encounter wi th the 

Witches . 

	
 This i s confi rmed to us in the same scene when Macbeth 

enter s  the s tage . The man who once warned h i s  c lose f r iend 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 .

now speaks of the t r uth that the Witches have shown. There then 

fo l l ows an awkward exchange , du r i n g wh i ch Macbe th qu i t e 

o b v i o u s l y s u g g e s t s a n u n d e r h a n d e d a n d e v e n t r e a s o n a b l e 

enterpr i se that  wi l l  be to Banquo’s  benefi t :

	
 I f  you sha l l  c leave to  my consent , when ' t i s ,

	
 I t  sha l l  make honour  for  you .
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Banquo’s rep ly revea l s the f i r s t s igns of mora l compromise . His 

re fusa l to become invo lved in anyth ing underhanded i s o f cour se 

a l so a subt le acknowledgement that he sees Macbeth ’s proposa l 

for  what  i t  i s . Yet , desp i te th i s , he agrees to the meet ing .  

	
 On the morn ing of the murder, Banquo ar r ives fo l lowing 

the ex i t o f Macduf f and Lennox; in i t i a l ly incredu lous , he becomes 

susp ic ious a f ter he hear s Macbeth ’s exp lanat ion of why he k i l led 

the grooms. In publ ic , he says noth ing about h i s susp ic ions , but 

vows in the s t rongest poss ible terms to s tand unequivoca l ly 

aga inst “ t reasonous mal i ce” . He assures the assembled Thanes that 

he intends to f ight the “aga ins t und ivu lged pretence” that now 

concea ls Duncan ’s murderer. The manner in which he moves f rom 

us ing the inc lus ive “us ,” to s t ress ing that he a lone s tands in the 

“ r ight hand of God” suggests that he i s aware that he has a 

d i f ferent per spect ive on th i s ghast ly cr ime . When we next meet 

Banquo on h i s own, in so l i loquy, a t the s tar t o f Act I I I , he vo ices 

h i s susp ic ions to us concern ing Macbeth ’s gu i l t - susp ic ions that he 

has most obv ious ly fa i led to r a i se in the of f - s tage counc i l meet ing 

that  saw Macbeth named as  Duncan ’s  successor :

	
 	
 Thou hast  i t  now: k ing , Cawdor, G lamis , a l l ,

	
 	
 As the we i rd women promised , and , I  fear,

	
 	
 Thou p lay 'ds t  most  fou l l y  for ' t :

Banquo’s k ing has just been murdered and the soc ia l h ier archy that 

he fought so va l iant ly to protect aga inst the Norweg ian invas ion 

has been thrown into chaos , yet he chooses to ignore h i s 

susp ic ions that Macbeth i s respons ible for th i s hor r i f i c cr ime . He 

compromises h i s pr inc ip les even fur ther by br ush ing as ide h i s 

fear s in favour of an ana lys i s o f what the Witches ’ prophec ies may 

hold for h im. Th is k ind of ut i l i tar ian , se l f - ser v ing approach to 
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mora l i ty i s complete ly at odds wi th the mora l confidence that 

Banquo exudes in  the ear ly  scenes of  the p lay. 

	
 In fact , one of the most s tar t l ing aspects of the change 

that takes p lace in Banquo’s char acter, i s the manner in which he 

be g i n s t o r e s emb l e Macbe t h . H i s hope t h a t t h e W i t c he s ’ 

p rophec i e s may become h i s “o ra c l e s a s we l l , ” i s s t r ange l y 

remin iscent of Macbeth ’s ear l ier des i re to t r ust in “chance .”  The 

Banquo, who once warned h is f r iend to guard aga inst t r ust ing in 

the t r uth of the prophec ies , now scans the prophec ies in order to 

ascer ta in what  they may hold for  h im:

	
 Why, by  the ver i t ies  on thee made good ,

	
 May they not  be my orac les  as  we l l ,

	
 And set  me up in  hope? 

The way in which Shakespeare juxtaposes Banquo’s so l i loquy, 

which i s fu l l o f misg iv ings about Macbeth ’s innocence , wi th h i s 

near sycophant ic react ion to Macbeth ’s meet ing wi th h im i s ver y 

interest ing . In a manner that reca l l s Macbeth ’s eager express ions 

of loya l ty to Duncan , Banquo assures h i s new King that he may 

f ree ly “Command upon [h im] ; to wh ich [h i s ] dut ies | Are w i th a most 

ind i sso lub le t ie | For ever Kn i t” . At th i s s tage , we are just i f ied in 

fee l ing that Banquo has compromised many of h i s pr inc ip les . 

Interest ing ly, in h i s f ina l exchange wi th Macbeth , Banquo speaks of 

becoming a “borrower o f the n ight | For a dark hour or twa in” . In a 

p lay where n ight ho lds such c lear assoc iat ions wi th ev i l , the reader 

r ight ly fee l s that Banquo’s words may hold s ign i f i cance beyond 

the i r  l i ter a l  meaning .    

	
 There i s no deny ing that Banquo fa i l s to l i ve up to h i s 

promise f ight aga inst the ev i l that has been v i s i ted on the 

K ingdom. In death , he does succeed in unmask ing Macbeth ’s gu i l t : 

however, h i s se l f - in terest and re luctance to take the type of hard 

dec i s ions that see char acter s l i ke Macduf f sacr i f i ce ever yth ing for 
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the cause of good, must lead to us to quest ion h i s integr i ty.  In the 

end , we are forced to accept that the Banquo Macbeth has K i l led 

i s not the innocent so ld ier who met the Witches and scorned 

the i r prophec ies , nor the man who pr ayed to be de l ivered f rom 

temptat ion . He i s a man whose pr inc ip les have been deeply 

compromised .
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1991
“The eterna l s t rugg le between good and ev i l – a s t rugg le in wh ich ev i l 

comes ver y c lose to v i c tor y – i s the centra l theme in the p lay 

Macbeth .” 

Discuss th i s v iew and show how the s t rugg le i s i l lus t rated in the 

imager y  in  the p lay. Suppor t  your  answer by  quotat ion or  re ference . 

	
 Shakespeare ’s “Macbeth” encompasses a complex fabr ic of 

imager y that ar t icu lates the eter na l s t r ugg le between good and ev i l . 

Shakespeare h igh l ights the f r ighten ing power that ev i l has for 

su f fer ing and destr uct ion in language that i s powerfu l and v i scer a l . 

At the same t ime , he of fer s us a v i s ion of the potent ia l that human 

be ings ho ld for good. The conf l i c t between good and ev i l takes 

p lace on two leve ls in th i s p lay. F i r s t ly, we are presented with a 

ser ies of interna l s t r ugg les where char acter s wrest le wi th the i r 

consc iences and at tempt to res i s t the impulse to do wrong . At the 

same t ime , we are presented wi th the phys ica l s t r ugg le between 

good and ev i l  -  a  s t r ugg le in  which ev i l  comes ver y c lose to v ic tor y. 

	


	
 Perhaps the most obv ious and potent image of ev i l in p lay i s 

that of the Witches . I f we take these char acter s as symbol i s ing 

wickedness , then we learn a great about Shakespeare ’s v i s ion of 

ev i l . The Witches are presented to us in a ser ies of unfor gettable 

v i sua l images . Banquo descr ibes them as look ing “not l ike the 

inhab i tants o f the ear th .” He lays emphas i s on the i r “choppy f inger” 



© CIAN HOGAN ENGLISH NOTES 2012 - 2013                                         13

and “sk inny l ips .” The i r androgyny i s under scored by h i s descr ipt ion 

of the i r “beards” which forb id h im to “ i n terpret” that they are 

“women .” These are v i le and par adoxica l creatures . Yet , desp i te the i r 

obv ious ug l iness , they manage to tempt Macbeth into v io lat ing h i s 

most deeply he ld be l ie f s . Th is ab i l i ty o f ev i l to “win us to our harms” 

i s an essent ia l feature of Shakespeare ’s presentat ion of the eterna l 

s t r ugg le between good and ev i l . As soon as Macbeth has met these 

creatures , he beg ins to s t r ugg le wi th h i s consc ience . As he at tempts 

to res i s t the lure of ev i l , he descr ibes to us in v i scer a l terms , the 

e f fect  that  i t  i s  hav ing on h im:

	
 	
 	
 [ . . . ]  why do I  y ie ld  to  that  suggest ion

	
 	
 	
 Whose horr id  image doth unfix  my ha i r

	
 	
 	
 A n d m a ke m y s e a t e d h e a r t k n o c k a t m y 

	
 	
 	
 r ibs , |  Aga ins t  the use of  nature?

However, Macbeth does y ie ld to h i s  ev i l  impulses , and as  a  resu l t , 

Scot land i s  p lunged into a l i v ing n ightmare . 

	
 Once Macbeth k i l l s Duncan , the ev i l that has descended on 

Scot land i s conveyed in a ser ies of d i s turb ing images . The p lay 

conta ins sever a l re ferences to the supernatur a l consequences of 

Macbeth ’s cr ime . The str ugg le between good and ev i l i s fought 

in i t ia l ly on a supernatur a l p lane . In Act I I scene iv, Ross in forms us 

that the “heavens have become t roub led wi th man’s act .” The ev i l 

t ha t Macbeth i nvokes ea r l i e r i n p l ay re su l t s i n “da rk n i gh t 

s t rang l [ ing] the t rave l l ing lamp .” Th is s t r ange occur rence i s matched 

by unusua l behav iour in the an imal wor ld . Responding to what Ross 

has sa id , an o ld man in forms us that Duncan ’s hor ses became 

unr u ly and “ate each other .” A l though Macbeth loses h i s s t r ugg le 

wi th ev i l ear ly on in p lay, vest iges of h i s consc ience cont inue to 
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re ject the deprav i ty that he has consc ious ly embraced . He becomes 

haunted by n ightmares and v i s ions of ev i l . His thoughts are 

dominated by images of “scorp ions” and other venomous creatures 

of the n ight . However, fo l lowing the murder of Duncan , the rhythm 

and the cadence of Macbeth ’s speech changes unt i l he beg ins to 

echo the speech patterns of  the Witches : 

	
 	
 	
 ere the bat  hath f lown

	
 	
 	
 His c lo i s ter 'd  f l i ght , ere  to  b lack Hecate ' s  

	
 	
 	
 summons |  The shard-borne beet le  w i th  h i s  

	
 	
 	
 drowsy hum

The combinat ion of v i sua l imager y and the sound of Macbeth ’s 

words h igh l ight for us the fact that Macbeth has lost h i s s t r ugg le 

wi th ev i l . 

	
 I f Macbeth loses h i s sou l to ev i l , other char acter s in the p lay 

re ject temptat ion and oppose the forces of dar kness . Banquo’s 

s t r ugg le wi th ev i l  i s  captured in  h i s  hear t fe l t  pr ayer  to those :

	
  	
 	
 mer c i f u l p owe r s t o | R e s t ra i n i n [ h im ] t h e 

	
 	
 	
 cur sed thoughts that nature | G ives way to in 

	
 	
 	
 repose . 

The imager y of s leep, which i s so centr a l to Macbeth ’s s t r ugg le 

wi th ev i l returns here and i s seen e l sewhere in the p lay. Later, 

when the forces of good have begun to r a l ly, an unnamed Lord 

pr ays that “Nor thumber land” and “war l ike S iward” wi l l gr ant them 

del iver ance f rom Macbeth ’s tyr anny. His hope i s that “s leep” wi l l 

return once aga in to th i s  cur sed countr y. 

	
 From th i s po int on in the p lay, the imager y assoc iated wi th 

the s t r ugg le between good and ev i l changes sharp ly. The inner 
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str ugg le that we witness in Macbeth and Banquo now becomes 

l i ter a l . In order to convey th i s , Shakespeare re l ies on blood, nature 

and c loth ing imager y. Ca i thness exp la ins that he i s wi l l ing to of fer 

h i s l i fe blood as a “medic ine” to be used in the “countr y ’s purge .” 

His fee l ings are echoed by Lennox when he speaks of the need to 

“dew the sovere ign f lower and drown the weeds .” The i r wi l l ingness to 

d ie for Malco lm i s , in par t , a recogn i t ion of the potent ia l that h i s 

k ingsh ips ho lds for good. Macbeth has brought f i re and sword to 

Scot land and the ev i l  that  he represents  has  resu l ted in  genoc ide :

	
 	
 [ . . . ]  good men's  l i ves

	
 	
 Expi re  before the f lower s  in  the i r  caps ,

	
 	
 Dying or  ere they s i c ken .

This powerfu l image , dr awn f rom the natur a l wor ld , h igh l ights not 

on ly the extent of Macbeth ’s ev i l but a l so the necess i ty of oppos ing 

h im. Ross confi rms what he has jus t sa id by prov id ing us wi th 

fur ther images of Macbeth ’s tyr anny. He te l l s Macduf f and Malco lm 

that under Macbeth , “Each minute teems a new [gr ie f ] .” The need to 

res i s t Macbeth ’s r u le i s uppermost in Ross ’ mind . Drawing on 

c loth ing imager y, he in forms Malco lm that h i s presence in Scot land 

“would create so ld ier s , make our women f ight | To dof f the i r d i re 

d i s t resses” . Once Malco lm agrees to oppose Macbeth on the 

batt le f ie ld , h i s dec i s ion i s g iven d iv ine sanct ion . He te l l s us that ten 

thousand so ld ier s awai t h i s command and that “ the power s above | 

Put  on the i r  ins t ruments” . 

	


	
 Although the rebe ls ’ f ina l v ic tor y i s , accord ing to S iward , 

“cheap ly bought ,” the p lay ’s imager y suggests that th i s i s s imply one 

event in the eterna l s t r ugg le between good and ev i l – a s t r ugg le in 

which ev i l  comes ver y c lose to v ic tor y. 
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1995
Discuss the cour se and the nature of res i s tance to Macbeth ’s r u le 

in  the p lay.

	


	
 The murder of Duncan leaves Scot land in a s tate of shock . I t 

resu l t s in a ghast ly “breach in nature” that s t r ikes at the ver y hear t 

o f the countr y ’s po l i t i ca l sys tem. In i t ia l ly, res i s tance to Macbeth ’s 

r u le i s muted and the Thanes accept the new status quo. However, 

over the cour se of p lay, res i s tance to Macbeth ’s tyr anny grows , 

unt i l  Scot land i s  p lunged into a s tate of  c iv i l  war. 

	
 The f i r s t fa int s igns of res i s tance to Macbeth ’s r u le can be 

seen on the morn ing of the d i scover y of Duncan ’s body. Macbeth ’s 

fevered defense of h i s inexpl icable dec i s ion to murder the on ly 

mater ia l w i tnesses to the K ing ’s assass inat ion i s greeted by 

Macduf f  wi th genu ine aston ishment :

	
 	
 	


	
 	
 	
  “Wherefore d id  you so?”

I t i s obv ious to the assembled member s of Duncan ’s cour t that 

the murderer of the i r K ing i s in the i r midst . However, for the 

moment , they are unable to d i rect the i r misg iv ings and susp ic ions 

at any one ind iv idua l . Banquo speaks for a l l the Thanes when he 

promises to “s tand” “ In the great hand of God” and to “ f i ght” 

“Aga ins t the und ivu lged pretence .” The r ight fu l he i r s to Duncan ’s 

Second PQE. 

PQE SEQUENCE * 2 (at least)

Topic Sentence / question 
focused pointing the direction 
that the paragraph is going to 
take. 

Short introduction / very 
question focused not committed 
to anything too specific.  
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throne , Malco lm and Dona lba in rea l i se that open res i s tance to 

the i r fa ther ’s murder i s not poss ible at th i s po int . They under stand 

that : 

	
 	
 “ T h e r e ' s d a g g e r s i n m e n ' s s m i l e s : t h e n e a r i n 

	
 	
 b lood , |  The nearer  b loody .”

As resu l t , they dec ide to f lee Scot land in order “ to avo id the a im” 

of the “murderous shaf t shaf t that ’s shot .” Scot land has become so 

utter ly cor r upt that the on ly hope for a meaning fu l cha l lenge to 

the ev i l that has been v i s i ted on the k ingdom, l ies outs ide i t s 

border s . 

	
 	
 I f res i s tance to the ev i l that Macbeth embraces i s 

in i t i a l ly muted in the human wor ld , the natur a l wor ld i s seen to be 

convu lsed by Duncan ’s  murder. Accord ing to Lennox:

	
 The n ight  has been unru ly : where we lay,

	
 Our ch imneys were b lown down; and , as  they say, 

	
 Lament ings  	
heard i '  the a i r ; s t range screams of  death , 

	
 And prophesy ing wi th accents  ter r ib le  

	
 Of d i re  combust ion and confused events  

I t i s as i f Macbeth ’s cr ime i s be ing res i s ted on a natur a l and 

supernatur a l leve l . An o ld man confi rms that “ th i s sore n ight | Hath 

t r i f l ed former knowings” and Ross exp la ins that “Duncan ’s hor ses 

broke the i r s ta l l s , f lung out , Contend ing 'ga ins t obed ience , as they 

wou ld make | War wi th mank ind” . However, such at tempts by nature 

to res i s t the ev i l that Macbeth represents are , in the f i r s t ha l f o f 

the p lay, ine f fectua l . “Dark n ight” descends over Scot land and 

res i s tance to the inev i tab i l i ty o f Macbeth ’s ascens ion to the throne 

appear s  fut i le . 

Second Topic Sentence:

1. It must be question focused 
2. It must point the direction that 

the paragraph is going to take  
3. It has to link with the previous 

paragraph. 

Supplementary Topic Sentence 
that is question focused. 

End on a question related 
sentence. 

End on the question / 
continuity link with Topic 
Sentence.
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 I t fa l l s to Macduf f to res i s t Macbeth ’s tyr anny. He re fuses to 

to be present at the coronat ion at Scone , and in an obv ious rebuf f 

to Macbeth ’s leg i t imacy as r u ler of Scot land , he re fuses to at tend 

the roya l banquet . Macduf f ’s res i s tance to Macbeth ’s r u le does not 

go unnot iced . Accord ing to Lennox, Macbeth has taken a l l o f th i s 

ver y per sona l ly and “Macduf f [now] l i ves in d i sgrace .” Once the 

potent ia l danger that Macduf f represents i s confi rmed by the 

Witches , Macbeth determines to er ad icate any res i s tance . He 

dec ides to :

	
 	
 Se ize upon F i fe ; g i ve  to  the edge o '  the sword

	
 	
 His w i fe , h i s  babes , and a l l  unfor tunate sou l s

	
 	
 That  t race h im in  h i s  l ine . 

The savager y of Macbeth ’s t reatment of Macduf f ’s fami ly i s 

matched by the br uta l i t y w i th wh ich he con f ronts broader 

res i s tance to h i s r u le . He br ings f i re and sword to h i s countr y and 

under Macbeth Scot land “weeps , i t b leeds ; and each new day a gash 

I s added to her wounds .” Any res i s tance under such c i rcumstances 

i s v i r tua l ly imposs ible . I t i s for th i s reason , that in the f ina l two 

acts of the p lay, Eng land of fer s the on ly hope of oppos i t ion to the 

savager y that  Macbeth has v i s i ted on h i s  countr y. 

	
 Malco lm’s promise to t read upon the tyr ant ’s head i s on ly 

made poss ible because “grac ious Eng land” has of fered the ser v ices 

“Of good ly thousands” . As the forces of good beg in to r a l ly, the i r 

a t tempts to res i s t Macbeth ’s ev i l a re g iven d iv ine sanct ion . 

Accord ing to Malco lm, “Macbeth | I s r ipe for shak ing , and the 

power s above | Put on the i r ins t ruments .” Malco lm has learned f rom 

h is fa ther ’s mis takes and he under stands that any at tempt to f ight 

Macbeth must inc lude decept ion . In the f ina l movement of p lay, 

Nature of resistance to 
Macbeth’s rule. 

Point Quote Explain Sequence. 

I try at least once in the essay 
to include a quote minor 
character that is question 
focused. 

Topic Sentence. 

Nature of resistance to 
Macbeth’s rule.

End on the question. 
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1995
“Kingsh ip , w i th  a l l  i t s  potent ia l  for  good or  ev i l , i s  a  major  theme in  

the p lay, Macbeth .” Discuss  th i s  v iew suppor t ing your  answer by 

quotat ion f rom or  re ference to  the p lay. 

	
 Shakespeare ’s “Macbeth” encompasses a complex fabr ic of 

e lements that ar t icu la te the potent ia l that K insh ip holds for good 

or ev i l . In the p lay, we are presented wi th four K ings : Duncan , 

Macbeth , Edward the confessor and f ina l ly Malco lm. In the case of 

three of these K ings , Shakespeare demonstr ates that the lawfu l 

monarch has enormous potent ia l for good. The K ing can be a 

source of insp i r at ion , leader sh ip and mora l i ty for the wider publ ic . 

However, Shakespeare a l so s t resses that , in the wrong hands , the 

monarchy has the potent ia l to v i s i t hor rendous pa in and suf fer ing 

on a countr y. 

	
 	
 When we f i r s t meet Duncan i t i s c lear to us that he i s 

loved and respected by h i s k insmen. His K ingdom has just come 

under threat f rom Norway and f rom a f i f th co lumn in the form the 

Thane of Cawdor. Duncan faces th i s threat and wi th he lp of h i s 

loya l gener a l s he restores peace to Scot land . Duncan ’s f i r s t words 

in the p lay demonstr ate to us that he cares deeply about h i s 

K ingdom and h is sub jects . Once the bleed ing capta in has f in i shed 

h i s s i tuat ion repor t , Duncan i s eager that the man’s wounds rece ive 

medica l  a t tent ion : 

	
 	
 So we l l  thy  words become thee as  thy  wounds ;

	
 	
 They smack of  honour  both . Go get  h im surgeons .
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The care and at tent ion that Duncan demonstr ates here , i s matched 

by a dec is ive r uth lessness in how he dea ls wi th the Thane of 

Cawdor ’s t reacher y. He pronounces a death sentence on the man 

who has dece ived h i s “bosom interes t .” I f the potent ia l that the 

monarchy holds to do good i s to be rea l i sed , order needs to be 

restored in Scot land . And, when we next meet Duncan , the need to 

reestabl i sh h i s author i ty i s foremost in h i s mind . In a subt le manner, 

Duncan ’s language h ints at the potent ia l that K ingsh ips ho lds for 

good. He uses words l i ke “ t rus t ,” “honour,” “ thanks” and “ l ove .” He 

a l so speaks of the potent ia l for growth and prosper i ty that h i s 

s tewardsh ip of  the countr y promises :

	
 	
 	
 I  have begun to  p lant  thee , and wi l l  labour  

	
 	
 	
 To make thee fu l l  o f  growing . 

And he openly acknowledges the debt of gr at i tude that he owes 

Banquo and Macbeth . Th is i s the monarchy as i t was intended to 

funct ion . I t i s sys tem that rewards va lour and of fer s the hope of a 

s table and prosperous future ; i t i s the ver y ant i thes i s o f the ev i l 

that  Macbeth embraces . 

	
 I f Duncan represents growth and prosper i ty, the Witches and 

the ev i l they espouse , represent a bar ren s ter i l i ty. When Macbeth 

a l lows h imse l f to fa l l under the i r in f luence he opens h i s hear t to 

the dar kness that they symbol i se . Macbeth knows that Duncan ’s 

k ingsh ip has been beyond reproach and he under stands per fect ly 

wel l that Duncan i s the lawfu l K ing of Scot land . On the n ight of the 

murder, as Macbeth wrest les wi th h i s consc ience , he presents us 

wi th a ver y accur ate account of the potent ia l that Duncan ’s 

monarchy holds  for  good:

	
 	
 	
 Bes ides , th i s  Duncan

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

	
 	
 	
 The deep damnat ion of  h i s  tak ing -o f f ;

This ver y accur ate depict ion of the good that Duncan represents , i s 

made a l l the more poignant because i t i s de l ivered by the man that 

k i l l s  h im. 

	
 Once Macbeth as sumes o f f i ce , we see in g r aph ic and 

d is turb ing deta i l the potent ia l that K ingsh ip holds for ev i l . The 

countr y i s p lunged into perpetua l n ight and the ba lance of nature 

i s d i s turbed . Banquo te l l s us that “There ' s husbandr y in heaven ; The i r 

cand les are a l l out .” Th is i s confi rmed by Ross when he reminds us 

that “dark n ight s t rang les the t rave l l ing lamp.” Th is metaphor ica l 

dar kness i s matched by a ver y rea l and pa lpable ev i l . Under 

Macbeth , Scot land exper iences the most  ter r ible  su f fer ing . 

	
 As K ing Macbeth becomes obsessed wi th secur ing h i s throne , 

he v iews k ingsh ip as a veh ic le for per sona l ga in and eas i ly jus t i f ies 

the need for a l l other “causes [ to] g i ve way .” He becomes f ixated 

on “s laughterous thoughts ,” and in an insane act of mean ing less 

br uta l i ty, he order s  that  Macduf f ’s  cast le  in  F i fe  be g iven : 

	
 	
 to  the edge o '  the sword 

	
 	
 His w i fe , h i s  babes , and a l l  unfor tunate sou l s  

	
 	
 That  t race h im in  h i s  l ine .

In a way that perhaps the murder s of Banquo and Duncan fa i l to, 

th i s cr ime forces us to recogn ise the ter r ible consequences that 

Macbeth ’s  tyr anny holds for  Scot land . 

	
 	
 Under Macbeth , Scot land l i ter a l ly becomes a gr aveyard 

and we now see the fu l l potent ia l that monarchy holds for ev i l . I t i s 
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p lace where “each new morn | New widows howl , new orphans cr y,” 

and “new sorrows | S t r ike heaven on the face .” Any and a l l 

oppos i t ion i s met wi th dead ly force . In Act IV scene i i i , Ross 

in forms Malco lm and Macduf f o f the ter r ible to l l that Macbeth ’s 

r u le i s tak ing on Scot land . He speaks of how “good men's l i ves | 

Exp i re before the f lower s in the i r caps , | Dy ing or ere they s i c ken . ” 

The awfu lness of th i s image i s re in forced by Lennox much la ter in 

Act  V, when he descr ibes the rebe l  army as  conta in ing many :

	
 	


	
 	
 unrough youths  that  even now 

	
 	
 Protes t  the i r  f i r s t  o f  manhood

T h e imp l i c a t i o n i s s h o c k i n g l y c l e a r. Ma cbe t h ’s t y r a n ny h a s 

e l iminated an ent i re gener at ion of  Scott i sh nobles .

	
 Despi te the fact that Macbeth dec imates the i r r anks , the 

forces that assemble to face h im at Duns inane recogn ise the 

potent ia l that the monarchy s t i l l ho lds for good. Ca i thness exp la ins 

that he i s wi l l ing to of fer h i s l i fe blood as a “medic ine” in the 

“countr y ’s purge” . His fee l ings are echoed by Lennox when he 

speaks of the need to “dew the sovere ign f lower and drown the 

weeds .” The i r w i l l i n gnes s to d i e fo r Ma l co lm i s , i n pa r t , a 

recogn i t ion of the potent ia l that k ingsh ip holds for good. Malco lm 

embodies  the “k ing -becoming graces” such as : 

	
 	
 “ jus t i ce , ver i t y, temperance , s tab leness ,

	
 	
 Bounty, per severance , merc y, low l iness ,

	
 	
 Devot ion , pat ience , courage [and] for t i tude ,”

In h i s own words , Malco lm remains at the “command” of Scot land . 

His at t i tude to k ingsh ip i s the ver y ant i thes i s o f the ev i l that 

“Dev i l i sh Macbeth” represents . In th i s respect , Malco lm resembles 

h i s Eng l i sh counterpar t , Edward the Confessor whom Lennox 
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descr ibes as be ing “most p ious” and whose goodness extends to 

be ing able to cure a d i sease known as “ the Ev i l .” The potent ia l that 

th i s k ing holds for good i s a l so seen in h i s “heaven ly g i f t o f 

prophec y” and in the “sundr y b less ing that hang about h i s throne .” In 

the c los ing moments of the p lay, as Malco lm prepares to assume h is 

r ight fu l p lace on the throne of Scot land , he speaks of gr ace , growth 

and love . These words reca l l h i s fa ther ’s speech fo l lowing the 

invas ion of the Norweg ian forces in Act I , and in doing so, they 

remind us of  great  potent ia l  that  k ingsh ip s t i l l  ho lds  for  good. 

	


	
 “Macbeth” ar t icu lates the potent ia l that k ingsh ip holds for 

both good and ev i l . Dur ing Macbeth ’s re ign as K ing of Scot land we 

are a f forded a v i s ion of what i t i s to l i ve under a “butcher” and a 

tyr ant . However, the p lay ba lances th i s v iew of monarchy by 

present ing us wi th an equa l ly powerfu l dep ict ion of the potent ia l 

that  k ingsh ip holds for  good. 
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2009

MACBETH – Wi l l i am Shakespeare 

(i) “Macbeth ’s  murder  o f  Duncan has horr ib le  consequences both for  

Macbeth h imse l f   and for  Scot land .”  Wr i te  a response to  th i s  

s tatement .  You shou ld re fer  to  the p lay  in  your  answer .  

	
 	
 	
 	
 	
 	
 OR 

(ii) “Macbeth has a l l  the ingred ients  o f  compel l ing  drama.” 

Wr i te  a response to  th i s  s tatement , comment ing on one or  more of  

the ingred ients   wh ich , in  your  op in ion , make Macbeth a compel l ing  

drama.

MACBETH – Wi l l i am Shakespeare

( i )  “Macbeth ’s  murder  o f  Duncan has horr ib le  consequences both for  

Macbeth  h imse l f  and for  Scot land .” Wr i te  a response to  th i s  

s tatement . You shou ld re fer  to  the p lay  in  your  answer.  

Mar k ex 60 by re ference to the cr i ter ia  for  assessment us ing the 

fo l lowing breakdown of  mar ks . 

	
 	
 	
 	
 	
 P 18 

	
 	
 	
 	
 	
 _____________________________________________

	
 	
 	
 	
 	
 C 18 

	
 	
 	
 	
 	
 L 18 

	
 	
 	
 	
 	
 M  6 
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E x p e c t c a n d i d a t e s t o i d e n t i f y a n d d i s c u s s t h e h o r r i b l e 

consequences resu l t ing f rom the murder of Duncan . Candidates 

should c lear ly focus on the extent of the hor ror for both Macbeth 

and Scot land , though not necessar i ly  wi th equa l  emphas i s .  

Code CM for  hor r ible  consequences for  Macbeth and CM – for  not 

hor r ible  consequences .

Code CS  for  hor r ible  consequences for  Scot land and CS–  for  not 

hor r ible  consequences for  Scot land . 

Poss ible  consequences : 

Macbeth

-  psycholog ica l  – gu i l t , remor se , t r auma, confus ion 

-  v io lent  – par anoid k i l l ings  of  Banquo, Macduf f ’s  fami ly  

-  mora l  – “supped fu l l  wi th hor ror s” , re l i ance on the wi tches 

-  soc ia l  – i so lat ion , a l ienat ion f rom Lady Macbeth 

- sp i r i tua l  – so l i loqu ies , awareness  of  fa i lure , despa i r, fut i l i ty  

Scot land

-  soc ia l  – banquet d i sorder, fear  and suf fer ing , “widows howl , new 

orphans cr y” 

-  natur a l  – dar kness , “n ight  has  been unr u ly” 

-  po l i t i ca l  – tyr anny, “Alas !  Poor countr y” 

- future – “the t ime i s  f ree” , new order                                              

	
 When we f i r s t meet Macbeth , he i s introduced to us as a 

gener a l o f extr aord inar y prowess who has won the respect and 

admir at ion of h i s k insmen. However, Macbeth ’s murder of Duncan 

has hor r ible consequences both for Macbeth and for Scot land . For 

Macbeth , the murder mar ks a f r ighten ing turn ing point in h i s l i fe . At 

f i r s t , he becomes wracked with gu i l t and remor se . Then , as the p lay 
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progresses , he becomes increas ing ly dehumanised . As resu l t , he 

v i s i t s the most appa l l ing su f fer ing on h i s countr y. Fur thermore , 

fo l lowing the murder of Duncan , Scot land ’s po l i t i ca l and soc ia l 

sys tems are i r revocably  a l tered .  

	
 One of the most obv ious ways in which Macbeth changes 

fo l lowing the murder of Duncan i s to be seen in h i s re la t ionsh ip 

wi th Lady Macbeth . His love for h i s wi fe i s seen in the t r ust he 

p laces in her. Fo l lowing the encounter wi th the Witches , Macbeth i s 

eager to share news of the prophecy wi th h i s “deares t par tner in 

greatness .” From Macbeth ’s po int of v iew, the Witches ’ prophecy i s 

a source potent ia l joy for both of them, and in h i s le t ter to h i s 

wi fe , he s t resses that he does want her “ to lose the dues o f 

re jo i c ing , by be ing ignorant o f [ the] greatness [ . . . ] promissed” her. As 

the n ight of murder approaches , Macbeth re l ies heav i ly on h i s wi fe ’s 

encouragement and on her determinat ion to see the gr im bus iness 

through to i t s awfu l conc lus ion . When speak ing of the murder, 

Macbeth cons i s tent ly uses the per sona l pronoun “we” . For Macbeth , 

th i s i s a jo int enterpr i se to be car r ied out by both them for the 

benefi t o f both . Al though , in the immediate a f termath of Duncan ’s 

murder, Lady Macbeth remains committed to her husband , Macbeth 

beg ins to d i s tance h imse l f f rom her. He p lans the murder s of 

Banquo and the destr uct ion of Macduf f ’s cast le wi thout her and i s 

eager that she “ remain innocent o f the knowledge unt i l [ she] app laud 

the deed” .  As she recedes f rom the act ion , she makes repeated 

at tempts to reach h im but to no ava i l :

	
 	
 How now, my lord !  Why do you keep a lone ,

	
 	
 Of sorr ies t  fanc ies  your  companions making

	
 	
 what ’s  done i s  done
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The re la t ionsh ip i s l i ter a l ly f r actured by the k i l l ing of Duncan . 

Macbeth becomes obsessed with c l ing ing to power and with k i l l ing 

a l l d i ssenter s , whi le h i s wi fe retreats into a f r ighten ing wor ld of 

wak ing n ightmares . When news reaches h im that she i s i l l , h i s 

a t tent ion remains f ixed on mi l i tar y matter s . And when Seyton 

confi rms that Lady Macbeth has k i l led her se l f , Macbeth shows ver y 

l i t t le rea l emot ion . Ins tead , he of fer s us a n ih i l i s t i c v iew of 

ex is tence where Lady Macbeth “shou ld have d ied hereaf ter .” I t i s 

ph i losophy that  sees : 

	
 	
 	
 “ To - m o r r ow , a n d t o - m o r r ow , a n d t o - m o r r ow , 

	
 	
 [Creep ing] 	
 i n th i s pet ty pace f rom day to day to the 

	
 	
 l as t  sy l lab le  o f  recorded t ime .”

So, one of the most obv ious consequences of the murder of 

Duncan i s the way in which i t dr ives a once ver y lov ing couple 

apar t . As a resu l t o f the murder, Macbeth becomes i so lated and 

dehumanised . In the end , he i s l i ter a l ly incapable of exper ienc ing 

human emot ion . 

	
 	
 The change that occur s in Macbeth ’s char acter i s not 

confined to h i s re la t ionsh ip wi th h i s wi fe . Fo l lowing the murder of 

Duncan , Macbeth ’s re la t ionsh ip wi th h i s k insmen and Scot land i s 

a l t e r e d r a d i c a l l y. A s h i s p a r a n o i a c o n c e r n i n g t h e W i t c h e s ’ 

prophec ies mounts , h i s a t tent ion i s dr awn to the threat that h i s 

former f r iends and a l l ies present to h i s secur i ty. His “ fear s in 

Banquo | S t i c k deep” and he comes to be l ieve that h i s former 

f r iend ’s “ roya l ty o f nature” impl ies a d i rect threat to h i s r u le . 

Macbeth ’s growing par anoia has the d i rest o f consequences for 

Banquo. Hir ing two murderer s , he s t resses to them the ur gency of 

hav ing h i s  f r iend k i l led : 
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 [ . . . ]  ever y  minute o f  h i s  be ing thrus ts

	
 	
 Aga ins t  my near ' s t  o f  l i fe  [ . . . ]

The k i l l ing of Banquo mar ks the beg inn ing of a ser ies of shock ing 

cr imes that sees Macbeth at tempt to murder h i s way to peace of 

mind . As he sups “ fu l l w i th horror s ,” Macbeth becomes f ixated on 

“s laughterous thoughts .” In an insane act of mean ing less br uta l i ty, he 

order s  that  Macduf f ’s  cast le  in  F i fe  be g iven : 

	
 	
 g ive to  the edge o '  the sword 

	
 	
 His w i fe , h i s  babes , and a l l  unfor tunate sou l s  

	
 	
 That  t race h im in  h i s  l ine .

Unl ike the murder s of Banquo and Duncan , th i s cr ime forces us to 

recogn ise the ter r ible consequences that Macbeth ’s tyr anny holds 

for  Scot land . 

	
 	
 Under Macbeth , Scot land l i ter a l ly becomes a gr aveyard . 

I t i s p lace where “each new morn New widows howl , new orphans 

cr y,” and “new sorrows | S t r ike heaven on the face .” Any and a l l 

oppos i t ion i s met wi th bloody handed br uta l i ty. In Act IV scene i i i , 

Ross in forms Malco lm and Macduf f o f the ter r ib le to l l that 

Macbeth ’s r u le i s tak ing on Scot land . He speaks of how the “good 

men's l i ves | Exp i re before the f lower s in the i r caps , Dy ing or ere they 

s i c ken” . The awfu lness of th i s image i s re in forced by Lennox much 

la ter  in  Act  V when descr ibes the rebe l  army as  conta in ing many :

	
 	


	
 	
 unrough youths  that  even now 

	
 	
 Protes t  the i r  f i r s t  o f  manhood

T h e imp l i c a t i o n i s s h o c k i n g l y c l e a r. Ma cbe t h ’s t y r a n ny h a s 

e l iminated an ent i re gener at ion of Scott i sh nobles . In fact , as a 

resu l t o f what Macbeth has done , the pol i t i ca l l andscape of 
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Scot land i s a l tered for ever. When the forces of good f ina l ly win 

through and Macbeth i s beheaded, the countr y that Duncan once 

r u led no longer ex is ts . His son Malco lm announces the death of the 

o ld Scott i sh c lan system:

	
 	
 Hencefor th be ear l s , the f i r s t  that  ever  Scot land

	
 	
 In  such an honour  named.

	
 The pol i t i ca l consequences of Macbeth ’s dec i s ion to murder 

Duncan are matched by a ser ies o f f r i ghten ing supernatur a l 

occur rences . Before the murder, Macbeth invokes dar k supernatur a l 

power s to invest h im with the s t rength he needs to car r y out the 

cr ime . Fur thermore , he ca l l s on the “Star s” , to “h ide [ the i r ] f i res” ; 

so that l i ght wi l l not see h i s “b lack and deep des i res .” Then , in the 

a f termath of the murder, he re i ter ates th i s d i s turb ing invocat ion to 

ev i l :

	
 	
 Come , see l ing n ight ,

	
 	
 Scar f  up the tender  eye of  p i t i fu l  day ;

I nexp l i c ab l y, someth i ng an swer s Macbe th ’s p r aye r s . The p l ay 

conta ins sever a l re ferences to the supernatur a l consequences of 

Macbeth ’s cr ime . In Act I I scene iv, Ross in forms us that the 

“heavens have become t roub led wi th man’s act” . The dar kness that 

Macbeth invoked has resu l ted in a s i tuat ion where , “by the c lock , ‘ t i s 

day, And yet dark n ight s t rang les the t rave l l ing lamp” . Such a s t r ange 

occur rence i s matched by unusua l behav iour in the an imal wor ld . 

Responding to to what Ross has sa id , an o ld man in forms us that 

Duncan ’s hor ses became unr u ly and “ate each other” . On a per sona l 

leve l , Macbeth becomes haunted by n ightmares and v i s ions of ev i l . 

His mind i s “ fu l l o f scorp ions” and he makes cont inua l re ferences to 
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the venomous creatures of the n ight . Fo l lowing the murder of 

Duncan , the rhythm and the cadence of Macbeth ’s speech changes 

unt i l  he beg ins  to echo the speech patterns of  the Witches : 

	
 	
 	
 ere the bat  hath f lown

	
 	
 	
 His c lo i s ter 'd  f l i ght , ere  to  b lack Hecate ' s  

	
 	
 	
 summons The shard-borne beet le  w i th  h i s  

	
 	
 	
 drowsy hum

Although th i s i s a subt le consequence of Macbeth ’s cr ime i t i s 

never the less  an interest ing one . 

	
 T h e M u r d e r o f D u n c a n h a s p r o f o u n d a n d t r o u b l i n g 

c o n s e q u e n c e s . F o r M a c b e t h , i t r e s u l t s i n h i s g r a d u a l 

dehumanisat ion . He ceases to fee l emot ions and br ings f i re and 

sword to Scot land . These act ions resu l t in ter r ible su f fer ing for the 

people of h i s countr y. In the end , Scot land ’s po l i t i ca l order i s 

forever a l tered and the way of l i fe that Duncan defended i s 

rep laced by a fore ign system.  

(ii) “Macbeth has a l l  the ingred ients  o f  compel l ing  drama.” 

Wr i te  a response to  th i s  s tatement , comment ing on one or  more of  

the ingred ients   wh ich , in  your  op in ion , make Macbeth a compel l ing  

drama.

	
 Macbeth has a l l the ingred ients of a compel l ing dr ama. Over 

the length of the p lay ’s f i ve Acts , Shakespeare presents us wi th an 

unfor gettable journey that char ts the nature and cour se of one 

man ’s downfa l l . The p l ay ’s rea l i s t i ca l l y d r awn char ac ter s , the 
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intens i ty of i t s imager y and i t s thought provok ing presentat ion of 

un iver sa l  themes a l l  add to i t s  endur ing appea l . 

	
 Perhaps one of the most compel l ing aspects of “Macbeth” i s 

to be found in Shakespeare ’s presentat ion of  Macbeth ’s and Lady 

Macbeth ’s re la t ionsh ip. When we f i r s t meet Lady Macbeth , she i s 

read ing a let ter f rom her husband . The let ter i s a mar ve l lous 

dr amat ic dev ice that a f fords us an ins ight into the i r re la t ionsh ip. In 

the let ter, Macbeth shares the news of h i s encounter wi th the 

Witches . I t i s c lear f rom the tone and the content that Macbeth 

va lues h i s wi fe ’s op in ion and that he i s pass ionate ly in love wi th 

her. Descr ib ing her as h i s “deares t par tner in greatness” , he out l ines 

h i s ambi t ions and hopes for the future . Impor tant ly, i t i s a shared 

future that conta ins the promise of jo int “greatness” . What fo l lows 

i s a compel l ing por tr aya l o f the d i s integr at ion of th i s once lov ing 

and c lose re lat ionsh ip. The murder of Duncan dr ives them apar t 

unt i l they each face the i r separ ate dooms a lone and i so lated . The 

changes that occur in Macbeth ’s char acter are seen ear ly on in p lay. 

In an e loquent evocat ion of the hor ror s that are happening to h im, 

he makes an ev i l p lea for the suppress ion of any mora l scr up les he 

s t i l l  might  have :

	
 	
 	
 Come see l ing n ight ,

	
 	
 	
 Scar f  up the tender  eye o f  p i t i fu l  day ;

	
 	
 	
 And wi th thy  b loody and inv i s ib le  hand

	
 	
 	
 Cance l  and tear  to  p ieces  that  great  bond

	
 	
 	
 Which keeps me pa le !

This i s dr ama at i t s most compel l ing because , in Macbeth ’s 

f r ighten ing pr ayer, we witness a leve l o f psycholog ica l ins ight found 

in few other p lays . We see why l i fe , and even h i s re la t ionsh ip wi th 

h i s wi fe , ceases to have meaning for h im. For her par t , Lady 

Macbeth reacts to her husband ’s growing v io lence and d is tant 
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behav iour by receding into the shadows of her memor ies of that 

dar k n ight . Fo l lowing Act I I I scene iv, Lady Macbeth never aga in 

appear s on s tage wi th her husband . And, when we next see her in 

Act V scene i , we witness an ut ter ly compel l ing t r ans format ion in 

her char acter. She has become a n ightmar i sh parody of the woman 

she once was :

	
 	
 Out, damned spot! out, I say!--

	
 	
 [...]Hell is murky![...]

	
 	
 Yet who would 	
have thought the old man

	
 	
 to have had so much blood in him.

	
 	
 	


	
 The p lay conta ins many other moments of he ightened and 

unfor gettable dr amat ic tens ion that make for compel l ing read ing . 

On the n ight of the murder, Shakespeare presents us wi th a 

care fu l ly orchestr ated ser ies of dr amat ic v ignettes that centre on 

Macbeth and Lady Macbeth ’s react ion to the events as they are 

unfo ld ing . As Macbeth walks towards h i s K ing ’s bedchamber, the 

enormity of what he i s about to under take weighs heav i ly on h i s 

imag inat ion . A “dagger” mar sha l s in the way that he “was go ing” and 

on i t s blade he sees the “dudgeon gouts o f b lood” that wi l l l a ter 

s ta in h i s sou l . The rhythm and cadence of h i s speech , i s aud ibly 

a l tered as  he imag ines :

	
 	
 	
 wither'd murder,

	
 	
 	
 Alarum'd by his sentinel, the wolf,

	
 	
 	
 Whose howl's his watch, thus with his stealthy pace.

	
 	
 	
 With Tarquin's ravishing strides, towards his design

	
 	
 	
 Moves like a ghost.

This incred ibly dr amat ic and evocat ive depict ion of Macbeth ’s inner 

thoughts i s punctuated by the sound of a r ing ing be l l . I t i s d i f f i cu l t 
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to imag ine a more dr amat ic scene . Then , in rea l t ime , Shakespeare 

takes us to Lady Macbeth . The l i ter a lness of her mind i s in sharp 

contr ast to her husband ’s fevered imag in ings . She hear s an owl for 

what i t i s and i s more concerned with the pr act ica l i ty o f the deed 

than any impl icat ions i t may hold for her mor ta l sou l . By employ ing 

e l i s ion Shakespeare den ies us access to Duncan ’s bedchamber, and 

in so doing , he he ightens the dr ama of th i s scene even fur ther. As 

Macbeth s tands before us , v i s ibly shaken and covered in blood, we 

are forced to imag ine the hor ror that  he has just  exper ienced . 

	
 Shakespeare ’s language contr ibutes great ly to creat ion of the 

h igh ly dr amat ic atmosphere of ev i l and v io lence which per vades 

“Macbeth” . The p lay conta ins a number of care fu l ly wor ked out 

imager y pat terns that capture the fu l l in tens i ty of the hor ror s that 

are happening to Macbeth and Lady Macbeth . One of the most 

d i s turb ing , yet at the same t ime compel l ing , pat terns of imager y to 

be found i s that assoc iated wi th ch i ldren and breast feed ing . The i r 

f i r s t appear ance i s seen in Lady Macbeth ’s invocat ion to the ev i l 

sp i r i t s  to take owner sh ip of  her :

	
 	
 	
 Come to my woman's  breasts ,

	
 	
 	
 And take my mi lk  for  ga l l , 

	
 	
 	
 you murd ' r ing min i s ter s , 

The image re inser ts i t se l f in to the language of p lay when she 

inc i tes her husband to the murder of Duncan . In a d i s turb ing 

moment of compel l ing dr ama, she te l l s Macbeth that she has “g iven 

suck , and know[s] | How tender ' t i s to love the babe that mi lks” her. 

In unfor gettable terms , she assures her husband that she would 

have p lucked her baby f rom her n ipp le whi le i t was smi l ing in her 

face :

	
 	
 	
 And dash 'd the bra ins  out , had [she]  so sworn
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The shock ing nature of these l ines takes us d i rect ly to the dr ama, 

tens ion and hor ror of what they are contemplat ing . Then , on h i s 

own in so l i loquy, Macbeth admits that i f he k i l l s Duncan , “P i ty l ike a 

naked new-born babe [ . . . ]  Shall blow the horrid deed in every eye,

That tears shall drown the wind.”  This image of a vu lner able ch i ld captures 

the reader ’s imag inat ion and compels us to see , in Macbeth ’s v i s ion 

of a whole wor ld weeping at the inhumani ty of innocence betr ayed 

and honour v io lated , jus t how d is turb ing th i s cr ime i s . Whi le the 

image a l so prov ides us wi th a dr amat ic foreshadowing of Macbeth ’s 

f ina l fa te at the hands of a man who was r ipped f rom th i s mother ’s 

womb, i t i s the ins ights i t a f fords us into h i s sou l that are most 

compel l ing . Macbeth fear s the judgement of the wider communi ty 

and so, in th i s s ing le image , we g l impse h i s ear ly rea l i sa t ion that the 

murder of Duncan wi l l resu l t in h i s dehumanisat ion ; that i t wi l l 

condemn h im to a l i fe of despa i r and take f rom h im ever yth ing 

human be ings need in order to be happy — sleep, f r iendsh ip, warmth 

and love . 

	
 The p lay re l ies on many other compel l ing and h igh ly dr amat ic 

imager y patterns . In many respects , Macbeth i s s teeped in blood f rom 

beg inn ing to end . B lood imager y forms an essent ia l par t o f the p lay ’s 

dr amat ic fabr ic ; f rom the appear ance of the bloody ser geant in the 

second scene of the p lay, to Macbeth ’s eventua l beheading , we have 

a cont inua l and utter ly compel l ing v i s ion of blood. Macbeth 's sword 

in the batt le smokes 'with b loody execut ion ' and he i s a ided in h i s 

s t r ugg le aga inst the Norweg ian K ing by Banquo who, i s seen in Act 

I scene i i , to 'bathe in reek ing wounds ' . Of cour se , the s tor y of the i r 

bloody explo i t s i s nar r ated to us by a man whose “gashes cr y for 

he lp” .  As we swi tch locat ion to the Witches , we learn that one of 

the i r number has come f rom the bloody task of k i l l ing swine . And, 

as the p lay progresses , images of blood cont inue to set the tone 

and mood of Macbeth . On the n ight of the murder, Macbeth 
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env is ions h i s gu i l t as a type of inde l ible bloody s ta in that wi l l never  

be washed c lean :

	
 	
 Wil l  a l l  g reat  Neptune 's  ocean wash th i s  b lood

	
 	
 Clean f rom my hand? No, th i s  my hand wi l l  ra ther

	
 	
 The mul t i tud inous seas in  incarnad ine ,

	
 	
 Making the green one red .

The enormity of what Macbeth has done i s under scored by 

f requent re ferences to Duncan ’s blood. Dona lba in i s to ld that “ the 

founta in o f [h i s ] b lood i s s topped” and Macbeth h imse l f emphas i ses 

both the nobi l i ty o f h i s v ic t im and the hor ror of h i s cr ime when he 

descr ibes Duncan ’s “s i l ver sk in laced wi th h i s go lden b lood” . I t i s 

d i f f i cu l t not to be at once capt ivated and shocked by these images . 

In the second ha l f o f the p lay, as Macbeth ’s cr imes intens i fy, 

S h a ke spea r e con t i nue s t o r e l y on b l ood image r y. B anquo ’s 

gr uesome fate i s re la ted to us in a ser ies of compel l ing and a lmost 

forens ic images . The “ twenty t renched gashes on h i s head ; The leas t a 

death to nature” are la ter apposed with the unfor gettable image of 

Banquo’s ghost whose “gor y locks” remind Macbeth of jus t how far 

he has  descended into ev i l .  

 In i t ’s dep ict ion of a man who murder s h i s k ing and k insman in 

order to ga in the crown, on ly to lose ever yth ing that we seem to need in 

order to be happy—sleep, nour i shment , f r iends , love—Shakespeare ’s 

“Macbeth” has a l l  the ingred ients  of  compel l ing dr ama.


