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The Characters 

A captain in Duncan's army, later the Thane (Lord) of Glamis and 
Cawdor. When Three Witches predict that he will one day be king of 
Scotland, he takes his fate into his own hands, allowing his ambition 
and that of his wife to overcome his better judgement. His bloody reign 
culminates in a battle against Malcolm and the English forces. 

 

 

The devilish wife of Macbeth, whose ambition helps to drive her 
husband toward the desperate act of murder. Subsequently, her 
husband's cruelty and her own guilt recoil on her, sending her into a 
madness from which she never recovers. 

 

 
The brave, noble general whose children, according to the witches’ 
prophecy, will inherit the Scottish throne. Like Macbeth, Banquo thinks 
ambitious thoughts, but he does not translate those thoughts into 
action. In a sense, Banquo’s character stands as a rebuke to Macbeth, 
since he represents the path Macbeth chose not to take: a path in 
which ambition need not lead to betrayal and murder. Appropriately, 
then, it is Banquo’s ghost—and not Duncan’s—that haunts Macbeth.  

 

LADY MACDUFF 

King of Scotland. His victories against rebellious kinsmen and the 
Norwegians have made him a popular and honored king. His decision 
to pass the kingdom to his son Malcolm provokes his untimely death at 
the hands of Macbeth. 

 
MALCOLM AND 

DONALBAIN 

Banquo's son, who, by escaping Macbeth's plot on his life, will go on to 
be father to a line of kings. 

 

 

Duncan's two sons. Fearful of implication in their father's murder, they 
flee Scotland, Donalbain to Ireland and Malcolm to England, where he 
raises a large army with the intention of toppling the tyrant Macbeth. 

 

 

A thane (nobleman) of Scotland who discovers the murdered King 
Duncan. Suspecting Macbeth and eventually turning against him, 
Macduff later flees to England to join Malcolm. When Macbeth arranges 
the murder of his wife and children, Macduff swears personal revenge. 

 

 

Three agents of Fate who reveal the truth (or part of it) to Macbeth and 
Banquo and who later appear to confirm the downfall and tragic destiny 
of the tyrannical Macbeth. 

 
ROSS, ANGUS, 

LENNOX 

Macduff’s wife. The scene in her castle provides our only glimpse of a 
domestic realm other than that of Macbeth and Lady Macbeth. She and 
her home serve as contrasts to Lady Macbeth and the hellish world of 
Inverness. 

 

FLEANCE 

Thanes of Scotland, all of whom eventually turn against the tyrannical 
Macbeth. 
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The Plot 
Returning to his castle, Macbeth allows himself to be persuaded and directed by his ambitious wife, who 
realizes that regicide — the murder of the king — is the quickest way to achieve the destiny that her 
husband has been promised. A perfect opportunity presents itself when King Duncan pays a royal visit to 
Macbeth's castle. 

 

Meanwhile, in Scotland, Lady Macbeth has been taken ill: She walks in her sleep and seems to recall, in 
fragmentary memories, the details of the murder. Now, in a series of alternating scenes, the action of the 
play moves rapidly between the advancing army of Malcolm and the defensive preparations of Macbeth. 

 

Haunted by what he has done, Macbeth is once more reprimanded by his wife, whose inner strength 
seems only to have been increased by the treacherous killing. Suddenly, both are alarmed by a loud 
knocking at the castle door. 

 

Already a successful soldier in the army of King Duncan, Macbeth is informed by Three Witches that he is 
to become king. As part of the same prophecy, the Witches predict that future Scottish kings will be 
descended not from Macbeth but from his fellow army captain, Banquo. 

 

Following an evening of revelry, Lady Macbeth drugs the guards of the king's bedchamber; then, at a 
given signal, Macbeth, although filled with misgivings, ascends to the king's room and murders him while 
he sleeps. 

 

When the drunken porter of Macbeth's castle finally responds to the noise, he opens the door to Macduff, 
a loyal follower of the king, who has been asked to awake Duncan in preparation for the return journey. 
Macbeth indicates the location of the king's room, and Macduff discovers the body. 

 

Although initially prepared to wait for Fate to take its course, Macbeth is stung by ambition and confusion 
when King Duncan nominates his son Malcolm as his heir. 

 

The hired murderers kill Banquo but mistakenly allow Fleance to escape. At a celebratory banquet that 
night, Macbeth is thrown into a state of horror when the ghost of the murdered Banquo appears at the 
dining table. Again, his wife tries to strengthen Macbeth, but the strain is clearly beginning to show. 

 

When he is told that Macduff has deserted him, Macbeth begins the final stage of his tragic descent. His 
first move is the destruction of Macduff's wife and children. In England, Macduff receives the news at the 
very moment that he swears his allegiance to the young Malcolm. Malcolm persuades him that the 
murder of his family should act as the spur to revenge. 

 

When the murder is revealed, Macbeth swiftly kills the prime witnesses, the sleepy guards of the king's 
bedchamber, and Lady Macbeth faints. The assembled lords of Scotland, including Macbeth, swear to 
avenge the murder. With suspicion heavy in the air, the king's two sons flee the country: Donalbain to 
Ireland and Malcolm to raise an army in England. 

 

When Malcolm's army disguise themselves with sawn-off branches, Macbeth sees what appears to be a 
wood moving towards his stronghold at Dunsinane. And when he finally meets Macduff in single combat, 
his sworn enemy reveals that he came into the world by cesarean section; he was not, precisely 
speaking, "born of woman." 

 

Macbeth is duly proclaimed the new king of Scotland, but recalling the Witches' second prophecy, he 
arranges the murder of his fellow soldier Banquo and his son Fleance, both of whom represent a threat to 
his kingship according to the Witches' prophecy. 

 

The following day, Macbeth returns to the same Witches who initially foretold his destiny. This time, the 
Witches not only confirm that the sons of Banquo will rule in Scotland, but they also add a new prophecy: 
Macbeth will be invincible in battle until the time when the forest of Birnam moves towards his stronghold 
at Dunsinane and until he meets an enemy "not born of woman." Dismissing both of these predictions as 
nonsense, Macbeth prepares for invasion. 

 

On hearing this news, Macbeth rejects one final time the Witches' prophecy. With a loud cry, he launches 
himself at Macduff and is slain. In the final scene, Malcolm is crowned as the new king of Scotland 

 

At first Macbeth is loth to commit a crime that he knows will invite judgment, if not on earth then in 
heaven. Once more, however, his wife prevails upon him. 

 

https://www.cliffsnotes.com/literature/m/macbeth/character-analysis/duncan
https://www.cliffsnotes.com/literature/m/macbeth/character-analysis/banquo
https://www.cliffsnotes.com/literature/m/macbeth/character-analysis/lady-macbeth
https://www.cliffsnotes.com/literature/m/macbeth/character-analysis/macduff
https://www.cliffsnotes.com/literature/m/macbeth/character-analysis/malcolm
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Revising the Social Context: Jacobean era 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

GOOD AND EVIL RELIGION 
 

MASCULINITY  

KINGSHIP AND ROYALTY  

WOMEN   

WITCHCRAFT  

FATE AND FREE WILL  MURDER  
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Revising Key Themes 

 

THE CORRUPTING POWER OF UNRESTRICTED AMBITION 

The main theme that drives Macbeth is the destruction caused when ambition takes 

over and has no moral limits. This finds its most powerful expression in the play’s two 

main characters. Macbeth is a courageous Scottish general who is not naturally inclined 

to commit evil deeds, yet he deeply desires power and advancement. He kills Duncan 

against his better judgment and afterward is consumed in guilt and paranoia. Toward 

the end of the play he descends into a kind of frantic, boastful madness. Lady Macbeth, 

on the other hand, pursues her goals with greater determination, yet she is less capable 

of dealing with the consequences of her immoral acts. She spurs her husband 

mercilessly to kill Duncan and urges him to be strong in the murder’s aftermath, but she 

is eventually driven to distraction by the effect of Macbeth’s repeated bloodshed on 

her conscience. In each case, ambition—helped by the damaging prophecies of the 

witches—is what drives the couple to commit more terrible killings. The problem, the 

play suggests, is that once one decides to use violence to further one’s quest for power, 

it is difficult to stop. There are always potential threats to the throne—Banquo, Fleance, 

Macduff—and it is always tempting to use violent means to dispose of them. 

 

THE RELATIONSHIP BETWEEN CRUELTY AND MASCULINITY 

Characters in Macbeth frequently dwell on issues of gender. Lady Macbeth manipulates 

her husband by questioning his manhood, wishes that she herself could be “unsexed,” 

and does not contradict Macbeth when he says that a woman like her should give birth 

only to boys. In the same manner that Lady Macbeth goads her husband on to murder, 

Macbeth provokes the murderers he hires to kill Banquo by questioning their manhood. 

Such acts show that both Macbeth and Lady Macbeth equate masculinity with 

aggression, and whenever they converse about manhood, violence soon follows. Their 

understanding of manhood allows the political order depicted in the play to descend 

into chaos. 

However, the play does also put forth a less destructive definition of manhood. In the 

scene where Macduff learns of the murders of his wife and child, Malcolm consoles him 

by encouraging him to take the news in “manly” fashion, by seeking revenge upon 

Macbeth. Macduff shows the young heir apparent that he has a mistaken 

understanding of masculinity. To Malcolm’s suggestion, “Dispute it like a man,” Macduff 

replies, “I shall do so. But I must also feel it as a man” (4.3.221–223). 

 

 

 

http://www.sparknotes.com/shakespeare/macbeth/character/lady-macbeth/
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WOMEN 

In Macbeth, the audience cannot help noticing that women are also sources of violence 

and evil. The witches’ prophecies spark Macbeth’s ambitions and then encourage his 

violent behaviour; Lady Macbeth provides the brains and the will behind her husband’s 

plotting; and the only divine being to appear is Hecate, the goddess of witchcraft. 

Arguably, Macbeth traces the root of chaos and evil to women, which has led some 

critics to argue that this is Shakespeare’s most misogynistic play. While the male 

characters are just as violent and prone to evil as the women, the aggression of the 

female characters is more striking because it goes against usual Jacobean expectations 

of how women ought to behave. Lady Macbeth’s behaviour certainly shows that 

women can be as ambitious and cruel as men. Whether because of the constraints of 

her society or because she is not fearless enough to kill, Lady Macbeth relies on 

deception and manipulation rather than violence to achieve her ends. 

 

GOOD AND EVIL 

Macbeth is a good example of the treatment of the forces good and evil in both 

Elizabethan drama and Jacobean drama. Macbeth begins as a ‘good’ man, a very good 

man – loyal, responsible and honourable. During the course of the action he becomes 

evil, influenced by the witches who are agents of the power of evil. He is led on by 

their suggestion that he is destined to become king. The transition is accompanied by 

language that depicts that transition. At first he is the ‘great’ and ‘noble’ Macbeth, the 

hero of Scotland. The king, Duncan, calls him ‘valiant cousin,’ and ‘worthy gentleman.’ 

Yet, it’s not long before, deadly ambition takes over and Macbeth kills his opponents, 

slaughtering the whole of Macduff’s family including children. He is now ‘black 

Macbeth,’ ‘bloody butcher,’ and a ‘tyrant’. 

The saintly Duncan is associated with good. When Macbeth is considering killing him 

he acknowledges that: ‘this Duncan hath borne his faculties so meek […] that his 

virtues will plead like angels trumpet-tongued against the deep damnation of his 

taking off.’ We see there the direct contrast in the angels of heaven and the 

damnation of hell. 

As Duncan and Banquo approach Macbeth’s castle for the king’s visit, the language 

creates a heavenly atmosphere around them: ‘heaven’s breath smells wooingly here.’ 

But inside the castle it is different. The evil plotting of Macbeth and Lady Macbeth has 

turned it into an almost literal hell. ‘The raven himself is hoarse that croaks the fatal 

entrance of Duncan under my battlements,’ Lady Macbeth says. ‘Come thick night and 

pall thee in the dunnest smoke of hell.’ Everything now, in the castle, is dark and 

hellish.  

Duncan’s son, Malcolm, together with Macduff, exiled in England, now gathers a force 

to return to Scotland and overthrow Macbeth. Sponsored by the English king, who is 
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depicted as the agent of good, they return to Scotland and the classic battle of good 

versus evil takes place. They overthrow Macbeth and the throne is restored to its 

rightful king. Good has triumphed over evil. 

 

THE DIFFERENCE BETWEEN KINGSHIP AND TYRANNY 

In the play, Duncan is always referred to as a “king,” while Macbeth soon becomes 

known as the “tyrant.” The difference between the two types of rulers seems to be 

expressed in a conversation that occurs in Act 4, scene 3, when Macduff meets Malcolm 

in England. In order to test Macduff’s loyalty to Scotland, Malcolm pretends that he 

would make an even worse king than Macbeth. He tells Macduff of his reproachable 

qualities—among them a thirst for personal power and a violent temperament, both of 

which seem to characterize Macbeth perfectly. On the other hand, Malcolm says, “The 

king-becoming graces / [are] justice, verity, temp’rance, stableness, / Bounty, 

perseverance, mercy, [and] lowliness” (4.3.92–93). The model king, then, rules the 

kingdom with order and justice, but also comfort and affection. Under him, subjects are 

rewarded according to their merits, as when Duncan makes Macbeth Thane of Cawdor 

after Macbeth’s victory over the invaders. Most important, the king must be loyal to 

Scotland above his own interests. Macbeth, by contrast, brings only chaos to Scotland—

symbolized in the bad weather and bizarre supernatural events—and offers no real 

justice, only a habit of impulsively murdering those he sees as a threat. As the 

embodiment of tyranny, he must be overcome by Malcolm so that Scotland can have a 

true king once more. 
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Key literary devices in the novel 
 

 

Motifs 

Motifs are recurring structures, contrasts, and literary devices that can help to develop 

and inform the text’s major themes. 

HALLUCINATIONS 

Visions and hallucinations recur throughout the play and serve as reminders of Macbeth 

and Lady Macbeth’s joint guilt for the growing murders. When he is about to kill Duncan, 

Macbeth sees a dagger floating in the air. Covered with blood and pointed toward the 

king’s chamber, the dagger represents the bloody course on which Macbeth is about to 

embark. Later, he sees Banquo’s ghost sitting in a chair at a feast, pricking his conscience 

by mutely reminding him that he murdered his former friend. The seemingly 

hardheaded Lady Macbeth also eventually gives way to visions, as she sleepwalks and 

believes that her hands are stained with blood that cannot be washed away by any 

amount of water. In each case, it is ambiguous whether the vision is real or purely 

hallucinatory; but, in both cases, the Macbeths read them uniformly as supernatural 

signs of their guilt. 

VIOLENCE 

Macbeth is a famously violent play. Interestingly, most of the killings take place offstage, 

but throughout the play the characters provide the audience with gory descriptions of 

the carnage, from the opening scene where the captain describes Macbeth and Banquo 

wading in blood on the battlefield, to the endless references to the bloodstained hands 

of Macbeth and his wife. The action in the play starts and ends with a pair of bloody 

battles: in the first, Macbeth defeats the invaders; in the second, he is slain and 

beheaded by Macduff. In between is a series of murders: Duncan, Duncan’s 

chamberlains, Banquo, Lady Macduff, and Macduff’s son all come to bloody ends. By 

the end of the action, blood seems to be everywhere. 

PROPHECY 

Prophecy sets Macbeth’s plot in motion—namely, the witches’ prophecy that Macbeth 

will become first thane of Cawdor and then king. The weird sisters make a number of 

other prophecies: they tell us that Banquo’s heirs will be kings, that Macbeth should 

beware Macduff, that Macbeth is safe till Birnam Wood comes to Dunsinane, and that 

no man born of woman can harm Macbeth. Save for the prophecy about Banquo’s heirs, 

all of these predictions are fulfilled within the course of the play. Still, it is left 

deliberately ambiguous whether some of them are self-fulfilling—for example, whether 
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Macbeth wills himself to be king or is fated to be king. Additionally, as the Birnam Wood 

and “born of woman” prophecies make clear, the prophecies must be interpreted as 

riddles, since they do not always mean what they seem to mean. 

Symbols 

Symbols are objects, characters, figures, and colors used to represent abstract ideas or 

concepts. 

BLOOD 

Blood is everywhere in Macbeth, beginning with the opening battle between the Scots 

and the Norwegian invaders, which is described in harrowing terms by the wounded 

captain in Act 1, scene 2. Once Macbeth and Lady Macbeth embark upon their 

murderous journey, blood comes to symbolize their guilt, and they begin to feel that 

their crimes have stained them in a way that cannot be washed clean. “Will all great 

Neptune’s ocean wash this blood / Clean from my hand?” Macbeth cries after he has 

killed Duncan, even as his wife scolds him and says that a little water will do the job 

(2.2.58–59). Later, though, she comes to share his horrified sense of being stained: 

“Out, damned spot; out, I say . . . who would have thought the old man to have had so 

much blood in him?” she asks as she wanders through the halls of their castle near the 

close of the play (5.1.30–34). Blood symbolizes the guilt that sits like a permanent stain 

on the consciences of both Macbeth and Lady Macbeth, one that hounds them to their 

graves. 

THE WEATHER 

As in other Shakespearean tragedies, Macbeth’s grotesque murder spree is 

accompanied by a number of unnatural occurrences in the natural realm. From the 

thunder and lightning that accompany the witches’ appearances to the terrible storms 

that rage on the night of Duncan’s murder, these violations of the natural order reflect 

corruption in the moral and political orders. 
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PRACTICE EXAM QUESTION 1 

Read the following extract from Act 1 Scene 4 of Macbeth and then answer the question 

that follows.  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Starting with this speech, how does Shakespeare present Macbeth as an ambitious 
character? 

Write about:  

• how Shakespeare presents Macbeth as an ambitious character in this extract.  

• how Shakespeare presents Macbeth as an ambitious character in the play as a 
whole.  
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PRACTICE EXAM QUESTION 2 

Read the following extract from Act 1 Scene 5 of Macbeth and then answer 
the question that follows.  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Starting with this speech, how does Shakespeare present Lady Macbeth as a 
ruthless character? 

Write about:  

• how Shakespeare presents Lady Macbeth as a ruthless character in this 
extract.  

• how Shakespeare presents Lady Macbeth as a ruthless character in the 
play as a whole.  

 

In the exam, you will need to read the exam question first and use this to: 

1. Highlight quotes as you read 
2. Use the highlighted quotes to come up with 2-3 key points 
3. Annotate 2-3 key quotes for keywords/ literary devices, links to social 
context and links to rest of the novel 

Look at the how the student annotates relevant quotes in Practice Question 1. 
Tip: Do not annotate all your quotes – just the key ones you want to use in 
your response. 

 

LADY MACBETH 
The raven himself is hoarse 
That croaks the fatal entrance of Duncan   
Under my battlements. Come, you spirits 
That tend on mortal thoughts, unsex me here 
And fill me, from the crown to the toe, top-full 
Of direst cruelty! Make thick my blood, 
Stop up the access and passage to remorse,  
That no compunctious visitings of nature 
Shake my fell purpose nor keep peace between 
The effect and it! Come to my woman's breasts, 
And take my milk for gall, you murdering ministers, 
Wherever in your sightless substances   
You wait on nature's mischief! Come, thick night, 
And pall thee in the dunnest smoke of hell, 
That my keen knife see not the wound it makes, 
Nor heaven peep through the blanket of the dark 
To cry, “Hold, hold!”     
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PRACTICE EXAM QUESTION 3 

Read the following extract from Act 1 Scene 7 of Macbeth and then answer 
the question that follows.  

 

 

 

 

Starting with this speech, how does Shakespeare present Lady Macbeth as an 
evil character? 

Write about:  

• how Shakespeare presents Lady Macbeth as an evil character in this 
extract.  

• how Shakespeare presents Lady Macbeth as an evil character in the 
play as a whole.  

 

 

MACBETH 

     Prithee, peace: 

I dare do all that may become a man; 

Who dares do more is none. 

 

LADY MACBETH 

     What beast was ’t, then, 

That made you break this enterprise to me? 

When you durst do it, then you were a man; 

And to be more than what you were, you would 

Be so much more the man. Nor time nor place 

Did then adhere, and yet you would make both. 

They have made themselves, and that their fitness now 

Does unmake you. “I have given suck, and know 

How tender ’tis to love the babe that milks me. 

I would, while it was smiling in my face, 

Have plucked my nipple from his boneless gums 

And dashed the brains out, had I so sworn as you 

Have done to this.” 
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PRACTICE EXAM QUESTION 4: Act 2 Scene 1. 

Read the following extract from Act 2 scene 1 Macbeth and then answer the 
question that follows.  

In this extract, everyone, including his guest Duncan have gone to bed, 
Macbeth is alone and sees a dagger in front of him. 

 

Starting with this extract, how does Shakespeare present Macbeth as a troubled 
character?  

Write about:  

• how Shakespeare presents Macbeth as a troubled character in this extract.  

• how Shakespeare presents Macbeth as a troubled character in the play as a whole.  

(30 marks)  

 
 

 

 

Macbeth 
 
Is this a dagger which I see before me, 
The handle toward my hand? Come, let me clutch thee. 
I have thee not, and yet I see thee still. 
Art thou not, fatal vision, sensible 
To feeling as to sight? or art thou but 
A dagger of the mind, a false creation, 
Proceeding from the heat-oppressed brain? 
I see thee yet, in form as palpable 
As this which now I draw. 
Thou marshall’st me the way that I was going; 
And such an instrument I was to use. 
Mine eyes are made the fools o’ the other senses, 
Or else worth all the rest; I see thee still, 
And on thy blade and dudgeon gouts of blood, 
Which was not so before. There’s no such thing: 
It is the bloody business which informs 
Thus to mine eyes. Now o’er the one halfworld 
Nature seems dead, and wicked dreams abuse 
The curtain’d sleep; witchcraft celebrates 
Pale Hecate’s offerings, and 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. Thou sure and firm-set earth, 
Hear not my steps, which way they walk, for fear 
Thy very stones prate of my whereabout, 
And take the present horror from the time, 
Which now suits with it. Whiles I threat, he lives: 
Words to the heat of deeds too cold breath gives. 
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PRACTICE EXAM QUESTION 5: Act 1 Scene 1 

Read the following extract from Act 1 Scene 1 of Macbeth and then answer 
the question that follows.  

 

 

Starting with this extract, how does Shakespeare present ideas about 
the supernatural in the play?  

Write about:  

• how Shakespeare presents ideas about the supernatural in this extract  

• how Shakespeare presents ideas about the supernatural in the play as a 
whole.  

(30 marks) (SPaG 4 marks) 

 
Thunder and lightning. Enter three Witches 
 
First Witch 
When shall we three meet again 
In thunder, lightning, or in rain? 
 
Second Witch 
When the hurlyburly's done, 
When the battle's lost and won. 
 
Third Witch 
That will be ere the set of sun. 
 
First Witch 
Where the place? 
 
Second Witch 
Upon the heath. 
 
Third Witch 
There to meet with Macbeth. 
 
First Witch 
I come, Graymalkin! 
 
Second Witch 
Paddock calls. 
 
Third Witch 
Anon. 
 
ALL 
Fair is foul, and foul is fair: 
Hover through the fog and filthy air. 
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PRACTICE EXAM QUESTION 6: Act 1 Scene 2 

Read the following extract from Act 1 Scene 2 of Macbeth and then answer 
the question that follows.  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Starting with this extract, how does Shakespeare present Macbeth as a 
hero in the play?  

Write about:  

• how Shakespeare presents Macbeth as a hero in this extract  

• how Shakespeare presents Macbeth as a hero in the play as a whole.  

(30 marks) 

(SPaG 4 marks) 

 

 

Sergeant 
 
Doubtful it stood; 
As two spent swimmers, that do cling together 
And choke their art. The merciless Macdonwald-- 
Worthy to be a rebel, for to that 
The multiplying villanies of nature 
Do swarm upon him--from the western isles 
Of kerns and gallowglasses is supplied; 
And fortune, on his damned quarrel smiling, 
Show'd like a rebel's whore: but all's too weak: 
For brave Macbeth--well he deserves that name-- 
Disdaining fortune, with his brandish'd steel, 
Which smoked with bloody execution, 
Like valour's minion carved out his passage 
Till he faced the slave; 
Which ne'er shook hands, nor bade farewell to him, 
Till he unseam'd him from the nave to the chaps, 
And fix'd his head upon our battlements. 
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PRACTICE EXAM QUESTION 7: Act 1 Scene 3 

Read the following extract from Act 1 Scene 3 of Macbeth and then answer 
the question that follows.  

 

 

Starting with this extract, how does Shakespeare present ideas about 
fate vs free will in the play?  

Write about:  

• how Shakespeare presents ideas about fate vs free will in this extract  

• how Shakespeare presents ideas about fate vs free will in the play as a 
whole.  

(30 marks) (SPaG 4 marks) 

MACBETH 

[Aside] Two truths are told, 

As happy prologues to the swelling act 

Of the imperial theme.--I thank you, gentlemen. 

Aside 

Cannot be ill, cannot be good: if ill, 

Why hath it given me earnest of success, 

Commencing in a truth? I am thane of Cawdor: 

If good, why do I yield to that suggestion 

Whose horrid image doth unfix my hair 

And make my seated heart knock at my ribs, 

Against the use of nature? Present fears 

Are less than horrible imaginings: 

My thought, whose murder yet is but fantastical, 

Shakes so my single state of man that function 

Is smother'd in surmise, and nothing is 

But what is not. 

BANQUO 

Look, how our partner's rapt. 

MACBETH 

[Aside] If chance will have me king, why, chance may crown me, 

Without my stir. 

BANQUO 

New horrors come upon him, 

Like our strange garments, cleave not to their mould 

But with the aid of use. 

MACBETH 

[Aside] Come what come may, 

Time and the hour runs through the roughest day. 



 17 

PRACTICE EXAM QUESTION 8: Act 1 Scene 5 

Read the following extract from Act 1 Scene 5 of Macbeth and then answer 
the question that follows.  

 

 

 

 

 

 

Starting with this extract, how does Shakespeare present Lady Macbeth 
as a powerful character in the play?  

Write about:  

• how Shakespeare presents Lady Macbeth as powerful in this extract  

• how Shakespeare presents Lady Macbeth as powerful in the play as a 
whole.  

(30 marks) (SPaG 4 marks) 

 

 

 

Enter LADY MACBETH, reading a letter 

LADY MACBETH 

 
Glamis thou art, and Cawdor; and shalt be 
What thou art promised: yet do I fear thy nature; 
It is too full o' the milk of human kindness 
To catch the nearest way: thou wouldst be great; 
Art not without ambition, but without 
The illness should attend it: what thou wouldst highly, 
That wouldst thou holily; wouldst not play false, 
And yet wouldst wrongly win: thou'ldst have, great Glamis, 
That which cries 'Thus thou must do, if thou have it; 
And that which rather thou dost fear to do 
Than wishest should be undone.' 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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PRACTICE EXAM QUESTION 9: Act 1 Scene 7 

Read the following extract from Act 1 Scene 7 of Macbeth and then answer 
the question that follows.  

 

 

 

 

Starting with this extract, how does Shakespeare present Macbeth as a 
reluctant character in the play?  

Write about:  

• how Shakespeare presents Macbeth as reluctant in this extract  

• how Shakespeare presents Macbeth as reluctant in the play as a whole.  

(30 marks) (SPaG 4 marks) 

 

 

MACBETH 
If it were done when 'tis done, then 'twere well 
It were done quickly: if the assassination 
Could trammel up the consequence, and catch 
With his surcease success; that but this blow 
Might be the be-all and the end-all here, 
But here, upon this bank and shoal of time, 
We'ld jump the life to come. But in these cases 
We still have judgment here; that we but teach 
Bloody instructions, which, being taught, return 
To plague the inventor: this even-handed justice 
Commends the ingredients of our poison'd chalice 
To our own lips. He's here in double trust; 
First, as I am his kinsman and his subject, 
Strong both against the deed; then, as his host, 
Who should against his murderer shut the door, 
Not bear the knife myself. Besides, this Duncan 
Hath borne his faculties so meek, hath been 
So clear in his great office, that his virtues 
Will plead like angels, trumpet-tongued, against 
The deep damnation of his taking-off; 
And pity, like a naked new-born babe, 
Striding the blast, or heaven's cherubim, horsed 
Upon the sightless couriers of the air, 
Shall blow the horrid deed in every eye, 
That tears shall drown the wind. I have no spur 
To prick the sides of my intent, but only 
Vaulting ambition, which o'erleaps itself 
And falls on the other. 
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PRACTICE EXAM QUESTION 10: Act 1 Scene 7 

Read the following extract from Act 1 Scene 7 of Macbeth and then answer 
the question that follows.  

 

 

 

 

 

 

Starting with this extract, how does Shakespeare present the idea of 
masculinity in the play?  

Write about:  

• how Shakespeare presents the idea of masculinity in this extract  

• how Shakespeare presents the idea of masculinity in the play as a 
whole.  

(30 marks) (SPaG 4 marks) 

 

 

MACBETH 

Prithee, peace: 
I dare do all that may become a man; 
Who dares do more is none. 

 

LADY MACBETH 

What beast was't, then, 
That made you break this enterprise to me? 
When you durst do it, then you were a man; 
And, to be more than what you were, you would 
Be so much more the man. Nor time nor place 
Did then adhere, and yet you would make both: 
They have made themselves, and that their fitness now 
Does unmake you. I have given suck, and know 
How tender 'tis to love the babe that milks me: 
I would, while it was smiling in my face, 
Have pluck'd my nipple from his boneless gums, 
And dash'd the brains out, had I so sworn as you 
Have done to this. 
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PRACTICE EXAM QUESTION 11: Act 2 Scene 1 

Read the following extract from Act 2 Scene 1 of Macbeth and then answer 
the question that follows.  

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
Starting with this extract, how does Shakespeare present Banquo as an 
important character in the play?  

Write about:  

• how Shakespeare presents Banquo as an important character in this extract  

• how Shakespeare presents Banquo as an important character in the play as a 
whole.  

(30 marks) (SPaG 4 marks) 

 

BANQUO 
Hold, take my sword. There’s husbandry in heaven; 
Their candles are all out. Take thee that too. 
A heavy summons lies like lead upon me, 
And yet I would not sleep. Merciful powers, 
Restrain in me the cursèd thoughts that nature 
Gives way to in repose. 

 

Enter MACBETH and a SERVANT with a torch 

Give me my sword. Who’s there? 

MACBETH 
A friend. 
 
BANQUO 
What, sir, not yet at rest? The king’s a-bed. 
He hath been in unusual pleasure, and 
Sent forth great largess to your offices. 
This diamond he greets your wife withal, 
By the name of most kind hostess, and shut up 
In measureless content. 
 
MACBETH 
     Being unprepared, 
Our will became the servant to defect, 
Which else should free have wrought. 
BANQUO 
     All’s well. 
I dreamt last night of the three weird sisters: 
To you they have showed some truth. 
MACBETH 
     I think not of them. 
Yet, when we can entreat an hour to serve, 
We would spend it in some words upon that business, 
If you would grant the time. 
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PRACTICE EXAM QUESTION 12: Act 5 Scene 1 

Read the following extract from Act 1 Scene 5 of Macbeth and then answer 
the question that follows.  

 

 

Starting with this extract, how does Shakespeare present the idea of 
guilt in the play?  

Write about:  

• how Shakespeare presents the idea of guilt in this extract  

• how Shakespeare presents the idea of guilt in the play as a whole.  

(30 marks) (SPaG 4 marks) 

 

 

 

LADY MACBETH 
Out, damned spot! out, I say!--One: two: why, 
then, 'tis time to do't.--Hell is murky!--Fie, my 
lord, fie! a soldier, and afeard? What need we 
fear who knows it, when none can call our power to 
account?--Yet who would have thought the old man 
to have had so much blood in him. 

 

Doctor 
Do you mark that? 

 

LADY MACBETH 
The thane of Fife had a wife: where is she now?-- 
What, will these hands ne'er be clean?--No more o' 
that, my lord, no more o' that: you mar all with 
this starting. 

 

Doctor 
Go to, go to; you have known what you should not. 

 

Gentlewoman 
She has spoke what she should not, I am sure of 
that: heaven knows what she has known. 

 

LADY MACBETH 
Here's the smell of the blood still: all the 
perfumes of Arabia will not sweeten this little 
hand. Oh, oh, oh! 
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How to plan any literarture exam question: 

1. Read the question. Underline the key words. 
2. Do not look at the extract yet. Mind map everything you know about the 

question. 
3. Do not look at the extract yet. Start to think about the Intro you might 

write in relation to the question. Make notes. 
4. Do not look at the extract yet. Start to think about a possible order to the 

ideas on your mind map – will your essay be chronological? Random? Will 
you miss out some bits because they’re not as strong? 

5. NOW, LOOK AT THE EXTRACT. Annotate the extract, focusing on how the 
methods/language the writer uses relate to the question.  

6. Once you’ve finished annotating, think about where to fit it in to your mind 
map/order of paragraphs that you already have. Did you already remember 
this bit anyway? Does seeing the extract develop any of the ideas you 
already have? 

7. START WRITING.  
a. Write a Big Picture Intro related to the theme/ideas in the question. 

(this is what some teachers might call the ‘thread’ or ‘argument’ or 
‘big idea’ of your essay. 

b. Write approx. 3 paragraphs focusing on both the extract and the rest 
of the play based on your mind map. 

c. Write a conclusion acknowledging the rest of the play/how the theme 
resolves/ends/continues to develop. 

 

TIPS FOR REVISION 
 

o Write up character profiles with key quotes revealing their characteristics, key 

themes they illustrate, their relationships with other characters, and their key 

scenes 

 

o Make notes on key themes – the characters/ events linked to them with key 

quotes 

 

o Make notes on key methods used across the play and what effect this has on the 

audience. 

 

o Revise social context – Beliefs and social values in the Victorian era. 

 

o Plan exam responses for questions in the booklet – even if you don’t write them 

up, you will have explored each question in detail. Use the planning approach 

outlined below. 

 

o Write up as many responses as you can in timed conditions – and then get it 

checked! 
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The Mark Scheme 

AO1: Read, understand and respond to texts.  
• maintain a critical style and develop an informed personal response  
• use textual references, including quotations, to support and illustrate interpretations.  
AO2: Analyse the language, form and structure used by a writer to create meanings and effects, 
using relevant subject terminology where appropriate.  
AO3: Show understanding of the relationships between texts and the contexts in which they were 
written.  

Mark AO Typical features 

Level 6 

 

Convincing, 

critical analysis 

and exploration 

26-30 marks 

AO1 
11-12 

• Critical, exploratory, conceptualised response to task and whole text 
• Judicious use of precise references to support interpretations 

AO2 
11-12 

• Analysis of writer’s methods with subject terminology used judiciously 
• Exploration of effects of writer’s methods on reader 

AO3 
6 

• Exploration of ideas/ perspectives/ contextual factors shown by specific, detailed 
links between context/ text/ task 

Level 5 

 

Thoughtful, 

developed 

consideration 

21-25 

AO1 
9-10 

• Thoughtful, developed response to task and whole text 
• Apt references integrated into interpretations 

AO2 
9-10 

• Examination of writer’s methods with subject terminology used effectively to 
support consideration of methods 

• Examination of effects of writer’s methods on reader 

AO3 
5 

• Thoughtful consideration of ideas/ perspectives/ contextual factors shown by 
examination of detailed links between context/ text/ task 

Level 4 

 

Clear 

understanding 

16-20 

AO1 
7-8 

• Clear, explained response to task and whole text 
• Effective use of references to support explanation 

AO2 
7-8 

• Clear explanation of writer’s methods with appropriate use of relevant subject 
terminology  

• Understanding of effects of writer’s methods on reader 

AO3 
4 

• Clear understanding of ideas/ perspectives/ contextual factors shown by specific 
links between context/ text/ task 

Level 3 

 

Explained, 

structured 

comments 

11-15 

AO1 
5-6 

• Some explained response to task and whole text 
• References used to support a range of relevant comments 

AO2 
5-6 

• Explained/ relevant comments on writer’s methods with some relevant use of 
subject terminology 

• Identification of effects of writer’s methods on reader 

AO3 
3 

• Some understanding of implicit ideas/ perspectives/ contextual factors shown by 
links between context/ text/ task 

Level 2 

 

Supported, 

relevant 

comments 

6-10 marks 

AO1 
3-4 

• Supported response to task and whole text 
• Comments on references 

AO2 
3-4 

• Identification of writer’s methods 
• Some reference to subject terminology 

AO3 
2 

• Some awareness of implicit ideas/ contextual factors 

Level 1 

 

Simple, explicit 

comments 

1-5 marks 

AO1 
1-2 

• Simple comments relevant to task and whole text 
• References  to relevant details 

AO2 
1-2 

• Awareness of writers making deliberate choices 
• Possible references to subject terminology 

AO3 
1 

• Simple comment on explicit ideas/ contextual factors  

0 marks  Nothing worthy of credit/ nothing written 

 


