
Welcome to Term 3 of Drama!

• This term we will be covering two sections of Drama – Elizabethan 
Theatre and Contemporary Pan-African Theatre

• We are covering Elizabethan Theatre as the play text for this 
section is Macbeth – the same play you are studying in English and 
when it comes to the exam you have the option of answering 
either the Pan-African section or the Elizabethan Theatre section

• I will just be going through the theory of Elizabethan Theatre in 
these slides and not the play text as we will be studying I will marry 
when I want by Wole Siyonka in Pan-African Theatre



Note 

• I have used information from the Via Afrika Dramatic Arts 

Grade 11 textbook (138-159) as well as the Drama Rama 

handbook (pages 186-197), be sure to take a gander at 

these pages while going through these slides 



Elizabethan Theatre 
Approximately 1560- 1642



Intro to Elizabethan 
Theatre 

• This journey begins in a period in 

England when Queen Elizabeth I 

became the reigning monarch in 1558

• This section will focus on William 

Shakespeare, how he wrote, his stage 

and theatre – this should bring new 

meaning to his works for you 



Elizabethan Playwrights 



Ben Jonson (1572 –
1637)

• Famous for his comedies

• A precise and moral individual 

• His work teaches man how he should be 
living 

• Mainly classical theatre 

• Wrote for the court masques under King 
James I

• Famous for his satires, such as Valpone



Christopher Marlowe 
(1564 – 1593) 

• A great poet, also was a spy and atheist 

• Wrote a controversial tragedy – Dr Faustus 

• His reckless personality and interests are reflected in his plays 

• Considered the best playwright before William Shakespeare

• Created lifelike characters; developed the conclusion by 
using one actor only 

• Adapted the stiff, wooden blank verse into a powerful vehicle 
for drama 

• Was stabbed to death in a tavern 



William Shakespeare 
(1564 -1616)

• Lived in a period of plagiarism and often used other peoples 
plots and made them his own 

• A master of verse, blank verse and prose 

• Brilliant characterisation and a deep understanding of human 
nature 

• Drew attention to man’s weaknesses, his need for self-control 

• Wrote comedies, tragedies, historical plays, dark comedies 
and romance plays 

• He used complicated plot lines and linguistic tricks for his fools 
and clowns 

• He became an actor and playwright at age 21 and wrote 37 
plays in total 



Stage 1: The Minds of the Elizabethans 

• The Elizabethan theatre is also known as the English Renaissance, as the 
ideals of the Renaissance became popular in England

• These ideals included an interest in classical learning and a belief in humanism

• The period was characterised by fierce nationalism as the English became 
proud of what they achieved – they had a strong central government, 
great economic prosperity, increasing opportunities for capitalist activity 
and the breakdown of the feudal system of the middle ages. 

• Religion remain a highly contentious area, with the ongoing conflict 
between the Catholics and the Protestants. Elizabeth was a Protestant ruler 
and she banned medieval mystery plays as they reflected the Catholic 
belief system, which launched England on the road to more modern drama



Elizabethan Beliefs 

• They believed in God and in heaven and hell

• The Chain of Being was a medieval philosophy that still existed during Elizabethan 
times, it involved the belief that everyone and everything had a certain place in 
creation.

• God was the head of the chain, the ruling monarch was the head of state, then came nobles, 
churchmen, ladies and gentlemen, commoners, animals and stones.

• All people had to accept their place in the chain otherwise there would be chaos 
and disorder. If someone disrupted the chain in anyway then the entire world would 
be thrown in disorder 

• Unnatural events – storms, earthquakes, etc. occurred as a result 

• This is portrayed in Shakespeare’s Macbeth, King Lear and Hamlet 



The 
Chain of 

Being 



The Humours 

• The Elizabethans adopted the 
medieval belief that the human 
body contained four humours or 

fluids produced from taking in 
certain foods. If there was an 

excess of any humour, it would 
cause an imbalance in a person 

Humour Personality Attitude/ 

feeling

Element

Black bile Melancholic Melancholy/ 

sadness

Earth

Phlegm Phlegmatic Unexcitable/ 

sluggish/ 

lethargic

Water

Yellow bile Choleric quick 

tempered

Fire

Blood Sanguine optimistic/ 

courageous

Air



The Humours in Shakespeare’s writing

• Playwrights in Shakespeare’s time referred to these humours as 
significant factors contributing to health, character and morality. 

• All people have elements of each humour, but usually one will 
dominate. Resulting in theme behaving in a particular way

• For example:

• Hamlet was seen as a melancholic character – black bile 

• Polonius as phlegmatic – phlegm 

• Macbeth as choleric – yellow bile 

• Juliet as sanguine – blood  



In Elizabethan times, drama tended to fall 
into certain genres, the most popular of 

which were comedy, tragedy and history 



Comedies 

• Shakespeare and other Elizabethan comic writers were greatly influenced by the 
medieval period

• Medieval tales of romance and courtly love led to the development of the romantic 
comedy, which can be seen in Shakespeare’s As You Like It and Twelfth Night. These 

• These plays deal with the comic possibilities of people falling in love and show that 
mistakes can be put right and that harmony is possible 

• We have seen how the humours were used to create comic character types. 

• Shakespeare’s biggest rival as a comic playwright was Ben Jonson, who created a 
genre called ‘Comedies of Humours’, these were satirical and mocking of human 
nature. 



Critics have divided Shakespeare’s 

comedies into three groups:

• Happy comedies – often involve romance, mistaken identity and 
misunderstandings. Examples include A Midsummer Night’s Dream 
and Love’s Labour Lost 

• Problem comedies – are more serious with a combination of reality 
and fantasy. Examples include Measure for Measure and Troilus 
and Cressida

• Romantic comedies – similar to fairy tales that deal with separation 
and the reunion of family, seen in The Tempest and The Winter’s 
Tale 



History Plays 

• The rise in nationalism helped the popularity of the history play, people wanted to 
know more about their own history

• Elizabethans believed that history followed identifiable patterns reflecting the will of 
God. A country was punished by God when it strayed from obedience to his laws

• Playwrights often would turn to ancient history in order to avoid being censored for 
making political points. 

• Shakespeare’s Julius Caesar is an example of a play which examines classical
history, but is really a comment on the society of the time.

• Themes of leadership and power are prevalent in these dramatic works.



Tragedies 

• The Elizabethans had a taste for tragedy, the heightened emotions, sense 
of a hero struggling against overwhelming odds, the triumph of the human 
spirit, the intense moral concerns, the violence and bloodshed all 
appealed strongly to audiences. 

• Tragedies allowed for an examination of morality, and portrayed the clash 
between good and evil, which had been at the heart of medieval morality 
plays

• Shakespeare’s rival in the tragic genre was Christopher Marlowe, who 
wrote plays like Dr. Faustus. Marlowe wrote in blank verse (unrhymed 
iambic pentameter), which came to be known as Marlowe’s ‘Mighty Line’



More Tragedy 

• With the Renaissance, came an interest in classical Italian writers like 
Seneca, he deeply influenced Shakespeare with his Senecan Tragedy

• It had magnificent language, violent scenes, horror and supernatural events

• A popular theme was revenge, where in response to the murder of a friend or 
relative, an individual takes it upon himself to avenge the persons death 

• The moral issues raised by the rights and wrongs of taking revenge and the typical 

bloodthirstiness of these plays, made them very popular

• Shakespeare’s Titus Andronicus shows the influence of Seneca strongly, while Hamlet is 
considered the ultimate revenge tragedy 



The last of the Tragedies 

• Usually tragedies illustrated the medieval concept of the Wheel of Fortune, 
showing a central character falling from a position of good fortune to one 
of ill fortune

• Shakespeare’s tragedies have ‘tragic heroes’ who are often of high birth –
Hamlet (Prince) or a king (Macbeth). The protagonist faces dilemmas and 
crises, often self-imposed and must deal with bad luck or the result of his 
decisions. 

• He also sometimes has what is referred to as a ‘tragic flaw’ which is an 
innate weakness that can lead to his downfall



Stage 2: Elizabethan Theatres – ‘ the 

great Globe itself…the wooden O’

• The Globe theatre was built in 1598 and was destroyed 1612 during a 
performance of Henry VIII, when a canon was fired to announce the 
entrance of King Henry. The thatched roof caught fire and the theatre was 
reduced to ashes in a short time. 

• The Globe theatre was one of the most well-known theatres during the 
Elizabethan era.   

• The theatre was rebuilt in 1614 and torn down again in 1644 when all 
theatres were closed by the Puritans.  The Puritans regarded all that was 
associated with the theatre as lawless and immoral.  



‘A stage where every man must play a part’ -

The Merchant of Venice Act I, Scene i

• The Globe theatre was an open air theatre that was three storeys high.  

• It consisted of a simple construction that was in the shape of an amphitheatre. 
• The shape of the theatre was based on the original amphitheatres of ancient 

Greece.  

• The theatre was eight-sided (some theorists claim it had 20 sides) and constructed 
out of the wood of The Theatre (first public playhouse) after it was pulled down. 

• The word ‘globe’ referred to spherical models of the world that was newly 

discovered. 
• The theatre’s motto “Here you can see a whole world supported by our efforts” 

suggested that the world was reflected through the theatre.  

• In Henry the Fifth, written for the Globe, Shakespeare called the theatre the 

‘Wooden O’.  



The 
outside of 
the Globe



The 

stage 



The gallery 
on the side 

of stage 



The galleries

• The large central area, inside the theatre consisted of a big open space, 
without a roof. This area was called the “pit” or “yard” where the audience 
would stand. This area was enclosed by three tiers of roofed galleries.  

• The audience members seated in the galleries were more protected from 
the elements than those standing in the roofless pit.  The galleries consisted 
of two to three rows of seats which provided roofed seating for wealthy 
citizens who could afford to sit in the galleries.  

• The galleries were supported by pillars. These pillars obstructed the views of 
some of the audience members. 



The 

Balcony 



The Balcony 

• Above the stage was a balcony.  One gallery continued around towards the back of 
the stage and formed the balcony, which was also used as an acting area 
representing balconies, battlements, upper-storey windows and high places.

• Above the balcony was the tower.  Below the balcony one would find the chamber.  
This was the only space that could be curtained off to represent a room for indoor 
scenes.  There was a raised stage (4-6 feet high) that extended into the central yard. 
The forestage / apron or main stage was the central stage.  

• Above the stage was an overhanging roof that was called “the heavens”.  The 
heavens were often painted with stars and moons and were supported on pillars.  To 
the back of the stage there was a multi-levelled façade.  On the stage level, at least 
two large doors served as entrances and exits for actors and passageways through 
which heavy props and set pieces could be moved. 



Who was in the audience?

• Audience reflected different social classes of Elizabethan 

society

• Wealthy courtiers and merchants  who sat in the galleries or 

gentleman’s rooms near the stage wearing fashionable 

clothes

• Farmers and servants paid 1 penny to stand in front of the 

stage. They were called groundlings.



During the performance

• Playhouses were rowdy and lively

• Audience let players know if they disliked their performance 
by hissing or throwing fruit

• Throughout the sellers sold nuts, fruit, tobacco and beer!

• Prostitutes also did good trade at the theatres

• If the audience was deeply engrossed in a performance, 
there would be silence





On Stage 

• Limited scenery 

• Special effects e.g. lowering gods and angels from the heavens

• Witches or devils entered by trapdoor in floor

• Musicians provided music and sound effects 

• Sometimes seated in the upper gallery used as a balcony above the stage.

• Curtained-off area at the back of the stage served as an area for hiding and 
revealing certain settings

• Selected props suggested a setting e.g. candle/ throne. Often spoken décor 
created setting.

• Scenes could flow easily because of few props giving the play a ‘filmic’ 
quality and creating a fast pace





Backstage

• Backstage was called the ‘tiring house’

• Between the stage and wall of building

• Packed and busy area where costumes were hung, props laid out 

on tables and ‘tiremen’ helped players with their costume changes

• Costumes were the company’s largest expense as the audience 

expected lavish and fashionable ones.



Who did what?

• Housekeepers (theatre owners): let a playhouse to a company of players, in return 
for half of the takings

• Gatherers: collected the audience’s payments in a box (box office)

• Stage keepers / stage hands: hired to sweep the stage and place the props on 
stage

• Bookkeepers: recorded all information in his copy - what actors needed, the 
entrances and exits, props and sound effects.  He co-ordinated that everything 
happens on cue

• Tiremen: working in the tiring house (backstage area): costume changes

• Scrivener: hired to write out the plot to be pinned backstage, he copied the parts 
(action and dialogue) for each player to learn



Theatre companies 

• Professional actors formed theatre companies – each had a 

patron that provided financial support and would protect 

them from being arrested

• Each company was named after its patron 

• Examples: Leicester’s Men – Patron was the Earl of Leicester, 

Chamberlain’s Men – Patron was Lord Chamberlain



The 
Blackfriars 

Theatre



Private Theatres 

• The King’s Men, Shakespeare’s company secured the lease of the 
Blackfriars Theatre in 1608. This theatre was inside the city and was a fully 
enclosed indoor theatre

• It differed from the Globe in the following ways:

• Performances could be held all year round and at night 

• The audience could sit and watch 

• There were torches for lighting 

• The stage raised 3 or 4 feet from the ground and situated at the end of the room 

• There was no proscenium arch or stage curtain 



Advertising a show 

• There were many ways to advertise a performance at the 

theatre, those included:

• Posters 

• Flying a flag above the theatre 

• Blasting trumpets from the theatre towers to announce the start of a 

play 



Stage 3: Elizabethan England – a verbal 

society 

• Shakespeare’s use of language was exceptional and demanded a 
great deal from the actors speaking it. He used imagery and figures 
of speech that vividly described things in unusual and effective 
ways. 

• His characters spoke in different ways to portray their social class –
aristocrats spoke formally and poetically, while peasants spoke 
more directly and roughly, using prose. 

• If you look at the rhythms in his speech, you will see these 
differences



Drawing of 
Elizabethan 

actors



Requirements of an Elizabethan actor

• Ability to read  - learn words from parchment

• Performance skills – singing, playing a musical instrument, sword-fighting, reciting poetry, and being very fit! 

• Ability to play female roles – move, walk and talk like women – because women were not allowed on stage.

• A loud, clear voice. Sometimes they needed to be able to speak quickly but clearly so the play could finish 
in a few hours. 

• A good memory - the plays were very long. 

• Limited rehearsal time & not much time to give individual actors special attention. Therefore the actors 
needed to be self –sufficient (independent). 

• Touring:  Most actors went on long tours, and had to walk behind the wagons, since wagons and horse 
carriages were used for carrying costumes and other props.

• Actors weren’t very well respected – considered in the same light as prostitutes and had to have a sponsor or 
couldn’t perform.



Day in the life of an actor 

• They woke up very early and ate a big breakfast

• They would have a morning rehearsal.

• Then they would have a light dinner to get them 
through the day.

• On average their show would run from 2-6 pm.

• Then they relaxed at night and took care of 
professional duties like counting admissions and 
clean up.



A male 
actor 

playing a 
female 



Male 

actors 



Actor training 

• The actors of Shakespeare’s time had very little training and there were no acting 
schools - the new players had to learn by watching and performing with the more 
experienced players.

• Young boys joined companies as apprentices, there were trained by masters and 
taught how to move, walk and gesture like women

• They played these roles until their voices broke or till their 20’s and could then go on 
to male roles 

• Shakespeare used the idea that he had men playing women to create confusion 
and humour, especially in his comedies.

• Sometimes the boys played the role of a woman who is disguised as a man! – an 
example of this is found in Twelfth Night



The end of boy actors 

• After the death of Charles I, theatre was banned for about 40 
years. When it resumed in the Restoration period, male actors were 
forbidden to play females and women took the stage for the first 
time in 1660. 

• Theatres were now roofed and had artificial lighting and painted 
backdrops. This meant that plays had elaborate scenery

• The reliance on words as the main tool to create a whole 
imaginative universe was not as strong as it had been in the 
Elizabethan period. 



Stage 4: Tomorrow, and tomorrow 

and tomorrow…

• Shakespeare’s plays have been translated into almost every 

major language. 

• His plays are still performed all over the world and have been 

transformed into ballets, musicals, operas and movies. His 

words and phrases have become part of the English 

language and we often quote him without recognising it, by 

saying things like; cold-blooded, in a pickle, dwindle and 

vanished into thin air. 



I have attached a few links to clips of 

Shakespeare in South Africa in this 

day and age – please take a look if 

you can 



Shakespeare in Hillbrow | Carte Blanche

• https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=k3LtNU3-EzY

https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=k3LtNU3-EzY


South African teens give Shakespeare's 

Romeo and Juliet a hip-hop makeover
• https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=byn8pY_Ak-M

https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=byn8pY_Ak-M


Shakespeare in Bloemfontein? South 
African accent.

• https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=M9ZPj5HWu2c

https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=M9ZPj5HWu2c


Shakespeare Schools Festival South 

Africa impact
• https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=7gddeku84Lk

https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=7gddeku84Lk


Answer the following questions 

• Name the THREE main theatre genres of Elizabethan times and give an 
example of each. (6) 

• Discuss how the Elizabethans went about advertising their shows. (3) 

• What qualities does an actor need to have in order to play a character 
from this play? (5)

• What is the name of the famous theatre in London that was built in 
1598? (1) 



Macbeth as a Tragedy

• Macbeth represents a classic tragedy in that its protagonist travels down a dark path 
of treachery and violence that inevitably leads to his own downfall and death. Like the 
protagonists in other classic tragedies, Macbeth is a politically noteworthy figure. He is 
also still essentially good at the beginning of the play, when his faithful service to 
Scotland in battle wins him the respect of the king and the honor of a new title, the 
Thane of Cawdor. Ironically, it is precisely this respect and honor that trigger Macbeth's 
corruption—coupled, of course, with the witches’ prophecy, which accurately 
predicted his new title and promised much greater rewards besides. This pairing of 
prophecy and realization amplifies Macbeth's ambition. Although many critics see 
Macbeth's ambition as a classic example of a tragic flaw, others dispute whether 
Macbeth's lust for power is, in fact, a tragic flaw. Shakespeare scholar Jesse M. Lander 
notes that in the play ambition and treachery are not unique to Macbeth. Instead, 
they "permeate the entire world of the play." On this reading, even though Macbeth 
possesses an unusual concentration of it, ambition is not so much a fatal flaw as part of 
the social fabric.



Macbeth as a Tragedy

• Although in many respects the play follows the classic definition of tragedy, Macbeth is 
notable for being the only tragedy Shakespeare wrote where the villain is also the hero. 
Macbeth may start out a good person, but once his ambition gets the better of him 
and he commits his first act of treachery, he becomes the play's primary source of evil. 
After he murders Duncan, Macbeth feels compelled to keep killing in order to cover up 
his first crime and maintain his grip on power. Each new act of violence results in 
Macbeth's growing detachment from reality as well as increased chaos in the kingdom 
of Scotland. Restoring order to the land requires Macbeth's death. And although 
Macbeth does eventually die for his crimes, he remains unusual as a tragic protagonist 
in that, from the very beginning of the play, he willingly embraces evil despite also 
recognizing that it will result in his "deep damnation" (1.7.20). This contradiction creates 
an important interpretive problem. How can we, as an audience, empathize with such 
a reprobate protagonist? Or, put another way, how is it possible for the play to feel 
tragic when the protagonist so obviously deserves his downfall?



Setting 

• Macbeth is set during the 11th century in Scotland, in the northernmost region of what is now the 
United Kingdom. At the time the play is set, Scotland was a separate country, although its 
proximity to England led to many struggles over who would rule the area.

• Due to its far northern location, Scotland is often dark, dreary, and damp – the perfect setting for 
a play about evil deeds done under the cover of darkness. The play opens during a storm, with 
the Witches asking if they’ll meet again “in thunder, lightning, or in rain.” The lack of sunlight in 
the physical setting of the play reflects the secrecy and deception of the title character. Over 
the course of the play, Macbeth moves from his castle in Inverness to the royal palace in 
Dunsinane. The most important action, such as the murder of Duncan, takes place indoors, at 
night, suggesting the setting is not terribly important to the action. On the other hand, the 
references to nature itself being out of order – “fair is foul and foul is fair/ Hover through the fog 
and filthy air” (1.i.) suggest that even the physical surroundings have been thrown into disorder 
by Macbeth’s treachery. The sense of a disordered, unreliable setting is heightened at the end of 
the play, when Birnam Wood appears to move of its own accord.



Key facts

• Full Title The Tragedy of Macbeth

• Author William Shakespeare

• Type Of Work Play

• Genre Tragedy

• Language English

• Time And Place Written 1606, England

• Date Of First Publication First Folio edition, 1623

• Publisher John Heminges and Henry Condell, two senior members of Shakespeare’s theatrical 
company

• Tone Dark and ominous, suggestive of a world turned topsy-turvy by foul and unnatural crimes

• Tense Not applicable (drama)



Key facts

• Setting (Time) The Middle Ages, specifically the eleventh century

• Setting (Place) Various locations in Scotland; also England, briefly

• Protagonist Macbeth

• Major Conflicts The struggle within Macbeth between his ambition and his sense of right and wrong; the struggle between the murderous evil represented by 
Macbeth and Lady Macbeth and the best interests of the nation, represented by Malcolm and Macduff

• Rising Action Macbeth and Banquo’s encounter with the witches initiates both conflicts; Lady Macbeth’s speeches goad Macbeth into murdering Duncan 
and seizing the crown.

• Climax Macbeth’s murder of Duncan in Act 2 represents the point of no return, after which Macbeth is forced to continue butchering his subjects to avoid the 
consequences of his crime.

• Falling Action Macbeth’s increasingly brutal murders (of Duncan’s servants, Banquo, Lady Macduff and her son); Macbeth’s second meeting with the witches; 
Macbeth’s final confrontation with Macduff and the opposing armies

• Themes The corrupting nature of unchecked ambition; the relationship between cruelty and masculinity; the difference between kingship and tyranny

• Motifs The supernatural, hallucinations, violence, prophecy

• Symbols Blood; the dagger that Macbeth sees just before he kills Duncan in Act 2; the weather

• Foreshadowing The bloody battle in Act 1 foreshadows the bloody murders later on; when Macbeth thinks he hears a voice while killing Duncan, it foreshadows 
the insomnia that plagues Macbeth and his wife; Macduff’s suspicions of Macbeth after Duncan’s murder foreshadow his later opposition to Macbeth; all of the 
witches’ prophecies foreshadow later events.



Character Information 

• Macbeth

• Macbeth is a Scottish general and the thane of Glamis who is led to wicked thoughts 
by the prophecies of the three witches, especially after their prophecy that he will be 
made thane of Cawdor comes true. Macbeth is a brave soldier and a powerful man, 
but he is not a virtuous one. He is easily tempted into murder to fulfill his ambitions to the 
throne, and once he commits his first crime and is crowned King of Scotland, he 
embarks on further atrocities with increasing ease. Ultimately, Macbeth proves himself 
better suited to the battlefield than to political intrigue, because he lacks the skills 
necessary to rule without being a tyrant. His response to every problem is violence and 
murder. Unlike Shakespeare’s great villains, such as Iago in Othello and Richard III 
in Richard III, Macbeth is never comfortable in his role as a criminal. He is unable to 
bear the psychological consequences of his atrocities.



Character Information 

• Lady Macbeth

• Macbeth’s wife, a deeply ambitious woman who lusts for power and 
position. Early in the play she seems to be the stronger and more ruthless 
of the two, as she urges her husband to kill Duncan and seize the crown. 
After the bloodshed begins, however, Lady Macbeth falls victim to guilt 
and madness to an even greater degree than her husband. Her 
conscience affects her to such an extent that she eventually commits 
suicide. Interestingly, she and Macbeth are presented as being deeply in 
love, and many of Lady Macbeth’s speeches imply that her influence 
over her husband is primarily sexual. Their joint alienation from the world, 
occasioned by their partnership in crime, seems to strengthen the 
attachment that they feel to each another.



Character Information 

• The Three Witches

• Three “black and midnight hags” who plot mischief against 
Macbeth using charms, spells, and prophecies. Their predictions 
prompt him to murder Duncan, to order the deaths of Banquo and 
his son, and to blindly believe in his own immortality. The play 
leaves the witches’ true identity unclear—aside from the fact that 
they are servants of Hecate, we know little about their place in the 
cosmos. In some ways they resemble the mythological Fates, who 
impersonally weave the threads of human destiny. They clearly 
take a perverse delight in using their knowledge of the future to toy 
with and destroy human beings.



Character Information 

• Banquo

• 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. In addition to 
embodying Macbeth’s guilt for killing Banquo, the ghost also reminds 
Macbeth that he did not emulate Banquo’s reaction to the witches’ 
prophecy.



Character Information 

• King Duncan

• The good King of Scotland whom Macbeth, in his ambition for the crown, murders. Duncan is the model of a 
virtuous, benevolent, and farsighted ruler. His death symbolizes the destruction of an order in Scotland that can 
be restored only when Duncan’s line, in the person of Malcolm, once more occupies the throne.

• Macduff

• A Scottish nobleman hostile to Macbeth’s kingship from the start. He eventually becomes a leader of the 
crusade to unseat Macbeth. The crusade’s mission is to place the rightful king, Malcolm, on the throne, but 
Macduff also desires vengeance for Macbeth’s murder of Macduff’s wife and young son.

• Malcolm

• The son of Duncan, whose restoration to the throne signals Scotland’s return to order following Macbeth’s reign 
of terror. Malcolm becomes a serious challenge to Macbeth with Macduff’s aid (and the support of England). 
Prior to this, he appears weak and uncertain of his own power, as when he and Donalbain flee Scotland after 
their father’s murder.

• Hecate

• The goddess of witchcraft, who helps the three witches work their mischief on Macbeth.



Character Information 

• Fleance

• Banquo’s son, who survives Macbeth’s attempt to murder him. At the end of the play, Fleance’s whereabouts are unknown. Presumably, he may come to rule 
Scotland, fulfilling the witches’ prophecy that Banquo’s sons will sit on the Scottish throne.

• Lennox

• A Scottish nobleman.

• Ross

• A Scottish nobleman.

• The Murderers

• A group of ruffians conscripted by Macbeth to murder Banquo, Fleance (whom they fail to kill), and Macduff’s wife and children.

• Porter

• The drunken doorman of Macbeth’s castle.

• Lady Macduff

• 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.

• Donalbain

• Duncan’s son and Malcolm’s younger brother.



A short summary of Macbeth 

The play begins with the brief appearance of a trio of witches and then moves to a military camp, 
where the Scottish King Duncan hears the news that his generals, Macbeth and Banquo, have 
defeated two separate invading armies—one from Ireland, led by the rebel Macdonwald, and one 
from Norway. Following their pitched battle with these enemy forces, Macbeth and Banquo 
encounter the witches as they cross a moor. The witches prophesy that Macbeth will be made thane 
(a rank of Scottish nobility) of Cawdor and eventually King of Scotland. They also prophesy that 
Macbeth’s companion, Banquo, will beget a line of Scottish kings, although Banquo will never be king 
himself. The witches vanish, and Macbeth and Banquo treat their prophecies skeptically until some of 
King Duncan’s men come to thank the two generals for their victories in battle and to tell Macbeth 
that he has indeed been named thane of Cawdor. The previous thane betrayed Scotland by fighting 
for the Norwegians and Duncan has condemned him to death. Macbeth is intrigued by the possibility 
that the remainder of the witches’ prophecy—that he will be crowned king—might be true, but he is 
uncertain what to expect. He visits with King Duncan, and they plan to dine together at Inverness, 
Macbeth’s castle, that night. Macbeth writes ahead to his wife, Lady Macbeth, telling her all that has 
happened.



A short summary of Macbeth 

Lady Macbeth suffers none of her husband’s uncertainty. She desires the kingship for 
him and wants him to murder Duncan in order to obtain it. When Macbeth arrives at 
Inverness, she overrides all of her husband’s objections and persuades him to kill the 
king that very night. He and Lady Macbeth plan to get Duncan’s two chamberlains 
drunk so they will black out; the next morning they will blame the murder on the 
chamberlains, who will be defenseless, as they will remember nothing. While Duncan is 
asleep, Macbeth stabs him, despite his doubts and a number of supernatural portents, 
including a vision of a bloody dagger. When Duncan’s death is discovered the next 
morning, Macbeth kills the chamberlains—ostensibly out of rage at their crime—and 
easily assumes the kingship. Duncan’s sons Malcolm and Donalbain flee to England 
and Ireland, respectively, fearing that whoever killed Duncan desires their demise as 
well.



A short summary of Macbeth 

Fearful of the witches’ prophecy that Banquo’s heirs will seize the throne, Macbeth hires a group of 
murderers to kill Banquo and his son Fleance. They ambush Banquo on his way to a royal feast, but they 
fail to kill Fleance, who escapes into the night. Macbeth becomes furious: as long as Fleance is alive, he 
fears that his power remains insecure. At the feast that night, Banquo’s ghost visits Macbeth. When he 
sees the ghost, Macbeth raves fearfully, startling his guests, who include most of the great Scottish nobility. 
Lady Macbeth tries to neutralize the damage, but Macbeth’s kingship incites increasing resistance from 
his nobles and subjects. Frightened, Macbeth goes to visit the witches in their cavern. There, they show 
him a sequence of demons and spirits who present him with further prophecies: he must beware of 
Macduff, a Scottish nobleman who opposed Macbeth’s accession to the throne; he is incapable of 
being harmed by any man born of woman; and he will be safe until Birnam Wood comes to Dunsinane 
Castle. Macbeth is relieved and feels secure, because he knows that all men are born of women and 
that forests cannot move. When he learns that Macduff has fled to England to join Malcolm, Macbeth 
orders that Macduff’s castle be seized and, most cruelly, that Lady Macduff and her children be 
murdered.



A short summary of Macbeth 

When news of his family’s execution reaches Macduff in England, he is stricken with grief 
and vows revenge. Prince Malcolm, Duncan’s son, has succeeded in raising an army in 
England, and Macduff joins him as he rides to Scotland to challenge Macbeth’s forces. 
The invasion has the support of the Scottish nobles, who are appalled and frightened by 
Macbeth’s tyrannical and murderous behavior. Lady Macbeth, meanwhile, becomes 
plagued with fits of sleepwalking in which she bemoans what she believes to be 
bloodstains on her hands. Before Macbeth’s opponents arrive, Macbeth receives news 
that she has killed herself, causing him to sink into a deep and pessimistic despair. 
Nevertheless, he awaits the English and fortifies Dunsinane, to which he seems to have 
withdrawn in order to defend himself, certain that the witches’ prophecies guarantee his 
invincibility. He is struck numb with fear, however, when he learns that the English army is 
advancing on Dunsinane shielded with boughs cut from Birnam Wood. Birnam Wood is 
indeed coming to Dunsinane, fulfilling half of the witches’ prophecy.



A short summary of Macbeth 

In the battle, Macbeth hews violently, but the English forces 
gradually overwhelm his army and castle. On the battlefield, 
Macbeth encounters the vengeful Macduff, who declares that he 
was not “of woman born” but was instead “untimely ripped” from 
his mother’s womb (what we now call birth by cesarean section). 
Though he realizes that he is doomed, Macbeth continues to fight 
until Macduff kills and beheads him. Malcolm, now the King of 
Scotland, declares his benevolent intentions for the country and 
invites all to see him crowned at Scone.



Answer the following question 

• Use the knowledge provided in these slides as well as your 

personal knowledge of Macbeth from English to answer the 

following short essay question.

• To which genre does the play that you have studied belong? 

Consider the themes of the play to support your answer. (10) 


