Macbeth Study Questions

ACT ONE
In the first three scenes of Act One, rather than meeting Macbeth immediately, we are presented with others' reactions to him. Scene one begins with the witches, accepted symbols of evil. They arrange to meet with Macbeth sometime in the near future when a battle which is obviously in progress is concluded. They also introduce the central paradox of the play: fair is foul, foul is fair. 


	Comprehension Questions
	Key quotations

	Scene 1
	

	1. What reasons can you think of as to why Macbeth is first introduced to us through the witches? 



	Fair is foul, and foul is fair,
Hover through the fog and filthy air.

	2. Explain what you think is meant by the paradoxical:  Fair is foul, foul is fair.


	

	Scene 2
	

	3. Paraphrase the Captain's description of the battle and the part played by Macbeth in securing victory. 



	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.



	4.  What impression do you gain of Macbeth from this description? 


	

	5. The Thane of Cawdor was obviously a traitor. What does Duncan's comment, 
“No more that Thane of Cawdor shall deceive/Our bosom interest,” suggest about Duncan's former relationship with him? 


	No more that thane of Cawdor shall deceive
Our bosom interest: go pronounce his present death,
And with his former title greet Macbeth.




	Scene 3
	

	6. Given the fact that Macbeth was first mentioned by the witches, the idea of fair is foul, foul is fair was introduced in scene one and that Duncan was deceived by Cawdor, to what extent are you prepared to accept at face value the assessment of Macbeth as brave and noble? 


	

	7. Carefully read their discussion of their attempt to take revenge on the sailor's wife. What does this episode suggest about the extent and the limits of their powers? 



	I will drain him dry as hay:
Sleep shall neither night nor day
Hang upon his pent-house lid;
He shall live a man forbid:
Weary se'nnights nine times nine
Shall he dwindle, peak and pine:
Though his bark cannot be lost,
Yet it shall be tempest-tost.

	8. Macbeth's entry is a shock because his first words echo those of the witches in scene one: “So foul and fair a day I have not seen.” What might this mean in a literal sense?

	

	9. Macbeth and Banquo are confronted by the witches who predict both Macbeth's and Banquo's future. Analyze Banquo's reaction to their prophesy regarding Macbeth. What does he suggest about Macbeth's reaction? 




	Good sir, why do you start; and seem to fear
Things that do sound so fair? I' the name of truth,
Are ye fantastical, or that indeed
Which outwardly ye show?

	10. What is significant about his use of the words fear and fair in this context? 



	

	11. What does his challenge to the witches suggest about his character? 


	If you can look into the seeds of time,
And say which grain will grow and which will not,
Speak then to me, who neither beg nor fear
Your favours nor your hate.



	12. Immediately following the disappearance of the witches, Ross and Angus bring the news that we, as an audience, already know regarding the Thaneship of Cawdor. This situation where the audience knows more than the characters is called dramatic irony.  How does Banquo react?

	What, can the devil speak true?




	13. Macbeth's reaction takes the form of a metaphor: “Why do you dress me In borrowed robes?” Explain this metaphor. The clothes metaphor is used throughout the play. Pay careful attention to how and why it is used whenever you come across it. 


	The thane of Cawdor lives: why do you dress me
In borrow'd robes?



	14. Why does Banquo warn Macbeth about his reaction to the prophecies? What does this warning suggest about Banquo's understanding of Macbeth's character and ambitions? Paraphrase this warning.



	That trusted home
Might yet enkindle you unto the crown,
Besides the thane of Cawdor. But 'tis strange:
And oftentimes, to win us to our harm,
The instruments of darkness tell us truths,
Win us with honest trifles, to betray's
In deepest consequence.
Cousins, a word, I pray you.

	Macbeth's response comes in the form of a soliloquy.(A speech which reflects the thoughts of a character. It is heard by the audience but not by the other characters in the play.)  Carefully read from the start of Macbeth's soliloquy to the end of the scene.
	

	15. Paraphrase this soliloquy. 


	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.

	16. What does the soliloquy suggest about Macbeth's state of mind?

	

	17. What decision does Macbeth come to? 



	

	18. Explain Banquo's use of a clothing metaphor. 


	New horrors come upon him,
Like our strange garments, cleave not to their mould
But with the aid of use.


	Scene 4
	

	19. How does Duncan's comment, “There's no art / Find the mind's construction in the face,” reflect the fair is foul theme? 



	There's no art
To find the mind's construction in the face:
He was a gentleman on whom I built
An absolute trust.

	20. What does Duncan say to each Macbeth and Banquo? 


	O worthiest cousin!
The sin of my ingratitude even now
Was heavy on me: thou art so far before
That swiftest wing of recompense is slow
To overtake thee.
Welcome hither:
I have begun to plant thee, and will labour
To make thee full of growing. Noble Banquo,

	21. How does each man respond? 



	The service and the loyalty I owe,
In doing it, pays itself. Your highness' part
Is to receive our duties; and our duties
Are to your throne and state children and servants,
Which do but what they should, by doing every thing
Safe toward your love and honour.
There if I grow,
The harvest is your own.

	22. How does Macbeth react to the naming of Malcolm as heir to the throne? 



	[Aside] The Prince of Cumberland! that is a step
On which I must fall down, or else o'erleap,
For in my way it lies. Stars, hide your fires;
Let not light see my black and deep desires:
The eye wink at the hand; yet let that be,
Which the eye fears, when it is done, to see.

	23. What does Macbeth mean when he says: 
Stars hide your fires; 
Let not light see my black and deep desires: 
The eye wink at the hand; yet let that be 
What the eye fears, when it is done, to see? 


	


	Scene 5
	

	24. What does the tone of Macbeth's letter suggest about his relationship with her? 

	This have I thought good to deliver
thee, my dearest partner of greatness, that thou
mightst not lose the dues of rejoicing, by being
ignorant of what greatness is promised thee. Lay it
to thy heart, and farewell.'

	25. Explain her assessment of Macbeth and his ambition. 

	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:

	26. How does she see her role? 

	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.

	27. Carefully read her " unsex me" soliloquy. 
a) What is she attempting to do? 
b)What do the lines bolded lines in the quote suggest about her psychological state? 

	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!'

	28. How does Lady Macbeth further develop the "fair is foul" theme in this scene? 

	


	Scenes 6 and 7
	

	29. What is ironic about Duncan’s observations when he sees Inverness? What kind of irony is this?
	This castle hath a pleasant seat; the air
Nimbly and sweetly recommends itself
Unto our gentle senses.



	30. Read Macbeth’s soliloquy as Scene 7 opens. What does he mean by the first seven lines? 

	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'd jump the life to come.

	31. What arguments does he provide against the assassination? 


	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;

	32. What motive does he provide for the murder? 

	I have no spur To prick the sides of my intent, but only Vaulting ambition, which o'erleaps itself And falls on the other.

	33. Analyze Lady Macbeth's response to his declaration that he will proceed no further in the business.   What tactics does she use to persuade him?  What does the tone of her attack upon him suggest about her psychological state? What is it that finally persuades him? 

	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.


