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Macbeth, by William Shakespeare

In A Nutshell
Macbeth is a tragedy by William Shakespeare written around 1606. The play follows the story 

of General Macbeth, a nobleman who hears a prophecy that he will become king and is 

tempted to evil by the promise of power. Macbeth deals with the themes of evil in the 

individual and in the world more closely than any of Shakespeare’s other works. Shakespeare 

draws on Holinshed's Chronicles as Macbeth's historical source, but he makes some 

adjustments to Holinshed’s depiction of the real-life Macbeth. Holinshed’s Macbeth was a 

soldier, and not much more; he was capable, and not too thoughtful or self-doubting. In 

Shakespeare’s Macbeth, it is the internal tension and crumbling of Macbeth, entirely 

Shakespeare’s inventions, that give the play such literary traction. 

 

Macbeth is also unique among Shakespeare’s plays for dealing so explicitly with material that 

had contemporary relevance to England’s political situation. The play is thought to have been 

written in the later part of 1606, three years after James I, the first Stuart king, took up the 

crown of England. James I was the son of Mary, Queen of Scots (cousin to Elizabeth I) and 

this less-than-direct connection meant that James was eager to assert any legitimacy he could 

over his right to the English throne (even though he was a Scot). 

 

Shakespeare’s inclusion of Banquo and Fleance, who are unsoiled characters in the play, is a 

nod to the first Stuart king. Banquo is thought to be originally of the Stuart line, so Banquo 

provides James I with the proper and long-reaching ancestry. The vision conjured by the
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witches, where a mirror reflects on so many of Banquo's descendants ruling England, is 

homage to James Stuart’s expressed hope that his descendants would "rule over [Britain] to 

the end of the world." Shakespeare, who had been retained as a court-playwright by James 

after Elizabeth’s death, made sure to include this in the play. 

 

Another of James’s interests, probably shared by Shakespeare, crops up in the play. One of the 

play’s central questions is how Macbeth comes to be the way he is, and here the three witches 

feature centrally. While they can’t force Macbeth to evil, they do show him the gains he could 

make by evil acts, which is its own kind of temptation. Macbeth is up against dark forces of 

the supernatural and the dark imaginings they inspire in his own mind. Supernatural forces 

were a hot topic in England at the time, as James I believed in witchcraft and had a serious 

interest in all things creepy. James had even published his own treatise on the subject in 1597, 

entitled Daemonologie. As James’s court play-maker, Shakespeare would’ve known that 

inclusion of the dark arts would please the King. 

 

Beyond the abstract of evil, James was also the target of the Gunpowder Plot in 1605, where a 

group of rebel Catholics tried to blow up the King and Parliament (this is the historical version 

of Guy Fawkes, that guy in V for Vendetta). The theme of "equivocation," or "the Jesuit 

suggestion of bending around the truth so as not to incriminate oneself," was popularly 

discussed while the rebels were being tried. Critics thought that equivocation was about the 

distortion of truth, but this distortion wasn’t necessarily the equivocator’s fault. 

 

It was believed that you would only bend the truth (lying to yourself and others) if you were 

influenced by dark forces, who could get the better of you by their insinuation. It was 

generally believed that the Devil was responsible for such distortion, as man wouldn’t choose 

evil unless he was tricked into it by some twisted version of truth that made him believe evil 

was actually good. 
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While "equivocation" is referenced explicitly in the play (check out the porter scene), it can be

considered the entire unspoken foundation for Macbeth’s thoughts and actions. Equivocation

goes a long way to explain Macbeth’s descent into uncontrollable evil: was Macbeth’s destiny

decided by the witches or himself? It all comes back to the question of whether man can ever

actively choose evil, or if he simply falls into it when he’s not paying enough attention. This is

the stuff of good play-writing, but it was also an essential question to get the folks of England

at the time to ask themselves, for the sake of their threatened king – and their own souls.
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Big Picture Study Questions

1 The last scene in the play, where Malcolm blesses all who have fought nobly on his side

and promises to punish all who helped the traitors, is eerily reminiscent of the first scene

with his father, Duncan. Is this play commenting that it's just the nature of history to repeat

itself?

2 Macbeth starts the play as a hero and ends up a tyrant. Does this mean there are no truly

evil people and power corrupts, or just that some people have bad judgment when

choosing heroes?

3 Lady Macbeth is often hailed as the source of Macbeth ’s evil, but she never talks about her

own gain. Even when she should be all happy as queen, she takes her own life. Is Lady

Macbeth just caught in fate here? Was she just trying to do the good thing by being a

supportive wife? Is good in the eye of the beholder?
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