
Macbeth– Super Six 

Character Overview/development 
 

Quote 1 Quote 2 Quote 3 Quote 4 Context/message 

Macbeth Tragic hero in Greek tradition. Brave & decent 
man, corrupted by a fatal flaw: ambition & 
lust for power.  
 
Fierce warrior at start. Loyal to Duncan. 
Swayed by his wife & his ambition. Shows 
doubts & significant guilt. 
 
Act 3 Sc 4 marks huge change. Becomes 
increasingly paranoid, arrogant and violent. 
Becomes a tyrant. Reverts to previous 
personality at end. 

“Why do you dress me in borrowed 
robes?” (1:3) 

 
Macbeth’s response to being 
addressed as Thane of Cawdor. 
Suggests a lack of personal ambition 
at the start.  
 
“Borrowed” - Feels he has not earned 
the title and does not wish to take it 
from another man. Honest and decent 
at this point.. 

“Full of scorpions is my mind, 
dear wife.” (3:2) 

 
“Dear wife” - Confiding in his wife 
shows he values & needs her 
reassurance & advice. Unusual 
for the era. 
“Scorpions” – poisonous.  
Suggests he is tortured by his 
deeds OR that he feels himself 
becoming more poisonous. He 
recognises that his thoughts are 
toxic & dangerous. 

“Life’s but a shadow, a poor 
player that struts and frets his 

hour upon the stage.” (5:5) 
 
Suggests Macbeth, at the end, 
has become disillusioned with life 
& can no longer find meaning in 
it, despite his power. 
“poor player” – he sees life as a 
play, fake & all for show, with no 
substance. Implies a lust for 
power has actually harmed him. 
“Shadow” can only see darkness. 

“Before my body, I throw my war-
like shield.” (5:8) 

 
When he finally realises the deceit 
of the Witches, Macbeth reverts 
back to the character he was at the 
start: the uncomplicated, “war-
like” soldier, who fights until the 
last. Similar to descriptions of him 
in the first scenes. 
Regains some nobility & sympathy 
with this final act of bravery.  

Character is a warning to 
the audience about the 
dangers of following your 
ambition or trusting the 
supernatural. Shakespeare 
shows decent man who 
gives into his ambition & is 
ultimately punished and 
killed, to persuade his 
audience not to give into 
their own ambition & 
beware temptation to 
commit regicide.  

Lady 
Macbeth 

Macbeth’s wife. Unusual female character for 
Jacobean literature. Determined to push 
Macbeth to succeed. 
  
Subverts gender expectations at start– 
assertive, dominant, confident & non-
maternal. Takes charge, driving force behind 
murder, manipulates & coerces Macbeth. 
 
Becomes increasingly marginalised as 
Macbeth grows in confidence & takes action 
without involving her. Becomes more 
‘traditional’ female. Eventually succumbs to 
guilt & kills herself.  

“Unsex me here” (1:5) 
 
First introduction to Lady Macbeth – 
she is calling on the ‘spirits’ which 
echoes the behaviour of the witches, 
making her unlikeable. Inviting evil. 
 
“Unsex” – wishes to lose her 
femininity & become more masculine 
so she can commit murder. Frustrated 
with limits of her gender. Wishes to 
lose her traditional feminine 
characteristics like kindness, 
motherliness & innocence.  

“Look like the innocent flower, 
but be the serpent under it.” 

(1:5) 
Imperative shows dominance 
over husband. 
 
“Serpent” – biblical reference = 
evil, betrayal, temptation. 
Reminds audience that she is not 
be trusted & will lead Macbeth to 
his doom. Alludes to story of Eve, 
who committed the original sin, 
leading women to be seen as 
more sinful than men.   

“When you durst do it, then you 
were a man.” (1:7) 

 
Emasculates Macbeth in order to 
persuade him to kill Duncan.  
 
“Durst do it” – means ‘dared to 
do it’. She is suggesting he is a 
coward for not wishing to commit 
regicide.  
“Then you were a man” – 
questions Macbeth’s masculinity, 
suggesting his mercy is womanly 
– manipulative & cruel.  

“All the perfumes of Arabia could 
not sweeten this little hand.” (5:1) 

 
Mad & hallucinating blood on her 
hands. Blood is symbol of guilt. 
 
“Perfumes” suggests she can smell 
the guilt on herself – even if hidden 
it cannot be completely erased. 
“Little” – is she trying to make 
herself seem more childlike in 
order to gain sympathy or has she 
reverted to childhood because of 
her guilt? 

Lady Macbeth represents 
an ‘unnatural’ woman who 
uses manipulation & 
traditionally male 
character traits in order to 
commit regicide. 
Shakespeare uses her to 
teach women to be 
innocent & teach men, to 
not allow their wives to 
command them. Her 
madness & death are a 
punishment & warning to 
other women.   

Macduff In many ways, the opposite to Macbeth – an 
example for the audience of the correct way 
to be. Another nobleman in the court of 
Duncan. 
 
Brave warrior, stays committed to Duncan & 
the true royal family throughout. Fierce 
patriot, unswervingly loyal to Scotland.  
 
Has no personal ambition, unlike Macbeth. 
Does not seek power or influence. 
 
Kills Macbeth at the end in order to avenge 
his family & restore power to rightful royals. 
Resets the ‘natural order’ of things.  

“Bleed, bleed, poor country!” (4:3) 
 
Shows his fierce patriotism & his love 
for Scotland.  
 
Personifies country - “bleed” –  loves 
it to the extent that he sees it as a 
human who can be murdered (like 
Duncan was) and feels the same grief 
he would if a person he loved was 
hurt. Repetition emphasises this. 
 
Exclamation mark shows the strength 
of his horror and grief.  

“I must also feel it like a man.” 
(4:3) 

 
Response to finding out about 
the murder of his family and 
being told to bear it “like a man”. 
 
Complete opposite to view of 
masculinity expressed by the 
Macbeths. Believes emotions are 
part of being a man & it is not a 
weakness to show them. 
Stronger man than Macbeth – 
more confident in his 
masculinity. 

“Let me find him, Fortune, and 
more I beg not.” (5:7) 

 
Fortune = fate. All he wants is the 
chance to find Macbeth and 
avenge the deaths of his family.  
 
Clear contrast to Macbeth, who 
becomes increasingly demanding 
and entitled to more as his 
ambition grows. Macduff is a 
simple man who asks for very 
little. Presented as a good 
example to the audience. 

“Turn, hell hound, turn!” (5:8) 
 
To Macbeth, at the very end.  
 
“Hell hound” reveals Macduff’s 
own ethics & values through his 
view of Macbeth. As Macbeth has 
committed regicide & murdered 
innocents due to his ambition, 
Macduff views him as an evil 
animal, a demon. Shows how 
shocking Macduff finds regicide & 
his own strong religious beliefs 
about the divine right of Kings.  

In many ways, Macduff is 
the literary foil to Macbeth 
– his opposite. He is 
strong-minded, loyal, 
humble and has next to no 
personal ambitions – as a 
result of this comparison, 
Macbeth’s own character 
faults are highlighted.  
 
Macduff is presented as a 
role model for the 
audience – an example of 
the correct way to behave.  
 

The 
Witches 

The initial antagonists of the play – give 
Macbeth the prophecies that set him on the 
road to his ruin. 
 
Represent the theme of the Supernatural. 
Presented as ambiguous, untrustworthy, and 
evil. It is clear that they wish to corrupt and 
destroy Macbeth. 
 

“Fair is foul and foul is fair” (1:1) 
 
Trochaic tetrameter gives lines a sing-
song feel, like a chant or spell. Has an 
almost hypnotic effect, underlining 
their supernatural nature.  
Indicates that all is not what it seems, 
which is a common theme in the play. 
Introduces idea of the witches as 

“To win us to our harm, the 
instruments of darkness tell us 

truths.” (1:3) 
 
Banquo says this about the 
witches. Accuses them of telling 
half-truths (equivocation). 
Continues Shakespeare’s 
message that they are not to be 

“He seems rapt/our partner’s 
rapt/I stood rapt.” (1:3) (1:5) 

 
Said by Banquo and, later, 
Macbeth himself, to describe 
Macbeth’s reaction to the 
witches.  
“Rapt” means fascinated and 
absorbed. Shows the power the 

“How now, you secret, black and 
midnight hags.” (4:1) 

 
Macbeth to witches. Mirrors 
Jacobean opinion regarding 
supernatural.  
“Secret” – untrustworthy. 
“Black”/ “midnight” – linked with 
darkness, evil and deceit. 

Witches represent the 
Supernatural as being 
deceptive & harmful. 
Shakespeare shows 
audience not to trust it, no 
matter how tempting it 
may seem.  
Depiction of witches as evil 
would please James I, who 



Shown to commune with evil spirits and are 
often seen casting spells and curses.   

characters who use equivocation and 
are not to be trusted.  

trusted. They wish “harm” and 
are led by evil, or “darkness”.   

witches have over Macbeth – he 
is completely under their spell. 

Even though he knows they are 
evil, he can’t resist. Evil is tempting 
to us & we must be alert. 

was fervently opposed to 
the supernatural. 

Banquo The closest thing Macbeth has to a friend. 
Fellow soldier, with Macbeth when he first 
meets the witches.  
 
Learns that his descendants will one day be 
kings. Mistrusts the witches. 
 
Presented as sensible and loyal. Makes it clear 
that he will not act against Duncan. Suspects 
Macbeth.  
 
Murdered by Macbeth. Appearance of his 
ghost in Act 3, Scene 4 is the turning point of 
the play. 

“To win us to our harm, the 
instruments of darkness tell us 

truths.” (1:3) 
 
Show that he is a shrewd, clever and 
perceptive man who is not easily 
seduced by evil.  He immediately 
suspects that they want to cause 
“harm” and understands the way they 
work. He is presented as an example 
to the audience, who will compare his 
sensible, cautious reaction to 
Macbeth’s fascinated one.  

“But still keep my bosom 
franchised and allegiance clear.” 

(2:1) 
 
Discussing prophecies with 
Macbeth – states wish to be loyal 
(“allegiance clear”) even though 
he admits he is intrigued.  
 
In his heart (“bosom”), Banquo is 
loyal & not prepared to act 
against king. Implies his loyalty is 
a part of him & goes to his very 
core.  

“I fear thou played most foully for 
it” (3:1) 

 
Banquo’s monologue after 
Duncan’s murder – we learn he 
susects Macbeth, further 
confirming our view of him as 
clever and perceptive. 
“Foully” suggests Banquo’s strong 
morals – he views regicide as 
something offensive, wicked and 
immoral.  
 

“May they not be my oracles as 
well and set me up in hope? But 

hush, no more.” (3:1) 
 
Banquo on the witches’ prophecies 
and the chance they may come 
true.  
 
 Shows he has some ambition 
(“hope”) and is capable of being 
tempted. However, he stops 
himself (“hush, no more”) implying 
he is strong enough to overcome 
his ambition. 

Banquo is also used as a 
foil to Macbeth, in that he 
reacts sensibly to the 
witches and does not 
allow himself to be 
tempted by their 
promises. This highlights 
Macbeth’s own rash 
responses. Shakespeare 
also uses him to show that 
it is natural to have 
ambition, but it is possible 
to overcome it.  

Theme  Symbolised by… Quote 1 Quote 2 Quote 3 Quote 4 Context/Message 

Guilt 
 
 
 
 
 
 

Macbeth 
Lady Macbeth  
Key motif: Blood 

“Wherefore could I not pronounce 
‘amen’? I had most need of blessing” 

(2:2) 
 
Macbeth cannot bring himself to pray. 
Needs “blessing”, or forgiveness from 
God, but can’t get it. Suggests guilt 
will destroy your faith and 
relationship with God.  
 

“Macbeth does murder sleep!” 
(2:2) 

 

Macbeth fears he will not sleep 
again after killing Duncan. 
“Sleep” symbolises peace, 
suggesting guilt will stop person 
from finding this, either 
physically or mentally, ever 
again. 

 “I am in blood, stepped in so far” 
(3:4) 

 
“Blood” represents guilt and 
murder. Macbeth believes he 
cannot redeem himself now. 
Suggests there is no salvation – 
once guilty, always guilty, with no 
chance of redemption. 

“Out, out damned spot! Will these 
hands ne’er be clean?” (5:1) 

 
Lady Macbeth hallucinates blood 
on her hands. This suggests that 
guilt lingers – even if the outward 
evidence is removed, it will always 
be there and your conscience will 
never be “clean”. 

Shakespeare aims to show 
that guilt is inescapable 
and destructive, leading to 
madness, spiritual 
emptiness and death. He is 
sending the message that 
the power gained from 
regicide is not worth the 
terrible guilt.  

Power/ 
Ambition 
 
 
 
 
 

 Macbeth 
Lady Macbeth 
Duncan 
Macduff 
 

“Let not light see my black and deep 
desires.” (1:4) 

 
Macbeth wants to hide his ambition 
to be king in darkness, suggesting it is 
something he is ashamed of. He refers 
to his desires as “black”, suggesting 
that he knows that his ambition is 
wrong and evil.  
 

“Vaulting ambition which 
o’erleaps itself and fall on 

th’other.” (1:7) 
 
Only thing driving Macbeth’s 
murder is ambition. “Vaulting” - 
jump, usually on a horse - 
suggesting ambition is powerful 
& strong. “O’erleaps itself” hints 
he knows he is overly ambitious 
& ‘leap’ will be too much for him 
as he will “fall” on the “other” 
side.   

“I am cabined, cribbed, confined.” 
(3:4) 

 
Alliterative triplet suggests 
Macbeth has been imprisoned by 
his own ambition. All these words 
mean to be trapped or locked up. 
Macbeth cannot escape his 
ambitions but they are harming 
him. Contrasts with “vaulting 
ambition” which seems 
unconfined and free.  

“I have almost forgot the taste of 
fears.”  (5:5) 

 
Macbeth has achieved all of his 
ambitions, which means that he is 
no longer able to experience 
emotions like fear – this over-
confidence leads him to lose 
everything. Suggests that ambition 
can make us less human, less able 
to feel and far more vulnerable to 
danger.  

Shakespeare shows 
ambition as a powerful but 
dangerous thing which can 
leave one trapped and 
ashamed. Power is shown 
to not bring happiness. 
Shakespeare convinces the 
audience not to aim too 
high, thus persuading 
them against regicide and 
pleasing James I, whose 
favour he wanted. 

Gender Symbolised by: 
Macbeth/Macduff (masculinity_ 
Lady Macbeth (femininity) 
 
Key motif: milk 

“My dearest partner in greatness.” 
(1:5) 
 
Macbeth to his wife. “Dearest” shows 
his love for her, but “partner” shows 
he views her as an equal rather than 
subservient, which subverted gender 
roles.  
 
Shakespeare might be suggesting that 
unusual marriage dynamics like this 
will lead to harm.  

 “Too full of the milk of human 
kindness to catch the nearest 

way” (1:5) 
 
Lady Macbeth, discussing 
Macbeth who she thinks is too 
kind to murder Duncan. “Milk” 
relates to womanhood, due to 
breast milk. “Kindness” is linked 
with femininity – Lady Macbeth 
views it as unmanly.  
 

 “Come to my women’s breast 
and take my milk for gall.” (1:5) 

 
Lady Macbeth wants to remove 
everything which makes her a 
woman – her “milk”, which 
connotes maternal instincts, and 
replace it with poison (“gall”). 
Implies she wants to reject her 
gender & gain male traits so she 
can kill.  Shakespeare suggests 
she is an unnatural woman 
because of her actions. 

“Bring forth men children only!” 
(1:7) 

 
Macbeth says this to Lady Macbeth 
to show he is impressed with her 
courage & ruthlessness. Could be a 
compliment but could also be a 
reminder of her place in life – to 
“bring forth” “children”. The value 
he places on “men children” also 
reminds Lady Macbeth that, as a 
woman, she is not as important or 
as valued as he is, as a man. 

Shakespeare suggests that 
women who attempt 
regicide, like Lady 
Macbeth, are somehow 
unnatural and seems to 
approve of women who 
are subservient. Lady M is 
punished for her ‘male’ 
behaviour. Also links to the 
idea of women being 
responsible for original sin, 
which would please the 
very religious James I. 

 


