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MACBETH
When in 1606 Shakespeare was called upon to write a play for his 

acting company (the King's Men) to present before their royal patron, not 
long since come from Scotland, he chose historical material from Holin- 
shed's Chronicles and dramatized the story of a Scottish king who ruled 
in the Eleventh Century. The play paid delicate compliment to King James, 
who was directly descended from Banquo's Fleance — a "good" person in 
the drama and one wbo, in contrast to Macbeth, received his royal 
heritage through conventional channels,- several flattering allusions in 
the play, moreover, enhanced the personal tribute to James.

As in King Lear, Shakespeare attempted in Macbeth a dissection of 
objective evil; he sought again the answer to a question posed in the 
earlier play: "Is there any cause in nature which makes these hard 
hearts?" For his presentation of the evils caused by vaunting ambition, 
he used the general framework of Senecan tragedy (with its revenge 
theme, deeds of horror, ghost); but like Kyd in the Spanish Tragedy he 
introduced much additional excitement of a gruesome nature: elements 
of the supernatural (several recently published books on witchcraft and 
several notable trials of witches created great stir about this time); 
butchery of women and children on the stage; startling psychological 
aberrations. An analysis of the poetic imagery of the play reveals a 
predominance of figures of speech based on blood, darkness, ill-fitting 
garments (Macbeth's assumption of a role not meant for him) — all these 
creating an unseen background of horror for the physical horrors on the 
stage with strong cumulative effect upon the audience.

Specifically, Macbeth is a play about two people — the hero-villain 
and his wife — each of whom, in a subtle and tragically ironic way, 
becomes the victim of the other. Macbeth may indulge in dreams of glory, 
but his nature is too full of the milk of human kindness, his imagination 
too keen, to allow him to do harm. Lady Macbeth is at once his inspira­
tion and his nemesis. Completely lacking in imagination, she goads him 
on with no idea of what a murder implies: one need only wash ones 
hands to be rid of all traces of blood. With Duncan's assassination, Mac­
beth's imagination dies and he realizes that life has no further meaning 
("There's nothing serious in mortality. / All is but toys"): hence his utter 
lack of sensibility as he becomes Scotland's butcher. His wife's imagina­
tion, on the other hand, awakens and wreaks a terrible vengeance — 
shown on the stage, paradoxically enough, as the lady sleeps. At her 
death, the once-noble thane can only reiterate in dreadful soliloquy 
his ideas on the complete futility of existence — "Life's but a walking 
shadow — a tale told by an idiot — full of sound and fury — signifying 
nothing."

Nan Carpenter
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