Act I, Sc. i

Synopsis

During a thunderstorm, three witches discuss when they will meet again.  It is to be that very day, after the battle, on a heath (an open, barren space) where they will meet Macbeth.

Questions:

1. Why do you think Shakespeare decided to open his play with the three witches?

2. What pieces of information can be gathered through the witches’ conversation?

3. Find two examples in their speech that lead to a gloomy, foreboding atmosphere.

4. Who do you interpret Graymalkin and Paddock to be?

5. What type of literary device is used in line 4:  “When the battle’s lost and won”?

Act I, Sc. ii

Synopsis

At a battle camp, King Duncan of Scotland, his sons and others talk to a sergeant who reports on the battle:  Macdonwald, a rebel who had gathered an army, was vanquished and killed by Macbeth, one of Duncan’s generals. 

Then, the Norwegian king attacked.  Things didn’t look good…even King Duncan’s own Thane of Cawdor turned traitor and joined the Norwegian forces.  But don’t fear… Macbeth (and Banquo) saved the day again!  The Norwegian king now begs for a peace treaty.  

Pleased at this news, Duncan pronounces a death sentence on Cawdor and says his title will go to Macbeth. 

Questions:

1. Through indirect characterization, we are able to determine some of the character traits Macbeth possesses before we even meet him. Describe two things about his character. 

2. Juxtapose Duncan’s character to Macbeth’s.

3. What boon does the King bequeath to Macbeth?  

4. Why, in your opinion, does Macbeth fight for King Duncan?

5. Who is Duncan’s army fighting in this scene? What does this tell you about Duncan’s role as king?

6. What literary device is used in line 42: “But I am faint, my gashes cry for help”?

7. What literary device is used in lines 8 &9: “Doubtful it stood;/ As two spent swimmers that do cling together”?

Act I, Sc. iii

Synopsis

The three witches appear on the heath, waiting for Macbeth.  They talk of all the misdeeds they’ve done…

Banquo and Macbeth enter.  The witches greet Macbeth as the Thane of Glamis and Cawdor, and prophesize that he will become king.  They also tell Banquo that he is lesser than Macbeth, and yet greater, less fortunate and yet more fortunate.

Macbeth cannot understand the title of Cawdor, since the thane (he thinks) is still alive, but Ross comes in and explains.  Macbeth is freaked out that the witches’ prophesy has come true!  He then begins to wonder about the kingship…the seed of greed has been planted!!!

Questions:

1. What type of “trickery” have the witches been up to?  What does this tell you about their powers?

2. Do the witches seem believable/unbelievable to you?  Why?  How would have the audience in Shakespeare’s time felt about them?  What were the Elizabethans view on witches and the supernatural?

3. How are Macbeth and Banquo differently affected by the prophesies of the witches?

4. What information does Macbeth tell the audience in his aside?  What is an aside, by the way?

5. What literary device is used in line 65: “Lesser than Macbeth, and greater.”?

Act I, Sc. iv 

 Synopsis

At Forres Palace, Duncan is informed of the execution of the former Thane of Cawdor.  

Macbeth enters and Duncan thanks him for his duty, and then he announces that he will make Malcolm (his son) heir to the throne.

Macbeth (in an aside) states that he would really like to be king, and sees Malcolm as an obstacle in getting what he wants.  He calls upon darkness to conceal what it in his heart.

King Duncan, as a mark of his favor, proposes to visit Macbeth’s castle at Inverness and Macbeth rides on ahead to prepare a hospitable reception for him.

Questions:

1.  Duncan is quoted as saying:  

“There’s no art 

To find the mind’s construction in the face:

 He was a gentleman on whom I built an absolute trust.” 

 What does he mean by this?  

What is ironic about this statement?

2.  Show how Macbeth is two-faced in this scene.

3. “I have begun to plant thee, and will labour

To make thee full of growing…”

What is the imagery in this quotation?

Who said it?

To whom is it being said?

What is he promising?

4.  What type of preparations would have to be made for the King’s visit at Inverness?

Act I, Sc. v

Synopsis

Lady Macbeth (at Inverness castle) reads a letter from her husband that tells of the witches’ prophesies.  She comments that Macbeth is ambitious, but that he is too nice to take matters into his own hands.  

She receives news that King Duncan is on his way to Inverness.  She calls upon evil spirits to help her with the horrid plan she is brewing…

Questions:

1.  Find evidence from the letter Macbeth wrote to Lady Macbeth that he has respect and love for his wife.

2. Why does Lady Macbeth want Macbeth to hurry home?

3. Demonstrate how Lady Macbeth takes control over the situation and over her husband.  Was this typical behavior for an Elizabethan female?  

4. Compare/contrast the ways in which Macbeth and his wife react towards the thought of murdering Duncan.

5. What literary device is used in lines 61 & 62: “Your face, my thane, is as a book where men/ May read strange matters”?

6. What literary device is used in lines 38-40: “The raven himself is hoarse/ That croaks the fatal entrance of Duncan; Under my battlements”?

Act I, Sc. vi

Synopsis

Duncan arrives at Macbeth’s castle and is greeted warmly by Lady Macbeth.

Questions:

1.  Why, do you suppose, Macbeth isn’t present to greet the King?

2. In Scene 5, Lady Macbeth advised her husband to “look like the innocent flower, but be the serpent under it.”  What speeches in Scene 6 indicate that she is skillful into putting into practice her own advice?

3. Compare the outside scenery and atmosphere at Inverness to what awaits Duncan inside the castle.

Act I, Sc. vii

Synopsis

Macbeth is so distraught over the thought of murdering Duncan that he must leave the banquet.  He decides that he cannot kill his King. When Lady Macbeth hears of this, she accuses him of not loving her and of lacking manhood.  She comes up with a plan to kill Duncan in his sleep.  He agrees (or succumbs to her plan.)

Questions:

1.  What are the three reasons Macbeth gives for not wanting to kill Duncan?

2. At this point, who is the most ambitious between Macbeth and his wife?

3. The question of balance is at the heart of this play.  Make two lists:  What happens if Macbeth commits murder and what happens if it remains status quo.

4. What literary device is used in lines 81 & 82: “Away and mock the time with fairest show: / false face must hide what the false heart doth know”?

5. What literary device is used in lines 18 & 19: “…that his virtues/ Will plead like angels…”?

Overall Act I…

1. In a tragedy, the hero must be a good person with a fatal flaw.  Do you see Macbeth as having a fatal flaw?  What do you see it as being?

2. Shakespeare refers to hiding evil plans behind a smiling face several times in Act I.  Explain why.

3. Is Duncan too trusting or gullible?  Defend your answer with references to the text.

4. Why does Act I use so many scene changes?  What is the dramatic impact?

