Macbeth Study Guide
Act I
Act One, Scene One 
1. What mood is conveyed with the first scene? Name three details that help set the play’s tone. 

2. What do the witches plan to do, and when? 

3. The line “Fair is foul, and foul is fair” is one of the most memorable of the play. It is also an example of a paradox, which is the connection of ideas that are seemingly contradictory to one another, but that hold a greater meaning when placed together. What greater meaning might this line suggest? 

Act One, Scene Two 
Vocabulary 
Disdain

Flout


Plight 

1. Who is the “bloody man” questioned? What does he reveal to King Duncan and his entourage about Macdonwald? 

2. What has the Thane of Cawdor done, and what will happen to him? 

3. What does Duncan mean when he says of the Thane of Cawdor, “What he hath lost, noble Macbeth hath won”? 

4. What view of Macbeth is presented in this scene? What characteristics are ascribed to him? 

5. How does this scene serve as exposition? 

Act One, Scene Three 
Vocabulary 
Corporeal

Husband

Kindle


Prologue 

Sieve


Trifling 

1. What have the witches been doing since they last appeared? 

2. What in the witches’ conversation suggests they are not all-powerful? 

3. Though Shakespeare typically uses iambic pentameter, in the witches’ scenes he uses trochaic trimeter with an added syllable. How does this technique add to the play’s themes and to the tone of the witches’ scenes? 

4. What sort of day is it, according to Macbeth, and what does he mean? Which of the play’s themes does his remark emphasize? 

5. Describe what the witches look like, according to Banquo. 

6. What do the witches tell Macbeth will happen to him? 

7. The witches inform Banquo that while he will not be king, he will father kings. They also say he is “lesser than Macbeth, and greater,” and “not so happy, yet much happier.” What might these lines mean? What literary device do they exemplify? 

8. Why is Macbeth shaken by the news that the Thane of Cawdor has been condemned? 

9. Describe Macbeth’s ruminations about the witches’ prophecies. What conclusion does he ultimately reach? 

10. The audience knows about Macbeth’s elevation to Thane of Cawdor before Macbeth knows. Why is this significant? What effect does it have on the reception of Scene Three? 

11. Macbeth reveals his thinking in an aside: 

This supernatural soliciting 

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? . . . 

Explain how this aside is an example of paradox, and how it contributes to the play’s rising action. 

Act One, Scene Four 
Vocabulary 
Harbingers 

Wanton

1. What regrets does Duncan have about the executed Thane of Cawdor? 

2. How does Duncan feel about Macbeth? 

3. Duncan designates his son Malcolm as the Prince of Cumberland and announces he will be the next successor to the throne. Why might Duncan choose this moment for his announcement? 

4. Macbeth says in an aside, “Stars, hide your fires, / Let not light see my black and deep desires.” What can we infer from the passage? 

Act One, Scene Five 
Vocabulary 
Beguile

Dispatch

Galling


Humane
Sovereign

Tidings
1. Macbeth misquotes the witches’ prophecy, telling his wife in a letter that they said, “Hail, King that shalt be!” and not “All hail, Macbeth, that shalt be King hereafter!” What does this misquote reveal about where Macbeth stands on the subject of the prophecies? 

2. Contrast Lady Macbeth’s response to the prophecy with her husband’s. 

3. What is Lady Macbeth’s view of her husband’s nature? 

4. How does Lady Macbeth feel about the supernatural? 

5. In her famous speech, why does Lady Macbeth ask spirits to “unsex me here”? What does her sex have to do with her plans? 

6. Why is Lady Macbeth pleased that the king is spending the night? 

7. Describe the relationship between Macbeth and Lady Macbeth. 

8. Why does Lady Macbeth tell her husband, “Your face, my thane, is as a book, where men / May read strange matters.” 

Act One, Scenes Six and Seven 
Vocabulary 
Cherubic

Daunt


Esteem


Mettle 
Purveyors

Quell
1. What impressions do Duncan and Banquo have of the Macbeths’ castle? 

2. Describe Lady Macbeth’s behavior toward Duncan. What does her behavior reveal about her? 

3. In his soliloquy, why does Macbeth think better of killing Duncan? 

4. What reason does Macbeth give his wife about why he has changed his mind about killing Duncan? 

5. How does Lady Macbeth manipulate her husband to go through with the plan? 

6. When Macbeth refuses to proceed with murdering Duncan, Lady Macbeth says she knows how “tender” it is to nurse a baby, but she would have “dashed the brains out, had I so sworn as you / Have done to this.” What does this assertion reveal about Lady Macbeth? How does Macbeth react, and what does it reveal about him? 

7. Lady Macbeth makes reference to having nursed a baby, yet she and Macbeth are childless. How might their loss of a child have affected them? 

8. How do Macbeth and Lady Macbeth plan to get away with killing Duncan? 

9. Act One ends with Macbeth’s declaration, “False face must hide what the false heart doth know.” What does he mean, and what can be inferred about his feelings toward the impending murder? 

10. Describe the balance of power between Macbeth and Lady Macbeth in Act One’s final scene. 

Act II
Act Two, Scene One 
Vocabulary 
Augment

Entreaty

Largess

Prate

Sentinel

Stealthy

Summon

1. The first line in Act Two is “How goes the night, boy?” What does this mean, and why might it open Act Two? 

2. As Act Two opens, Banquo passes his sword and his cloak to his son Fleance. What does this gesture foreshadow? 

3. Why can’t Banquo sleep? 

4. Why might Banquo be troubled by the witches’ visit? 

5. Describe in some detail what Macbeth sees in the air when he is alone, and explain why he might see it. What does it symbolize? 

6. By the end of the scene, has Macbeth determined to kill Duncan, or is he still unsure? What action does he take at the end of the scene? 

Act Two, Scene Two 
Vocabulary 
Balm


Confound

Quench

Surfeited

1. What does Lady Macbeth mean when she says, “That which hath made them drunk hath made me bold”? 

2. How is Lady Macbeth different in this scene from the way she’s presented herself before? 

3. Macbeth is distraught that he could not say “Amen.” Why would this upset him? 

4. Macbeth thinks he hears a voice saying “sleep no more, / Macbeth does murder sleep. . . .” For what is sleep a metaphor? 

5. Describe Macbeth’s mental state in this scene. How is it different from Lady Macbeth’s? 

6. To comfort her husband, Lady Macbeth says, “These deeds must not be thought / After these ways: so, it will make us mad.” What does this foreshadow? 

7. How does Lady Macbeth get blood on her hands, and why is it significant? 

Act Two, Scene Three 
Vocabulary 
Combustible

Equivocate

Expeditious

Hideous

Lament

Lecher


Malice


Obscure

Requite

Scrupulous

Temperate
1. To what does the porter compare Macbeth’s castle? Why is the reference significant? 

2. Characterize the interaction among Macduff, Lennox, and the porter when the porter lets them in. What purpose might this exchange serve? 

3. Who finds Duncan’s body, and what is his response? 

4. What is Banquo’s response to the news of Duncan’s death? 

5. Lady Macbeth has a fainting spell right after Macbeth has explained why he killed Duncan’s attendants. Why might she have chosen this moment to faint? 

6. What are Donalbain and Malcolm’s reactions to their father’s murder, and what do they decide to do? 

7. Malcom says, “To show an unfelt sorrow is an office / Which the false man does easy.” Based on his observation, in what way is Malcolm different from his father? 

8. Describe the pacing of Scene Three. 

9. What role does the weather play in Scene Three? 

Act Two, Scene Four 
1. What happened to Duncan’s horses? What theme does this further? 

2. Who is assumed to have murdered Duncan, and why? 

3. What does Ross mean when he says, “Gainst nature still: / Thriftless ambition, that will ravin up / Thine own life’s means!” What is a second meaning for this? 

4. Ross and Macduff discuss how Macbeth is going to Scone to be crowned, whereas Duncan is going to Colmekill to be buried. Why might Macbeth choose not to attend Duncan’s burial, when presumably for appearances’ sake his attendance would be expected? 

Act III

Act Three, Scene One 
Vocabulary 
Bestow

Buffeted

Champion

Posterity

Rancor


Utter

1. How does Banquo feel about the witches’ prophecies, now that two of them have come true? 

2. Why does Banquo distrust Macbeth? Why doesn’t he show his distrust? 

3. How does Macbeth vilify Banquo in this scene? Why might he do this? 

4. What justifications does Macbeth give for killing Banquo and Fleance? How does this differ from his premeditation of Duncan’s murder, and what does it suggest about how Macbeth has changed? 

5. How does Macbeth convince the murderers to kill Banquo? What reason does he give for keeping his own involvement a secret? 

Act Three, Scene Two 
Vocabulary 
Cloister

Ecstasy
1. What suggests that Lady Macbeth is not happy, though she holds the title of Queen? 

2. Why doesn’t Macbeth tell his wife what he’s planning for Banquo? 

3. Describe Macbeth’s state of mind in this scene. 

4. Paraphrase the following statement by Macbeth: “Come, seeling night, / Scarf up the tender eye of pitiful day, / And with thy bloody and invisible hand / Cancel and tear to pieces that great bond / Which keeps me pale.” 

Act Three, Scenes Three and Four 
Vocabulary 
Augury

Blanch


Mirth


Warrant

1. A third murderer appears mysteriously in Scene Three. Who does the third murderer claim sent him? Why is this confusing to the audience? Who might the third murderer be? 

2. What in Scene Three suggests that the prophecy about Banquo might be fulfilled? 

3. Why do the noblemen presume that Banquo is not at the feast, and how do they feel about it? 

4. What does Macbeth see at the feast that no one else can? How does he react and how does his reaction reflect his mental state? 

5. What does Lady Macbeth claim is wrong with Macbeth? 

6. In his paranoia, Macbeth questions why Macduff hasn’t come and reveals that he is paying noblemen’s servants to spy on them. Why might he be so paranoid? 

7. What does Macbeth mean when he says, “I am in blood / Stepped in so far, that, should I wade no more, / Returning were as tedious as go o’er.” How does this mark a shift in his path? 

8. Why does Macbeth want to see the witches again? 

9. What role does Lady Macbeth play during the banquet scene? How has her relationship with her husband changed, and how is it the same as in previous scenes? 

Act Three, Scenes Five and Six 
Vocabulary 
Homage

Malevolence

Profundity

Rue
Spurn

1. Who is Hecate, and why is she angry? 

2. What are Hecate’s plans for Macbeth? 

3. According to Hecate, what is most dangerous to “mortals”? Why might that be? 

4. How does Lennox feel about Macbeth? Why? 

5. Where is Macduff, and why? 

6. What’s the state of affairs in Scotland? 

Act IV

Act Four, Scene One 
Vocabulary 
Blasphemous

Deft


Fret


Pernicious

Potent


Resolute

Searing

Vanquished

1. Describe the setting of the meeting of the three witches. What tone does it set for this scene, and how is the tone sustained? 

2. How does Macbeth treat the witches? What is ironic about this treatment? 

3. Describe the three prophecies the apparitions share with Macbeth. How are they different from the prophecies he has received in the past? 

4. What is Macbeth’s response to the three prophecies, and why is it significant? How does it relate to what Hecate says earlier in the play? 

5. What leads Macbeth to believe that Banquo’s descendants will be kings? 

6. Shortly after Macbeth learns of Macduff’s defection to England, he says, “From this moment / The very firstlings of my heart shall be / The firstlings of my hand.” What does this mean, and what does it show about Macbeth’s state of mind? 

7. What does Macbeth plan to do about Macduff? How does that affect the audience’s relationship to Macbeth? 

Act Four, Scene Two 
Vocabulary 
Diminution

Homely

Laud


Prattle

Sanctify
1. Why is Lady Macduff angry with her husband? 

2. Characterize the banter between Lady Macduff and her son. 

3. When Lady Macduff explains that honest people are responsible for hanging liars, her son responds, “Then the liars and swearers are fools, for there are liars and swearers enough to beat the honest men and hang up them.” What does he mean, and what does this say about him? 

4. When she is warned of imminent danger, Lady Macduff says, “Whither should I fly? / I have done no harm. But I remember now / I am in this earthly world, where to do harm / Is often laudable, to do good sometime / Accounted dangerous folly.” How has Lady Macduff changed from the beginning of the scene? 

5. How are the murders of Lady Macduff and her son different from the murders of Duncan, his attendants, and Banquo? How are they like the murders of Duncan and his attendants? 

Act Four, Scene Three 
Vocabulary 
Avarice

Credulous

Desolate

Forswear 

Intemperance

Malady

Malicious

Reconcile

Rend


Voluptuous

1. What reasons does Malcolm give for why he is suspicious of Macduff? 

2. How does Malcolm test Macduff’s loyalty? 

3. According to Malcolm, of what is England’s king capable? Why might this detail be included in this act? 

4. What view of Malcolm does this scene leave with the audience? What view of Macduff? 

5. When Malcolm tells Macduff to dispute the deaths of his wife and children like a man, Macduff says, “I shall do so, / But I must also feel it as a man.” What does he mean? What does this response indicate about Macduff? 

6. After Macduff hears of his family’s slaughter, he swears vengeance on Macbeth. What is ironic about the chain of events setting Macbeth and Macduff against one another? 

Act V

Act Five, Scene One 
1. Why has a doctor come to observe Lady Macbeth? 

2. What tortures Lady Macbeth? What parts of her past does she replay? 

3. What is the significance of Lady Macbeth’s hands in this scene? What does she say about them, and why? 

4. Why does the doctor say of Lady Macbeth, “More needs she the divine than the physician”? 

5. What does the doctor mean when he says, “Foul whisp’rings are abroad. Unnatural deeds / Do breed unnatural troubles”? What themes does this statement further develop? 

Act Five, Scene Two 
Vocabulary 
Mortify
1. Where do the noblemen and soldiers plan to meet Malcolm, Macduff, Siward, and the English army? 

2. Where is Macbeth, and what is he doing? 

3. Describe the state of affairs in Scotland and the people’s attitude toward Macbeth. Who still serves Macbeth, and why? 

4. What does Angus mean when he says of Macbeth, “now does he feel his title / Hang loose about him, like a giant’s robe / Upon a dwarfish thief”? 

Act Five, Scenes Three and Four 
Vocabulary 
Antidote

Bane


Censure

Epicure 

Industrious

Oblivion

1. Using examples from the text, characterize Macbeth and his behavior in Scene Three. 

2. What purpose does Macbeth’s repetition of the apparitions’ prophecies serve? 

3. What does Macbeth learn is happening outside the castle? 

4. How is the tone of Malcom, Macduff, and Siward’s battle preparations in Scene Four different from Macbeth’s in Scene Three? 

5. What does Malcolm suggest the soldiers do with the forest branches? Why? 
Act Five, Scenes Five and Six 
Vocabulary 
Clamor


Petty

1. At the beginning of Scene Five, Macbeth has a moment of self-reflection about how much he has changed. In what way does he think he has changed? 

2. Characterize Macbeth’s response to his wife’s death. Why might he respond in this way? 

3. Though it is not clear in this scene, how does Lady Macbeth likely die? How is this foreshadowed earlier in the play? 

4. In one of the most famous passages from the play, Macbeth says, 

Life’s but a walking shadow, a poor player 

That struts and frets his hour upon the stage 

And then is heard no more. It is a tale 

Told by an idiot, full of sound and fury, 

Signifying nothing. 

Deconstruct this passage. How does it show Macbeth’s state of mind? What is Macbeth’s state of mind? How does this passage use metaphor? How does it reflect on the theme of time? 

5. What alarms Macbeth? How has he been tricked by the prophecy? 

6. How is Macbeth’s alarm a contradiction? 

7. Describe Malcolm in Scene Six. What qualities does he seem to have? 

8. Scene Six is much shorter than the others. What purpose might it serve for the play? 

Act Five, Scenes Seven and Eight
Vocabulary 
Usurp
1. To what final hope of his survival does Macbeth cling? 

2. What characterizes those who fight on Macbeth’s side? 

3. Whom does Macduff look for, and why? 

4. What reasons does Macbeth give for not wanting to fight Macduff? 

5. Why is Macduff a threat to Macbeth, given the prophecy that Macbeth has nothing to fear from anyone born of a woman? 

6. Once Macbeth realizes Macduff will likely kill him, why does he fight him anyway? 

7. How does Siward respond to news of his son’s death? What gives him comfort? 

8. Does the play end on a hopeful note? Why or why not? 
