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M.A. (Final), Paper III -Unit -1 

CHAPTER I 

INTRODUCTION TO SHAKESPEARE 

 

1.2 INTRODUCTORY: 

 

 Very little authentic information is available about the personal life of 

Shakespeare who is universally regarded as the world's greatest playwright. 

Shakespeare scrupulously avoided making any mention of the principal events 

of his life as to when he was born; where he was educated, when he got 

married and the chronological details of his works. He was probably indifferent 

to his posthumous reputation. Whatever we know of Shakespeare is based 

largely on the scanty references to him in the works of his contemporaries, 

conjectures and apocryphal reports. 

 William Shakespeare was born at Stratford-on-Avon, a little town in the 

west of England on April 26, 1564. His mother Mary Arden descended from 

nobility and his father John Shakespeare was a rich trader in skins, wool, meat, 

malt and corn who became a Mayor of the borough in 1568 .Shakespeare had 

four brothers and four sisters. It is said that he was sent to the Stratford Free 

Grammar School at the age of seven and stayed there till he was fifteen or 

sixteen. He might have picked up "small Latin and less Greek" during his school 

days. William's father was often involved in law-suits and he being the eldest 

son must have frequently assisted him. This is how William Shakespeare 

acquired legal knowledge which he used in his plays. 

 When William Shakespeare was still a boy of twelve, his father John 

Shakespeare fell on evil days and his fortunes declined. Consequently, William 

Shakespeare was withdrawn from school. It is not known for sure what 
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William occupied himself with after leaving school. Some say he worked for 

some time as a school-master in the village. It is also said that he was also an 

apprentice to a butcher. These reports are based on unconfirmed sources and 

guess-work, but he must have done something or the other in order to 

support his father who had become almost a bankrupt by that time. During 

these early years the beautiful sights and sounds of Nature appealed to the 

impressionable young mind. In his plays we come across frequent descriptions 

of hills and woods, the flowery lanes and pastures and streams of 

Warwickshire. 

 At the age of eighteen Shakespeare married Anne Hathway in 1582 

some eight years older than him. Shakespeare is said to have married her 

against the wishes of his father. Some critics hold the view that Shakespeare's 

married life was not happy, but there is no confirmative proof of this 

assumption. Only six months after the marriage Shakespeare's eldest daughter 

Susanna was born on May 26, 1583 and two years later he was blessed with 

twins named Hamnet and Judith in 1585. Shakespeare was hardly twenty one 

when he found himself a family man with a burden three children and a wife 

to look after. Financial exigencies probably forced him to migrate to London 

.Tradition has it that he joined a wandering theatre company called Lord 

Leicester's Players that happened to visit Stratford and came to London along 

with it. There is yet another story according to which Shakespeare was found 

guilty of stealing a deer from the park of one Thomas Lucy who prosecuted 

Shakespeare for theft. To avoid punishment Shakespeare escaped to London 

where he joined a theatre called Lord Pembroke's Company. He was given the 

job of an attendant whose duty was to hold the horses of the rich who came 

to witness the plays He also tried his hand at acting which proved to be a 

turning point in his career .Besides acting Shakespeare also retouched old 

plays. His skill in acting and playwriting both established his position in the 

theatrical circles of London. In the beginning Shakespeare wrote light-hearted 
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comedies like Love's Labour Lost and The Comedy of Errors and also, side by 

side, began turning chronicles into plays as in Henry VI. Shakespeare, dramatic 

talent was gradually being recognized by the theatre-going public, but it also 

excited the jealousy of fellow dramatists especially Thomas Greene who made 

a malicious remark against Shakespeare as  "an upstart crow beautified with 

our feathers", who was "in his own conceit the only Shakescene in a country" 

However, Shakespeare had his admirers too. Henry Chettle who had published 

Greene's adverse comment apologized and admired Shakespeare's grace in 

writing and uprightness of dealing. Now Shakespeare's reputation as a 

playwright was steadily increasing. The Earl of Southampton, one of the 

greatest lords of the kingdom, was one of his admirers. Shakespeare had the 

honour to receive many uncommon remarks of favour from him. Shakespeare, 

as a mark of gratitude, dedicated his two narrative poems Venus and Adonais 

(1593) and Rape of Lucrece (1594) to the Earl of Southampton. 

 Shakespeare's reputation and success had now been established on 

stage. He earned name, fame and wealth and purchased in 1597 a large house 

called New Place at Stratford. His family was now living in comfortable 

circumstances .Soon after, he purchased a large tract of agricultural land in 

Stratford. It is on record that he secured for him a Coat of Arms which was a 

symbol of status. Subsequently, he purchased more property and a cottage in 

Chapel Lane in Stratford. It was not long before he achieved considerable 

success both as an actor as well as a playwright. His plays began to be staged 

from 1592 onwards. He gave his company two or three great plays every year. 

By the end of sixteenth century Shakespeare had made himself as the most 

popular playwright of London. In 1599 he became a partner of the Globe 

theatre. 

 Now Shakespeare was at the height of his dramatic career. It is that 

period of his dramatic career when he wrote his four great tragedies Hamlet, 
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Othello, Macbeth and King Lear___ the masterpieces of tragic art. These four 

great tragedies of Shakespeare are studies of human sorrow and suffering. 

Queen Elizabeth herself and later her successor James I bestowed their royal 

favours on Shakespeare and commended his dramatic skill. It is held that these 

tragic masterpieces could not have been written by a person who himself had 

not experienced the anguish of sorrow and suffering in his personal life. The 

tragic events that took place in Shakespeare's life between 1599 and 1604 

profoundly moved him with grief and sorrow and coloured his vision of life. 

Shakespeare's only son Hamnet died in 1601. His patron The Earl of Essex was 

executed for plotting against the queen and his other patron the Earl of 

Southampton was sentenced for life in 1600. Two of his brothers Gilbert and 

Richard had died recently. Tradition has it that Shakespeare had a love affair 

with some 'Dark Lady' who had betrayed him for some dear friend causing him 

deep anguish and suffering. His tragedies are the outcome of these personal 

afflictions. 

          Shakespeare's dramatic career came to a close after his four great 

tragedies. Thereafter he is supposed to have returned to Stratford. His last 

years were spent in the peaceful retirement to his native place. His daughter 

Susanna was married to John Hall in 1607. He finally retired and wrote no 

more plays. In The Tempest which is supposed to be his last play, Shakespeare 

expresses his desire through Prospero to take leave of the stage: 

 

                 Our revels are now ended. These our actors 

                 As I foretold you were all spirits and 

                 Are melted into air, into thin air. 
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 Shakespeare wrote his will on March 25 and died at New Place on April 

23, 1616. He was buried in the Chancel of Stratford Church 

 

1.2.1 Shakespeare's Works:  Shakespeare wrote thirty seven plays in all. 

These plays can be grouped as comedies, tragedies, Tragi-comedies, and 

chronicle plays including Roman plays. Except Pericles, all were published in 

1623, seven years after his death. Most of his plays were written between 

1588 and 1612. These plays evince a consistent and regular development of 

Shakespeare's dramatic craft. Dowden has divided Shakespeare's 

development as a dramatist into four stages. 

 

1.3 FIRST STAGE: (1588-1594) Dowden has named this period as "In the 

Workshop". In this period we see the dramatist in the learning stage. The plays 

written during this period do not show maturity of craft. This stage is marked 

by exuberance and fancy. The theme and characterization are superficial and 

the plays are largely experimental in nature. The treatment and style are 

artificial. These plays are full of classical references, puns and conceits. 

Dowden remarks: "The works of this period are marked by the presence of 

vivacity, cleverness, delight in beauty and a quick enjoyment of existence". The 

important plays of this period are: (i) Love's Labour Lost (ii) The Comedy of 

Errors (iii) The Two Gentlemen of Verona (iv) Richard III (v) Romeo and Juliet 

(vi) A Mid-summernight's Dream. 

 

1.3.1 SECOND STAGE: (1594-1600) Dowden calls this period as "In the World". 

Here we find a significant advance in Shakespeare's dramatic craft The plays 

written during this period show Shakespeare as a man of experience. These 

plays reveal originality maturity and confidence of the dramatist. He writes 
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with ease and felicity. The plot construction is better and blank verse is 

employed in preference to rhyme. The important plays of this period are (i) 

Much Ado About Nothing (ii) As You Like It (iii) Twelfth Night (iv) Merry Wives 

of Windsor (v) Taming of the Shrew (vi) The Merchant of Venice (vii)  Richard II 

(viii) Henry IV and Henry V. 

 

1.3.2  THIRD STAGE (1601 -1608)   This is the period of great tragedies. The 

plays of this period show Shakespeare's tragic view of life. Family 

bereavements, personal sorrows and sufferings might be the reason of his 

tragic gloom and expression. Dowden calls this period as "Out of the Depths". 

These plays deal with 'Evil' in life. The themes of these plays are sorrows and 

misfortunes, treachery of friends, indiscretion, follies of men and women, their 

ambitions and sins which prove fatal to them. Such plays are: (i) Julius Caesar 

(ii) Hamlet (iui) Othello (iv) King Lear (v) Macbeth (vi) Antony and Cleopatra 

(vii) Coriolanus (viii) Timon of Athens (ix) All's Well That Ends Well (x) Measure 

for Measure (xi) Troilus and Cressida 

 

1.3.3 FOURTH STAGE: (1609-1612) In this last period we find Shakespeare at 

the top of his dramatic career. Dowden has described this period as "On the 

Heights". The tragic gloom of the earlier period was followed by calm of mind 

and peaceful relaxation. The last plays except Henry VIII are a blend of 

romance and masque elements having allegorical meaning. The important 

plays belonging to this period are (i) Pericles (ii) Cymbeline (iii) Winter's Tale 

(iv) The Tempest and (v) Henry VIII. The endings of these plays are happy 

suggesting "God is in Heaven and all is right with the world". Shakespeare 

seems to have developed a sort of spiritual attitude over all these years. In the 

Tempest which is supposed to be Shakespeare's farewell to stage he gives a 
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sublime message of "forgiveness and reconciliation" which truly reveals 

Shakespeare's attitude to life. 

 

1.4  INTRODUCTION TO JULIUS CAESAR: 

 

 Julius Caesar belongs to the third stage of Shakespeare's dramatic career 

which Edward calls "Out of Depths". During this period Shakespeare composed 

such outstanding plays as Julius Caesar, Hamlet, Othello, King Lear Macbeth, All's 

Well that Ends Well, Troilus and Cressida, Antony and Cleopatra and Coriolanus. 

Julius Cassius a Roman play based upon the materials contained in the Lives of 

Caesar, Brutus and Antony, an English translation of Plutarch's 'Lives' by Sir 

Thomas North. The theme of the play is 'Caesar murdered and Caesar avenged'. 

The first two Acts unfold the conspiracy to kill Julius Caesar planned by Cassius 

and Brutus. Act III gives an account of the execution of the conspiracy resulting in 

the assassination of Julius Caesar in the Capitol followed by the consequences of 

Caesar's murder. Act IV and Act V are devoted to the retribution of the 

murderers. The sinners meet their nemesis at the hands of Antony and Octavius 

supported by the spirit of Julius Caesar. Caesar is killed but the spirit of Caesar 

works with tremendous fury to avenge the murder of Caesar. The spirit of Caesar 

visits Brutus at Sardis and again at Philippi before the battle. The armies of Cassius 

and Brutus suffer crushing defeat by the rival armies of Antony and Octavius. 

Realising that their fates are sealed, they decide to commit suicide by the same 

swords which they wielded to assassinate Julius Caesar. Acknowledging the 

greatness of Caesar Brutus says: 

 

                O Julius Caesar, thou art mighty yet! 

                Thy spirit walks abroad, and turns our swords 

                Into our own entrails 
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 The second half of the play is dominated by the spirit of Caesar. 

Although Caesar is killed, his spirit survives. The conspirators are all the time 

haunted by Caesar's spirit. Antony's words: "Caesar's spirit ranging for 

revenge" and Brutus' words: "We all stand up against the spirit of Caesar" 

suggest that both of them are scared of the spirit of Caesar. Caesar's spirit 

remains active till the end of the play. Cassius and Brutus both kill themselves 

with the name of Caesar. The self-killing of Cassius and Brutus vindicate the 

triumph of nemesis. The sinners get what they deserve. We can conclude with 

the words that Caesar after his death becomes mightier still than Caesar alive. 

                              

1.5                             CHECK YOUR PROGRESS  I 

                

 (1)  Shakespeare was indifferent to posthumous reputation: Yes/ No 

(2) Shakespeare was born in - (a) London (b) Yorkshire (c)Winchester (d) 

Stratford-on-Avon 

(3) Shakespeare was a University Wit True/false 

(4)  Shakespeare came to London 

      (a) when he was still unmarried (b) after his marriage (c) after marrying 

the Dark Lady (d) in October, 1500 

(5) The Earl of Essex and the Earl of Southampton were 

       (a) The cousins of Shakespeare (b) The owners of the Globe theatre (c) 

The fellow dramatists of Shakespeare (d) the influential patrons of 

Shakespeare 

(6)  Shakespeare earned a lot of money during his stay in London    Yes/No 
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(7)  A Coat of Arms was 

       (a) A very costly woolen coat (b) a warm coat presented to Shakespeare 

by the Manager of the theatre (c) a symbol of status (d) a royal garment 

(8) Shakespeare's only son Hamnet died in 

  (a) 1599 (b) 1550 (c) 1505 (d) 1600 

(9)  The Earl of Essex was - 

     (a) awarded life imprisonment (b) executed for plotting against the queen 

(c) exiled to India (d) accorded a grand welcome on his return from 

abroad 

(10)  Which is supposed to be the last play of Shakespeare: 

 (a) Much Ado About Nothing (b) The Tempest (c) Pericles (d) Macbeth 

(11)  Shakespeare wrote in al  

 (a) 37 plays (b) 27 plays (18 plays) (d) 15 plays 

(12)  Edward Dowden has divided Shakespeare's dramatic career into 

 (a) 2 stages (b) 3 stages (c) 4 stages (d) 5 stages 

(13)  The four great tragedies of Shakespeare belong to which stage 

  (a) first stage (b) second stage (c) third stage (d) 4th stage 

(14)  Julius Caesar belongs to the II period of Shakespeare's dramatic career. 

True/ false 

(15)  Brutus and Cassius were killed by Antony and Octavius respectively. True/ 

false 

(16)  Brutus and Cassius did not commit suicide.  True / false 
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(17)  Julius Caesar vindicates the triumph of Nemesis.  True/ false 

(18)  Which of the following plays do not belong to Shakespeare' third stage 

  (a) Hamlet (b) Macbeth (c) Othello (d) The Tempest 

(19) The Roman plays of Shakespeare were written between Chronicle plays 

and the four great tragedies.  True/false 

(20) North translated Plutarch's 'Lives' from the original Greek. True/false 

(21) Who of the following does not commit suicide in Julius Caesar? 

 (a) Calpurnia (b) Portia (c) Brutus (d) Cassius 

(22) Which scene in Julius Caesar marks the crisis the crisis of the play 

 (a) Act II Sc.ii (b) Act III Sc.i (c) Act IV Sc.i   Act V Sc.ii 

 

1.20   Answers to Check your progress - I 

(1) yes (2) d (3) No (4) a (5) d (6) yes (7) c (8)  a   (9) b   

(10) b (11) a (12) c (13) c (14) false (15) false (16) false  (17) True  (18)  

d  (19) true  (20) false  (21) a  (22)  b 

 

 

1.6                      Summary of Julius Caesar 

 

1.6.1    Roman People Cheer Caesar as a Hero 

 It is fifteenth of February. 44 B.C. The Roman citizens are assembled to 

celebrate the victory of Julius Caesar over the sons of Pompey in the battle of 

Munda. People are filled with joy and excitement as it is also the festival of 
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Lupercalia. The crowd is anxiously waiting for the triumphant return of Julius 

Caesar. This shows that Julius Caesar is very popular among the people. They are 

ready to accord him a triumphant welcome because he has vanquished Pompey 

and his sons. For the Roman people Julius Caesar is no less than a hero. In the 

mean time, the two tribunes Flavius and Marullus come and rebuke the people 

assembled for their ingratitude.  Formerly they glorified Pompey and now they 

are worshipping Caesar who defeated Pompey's sons. As a matter of fact the 

Tribunes are hostile to Caesar. They are afraid of the growing power of Caesar 

and feel that something must be done to curb Caesar's increasing popularity. The 

Tribunes disperse the crowd from there. Here we get a hint of the political 

condition of contemporary Rome. The Tribune belong to the disgruntled 

followers of Pompey and his sons. They want to do something to curtail his 

power before it is too late. 

 

1.6.2    Soothsayer warns Caesar of the Ides of March:    

 Julius Caesar enters in a procession amidst cheers of the crowd. It 

appears that he is to be crowned king. He asks Antony to touch his wife 

Calpurnia with his leathern thong before he starts his holy race during the 

festivities of Lupercalia, the Roman God of fertility. It was a popular Roman 

belief that if a childless woman so touched would be cured of her infertility 

and she would bear children. When Caesar's procession was passing, a 

soothsayer appeared and cried out to Caesar: "Beware of the Ides of March"! 

But Caesar pays no attention to his warning. 

1.6.3   Cassius' Apprehensions About Caesar: 

 

 When Caesar's procession moves on, Brutus and Cassius are left alone. 

They are seen talking to each other. Cassius is full of apprehensions that Caesar is 

to be crowned king. If it truly happens it would be a great misfortune for the 
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Roman people; they will have to live like slaves under the tyrannical rule of 

Caesar.  Cassius is jealous of Caesar's greatness and popularity. He would do 

everything to prevent the possibility of Caesar becoming the king of Rome. He is 

the most active of the disgruntled party, Caska and Cinna being his supporters. 

Cassius thinks that the conspiracy against Caesar cannot succeed without the 

active support of Brutus who enjoys an honourable position in Rome. He cleverly 

poisons the mind of Brutus against Caesar suggesting that Caesar's ambitious 

nature might turn him into a despot. He tells Brutus that "Brutus is as good as 

"Caesar" and that he belongs to the lineage of great patriots who founded the 

Roman republic. Cassius's words hit the mark. Brutus also would not like the 

danger of too much power vested in the hands of one man. Brutus asserts his 

love for liberty and honour. He assures Cassius that he would not tolerate to see 

Rome ruled by a dictator. Cassius, thus, prevails upon Brutus to join a conspiracy 

to eliminate Caesar from the political scene. Brutus promises to ponder over the 

suggestion of Cassius seriously. 

 

 Caesar and his followers return from the tournament of sports. He 

confides to Antony his suspicion of Cassius: "Yon Cassius has a lean and hungry 

look. He thinks too much. Such men are dangerous". 

1.6.4   Caesar Refuses the Crown Thrice: 

 

  Cassius and Brutus hear shouts in the distance. Brutus expresses the 

fear that people are proclaiming Caesar as their king. Caska explains the shouts 

of the mob saying that Caesar had thrice been offered crown by Antony and 

he had thrice refused it, though with increasing reluctance. Caska also 

describes with assumed cynicism that Caesar had fallen down in a fit. Cassius 

recounts that Caesar has a falling sickness and that he had once saved him 

from drowning in the river Tiber, and nursed him in Spain as he trembled with 

fear. Despite this Caesar has now become a God bestriding "the narrow world 
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like a Colossus". Brutus and Caska then leave. When Cassius is left alone, he 

reveals his mind in a soliloquy saying he would throw various letters in 

different handwritings into the room of Brutus against Caesar ---all urging 

Brutus to save Rome from the despotic rule of Caesar." Cassius knows that 

Brutus is an idealist, a patriot, a lover of freedom, and a man of honour who is 

held in high esteem by the people of Rome. Brutus loves a republican form of 

government and hates the idea of monarchy for Rome. 

 

1.6.5    Cassius Hates Caesar:  

 

 A month later, it is the eve of the Ides of March. Caska meets Cicero, the 

great Roman orator in the street of Rome. He informs him about the ill omens 

which have been witnessed during the day. Caska says that he saw an owl 

hoot in the market at noon; he saw during the storm a slave with burning arms 

who remained unscorched; a rampant lion near the capitol; the dead rise out 

of their graves etc. According to Caska these strange events augur ill; they 

portend some calamity likely to befall Rome. But Cicero ignores these strange 

phenomena. When Cicero leaves, Cassius joins Caska. Caska tells Cassius that 

the senators are planning to make Caesar the king the next morning. Cassius 

says that he would rather kill himself than see Caesar crowned as a king. Soon 

after, Cinna, another conspirator comes to Cassius. He asks Cassius to "win the 

noble Brutus to our party." Cassius asks him not to worry about it. He is 

assured that he has half of Brutus under his control Cassius gives him some 

letters to be thrown into Brutus' window. Cinna leaves with the letters 

promising to return to him in a little while. 

 

1.6.6   Brutus' Mind is agitated: 
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 It is very early in the morning. Brutus is walking in his orchard. There is 

an agitation in his mind over the recent happenings. The question before him 

is whether he should join the conspiracy against Caesar who is his dearest 

friend. He finally resolves to put an end to Caesar in order to save Rome from 

his tyrant administration. His servant Lucius comes and gives him a letter 

which was thrown into his room. In the letter an appeal is made to Brutus 

urging him to "speak, strike and redress"! Brutus has already received similar 

letters appealing to his republican sentiments how his ancestors had freed 

Rome from the Tarquin kings. Brutus determines to kill Caesar for the sake of 

.Rome. But the very idea of killing Caesar makes his hair stand on end. 

 

1.6.7    Conspirators Plan to kill Caesar: 

 

            Then comes Cassius alongwith other accomplices ____ Caska, Decius, 

Cinna, Metellus Cimber and Trebonius. They are introduced to Brutus. Cassius 

then suggests that they should also win the support of Cicero, but Brutus turns 

down this proposal saying that Cicero "will never follow that other men 

begin". Brutus then asks Lucius to consult the calender to ascertain whether 

the next day is the Ides of March (15th.of March).Cassius further suggests that 

Mark Antony, the dearest friend of Caesar, must also be killed alongwith 

Caesar, otherwise he will prove to be a danger for them. But once again Brutus 

rejects the proposal saying that Antony will be quite powerless after the death 

of Caesar. He justifies their action saying that they are killing Caesar for a noble 

cause; they are not butchers. 

 

 Lucius returns to inform Brutus that it is the morning hour of 15th.of 

March. All of a sudden an idea flashes the mind of Cassius that Caesar 

frightened by the wild happenings of night may not attend the proposed 
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meeting in the morning. But Decius assures that he will persuade Caesar to 

come to the Capitol. All the conspirators agree to meet at eight in the morning 

at Caesar's residence and accompany him to the Capitol. They all depart to 

their respective places. But Brutus reminds them to be careful not to show 

their sinister intention in their faces. 

 

 The day is about to break. Brutus is alone in the orchard pacing up and 

down .His wife Portia comes there. She complains why he has woken up so 

early. She tells her husband that she has been watching his restlessness and 

agitation of mind for some time. She being his spouse must know what is 

worrying him. Their conversation is interrupted by a knock at the door. Brutus 

says that he will let her know everything at a suitable time. 

 

1.6.8    Calpurnia Sees a Bad Dream: 

 

 It is the morning of the Ides of March. Caesar dressed in a gown enters a 

room of his house. He is disturbed due to his wife's bad dreams. His wife 

Calpurnia has had a dream portending his murder. She passionately urges 

Caesar not to go out of the house that day. She tells him that many a strange 

happenings has been reported on the streets of Rome: graves have opened 

and the corpses seen moving about; ghosts have squealed, while groans of 

dying men have been heard and blood has been seen dripping on the walls of 

the capitol. Calpurnia finally prevails upon Caesar not to go out to the Capitol 

that day. Caesar sends Antony to the Senate with the message that due to 

illness he will not be able to go to the Senate House that day. 

 

1.6.9    Caesar Consents to Go to Senate: 
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 Just then, Decius comes there. Caesar asks him to inform the senators 

that he would not go to the Capitol because his wife Calpurnia saw in her 

dreams his statue sprouting blood and "many lusty Romans bathing their 

hands in the blood of Caesar". Decius interprets this dream in a different 

manner. He calls it a good omen. It means that from Caesar Romans would 

"suck reviving blood". This flatters Caesar's vanity. Decius also informs Caesar 

that the Senate intends to crown him as a king and that it might change its 

mind if he does not go to the Capitol that day. They might taunt: "Break up the 

Senate till Caesar's wife has seen a better dream". Ceasar feels hurt at this 

remark .He feels sorry for his former decision and consents to accompany 

them to the Senate House. He calls for his stately robes. Meanwhile, an aged 

Senator Publius., Brutus and the other conspirators arrive there. A little later 

Antony also joins them. Caesar entertains them with drinks. Then they all 

proceed to the Senate House in a friendly manner. 

 

 In the next scene we find Artimedorus a friend of Caesar eagerly awaiting 

Caesar to pass. He has got a hint of the conspiracy which he wants to inform 

Caesar well in advance. He has a paper containing the details of the conspiracy 

and the names of the conspirators. Through this letter he warns Caesar to 

beware of Brutus, Cassius, Caska, Cinna, Trebonius and Metellus Cimber, He 

wants to give that piece of paper to Julius Caesar. Artemidorus comments: 

                   

     If thou read this, O Caesar, thou mayest live 

     If not, the Fates with traitors do contrive. 

 

 As Calpurnia is worried about the safety of Julius Caesar, similarly Portia 

too fears for husband. Portia has heard from her husband about the 

conspiracy to kill Caesar. It is nine O'clock. Her mind is tense. She is anxiously 
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waiting for the execution of bloody enterprise. She is utterly confused not 

knowing what to do. Worried about her husband she sends her servant Lucius 

to the Senate House to enquire about his master. 

 

1.6.10   Caesar is Murdered; Brutus too stabs him: 

 Julius Caesar reaches the Senate House. The conspirators are around 

him. He finds the soothsayer in the midst of crowd and taunts, "the Ides of 

March are come". To this the soothsayer retorts: "Ay, Caesar, but not gone". 

Artimidorus presses forward and gives Caesar the letter supposed to be a 

petition. He appeals to Caesar to read it at once. But Caesar puts it aside 

saying: "What touches us ourselves shall be last served". Then Metellus 

Cimber presents his petition appealing to recall his brother from exile. His suit 

is supported by Brutus, Cassius and other conspirators. But Caesar rejects the 

petition saying that he would not change his decision. Then Caska says: 

"Speak, hands for me"! With this Caska drives his dagger through Caesar. The 

other conspirators strike Caesar one after the other. The last to stab him is 

Brutus, and when Caesar sees his dearest friend Brutus to strike him he cries: 

"Et tu Brute. Then fall, Caesar!" Caesar falls dead. 

 The senators are struck dumb. There is a great confusion. The citizens run 

berserk. The conspirators wave their daggers shouting "Liberty, Freedom and 

Enfranchisement!" Antony flees to his house. Brutus asks the people of Rome to 

bathe their hands in Caesar's blood. The conspirators smear their swords with 

Caesar's blood and then move to the market place. Cassius says that the coming 

generations would remember them as liberators of their country. 

 

1.6.11   Antony Arrives on the Scene: 

 Then a servant of Mark Antony comes and falls prostrate before Brutus. 

He has brought a message from his master. He wants to know why it was so 
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necessary to kill Caesar. If they satisfy him with the reasons, then he (Antony) 

would follow Brutus faithfully. Brutus assures that Antony will be satisfied in 

every respect. He tells the servant to inform Antony to come to them without 

any fear. Antony comes and laments the death of his friend Caesar. Overcome 

with grief, he appeals to the conspirators to kill him as well. He wants to know 

why Caesar had to be killed. Brutus replies that Caesar had done many wrongs 

to Rome and hence he had to be killed. He also assures Antony that he will be 

given convincing reasons for the assassination of Caesar, but let the crowd be 

brought under control. Pretending to be satisfied. Antony shakes hands with 

the conspirators. Brutus also grants Antony's request that Caesar should be 

accorded a public funeral and that he should be permitted to make a funeral 

speech on the solemn occasion. 

 

1.6.12   Cassius Does Not Want Antony to Address the Mob: 

 

 But Cassius is suspicious about Antony. He takes Brutus aside and warns 

him that Antony's speech might rouse the mob against them. Brutus replies 

that he need not worry about it, for he himself will address the mob first and 

after that Antony would be allowed to speak on the condition that he shall not 

say anything derogatory against them. The conspirators leave the place. 

Antony is left alone with the dead body of Caesar. He expresses his grief and 

curses the assasins of Caesar. He pronounces that the murderers of Caesar will 

have to pay heavy penalty for their sin. Then, a servant of Octavius brings a 

message to Antony that Octavius (Caesar's nephew) is on his way to Rome. 

Antony tells the servant to go back to his master and tell him that Rome is not 

a safe place for him at the moment. But then he asks the servant to stay till 

after Caesar's funeral speech so that he can report to Octavius the reaction of 

the mob. Then the dead body of Caesar is taken to the market place. 
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1.6.13   Brutus Justifies the Assassination of Caesar: 

 The bewildered mob gathers at the Public Place eager to know why 

Brutus and other conspirators killed Julius Caesar. Brutus pacifies them saying 

that he would give adequate explanation. Brutus mounts the Pulpit and asks 

people to have patience till he has finished his speech. He begins his speech 

saying that he loved Caesar more than any other person, yet he killed Caesar 

because he loved Rome more. He killed his best friend so that the people of 

Rome might enjoy true liberty. He killed Caesar because he was a tyrant. As 

Caesar loved me I weep for him; as he was valiant, I honour him, but as he was 

ambitious, I slew him" He killed his best friend because he was an autocrat and 

would have converted them all into his slaves. He asks if any of them so 

wicked as not to love his own country? The crowds reply together: "None, 

Brutus, none". They applaud Brutus for his republican sentiments. 

 

1.6.14   Antony's Rouses the Mob against the Conspirators: 

 Now Antony comes with Caesar's body. Brutus asks the people to listen to 

the funeral oration of Antony. Antony knows that the crowd is moved   by Brutus' 

words. So he avoids making any unfavourable comment on the conspirators. He 

begins: Brutus says Caesar was ambitious. If it were so, Caesar has paid for it. He 

admits that Caesar was not without fault. Brutus says that Caesar was ambitious, 

and since Brutus is an honourable man, he must have spoken the truth. But had 

Caesar not brought many captives and great riches as ransom to Rome? Did he 

not weep for the poor? Antony reminds the crowd that Caesar had thrice refused 

the crown offered to him. All this shows that Caesar was not ambitious. He 

wonders why the people who loved Caesar when he was alive, do not mourn 

over his death. Antony breaks down with grief. He pauses for a while to see the 

reaction of his words on the audience. The crowd is hushed to silence. Antony 
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resumes his speech saying that it is not his intention to rouse the people to 

mutiny; that would be unfair to the republican leaders because they are 

honourable people. Soon after he shows the will of Caesar and says that if the 

people know what is written in the will, they would be convinced that Caesar was 

far from being ambitious. Antony says that he does not want to read the will, but 

the citizens are eager to hear the contents of the will.  But Antony says that if he 

reads the will, it might annoy Brutus and Cassius. Then the people begin to 

denounce the conspirators as murderers and insist on the will to be read. Then 

Antony asks them to make a ring around the corpse of Caesar But before reading 

the will Antony removes the mantle and shows the citizens the mutilated body of 

Caesar. He shows them the holes made in the mantle by the conspirators. He 

regrets that even Brutus, the best friend of Caesar, also stabbed Caesar and it was 

"the most unkindest cut of all". These words of Antony make a great impact on 

the masses. Overcome with grief, they cry for revenge against the killers of 

Caesar. Antony tries to pacify them and reads the will to the mob. The will says 

that Caesar has left every man seventy five drachmas; further, all Caesar's walks 

and orchards have been left by Caesar for the common people. Antony 

concludes: "Here was Caesar! When comes such another"! "Never! Never! cry 

the citizens. Inflamed by revenge they run amuck to burn the houses of the 

conspirators. Antony is happy that he has succeeded in rousing the people 

against the assassins. Just then, a servant comes to report that Octavius has 

arrived in Rome and the conspirators have fled the city. Antony goes to meet 

Octavius who has already reached Caesar's house.  

 

                The rebellious mobsters run about in search of the conspirators. They 

meet Cinna, the poet who was going to Caesar's funeral. They mistake him for 

Cinna, the conspirator. Cinna appeals to them not to kill him because he is not 

a conspirator. But the infuriated crowd without ascertaining his identity kill 
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him. The citizens  run amuck looking for other conspirators shouting, "Come 

brands, ho! firebrands! To Brutus', to Cassius, burn all! " 

 

1.6.15   A Triumvirate is Formed  to Govern Rome : 

 

 Antony, Octavius and Lipidus form a Triumvirate to govern Rome. They 

hold a meeting to decide on the future course of action. The first item on 

their agenda is to prepare a list of the rebels who must be killed. The list 

includes the brother of Lepidus and the nephew of Antony. They further 

decide to "divide the three-fold world" among themselves. They take 

another decision to curtail the amount to be paid out of Caesar's legacies in 

order to save money which could be utilized to eliminate the conspirators. 

Antony and Octavius then proceed to discuss how to raise a force to defeat 

the army of Brutus and Cassius which is already encamped at Sardis. Brutus 

learns that his wife Portia has committed suicide because she could not bear 

the separation of her husband. This gives a great shock to Brutus Brutus is 

also annoyed with Cassius who has not been supplying adequate funds for 

his' troops. There is a rift between Brutus and Cassius. Cassius complains that 

Brutus has punished one of his followers Lucius Pella for taking bribe. Brutus 

accuses Cassius of taking bribe. Cassius retorts that he would have killed 

Brutus for this charge, if he were not his friend. But soon they are reconciled. 

While the two men drink together, a message is brought that Antony and 

Octavius are advancing towards them with a mighty force and that as many 

as seventy senators including Cicero have been killed by them. The two 

generals discuss the strategic moves of war. Cassius suggests that it would be 

better to wait for the enemy's attack, while Brutus is of the opinion that they 

should launch the attack at Phillipi. The suggestion of Brutus prevails. Saying 

good bye to each other they go to their respective camps. 
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1.6.16   Both Armies Fight a Battle: Cassius and Brutus commit suicide: 

 

 At midnight the ghost of Caesar appears before Brutus and warns that 

they will meet again at Philippi and then disappears. The army of Octavius and 

Antony on the one hand and that of Brutus and Cassius on the other come 

face to face on the plains of Philippi. Both the armies are getting ready for the 

battle. Cassius is rather nervous about the outcome of the battle, for he has 

seen many inauspicious omens suggesting disaster. But whatever be the 

consequences he is determined to fight till the last breath of his life. He asks 

Brutus what he would do in case their army is defeated. He replies that one 

should have patience and fortitude and adds that as a noble Roman he would 

rather kill himself than be taken prisoner and paraded in the streets of Rome. 

Octavius says that either he dies or the conspirators. Then the rival forces 

commence fighting. Cassius is upset because his soldiers are running away. 

Pindarus tells Cassius that Titanus has been captured by the enemy forces. 

Cassius who is already nervous decides to kill himself before the worst 

happens. He gives his sword to Pindarus to pass it through him. Cassius dies 

with the words, "Caesar thou art revenged even with the sword that killed 

thee". Left alone Titanus also kills himself with the sword of Cassius. Brutus 

comes to the spot and pays warm tributes to both. Brutus then goes to the 

battlefield to fight another battle with the rival forces. He exhorts his soldiers 

not feel nervous. But in his heart of hearts he knows that he is fighting a lost 

battle. At last Brutus is defeated. He asks his fellow soldiers to kill him, but 

they refuse to do so. The remaining soldiers flee when they see the enemy 

advancing. Brutus is left alone with his servant Strato. At the appeal of his 

master Strato holds the sword and Brutus runs on it. Brutus dies saying "I killed 

thee (not with half so good a will" Caesar) 
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  Octavius and Antony arrive there. Looking at the dead body of Brutus, 

Antony exclaims: "This was the noblest Roman of them all". Octavius orders 

that Brutus be given a befitting funeral with full military honour" 

 

 1.7                                CHECK YOUR PROGRESS  II  

 

(1) Which festival is being celebrated in Rome when the play opens: 

 (a) The festival of Juno (b) The festival of Diana (c) the festival of      

Lupercalia (d) the festival of Venus 

(2) The Ides of March means 

 (a) 22nd of March (b) 15th.of March (c) 1st of March (d) 23rd of March 

(3) The crowd is anxiously awaiting the arrival of Julius Caesar because- 

      (a) because he has vanquished Pompey and his sons (b) he has been   

recently crowned as a king (c) he has won the holy race at the festival  (iv) 

they want to kill him 

(4) The Tribunes are friendly to Caesar:    True/false 

(5) Julius Caesar is set in which year: 

      (a) 44 B.C.  (b) 48 B.C.   (c) 50.B.C.  (d) 55 B.C. 

(6) What does the soothsayer say to Caesar 

 (a) Beware of Cassius   (b) Beware of Brutus   (c) beware of the Ides of 

March (d) leave the city at once 

(7) Who says "Cassius has a lean and hungry look. He thinks too much. Such 

men are dangerous 

 (a) Caska   (b) Antony   (c) Caesar    (d) Brutus 
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(8) Who reports: "Caesar had thrice been offered the crown  

        (a) Brutus  (b) Caska   (c) Antony   (d) Soothsayer 

(9) Cassius is not jealous of Caesar's greatness True/false 

(10) Why does Cassius enlist the support of Brutus 

 (a) because Brutus is hostile to Caesar (b) because he thinks that the 

conspiracy cannot succeed without the active support of Brutus (c) because 

Brutus is an experienced conspirator  (d) because Brutus is a rival of Caesar 

(11) What is is the apprehension of Cassius against Caesar 

   (a) that Caesar's ambitious nature might turn him into a tyrant  (b) that 

Caesar will get him killed (c) that Caesar, after becoming a monarch will 

confiscate his property  (d)  None of the above 

(12) Brutus belongs to the lineage of great patriots who founded the Roman 

republic True/false 

(13) Who says: "Cassius is bestriding the narrow world like a colossus 

     (a) Brutus (b)   Portia   (c) Antony   (d) Cassius 

(14) The Romans believed very much in the omens and portents      True/false 

(15) To whom did Cassius give the fake letters to be posted into Brutus's 

room. 

 (a) Cinna   (b) Caska   (c) Cicero   (d) Decius 

(16) Who says: "I have half of Brutus under my control" 

 (a) Portia   (b) Antony (c) Cassius   (d)   Caesar 

(17) Who had driven the last of the Tarquin kings from Rome 
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 (a) the ancestors of Caesar (b) ancestors of Brutus  (c) the father of Cassius 

(d)  Pompey 

(18) Who is Tribonius 

  (a) Caesar's friend (b) Calpurnia's brother (c) Caesar's brother (d) a 

conspirator  

(19) Who proposes that Mark Antony too must be killed alongwith Caesar 

  (a) Brutus  (b) Cassius (c) Metellus Cimber  (d) Tribonius 

(20) Who says and to whom: "When beggars die there are no comets seen.             

     The heavens themselves blaze forth the death of princes 

     (a) Caesar to Calpurnia (b) Calpurnia to Caesar (c) Ligarius to Brutus (d) 

Portia to Brutus 

(21) Who says and to whom: "Cowards die many times before their            

deaths, the valiants never" 

 (a) Brutus to Portia (b) Caesar to Calpurnia  (c) Antony to Caesae  (d) 

Caesar to Antony 

(22) Who wants the conspirators to swear secrecy 

 (a) Cassius   (b) Brutus (c) Caska (d) Cinna  

(23) Calpurnia urges Caesar not to go the Senate. Why? 

 (a) because she is not feeling well (b)Because she has seen an ominous 

dream (c) because some guests are expected (d) because his health does 

not allow him to go out 

(24) Who was the last person to to strike Caesar (a) Decius (b)Brutus (c) 

Cassius (d) Cinna 

(25) What are the last words of Caesar before he dies 
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  (a) I am innocent (b) Et tu Brute? Then fall Caesar" (c) I beg pardon of you; 

dont kill me (d) Bloody rascals! 

(26) What is Brutus's justification for killing Caesar in his funeral speech  

  (a) Caesar was a corrupt person (b) Caesar was a traitor (c) Caesar was 

very ambitious (d) Caesar was very selfish 

 

 

  1.20                         Answers to Check your progress  II 

(1) c   (2) b   (3) a   (4) false   (5) a   (6)  c   (7)  c  (8)  b  (9) false   (10) b 

(11) a   (12)_true   (13) c   (14) true   (15)_  a   (16)  c   (17)  b   (18) d   (19) b (21)  

b   (22)  a (23) b 
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1.8  A character sketch of Julius Caesar 

 

 This chapter brings out the character of Julius Caesar as he really was and 

as he has been presented by Shakespeare in this play (2) The Julius Caesar of 

history was very much different from that of Shakespeare's play. The real Caesar 

was an outstanding personality who dazzled the world by his grandeur and heroic 

achievements. But Shakespeare's Caesar is 'old, decaying both in mind and and 

body' (3) The image of Caesar as painted by Plutarch (4) The views of Hudson and 

G.B. Shaw about Caesar (5) The weak points of Caesar (i) a superstitious person 

(ii) his arrogance and haughty nature (c) subject to epileptic fits (6) Caesar's real 

stature (7) Caesar dead is more powerful than Caesar alive. 

 

 Shakespeare has not presented Julius Caesar in all his glory and 

greatness. The great personage of Roman history appears in this play less than 

what he was. Shakespeare has presented the image of Caesar in unfavorable 

light in the play named after him. Perhaps Shakespeare wanted to justify the 

action of the conspirators. Had Shakespeare presented Caesar in all his glory 

and greatness, the assassination of Caesar would have looked like a ruthless 

murder and the conspirators would have been no better than cruel butchers. 

We should not forget that it is a Shakespearean tragedy and not a melodrama. 

In a tragedy killing has to be justified to win the sympathy of the audience. 

Without proper cause of action, it would appear like a cold-blood murder. That 

is why Mark Antony demands of Brutus the reason which led him to kill 

Caesar. And Brutus in his funeral oration informs the mob that Caesar was 

ambitious and for this he had to pay with his life. Thus Brutus, the republican, 

is able to justify the assassination of Caesar as a political necessity. 
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1.8.1     Plutarch's Caesar: Shakespeare was a dramatist. He had to adapt from 

Plutarch's Caesar that served his dramatic purpose. The Caesar of Plutarch is 

courteous, generous and a large-hearted person. He was a great orator second 

only to Cicero. His far-sightedness and political acumen enable him to subdue a 

great politician and soldier as Pompey. When the play opens, people are seen 

rejoicing his triumph. He is shown to refuse the crown offered to him thrice. 

Shakespeare shows him as the darling of the Romans. He is so much the "the 

foremost man of the world", as Brutus stated, that there is no need to doubt his 

greatness. But Shakespeare's Caesar is not without blemishes and physical 

infirmities.  

 

1.8.2      Dower Wilson's Views: Dower Wilson opines that Shakespeare has 

sketched the character of Julius Caesar as a ruthless tyrant whose physical and 

moral powers are declining. Shakespeare accepts Caesar who is out to ruin the 

republic of Rome due to his lust for power. He points out that Shakespeare has 

distorted Plutarch's Caesar to highlight Caesar's weaknesses. He makes Caesar 

deaf which is not there in Plutarch. He makes him subject to epileptic fits. An 

American critic Henry Norman Hudson regrets that Shakespeare's portrayal of 

Caesar is not authentic. According to him "his character, even in his faults, was a 

compact and solid as adamant and at the same time as limber and ductile as the 

finest gold" 

 

1.8.3    Caesar's Superstitious Nature:  Shakespeare has presented Caesar as a 

person given to superstitions. He believes that his wife Calpurnia would be 

cured of her sterility if touched by the runners in the holy race of Lupercalia. 

He asks Calpurnia to stand near Antony when he runs the holy race so that she 

may be touched with his leathern thong for it was believed that a woman so 

touched would be cured of her barrenness and bear children. Despite his tall 



- 29 - 

claim that he is free from superstitions, he asks the priests to offer sacrifices to 

the gods and consult the omens. The priests report that after the sacrifice, he 

found that the beast had no heart. He accepts Decius's interpretation of 

Calpurnia's dream. Decius says of Caesar: 

 

                           For he is superstitious grown of late; 

                           Quite from the main opinion he held once 

                           Of fantasy, of dreams and ceremonies 

            But the charge that Caesar is superstitious is not wholly correct. There 

are instances where we notice that Caesar is far from being superstitious. 

When Calpurnia entreats Caesar not to go out, as she has seen a terrible 

dream suggesting "they murder Caesar! Caesar brushes aside her fears and 

goes to the Senate House despite Calpunia's apprehensions. 

 He says: "the bravest man may be frightened. Not so Caesar". Again in Act III 

when Caesar sees the soothsayer who had at the Lupercalia warned him to 

beware of the Ides of March, Caesar taunts him that the Ides of March are 

come. What Shakespeare wants to suggest is that Caesar has no faith in the 

superstitious beliefs. 

 

1.8.4  Caesar's Physical Infirmities:  Shakespeare's Caesar suffers from many 

physical infirmities He is "old. decaying failing both in mind and body". He is a 

broken man. He is also deaf in one year. This Caesar himself admits when he 

asks Antony: "Come on my right hand, for this ear is deaf". He also suffers 

from epileptic fits. He falls in a fit on a very embarrassing situation and makes 

himself an object of laughter. Caska tells us that when Caesar was being 

offered crown he"fell down in the market place and foamed at mouth and was 

speechless". In a swimming contest he was easily defeated by Cassius. But this 
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incident is not mentioned by Plutarch. Rather he says that Caesar saved his life 

by swimming in the harbour of Alexandria, from which it is clear that Caesar 

was a good swimmer. This anecdote of Cassius is Shakespeare's own creation 

.There is another reference to his nervous nature. When Caesar is suffering 

from fever, he shakes and groans like a sick girl. Cassius relates: 

 

                   He had a fever when he was in Spain 

                   And when the fit was on him. I did mark 

                   How he did shake; 'it is true, this god did shake."  

 

 This anecdote is mentioned by Plutarch. But Plutarch also mentions that 

despite fever Caesar did not yield 

1.8.5  Caesar's Arrogance: Shakespeare presents Caesar as an arrogant, 

superstitious, boastful and fond of flattery. His boastful nature is seen in the 

following words: 

 

           "I rather tell thee what is to be feared 

           Then what I fear; for always I am Caesar 

 

And again:     

                  "Danger knows full well 

                  That Caesar is more dangerous than he: 

                  And I the elder and more terrible" 
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Caesar appears as an arrogant dictator when he turns down the petition of 

Metellus Cimber His scornful attitude is seen when he says: 

 

                        "If thou dost bend and pray and fawn for him 

                         I spurn thee like a cur, out of my way!" 

 

     Caesar is self-willed and opinionated. He has no respect for the Senate. It is 

"his Senate". He can adjourn its meeting at his sweet will without giving any 

reason: 

 

            "And tell them That I will not come today 

             The cause is my will ___ I will not come 

             That is enough to satisfy the Senate" 

 

1.8.6 Caesar's Qualities":   But Shakespeare does not ignore the good qualities 

in the character of Caesar. His gentle nature and royal demeanour are seen 

when he entertains the conspirators with due respect and courtesy. He 

welcomes each one of them in a friendly manner. He entertains them with 

wine. While going to the senate, he refuses to read the petition presented by 

Artemidorus saying: "What touches us shall be last attended". This amply 

shows that for him public interest is more important than personal 

consideration" And this costs him dearly. Similarly, he invites the grievances of 

the petitioners in the manner of an ideal ruler. This quality of Caesar's 

character has been admitted by Brutus himself when he says that as a ruler 

Caesar never allowed his "affection" to sway his reason. Not only this, he 

dismisses the entreaties of his wife when she forbids him to go out to the 
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senate for she has seen his "killing" in the dream. He goes forth to attend the 

important meeting of the senate despite Calpurnia's fears. He emphatically 

asserts: 

 

           "Cowards die many times before their death 

             The valiant never taste death but once" 

 

 Although Caesar dies in Act III, yet his influence continues to dominate 

till his murder has been avenged. The second half of the play is dominated by 

Caesar's spirit which continues to haunt those who mercilessly killed him. 

After his killing, Caesar becomes all the more powerful and his spirit renders 

the conspirators nervous and frightened of the superior power of Antony and 

Octavius. Both Cassius and Brutus die with Caesar's name on their lips Cassius 

says:" Caesar, thou art revenged" as he kills himself with the sword that killed 

Caesar. When the news of Cassius's suicide reaches Brutus he cries out:       

 

                  O Julius Caesar! thou art mighty yet! 

                  Thy spirit walks abroad and turns our swords 

                  Into our proper entrails 

Even Brutus is frightened. In a pathetic cry he implores Caesar's spirit to be still: 

                               Caesar, now be still; 

                               I kill'd not thee with half so will 
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 Caesar's greatness is revealed more after his assassination. His 

shortcomings are heard no more. Mark Antony pays the warmest tribute 

when he says that Caesar was the heart of the world. "The noblest man that 

ever lived in the tide of times" and Brutus calls him "the foremost man of this 

world". Thus Caesar achieves superhuman power and greatness after his 

killing. By the end of the funeral scene the tables are turned; Caesar becomes 

an object of sympathy and admiration while the conspirators lose both. The 

spirit of Caesar prevails over the enemies at the end vindicating the moral 

power of Caesar. 

 

 Let us not forget that in the earlier scenes we know of Caesar by what 

others say about him ---and they are hostile to Caesar. How can we expect the 

two prejudiced Tribunes, the envious Cassius, the cynical Caska and the 

contemptuous Decius to give a true account of Caesar. Moreover, in this play 

Shakespeare shows only the last days of Caesar----from the festival of Lupercalia 

in Feb.44 BC to the Ides if March. Shakespeare has not depicted Caesar when he 

was at the height of his power, but in the twilight of his life. Macmillan says: "It 

did not suit Shakespeare's design to represent Caesar in all the grandeur of his 

historic position and greatness of character enhanced as it might have been to 

the highest pitch by poetic art and dramatic power. Had he done so the figures of 

conspirators would have been completely dwarfed and their great deed would 

have appeared to be a brutal and entirely inexcusable murder" 

 

1.9                            Check your progress -III 

 

(1) Julius Caesar of history is different from that of Shakespeare True/false 

(2) Shakespeare presents Caesar  
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 (a) in full grandeur and glory (b) in unfavourable light  (c) as a tyrant      

monarch  (d) as a sincere friend 

(3) In the beginning of the play Caesar is presented as a  

 (a) dictator (b) darling of the people (c) as a cunning politician  (d) as a 

great patriot 

(4) Which of the following is not correct 

 (a) Caesar suffers from epileptic fits  (b) Caesar is deaf in one ear  (c) 

Caesar believes in superstitions  (d) Caesar is a lame footed man 

(5) According to Cassius he defeated Caesar in a swimming competition 

True/false 

(6) For the story of Julius Caesar Shakespeare was indebted to 

 (a) Plutarch   (b) Ben Jonson (c) Marlowe   (d) Greene 

(7) When did Julius Caesar invade England 

 (a) 44 B.C.   (b) 50 B.C.  (c) 55 B.C.  (d) 60 B.C. 

(8) Who said about Caesar "The foremost man of this world 

 (a) Brutus (b) Cassius (c) Antony   (d) Octavius  

(9) Caesar's wife Calpurnia was incapable of bearing children. True/false 

(10) What did the priest report after the sacrifice of the beast 

 (a) that the beast's heart was still beating (b) that the beast had no hear  

(c) that the beast did not cry when it was sacrificed (d) that the beast 

spoke in human voice. 

(11) What was the warning of the soothsayer 
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 (a) don't go out that day  (b) beware of the Ides of March (c) beware of 

Cassius   (d) beware of Brutus   

(12) Who reports: "When Caesar was being offered crown, he fell down at the 

market place and foamed at mouth"? 

 (a) Cassius (b) Brutus (c) Caska (d) Decius 

(13) Shakespeare presents Caesar as a monarch hated by people.   True/false 

(14) Caesar turns down the petition of Metellus Cimber      Yes/ No 

(15) Cowards die many times before their death, the valiant never 

         taste death but once" -----who said these words to whom 

 (a) Brutus to Portia (b) Caesar to Calpurnia (c) Cassius to Brutus (d) 

Antony to Caesar 

(16) Which historical period is covered by Shakespeare in Julius Caesar 

 (a) 54 B.C to40 B.C (b)45 B.C. to42 B.C. (c) 44 B.C. to 42 B.C.  (d) 44 B.C. to 

41 B.C. 

(17) Who says: "O Caesar! thou art mighty yet! 

         (a) Cassius (b) Brutus (c) Antony (d) Calpurnia  

(18) The ghost of Caesar appears (a) 3 times (b) once (c) two times  (d)  4 times 

(19) The play Julius Caesar ends with (a) the victory of Cassius and Brutus (b) 

the death of Antony (c) the triumph of Caesar's spirit (d) the 

establishment of democratic republic in Rome 

(20) Julius Caesar vindicates the triumph of Nemesis. True/false 

(21) The second half of Julius Caesar is dominated by 

 (a) Brutus and Cassius (b) Caesar's spirit (c) Antony (d) Octavius 
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(22) Who said: "We all stand up against the spirit of Caesar" (a) Cassius (b) 

Brutus (c) Caska   (d) Decius 

(23) Who said: "Caesar, thou art revenged" (a) Cassius (b)Antony (c)              

Antony   (d) Calpurnia 

 

1.21                          Answers to Check your Progress III 

(1) true  (2) b  (3)  b  (4)  d  (5)  true  (6)  a   (7) c   (8)  a  (9)  true   (10)  b  (11)  b  

(12)   c (13)  false  (14)  yes   (15)   b (16)   c  (17)  b   (18)   twice 

(19)   c   (20)   true   (21)   b   (22)   b   (23)   Cassius 
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1.10                           Character Sketch of Brutus 

 

Here follows a critical analysis of Brutus' character. It would enlighten the 

students to form a balanced estimate of Brutus. He was, no doubt, "the 

noblest of Romans" and "the best friend of Caesar". But what led him to join 

hands with the conspirators and why he killed his 'best friend' and again, was 

his judgement of Caesar correct ?-----these are some of the questions which 

have been answered in this critique of Brutus. The striking features of his 

character are discussed here in logical manner. 

 

1.10.1  Plutarch and Dante on Brutus: The character that stands out most 

prominently in Julius Caesar is that of Brutus. Although the play is named after 

Julius Caesar, he appears only in three scenes (Act I Sc.ii, Act II Sc. ii and Act III 

Sc.I). He is assassinated by the conspirators in the middle of the play. Many 

critics have, therefore, suggested that the play should have been named after 

Marcus Brutus. Granville Barker calls him "the play's spiritual hero" He is a man 

of great moral uprightness, courage, selflessness, good humour in the face 

adverse circumstances, honesty and politeness. He is virtuous, quiet voiced, 

sober and intelligent. Plutarch projected him as a man of great thought and 

integrity possessing a sound judgement based on philosophical training. 

Plutarch says: "Brutus....for his virtue and valiantness, was well-beloved of the 

people and his own, esteemed of noble men, not so much as his enemies, 

because he was a marvellous lowly and gentle person, noble minded and would 

never be in any rage nor carried away with pleasure and covetousness, but had 

ever an upright mind with him, and would never yield to any wrong or injustice 

the which was the chiefest cause of his fame, of his rising and of the goodwill 

that every man bore him: for they were all persuaded that his intent was good". 

Quite contrary to Plutarch, Dante condemns him to the ninth circle of Hell 
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where the worst of sinners are sent. Dante's Inferno is a journey through Hell. 

Dante visits Hell and finds there Judas, Brutus and Cassius being eaten by Satan. 

Dante condemned Brutus and Cassius to the ninth circle of Inferno because he 

was Royalist for whom killing a king was the worst sin. Shakespeare drew the 

character of Brutus not on the model of Dante, but on the model of Plutarch. 

But he modified Brutus's character to suit his dramatic purpose. Shakespeare's 

Brutus has certain flaws which are not there in Plutarch's Brutus. 

 

 1.10.2   Brutus' Ancestry:  Brutus belongs to the lineage of Brunus and he is 

proud of it. 

               My ancestors did from the streets of Rome 

               The Tarquin drive when he was called a king.  

 

About the ancestry of Brutus Plutarch writes: "Marcus Brutus was descended 

from that Junius Brunus to whom the ancient Romans erected a statue of 

Brass in the Capitol among the images of their kings with a drawn sword in his 

hand in remembrance of his courage and resolution in expelling the Tarquins 

and destroying the monarchy". Cassius says 

 

       "O you and I have heard our fathers say 

       There was a Brunus once that would have brooked 

      The eternal devil to keep his state in Rome 

      As easily as a king 
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Although Brutus' father was killed by Pompey, yet Brutus supported Pompey in 

the Civil War between Pompey and Caesar. But Shakespeare makes no mention 

of this, as it would be against the nobility of his character. In short, Shakespeare 

has idealized the character of Brutus so that he could make Brutus a tragic 

character. 

 

1.10.3    His Nobility:  Brutus is a noble man; nobility is ingrained in the 

character of Brutus. Not only his friends, but foes too admit that Brutus' 

nobility is par excellence. Cassius, a true judge of human nature reflects: "Well, 

Brutus, thou art noble". Cinna exclaims: "O Cassius, if you could but win the 

noble Brutus to our party". Clitus says: "Now is that noble vessel full of grief". 

Cassius calls him noble and Caska says: 

 

                      "O, he sits high in all the people's heart 

                       And that which would appear offence in us 

                       His countenance, like richest alchemy 

                       Will change to virtue and to worthiness 

 

All the conspirators believe that the conspiracy against Caesar can not succeed 

without the active support of Brutus. That is why the conspirators are eager to 

win him to their side. They believe that with Brutus as their leader people will 

never doubt the motive of their bloody action 

 

         "Him, and his worth, and our great need of him" 
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Everyone realises the honourable position of Brutus. In the words of Dowden: 

"Brutus is studious of self-perfection". For him personal honour is more 

important than political power. He would die for the sake of honour. He would 

"rather be a dog, and bay the moon" than "sell the mighty space of our large 

honour" 

 

1.10.4  His Shortcomings:  Shakespeare's Brutus, despite his nobility, is 

pompous, opinionated and obsessed with the idea of self-righteousness. He 

makes He is seldom right in his judgements and decisions. He is an idealist rather 

than a practical man. His estimate of characters betrays his wrong judgement. He 

allows himself to become a victim of Cassius's bloody design and pays for it later 

on. He refuses to admit Cicero in the circle of the conspirators. Cicero was a 

powerful orator. Had he been there he could have moved the mob to accept the 

justification of Caesar's killing. Brutus is a poor judge of human nature. He refuses 

Antony to be killed alongwith Caesar dismissing him as a mere limb of Caesar. 

Again, he permits Antony to make the funeral oration which moves the crowd to 

mutiny. On all these occasions, his judgements prove wrong and lead to fatal 

consequences. Had Brutus acted prudently on sound discretion, he would not 

have been so miserably exposed at the end. His wrong judgements ruin the 

conspiracy. Caesar has done nothing wrong till now, but Brutus fears that 

kingship may turn him into a despot. He proceeds to kill his dearest friend on 

"mere suspicion". This brings us to conclude that Brutus is essentially noble 

person, "but unpractical and somewhat pedantic" His character is full of 

inconsistencies. He claims that he could not wrong even his enemies. His 

treatment towards Cassius is unfair. He accuses Cassius of accepting bribe for 

distributing favours to the soldiers and at the same time rebukes him for not 

giving him any share from the money that Cassius has made by "selling offices to 

the undeserves". This amounts to saying that he would not commit theft, but 
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would not hesitate in sharing stolen money. Brutus is a victim of delusions who 

feels that what he thinks and does is beyond question, while it is just the 

otherwise. He commits murder of Caesar and justifies it as a solemn sacrifice. He 

says that suicide is a cowardly act, yet kills himself on that very day. Thus Brutus 

comes before us as a bundle of contradictions. 

 

1.10.5   His Idealism:    Brutus is essentially an idealist rather than a practical 

man. He is a republican and would not tolerate even his best friend to become 

a king. He kills his best friend on the mere suspicion that Caesar might turn 

into a tyrant king. Therefore he must be killed. Edward Dowden says:" Brutus 

is an idealist; he lives in the midst of books; he nourishes himself with 

philosophy". He is a stoic who lives in the abstract ideas of good and evil. His 

decisions are not based on practical common sense. He mistakenly believes 

that he is acting for public good. He in his superior wisdom thinks that he can 

never go wrong in his decisions. And this error of Brutus proves to be his fatal 

flaw. He rejects the oath of loyalty by the conspirators; he refuses to kill 

Antony alongwith Caesar and later permits him to make the funeral speech; he 

blunders in ordering his soldiers to attack too early. He can not accept any 

suggestion other than his own. If someone offers a better option, he is sure to 

overrule it ---- the consequences are disasterous He is a confused philosopher 

obsessed with problems which he can not solve. 

   But despite his shortcomings, Brutus is a man of exquisite qualities. He 

commands our respect by virtue of his sense of patriotism; his selfless 

devotion to public good; his sense of honour; his nobility, but we love him not. 

He is a conceited person who can not accept other people's views however 

good they may be. He can not differentiate between right and wrong. He 

becomes an easy tool of Cassius who, we know, bears a grudge against Caesar. 

Brutus fails to see into his mischievous designs and falls into the snare of 
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Cassius. One who betrays his own best friend and stabs him ruthlessly can 

never be called a good person. He committed the greatest blunder by joining 

the conspiracy. He kills his best friend without using his discretion. We can not 

admire a man who kills his friend ----the 'darling of Rome' ---and brings about a 

civil war involving massacre of innocent people and destruction. But the other 

side of his character is equally commendable. He is "armed so strong in 

honesty that nothing can make him nervous He always displayed a lofty 

attitude to life which is a mark of Stoicism. He does not speculate about 

future. He shows stolid calm in the face of crisis. Even Portia's death does not 

distract his mind. Secure in his own stoicism he is not affected by misfortunes. 

He accepts with fortitude what God has ordained. His faults as well as virtues 

are the outcome of his stoicism For Antony he is an object of love and 

admiration: 

 

                       "His life was gentle and the elements, 

                        So mixed in him, that Nature might stand up 

                        And say to all the world, "This was a man" 

 

1.11                    CHECK YOUR PROGRESS  IV 

 

(1) Who calls Brutus "The play's spiritual hero" 

 (a) A.C. Bradley (b) Grierson   (c) Granvelle Barker (d) Dowden 

(2) Dante condemns Brutus to Hell because 
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 (a) Because Brutus was a confirmed sinner (b) Brutus had killed so many 

innocent Romans (c) Brutus was a Royalist for whom the murder of king 

was the worst sin (d) Brutus had condemned God 

(3) Shakespeare sketched the character of Brutus on the model of 

 (a) Dante (b) Plutarch (c) Seneca   (d) Ben Jonson 

(4) Which word describes the character of Brutus 

 (a) Noble   (b) Brave   (c) cunning   (d) selfish 

(5) Who says: Well Brutus thou art noble" 

 (a) Caesar   (b) Cassius   (c) Antony   (d) Portia   

(6) Who says: "O Cassius if you could but win the noble Brutus to our part 

 (a)  Cinna   (b) Decius   (c) Caska    (d) Cicero 

(7)   Who says: "Now is that noble vessel full of grief" 

 (a) Cinna   (b) Clitus   (c) Cassius    (d) Decius   

(8) The conspirators seek the support of Brutus in the conspiracy because 

 (a)People of Rome love Brutus for his noble character (b) Brutus is the 

most powerful man of Rome (c) Brutus also hates Caesar (d) Brutus is 

expert in planning conspiracy 

(9) Who says: "He (Brutus) sits high in the peopls' heart 

 (a) Caska   (b) Cassius   (c) Cinna    (d) Caesar 

(10) Brutus can die for the sake of honour  True/ false 

(11) Brutus says he loves Rome more than Caesar True/ false 

(12) Brutus is always correct in his judgements    True/ false 
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(13) Brutus did not allow Antony to be killed alongwith Caesar                                                                                      

True'/false 

(14) Brutus is obsessed by 

 (a) his superior wisdom (b) the idea of becomming a king  (c) the thought 

of killing Caesar  (d) Inferiority complex 

(15) Brutus allows Antony to make the funeral oration against the wishes of 

Cassius  True/false 

(16) Who said:" Brutus is an idealist. He nourishes himself with philosophy 

 (a) Dowden   (b) Grierson   (c) David Bevington (d) A.W. Verity 

(17) Shakespeare idealizes the character of Brutus so that he could make 

 his tragedy   True/ false 

(18) Who said of Brutus: "This was the noblest Roman of them all 

 (a) Cassius   (b) Antony   (c) Caesar   (d) Cinna 

(19) Who is Lucius 

 (a) Caesar's personal servant (b) Caesar's brother (c) Brutus' page boy 

       (d) Antony's servant 

(20)  Brutus is  

 (a) a self-centred person (b) an altruist to the core (c) jealous of Caesar's 

growing popularity   (d) very ambitious 

(21) Who says: "Brutus is guided by principles" 

 (a) Bradley (b) Verity (c) Ralph E.C. Houghton (d) Dowden 

(22) Who said of Brutus 
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       His life was gentle, and the elements  

       So mixed in him that Nature might stand up 

       And say to all the world."This was a man" 

   (a) Antony   (b) Cassius   (c) Octavius   (d) Lepidus 

 

1.22                        AnswersS to check your progress 

 

(1) c   (2) d   (3)  b  (4)  a   (5)  b  (6)  a   (7) b  (8) a   (9)  a  (10)  true  

(11) true   (12)   false   (13) true  (14)  a  (15)  true  (16) a   (17)  true   (18) b 

(19) c (20) b   (21) b   (22)  a                                
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1.12           CHARACTER  SKETCH OF CASSIUS 

 

 Shakespeare has conceived Cassius as a foil to Brutus.He plays a 

negative role in the play. He suffers from inferiority complex and jealousy. But 

he is a shrewd politician and a practical realist. He knows how to achieve his 

object. He has an edge over Brutus who errs again and again due to lack of 

acumen. Unlike Brutus Cassius is a practical man. He lives in the world of 

reality. Although he submits to the authority of Brutus, yet he shows his 

superior intelligence in times of crisis. The character of Cassius can be judged 

on the following points. 

1.12.1.      Cassius as the organizer of the Conspiracy:   The reason why Cassius 

wants to eliminate Caesar from Rome is that he is jealous of the superior 

position of his rival. His action to organize a conspiracy to kill Julius Caesar is 

largely motivated by personal jealousy and ill-will. He is jealous of those who 

are greater than himself. He narrates an anecdote to show that he once 

defeated Caesar in swimming. And now contrasting his humble position with 

the mighty influence of Caesar, he says: 

 

                                       "And this man  

               Is now become a god; and Cassius is 

               A wretched creature; and must bend his body 

               If Caesar, but nod on him" 

[ 

Cassius is hostile to Caesar not because of his republican ideals, but because of 

his personal enmity with Caesar. He himself admits: "Caesar doth bear me 

hard" By nature he is choleric ---- a humour which he inherited from his 

mother. Early in the play Shakespeare shows him as a scheming, malcontent, a 
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man planning how to kill Caesar. He succeeds in inciting Brutus by his crafty 

speech:  

 

          he doth bestride the narrow world 

          Like a Colossus, and we petty men 

          Walk under his legs and deep about 

          To find ourselves in dishonourable graves 

Cassius is a man of insight. He advises that Cicero should be included in the 

conspiracy who by his superior power of oratory would outwit Antony;'s 

eloquence. Cassius knows that all men are not virtuous, and, therefore, he 

wants that all the conspirators should take an oath of loyalty, but Brutus 

overrules his suggestion. Cassius is a practical realist. He must somehow 

achieve his end regardless of the means. To convince Brutus of Caesar's 

tyrannical attitude, he plans to throw into his room letters supposed to be 

written by different persons appealing Brutus' republican sentiments to save 

Rome. 

 

    Caesar's estimate of Cassius reveals him in his true colours: 

 

        " ...Cassius has a lean and hungry look 

              .........................   he loves no plays. 

                                          he hears no music' 

            Seldom he smiles........................ 

            Such men as he be never at heart's ease 

           While they behold a greater than themselves 
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           And therefore are they very dangerous. 

[ 

1.12.2  Cassius --A Practical Man:  Cassius presents a sharp contrast to Brutus. 

Brutus is an idealist, who is invariably wrong in his decisions, while Cassius is a 

worldlywise and a practical realist. Cassius is always right in his judgement of 

men and situations Like Brutus, Cassius is also a republican, but unlike him, he 

is not free from jealousy and ill-will. Cassius has no moral scrupulous; he would 

to any extent to gain his object. The consideration of right and wrong have no 

meaning for him. He can raise money to meet battle requirements by ignoble 

means. He seeks the support of Antony by offering him a suitable position in 

the new government. All this shows that he has no respect for moral 

considerations. He is a great observer and he looks quite through the deeds of 

men". A shrewd judge of nature as Cassius is, he suggests that Antony should 

not survive Caesar fearing that he would certainly avenge Caesar's murder 

upon the conspirators. Similarly, he would not like Brutus to allow Antony to 

make a funeral speech over the dead body of Caesar. But Brutus dismisses his 

suggestions and invites grave consequences of unrest and anarchy. If Cassius' 

suggestions were acted upon these fatal consequences could have been 

prevented. But he never betrays his leader, and and bears every shock with 

courage and fortitude. 

 

1.12.3   A Staunch Republican:  Despite the negative traits of his personality, 

Cassius remains a staunch republican. His republican leanings are seen in the 

following lines when he persuades Brutus to prevent Caesar from becoming a 

monarch. 

 Rome, thou hast lost the breed of noble blood! 

 O, you and I have heard our fathers say 

 There was a Brunus once that would have brooked 
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 The eternal devil to keep his state in Rome 

 As easily as a king 

 

Cassius being an ardent republican cannot tolerate Caesar becoming a 

monarch. His commitment to republican cause is beyond question. He is a 

lover of liberty. He would be the last man to live under the rule of one who is 

no better than himself: 

I had as lief not be as live to be 

In awe of such a thing as I myself 

[ 

   When Caska says" tomorrow the senators mean to establish Caesar as a 

king" Cassius promptly replies that he will save himself from slavery by 

committing suicide and when the occasion demands he  proves himself true to 

his words. He is an Epicurean who believes that pleasure is the chief end of 

life. He does not believe in fate. He says to Brutus: 

  

               The fault, dear Brutus, is not in our stars 

                But in ourselves. 

[ 

Cassius cannot bear humiliation and ignominy. He is ready to kill himself if the 

result of the battle is contrary to his expectations For him the freedom of 

Rome is above all and he would not tolerate anything that comes in the way of 

his country's freedom. He is able to win the support of Brutus in the conspiracy 

because he too is a dedicated republican. 

 

1.12.4  A Shrewd Politician:  Cassius is a shrewd politician, but he has 

not the support of the masses. He lacks the qualities of a leader. That is why 
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he needs Brutus to lead the conspiracy. He knows well that his bold enterprise 

can not succeed without the support of Brutus.. Once Brutus joins the 

conspiracy, Cassius the politician withdraws himself and entrusts the 

leadership to Brutus, the philosopher. He foresees the danger in Antony and 

wants to dispatch him too, but Brutus would not consent to it. Had his 

suggestion prevailed the story would have been different. Again Cassius is 

shocked when Brutus permits Antony to speak at Caesar's funeral. He tells 

him: 

                          "You know not what you do 

                             Do not consent 

                             That Antony speak in his funeral 

                             Know you how much the people may be moved 

                             But what which he will utter? 

 

 What happens next is enough to believe that Cassius is far superior in 

judging the situation. As a practical politician he is always right, and Brutus, 

the philosopher is always in the wrong. Antony by his powerful oration 

succeeds in turning the crowd against the conspirators establishing Caesar's 

greatness. The miserable defeat of the conspirators amounts to the rejection 

of republican democracy by the Romans and restoration of their faith in the 

monarchy. The superior judgement of Cassius is once again established when 

in the council of war Cassius urges the policy of wait for the attack of enemy 

so that he arrives tired and can be easily defeated. But Brutus insists his army 

to move forward to meet the enemy on the plains of Philippi. Brutus errs 

again when he orders his army to attack too soon. As a result, Cassius' army 

suffers heavy casualties against the better judgement of Cassius. 
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              In Julius Caesar Shakespeare presents Cassius as a complex personality. 

He is a cunning and calculating politician. --- a man who plots to murder Caesar 

because he is jealous of  the former's  increasing popularity and greatness. He 

justifies the killing of Caesar on the ground that he might become a tyrant 

ruler. Being a republican he can not tolerate Rome being ruled by a monarch. 

Caesar's judgement of Cassius is not incorrect when he says: 

 

        Yon Cassius has a lean and hungry look 

         He thinks too much, such men are dangerous 

 

A Foil to Brutus :  

                   Cassius serves as a foil to Brutus. He presents a striking contrast to 

Brutus. While Brutus is a stoic, Cassius is an Epicurean. He is a stern realist 

unlike Brutus who is an idealist. Brutus is a man of moral conscience, but 

Cassius never feels the qualms of conscience. He unhesitatingly collects money 

from the peasants because he needs money to meet the requirements of 

battle. Having no moral scruples, he knows that everything is fair in politics 

and war. Brutus sacrifices his best friend Caesar for the good of Rome, while 

Cassius kills Caesar motivated by envy and hatred. For Brutus Caesar's killing is 

a patriotic act; for Cassius it is a political murder. Unlike Brutus, Cassius of 

Shakespeare is not a noble patriot. He is in the grip of jealousy and ill-will. As 

an Epicurean he believes that happiness is the outcome of a virtuous life. He is 

impulsive and choleric. But despite striking differences, there are similarities as 

well. Both are determined to fight the battle bravely and when they learn that 

they are fighting a lost battle they prefer to commit suicide rather than face 

the humiliation of being led through the streets of Rome in fetters. Not only 
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this, both die with the name of Caesar on their lips. In short, he comes before 

us as a negative personality. 

                                    

1.13                      Check your progress - V 

 

(1) Unlike Brutus, Cassius is a practical realist    True/ false 

(2) Who oraganizes the conspiracy against Caesar 

 (a) Brutus   (b) Antony   (c) Cassius    (d) Caska 

(3) Cassius is jealous of Caesar             True/ false 

(4) Cassius is a shrewd judge of human nature     True/ false 

(5) Cassius says he once defeated Caesar in  

 (a) race competition (b) swimming contest (c) swordsmanship (d)   Wrestling 

(6) Cassius is hostile to Caesar not because of his republican attitude but 

         because of his ill-wll        True/ false 

(7) Cassius inveigles Brutus to join the conspiracy by 

 (a) an offer of handsome money (b)  his  crafty speeches   (c) an assurance 

that he would be given an honourable position in the new administration (d) 

poisoning the mind of Brutus that Caesar wants to kill him 

(8) Cassius advises that Cicero should be included in the conspiracy because 

 (a) Cicero is hostile to Caesar (b) Cicero has money power (c) Cicero 

would outwit Antony' eloquence 

(9) Cassius wants all the conspirators to take an oath of loyalty     True/ false 
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(10) Dante put Cassius in the IX circle of Hell where he put Judas an Brutus 

True/ false                                  

(11) Cassius was an Epicurean                        True / false 

(12) Who said: 

              "The fault, dear Brutus is not in our stars 

                 But in ourselves that we are underlings 

 (a) Publius   (b) Cassius   (c) Tribonius   (d) Lipidus 

(13) Who said: 

              Yon Cassius has a lean and hungry look 

               .......................: such men are dangerous 

               (a) Brutus   (b) Caesar   (c) Caska   (d) Decius 

(14) Cassius is always wrong in his judgements while Brutus proves right       

True/ false 

(15) Which of the following is not correct 

 (a) Brutus is a philosopher ignorant of human nature (b) Cassius is a man 

of action and a practical realist (c) Caesar thought that Brutus was his rival 

(d) Antony manages to rouse the mob against Brutus and his allies  

(16) Cassius commits suicide by taking poison   True/ false 

(17) Cassius by nature is  

 (a) choleric and short tempered  (b)calm and quiet  (c)  grave and 

melancholy  (d) hasty and intemperate 

(18) Cassius is not gamesome like Antony or lover of music like Brutus                                         

True/ false 
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(19) Cassius believes in fate.  True/ false 

(20) Cassius was the husband of Brutus' sister.   True/ false  

 

1.23            Answers to check your progress -V 

 

 (1) yes (2)  c   (3)   true  (4)   true   (5)   b   (6)  true     (7) b   (8)  c 

 (9) true  (10)  true   (11)  true   (12)  b  (13)  b  (14) false  (15)  c (16) false 

 (17)  a (18) true  (19)   false   (20)  true  
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1.14                       CHARACTER OF MARK ANTONY 

 

 Mark Antony the Roman triumvir was Caesar's nephew on his mother's 

side. He had assisted Caesar in Gaul and came to Rome in 50 B.C. to support 

his great kinsman and was appointed quaestor, augur, and tribune of the 

plebs. Later Antony was appointed commander-in-chief in Italy; at Pharasalia 

he led the left wing of Caesar's army. In 47 B.C. he was made master of the 

horse by Caesar, who left him to govern Italy during his absence. The play 

deals with Antony's rise to the position of a triumvir after the death of Caesar 

and his victory over Brutus and Cassius. His role in the play is to turn the tables 

after the assassination of Caesar. He plays a key-role in avenging the murder of 

Caesar. Shakespeare makes him an instrument of nemesis. Defeated by 

Antony and Octavius, the conspirators flee Rome and and subsequently kill 

themselves by the very swords which they wielded to kill Caesar. After the 

self-killing of Brutus and Cassius, Antony emerges as a powerful man of Rome 

His character may be studied under the following striking features:   

 

1.14.1   ANTONY'S IDENTITY:  In the early part of the play Antony appears 

before us as a lover of pleasure and fond of games. He is one of the runners at 

the festival of Lupercalia. He loves plays; he is "gamesome" and "he is given to 

sports, to wilderness and much company".  He "revels long o' nights" and he is a 

"masker and a reveller". Antony has hardly any role in the first part of the play; he 

utters merely a few sentences. Brutus speaks of him as "a mere limb of Caesar" 

But after the assassination of Caesar, Antony becomes the main avenger. He 

rouses the crowd against the conspirators compelling them to flee Rome in panic. 

Cassius had foreseen the danger in him if permitted to outlive Caesar. The stern 

aspect of Antony's character is seen in the latter part of the play. His 

resourcefulness, his political sagacity, his talent as an orator, statesman, soldier, 



- 56 - 

motivator and organizer are fully exploited in avenging Caesar's murder  

Shakespeare borrowed these traits of Antony's personality from Plutarch. 

Regarding the physical appearance of Antony and his resemblance with his 

ancestor Hercules Plutarch writes: "He had a very good and noble appearance; 

his beard was well-grown, his forehead large, and his nose aquiline, giving him 

altogether a bold masculine look that resembled people of the face of Hercules in 

paintings and sculptures. It was, moreover, an ancient tradition that the Antonys 

were descended from Hercules by a son of his called Anton; and this opinion he 

thought to give credit by the similarity of his person just mentioned, and also by 

the fashion of his dress for whenever he had to appear before large numbers, he 

wore his tunic low about his hips, a broad sword on his side, and over all a large 

coarse mantle" 

 

1.14.2  HIS NATURE AND PERSONALITY:   In this play Antony comes before us 

as a powerful orator and an intelligent planner. But he does not command the 

love and respect of the people. Plutarch condemns "his nocturnal revels, his 

enormous extravagance, his scandalous lewdness, his sleeping in the day, his 

debauchery and his entertainment on the marriages of players and baffoons". 

But he has his good qualities as well. His warlike skill and acumen, his popularity 

with the soldiers and his moderation deserve special mention. Out of these good 

and bad qualities Shakespeare created the complex personality of Antony. C.H. 

Herford says:" Plutarch's Antony is a scheming soldier who carries his way by 

practical sagacity and ruthless cruelty; Shakespeare is, in addition to all this, a 

consummate artist and an artist by temperament as well as by his technical 

mastery of effect". Critics have condemned Antony as unstable, immoral and 

dishonest. According to Callum he is a man of feeling and genius, but not of 

principle, resourceful and daring, ambitious of honour and power, but 

unscrupulous in his methods and a voluptuary in life. They have painted him as a 
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villain. Thus Shakespeare has portrayed the character of Antony as a mixture of 

good and bad qualities ____ a complex personality. 

 

1.14.3 His Loyalty to Caesar:  Antony appears in the play as a sincere friend 

of Caesar. He is wholeheartedly devoted to Caesar and this is the most 

admirable quality of his character. This virtue manifests itself both before and 

after the assassination of Caesar. Brutus calls him as a "mere limb of Caesar" In 

Act II, Sc. ii Cassius admits the "ingrafted love he bears to Caesar" and again as 

"so well beloved of Caesar". His loyalty to Caesar is seen when he offers him 

crown three times at the festival of Lupercalia. When Caesar reminds Antony 

to touch Calpurnia during the holy race, he promptly replies: 

                 

                          I shall remember 

                          When Caesar says, "do this", it is performed.. 

 

On hearing the shocking news of Caesar's murder, he rushes to his house.  

Soon after, he sends his messenger to Brutus seeking safe passage. He also 

offers loyalty to the conspirators if they give convincing reasons as to why it 

was so necessary to kill Julius Caesar. His plan is to win the assassins' 

confidence so as to work out his plan of revenge. His trick works and Brutus 

allows him safe passage. In his message he mentions: 

 

                       Brutus is noble, wise, valiant and honest 

                       Caesar was mighty, bold, royal and loving; 

                       Say I love Brutus, and I honour him 

                       Say I feared Caesar, honoured him and I loved him. 
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Antony's profound grief and admiration for Caesar is expressed when he is 

face to face with Brutus and Cassius: 

 

                           O mighty Caesar! dost thou lie so low? 

                           Are all thy conquests, glories, triumphs spoils 

                            Shrunk to this measure?  

 

Looking at the mutilated dead body of Caesar he tells the murderers that he is 

ready to die at the same moment and at the same hands. But Brutus assures 

full security respect for him. Cassius offers him a suitable share in the new 

government. But Antony declines the offer. When he is alone with the dead 

body of Caesar he bursts out into praise of mighty Caesar: 

 

                     .......................thou bleeding piece of earth 

                      Thou art the ruins of the noblest man 

                      That ever lived in the tide of times 

                      Woe to the hand that shed this costly blood. 

 

Antony is very clever while dealing with the conspirators. He adopts a dual 

policy to execute his revenge. On the one hand he talks to them like a friend, 

on the other, he weeps over the dead body of Caesar. He reminds himself that 

he must take revenge on the conspirators .He pretends to make peace with 

the conspirators. Further, he also seeks their permission to mourn Caesar in a 

public speech "as becomes a friend" .Antony's public speech. makes him the 
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master of the situation. Here we see Antony turning a hostile crowd in his 

favour and against the assassins. He plays on the emotions of the mob and 

rouses them to fury. Looking at the blood stained body of Caesar, he 

prophesies destruction and civil war: 

 

                       A curse shall light upon the limbs of men 

                       Domestic fury and fierce civil strife 

                       Shall cumber all the parts of Italy 

 

The funeral oration of Antony brings the best out of him. By his tact and 

cunning he brings the situation under control. He rouses the people to 

vengeance and at the same time forces Brutus and Cassius to flee from Rome. 

Thus by his shrewd judgement, he triumphs over the conspirators 

 

1.14.4 ANTONY'S GENERAL ESTMATE: Antony's character has two aspects. 

Upto Act II, he has very little role to play---he appears as one who is devoted to 

Caesar. He is fond of music and plays and revelry. His true-self is revealed after 

the assassination of Caesar in the III Act. From now on he dedicates himself to 

avenge the murder of Julius Caesar in which he succeeds admirably. He has 

the goodness to appreciate greatness. His admiration for Brutus ----"This was 

the noblest Roman of them all" ----reveals him as a great Roman He faces the 

difficult situations with courage, resourcefulness, political sagacity, power of 

oratory and tides over them in a remarkable manner. But our admiration for 

Antony changes to disgust after the defeat of the republican conspirators. His 

role in the proscription scene is simply unbecoming, rather it is outrageous. In 

this scene Antony and Octavius are seen discussing about the people who 

must die. Not only this, they also decide to tamper with Caesar's will --- the will 
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which Antony read to the mob to highlight Caesar's greatness Antony's 

attitude towards Lepidus is also disgusting. He calls him a worthless fellow 

"meet to be sent on errands". He would discard him when he is no longer 

needed. This shows his opportunistic attitude. Granville Barker condemns 

Antony as "a born opportunist". Vivian Thomas says that "Antony has no 

political value at all" This brings us to conclude that Antony is selfish, cruel and 

immoral. But we should not lose sight of the fact that the men with whom he 

is dealing are more unscrupulous in their methods. They butchered a national 

leader like Julius Caesar ----the darling of Rome. The redeeming feature of 

Antony is that he manipulated successfully to crush the conspirators with their 

own swords suggesting the triumph of 'nemesis'. 

 

1.15                  Check your progress - VI 

   

(1) Who of the following is not hostile to Caesar 

 (a) Cassius (b) Brutus (c) Antony (d) Caska 

(2) Antony is fond of 

 (a) Gambling (b) Games & sports (c) bird-watching (d) reading books  

(3) Who, according to Brutus, is "a mere limb of Caesar" 

     (a) Mark Antony  (b) Octavius (c) Calpurnia (d) the soothsayer 

(4) Antony rises to eminence 

 (a) in Act I of the play (b) in the II Act (c) after the murder of  Caesar  (d) 

in the V Act of the play 

(5) Antony 
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 (a) stirs the mob against the conspirators 

 (b) Declines to do anything against the conspirators 

 (c)  suggests to erect a memorial of Caesar 

 (d)  flees Rome after the assassination of Caesar 

(6) The stern aspect of Antony's character is seen in  

 (a) in the former part of the play (b) in the latter part of the play 

(7) Antony is not a  

 (a) an orator  (b) a statesman  (c) a motivator (d) a physician 

(8) Who plays the key role in avenging Caesar's murder 

 (a) Octavius (b) the soothsayer (c) Calpurnia   (d) Antony 

(9) Who wrote this:" It was an ancient tradition that the Antonys 

 were descended from Hercules" 

  (a) Dowden (b) Plutarch   (c) Chesterton   (d) Vivian Thomas 

(10) Shakespeare has portrayed the character of Antony as a blend of good 

and bad qualities                    True/ false 

(11) Antony appears in the play as   

 (a) one sincerely devoted to Caesar (b) a rival to Caesar (c) a wrestler  

(d) a conspirator 

(12) Who offers crown to Caesar thrice at the festival of Lupercal 

 (a) Brutus (b) Cassius (c) Antony (d) Octavius  

(13) What dies Antony want from the conspirators 
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 (a) not to kill him (b) convincing reasons for Caesar's killing (c) an 

honourable position in the new government  (d) the personal 

property of Caesar 

(14) Antony accepts Cassius's offer of a suitable share in the new           

government                          True/ false 

(15) How does Antony turn the hostile mob in his favour 

 (a) by condemning the conspirators 

  (b) by condemning Caesar as an ambitious man  

 (c)  by appealing to the emotions of the mob 

 (d) by admiring the people of Rome for their patriotism 

(16) Which of the following brings out the best of Antony out of him 

 (a) his noble nature  (b) his truthfulness  (c) his funeral oration (d) his 

warlike qualities   

(17) Antony's true self is revealed in Act III           True/ false 

(18) Who condemns Antony as a born opportunist 

 (a) A.C. Bradley (b) Dowden   (c) Granville Barker (d) Grierson  

(19) Antony is called 'gamesome' by 

 (a) Cicero (b) Trebonius (c) Cassius (d) Brutus 

(20) Who makes this offer to Antony: "Your voice shall be as strong as any 

man's in the disposing of new dignities 

   (a) Caesar (b) Brutus   (c) Cassius (d) Octavius 
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    1.24               Answers to check your progress - VI 

 

(1)  c  (2)  b  (3)  a  (4)  c  (5) a   (6) a  (7) d   (8) d  (9)  b  (10) true 

(11)  a  (12)  c  (13)  b   (14)  no  (15)  a  (16) c  (17) true  (18)  c  (19) d  (20)   b 
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1.16                         WHO IS HERO OF THE PLAY ?    

 

 All the principal tragedies of Shakespeare are named after the 

protagonists who dominate the play from the beginning to the end. On this 

criterion Julius Caesar is obviously the hero of the play which Shakespeare 

named Julius Caesar. Since the play deals with Caesar's rise to power and his 

malicious killing by the conspirators, he alone is entitled to be called the hero 

of the play. But, then, Caesar is killed midway at the beginning of Act III, and 

afterwards Brutus, Cassius and Antony control the action of the play, hence 

Caesar can not be accepted as the hero of the play. After Caesar's killing, it is 

Antony who becomes the focus of attention. In the last two Acts Brutus and 

Cassius hold the stage and following defeat and disappointment in the battle 

of Philippi, they commit suicide one after the other. Many critics hold the view 

that Julius Caesar being an arrogant and tyrant ruler does not deserve the title 

of a hero. Brutus, on the other hand, comes before us as a champion of liberty 

and hence he deserves the title of a hero. Brutus does not hesitate to kill his 

best friend to restore republican rule in Rome. According to A.C. Bradley, 

"Julius Caesar is the dominating figure, but Brutus is the hero" Fowler says that 

"the play Julius Caesar stands alone among Shakespeare's tragedies in bearing 

the name of the man who is not a hero" 

 

1.16.1     CAESAR AS HERO:  But a careful examination of the play's action 

reveals that none other than Julius Caesar is the real hero of the play and that 

Shakespeare has rightly named the play. The whole play is concerned with the 

life and death of Julius Caesar. He is the pivot around whom the whole play 

revolves. The theme of the play is 'Caesar murdered and Caesar avenged'. Act I 

and Act II unfold the conspirators' design to kill Caesar. The murder of Caesar is 

executed in Act III which is followed by the aftermath of Caesar's brutal killing. 
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The retribution of the murder takes place in Act IV and V. The criminals guilty of 

murder get what they deserve. They meet their doom by those very swords 

which were used to kill Caesar. Nemesis is effected by the spirit of Caesar which 

dominates the play till the end. Although Caesar is killed in the middle of the 

play, his spirit works ceaselessly till the mission of vengeance is complete. In 

fact, the real greatness of Caesar manifests itself only after his assassination. 

Mark Antony calls him "the noblest man that ever lived in the tide of times" and 

Brutus pays rich encomium to Caesar in the following words: 

 

      O Caesar, thou art mighty yet! 

       Thy spirit walks abroad, and turns our swords 

       Into our own entrails. 

 

 Again he refers to Caesar as "the foremost man of the world". Edward 

Dowden opines that by naming the play as Julius Caesar Shakespeare calls our 

attention to the most important figure of the play. The whole tragedy is 

concerned with Caesar living and Caesar dead. He dominates the play like a 

Colossus. He is a just and benevolent ruler for whom public interest is above 

personal interest. He refuses to read a paper presented by Artemidorus with the 

words: "What touches ourselves shall be last served". Nowhere in the play does 

he give an impression of being a tyrant ruler. He invites appeals from the 

petitioners to redress their grievances. Caesar's physical infirmities like 'deafness' 

and 'falling sickness' do not come in the way of his greatness. Although he is killed 

in the middle of the play, his spirit works with tremendous fury until the mission 

of revenge is complete. Thus Caesar dead becomes more powerful than Caesar 

alive. Therefore naming the play as Julius Caesar is perfectly justified. Stopford 

Brook rightly remarks "Caesar's spirit lords it over the rest of the play in executive 

power. It is Caesar who wins the battle of Philippi; who plants the words into the 
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hearts of Cassius and Brutus. Caesar is the lord of the play, Brutus is in the second 

place". G.L. Kitttredge also maintains that the focus of interest in the play is on 

Julius Caesar. He does not vanish from the play after his death, but his spirit 

hovers over the rest of the play"____thus he alone is  the hero of the play. 

 

1.16.2    BRUTUS AS HERO: There are some critics who hold the view that not 

Caesar, but Brutus is the hero of the play. A.C. Bradley is of the opinion that 

"Julius Caesar is the dominating figure but Brutus is the hero "Verity remarks: 

"Brutus is the hero of Julius Caesar, the character who stands out most 

prominently in the action". Voltair says that the play ought to have been named 

as Marcus Brutus. These critics argue that Brutus is the noblest character in the 

play and that Brutus is present throughout: in the beginning he is the master of 

the action, in the end his death resolves the action". He is a republican patriot 

who joins the conspirators against his friend because he loves Rome more. 

Spevack says, "the attractive complexity of Brutus is the most interesting aspect 

of the play, for it combines all the qualities associated with heroes ----adjectives 

like 'noble' and 'gentle'. Above all Brutus is the only character to whom the 

heroic criterion of moral sense, is searchingly and deeply applied" It is Brutus 

who conforms to Bradley's conception of tragedy. He is a man of high moral 

status, being a Magistrate in Rome. He comes before us as a champion of 

republican democracy for Rome. His tragic flaw being wrong judgement of 

Caesar. 

 

 Brutus is no doubt an idealist, the noblest character and ' an honourable 

man' but that is not enough to give him the status of a hero. He does not fulfil 

the requirement of a hero. In the first place, he has no moral conscience. He 

fails to exercise his discretion and becomes an easy tool in the hands of 

Cassius. He carries his republican sentiments to the extreme and kills his 
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trusted friend in the name of patriotism. He alone is responsible for the 

bloodshed and destruction that followed in the wake of Caesar's murder. He is 

seldom right in his judgements. A man who supports the killers for the solution 

of a political problem, which in fact, did not exist, can never be called the hero 

of a play. A hero must have a moral perspective which Brutus does not 

possess. His action of killing his own friend to save Rome from tyranny and 

dictatorship can never be called 'heroic'. The entire play moves around Julius 

Caesar. The subject of the play is "Caesar living and Caesar murdered. Caesar 

emerges more powerful after his murder. Even Brutus acknowledges the 

greatness of Caesar: 

         O Caesar, thou art mighty yet! 

         Thy spirit walks abroad and turns our swords 

          Into our own entrails.  

 

 It may, therefore, be concluded that not Brutus, but Julius Caesar is the 

hero of the play named after him. 

1.17                                 Check your progress - VII 

 

(1) Caesar is killed 

 (a) in the beginning of the play  (b) in the beginning of Act III   (c) at the 

end of the play  (d) at the end of Act IV 

(2) Who said: "Julius Caesar is the dominating figure, but Brutus is the 

hero" 

 (a) A.C. Bradley   (b) Dowden   (c) E. Albert (d) Tillyard 

(3) Who said "The play Julius Caesar stands alone among Shakespeare's 

tragedies in bearing the name of the man who is not a hero 
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 (a) A.C. Bradley   (b) Tillyard   (c) Coleridge   (d) Fowler 

(4) The whole play is concerned with the life and death of Julius Caesar" 

and hence he is the hero of the play                 true/ false 

(5) The real subject of the play is 

 (a)  Caesar murdered and Caesar avenged (b) The conspiracy planned by 

Cassius (c) Cassius' ambition to wear the crown (d) Antony's funeral 

oration which moved the mob to rebellion 

(6) Shakespeare shows at the end of the play triumph of Nemesis   True/ false 

(7) Caesar is killed but 

 (a) his spirit works  with tremendous force to execute revenge 

 (b) he kills the conspirators before he dies 

 (c) his death restores peace and harmony 

 (d) he pronounces the doom of the conspirators 

(8) Who said:" O Julius Caesar thou art mighty yet!" 

 (a) Cassius   (b) Brutus   (c) Antony   (d) Octavius 

(9) Who said: "By naming the play as Julius Caesar Shakespeare points our 

attention to the most important figure of the play 

 (a) Edward Dowden (b) Lamb (c) Tillyard   (d) A.C. Bradley 

(10) Who compares Caesar to Colossus 

 (a) Brutus   (b) Cassius   (c) Octavius   (d) Antony 

(11) For Julius Caesar personal interest is more important than public 

interest                            true/ false 
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(12) Who said "What touches ourselves shall be last served" and to whom? 

 (a) Brutus to Portia (b) cassius to Brutus   (c) Caesar to Artemidorus           

(d) Caesar to Octavius 

(13) Caesar has the infirmity of deafness   True/ false 

(14) Caesar dead becomes more powerful than Caesar alive            True/ false 

(15) Who said:" Caesar is the lord of the play, Brutus is in the second place 

            (a) Stopford Brook (b) Coleridge   (c) Dowden   (d) Grierson 

(16) Who said: "Julius Caesar is the dominating figure, but Brutus is the hero 

 (a) A.C. Bradley (b) Stopford Brook   (c) Grierson   (d) Dowden 

(17) Brutus is the noblest character in the play             True/ false 

(18) Brutus is never right in his judgements      True/ false 

(19) Brutus is not a practical realist                      True/ false 

(20) Who said:" O Julius Caesar thou art mighty yet! 

                               Thy spirit walks abroad and turns our swords 

                                Into our proper entrails 

          (a) Octavius (b) Brutus   (c) Cassius   (d) Antony 

 

1.25                        Answers to check your progress - VII 

 

(1)  b  (2)  a   (3) d  (4)  Yes   (5)  a  (6)  True   (7)  a  (8)  b  (9)  a  (10) b (11) false  

(12) c  (13) true   (14)  true   (15)  a   (16)  a  (17)  true  (18) true (19) true (20)  

b. 
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1.18                       JULIUS CAESAR AS A ROMAN PLAY 

 

 Shakespeare wrote three Roman plays --- Julius Caesar, Antony and 

Cleopatra and Coriolanus. Chronologically these Roman plays fall between the 

chronicle plays and the four great tragedies. In these Roman plays Shakespeare 

has portrayed the Roman life and culture as it was in 44 B.C. Julius Caesar (1599) 

portrays how Caesar the mighty statesman of Rome was killed by the 

treacherous conspirators. Antony and Cleopatra (1606 1607) dramatises the rise 

and fall of Antony as a result of his infatuation with Cleopatra, the queen of Egypt. 

The last deals with the rise and fall of Coriolanus in the early republican Rome in 

the 5th century B.C. Shakespeare's Roman plays are essentially tragedies dealing 

with the ruin of a noble soul. Each Roman play is complete in itself unlike the 

English chronicles from Richard II to Henry VIII which form a continuous series. 

The Roman plays are superior to English historical plays in dramatic 

craftsmanship 

 

1.18.1       Why Shakespeare Wrote Roman Plays: Shakespeare's Age was the 

golden period of the Renaissance which characterised a great intellectual 

awakening in England. It opened the eyes of the Elizabethans to the artistic 

beauty of the Greek and Roman classics. Roman history was a popular subject 

in schools. Greek and Roman classics were looked upon as means of education 

and refinement. Sir Thomas North's English translation Plutarch's 'Lives' first 

published in 1579 became the primary source for the Roman plays of 

Shakespeare The thrilling and sensational lives of  Julius Caesar, Brutus and 

Mark Antony appealed to the popular taste of the Elizabethan audience. Of all 

the Roman personages, Julius Caesar appealed to them most. The Elizabethan 

play-goers were greatly fascinated by the Roman plays. Here it is significant to 

know that once upon a time Britain had been a colony of Great Roman 
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Empire, The Elizabethans took keen interest in watching the adventurous lives 

of their  ancient rulers. Shakespeare, therefore, portrayed Roman history in 

view of the taste and temperament of his spectators.   

 

1.18.2    REFLECTION OF ROMAN LIFE:  In the male-dominated society of 

Rome, the warlike element was most predominant. Women were content to 

live within doors. All the important offices were held by superior men. The 

capability of man was decided by his victory in challenging tournaments. Such 

tournaments were generally held on public festivities. Julius Caesar opens with 

the festival of Lupercalia in which Mark Antony too is a participant in race. 

Another remarkable feature of Roman life was that they were obsessed by 

superstitous beliefs. In Julius Caesar we come across several instances of 

popular superstitions. Omens, portents and other unnatural phenomena such 

as 'tempest dropping fire' in the storm scene; the bird of night coming and 

sitting at the Capital in daylight; a lion glaring upon Caska and walking away 

without causing any hurt. Calpurnia remarks: "When beggars die, there are no 

comets seen. The Heavens themselves blaze forth with the death of princes" 

The Romans very much believed in dreams. They would foretell future by the 

flight of birds and by examining the intestines of the sacrificed animals. The 

soothsayers predicted and warned about the coming events. In Julius Caesar 

the Soothsayer warns Caesar "Beware of the Ides of March". Julius Caesar 

himself is given to superstitions. He asks his wife Calpurnia to stand in the way 

of Antony when he runs the holy race so that she may be touched with his 

leathern thong, for it was believed that a woman so touched would be cured 

of her barrenness and bear children Thus there are numerous instances of 

popular superstitions which the Romans strongly believed in. The Elizabethans 

also believed in the omens, portents and dreams and to satisfy the taste of the 

'groundling' Shakespeare introduced them in his plays. 



- 73 - 

                   Cruelty and bloodshed was another feature of Roman life. In Julius 

Caesar the conspirators wash their hands and swords in the blood of Caesar. 

Mark the words of Brutus: 

 

             Stoop, Romans, stoop 

             And let us bathe our hands in Caesar;'s blood 

             Up to the elbows, and besmear our swords 

 

Suicide was a common occurance in Roman society among men as well as 

women. They would rather die than face ignominous situations such as being 

caught as a prisoner of war and be paraded in the streets of Rome. Brutus and 

Cassius both commit suicide after their defeat and disillusionment. Portia too 

commits suicide; she can not bear the separation from her husband and when 

she learns that Antony and Octavius are likely to win the battle she kills 

herself. 

 

1.18.3  RHETORIC AND ORATORY:  Oratory was a popular art assiduously 

practised in public life. Practical training was imparted in Roman academies. 

Cicero the great orator was a contemporary of Julius Caesar The funeral 

speeches of Brutus and Mark Antony present a nice demonstration of the two 

rival orators employing all their rhetorical skill of persuation to move the 

crowd in their favour. Brutus justifies the killing of Caesar in the interest of the 

country. In "the brief compendious manner", he explains why he killed Caesar. 

He killed his best friend because he loved Rome more than he loved Caesar. 

He feared that Caesar being too ambitious might turn into a tyrant ruler. He 

speaks like a champion of liberty. His speech fails to move the hearts of the 

mob because his arguments are rational and unemotional. Antony on the 
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other hand begins his speech giving arguments to show that Caesar was not at 

all ambitious. His arguments are very simple. Caesar had brought wealth to 

Rome by way of .ransom of his prisoners; he had wept for the poor; he had 

thrice refused the crown. His words convince the mob that Caesar was not 

ambitious. He uncovers the mangled body of Caesar and shows them the deep 

wounds of the swords. In this way he refutes the charge that Caesar was 

ambitious. He then proceeds to read Caesar's will which shows how much 

Caesar loved the Roman people. In his carefully worded speech Antony wins 

the sympathy of the audience. Pretending that he has no intention to rouse 

them to mutiny he suggests that Caesar's murder was motivated by ill-will and 

malice. Antony concludes, "Here was Caesar! When comes such another. The 

citizens cry "Never! Never! 

           The infuriated mob rush off to "fire the traitors' houses". Antony gloats 

over his success in having "set mischief afoot". Brutus' speech fails to hit 

the mark because it is cold and unemotional, while Antony succeeds 

because he appeals to their eyes as well as to their ears. He "plays upon 

their passions like a musician on a keyboard" 

 

1.18.4  ECHOES OF PLUTARCH: Shakespeare based his Roman plays mostly on 

Plutarch's 'Lives of the Noble Grecians and Romans' although his Roman plays 

form a class apart, yet structurally they are tragedies with a firm historical 

basis. In the words of Miola: 

"The Roman tragedies and English histories exhibit the same kind of actions 

and concerns: both depict councils, battles, rebellions, invasions and crises of 

governments. Both examine the nature of sovereignty, tyranny, patriotism, 

imperialism and honour. Both explore the shifting relationship between the 

public and private selves, between rhetoric and reality, between war and 

peace. English and Roman citizens in a tense conflicted present, shaped by the 
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pressures of mystic past and those of a destined future". For example, Julius 

Caesar is a Roman tragedy and at the same time it is also a historical play 

 Julius Caesar presents events between March 44 B.C. and the second 

battle of Philippi in 42 B.C. This period is full of complicated events. Shakespeare 

alone could have constructed a play from this conflicting material. Grierson 

remarks;" To compact a coherent story Shakespeare had vastly to simplify the 

issues and the motives. He, therefore, compressed history into a series of logical 

episodes: Caesar has aroused jealousy of Cassius who is moved to murder him; to 

make the plot respectable Cassius persuades Brutus to join the conspirators; the 

murderers meet for final details; Caesar is murdered in the Senate House. Antony 

in his funeral oration arouses the mob against the conspirators. Both sides collect 

forces; Brutus and Cassius quarrel in the final battle. Antony and Octavius defeat 

Cassius and Brutus who kill themselves". There is no doubt that Shakespeare was 

greatly indebted to Plutarch. Shakespeare fuses material from the lives of Caesar, 

Cassius, Brutus and Antony and turns it into dramatic form. While doing so he 

also, now and then, deviates from the original source. For example Julius Caesar 

of Shakespeare is not the Julius Caesar of history. Shakespeare's Caesar is "old, 

decaying, failing both in mind and body". He is deaf in one ear and prone to 

'falling sickness' He is represented as arrogant, boastful and superstitious. He is 

represented in an unheroic manner for dramatic purposes. If Caesar were 

presented as a heroic personality endowed with full glory and grandeur, his 

assassination would look like a gruesome murder. To justify the action of the 

conspirators, Shakespeare has represented Caesar as one who deserves this 

punishment. 

 

 Julius Caesar is to be judged as a Roman tragedy, not a historical 

document. The main action covered in the play is from.Feb.44 B.C. to Oct. 42 

B.C. Shakespeare compressed the action making it take place in a sequential 
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manner. He compressed historical facts for dramatic effect. Caesar's triumph 

over Pompeys is shown on the festival of Lupercalia while it actually took 

place six months before. Caesar was assassinated in the "Ciria Pompeana", 

but in the play Caesar's murder is shown in the Capitol. Caesar's murder, the 

reading of the will, the funeral and Antony's oration and Octavius's arrival in 

Rome ____take place on the same day, whereas there was gap of a few 

months between the two events. Shakespeare combines the two battles of 

Philippi; whereas there was a gap of twenty days between the two battles. 

Cassius died in the first battle and Brutus died in the second battle. 

Shakespeare compresses all these events in 4 days to intensify the effect. 

Shakespeare often omits details and events of life to idealize the characters 

he portrays. He inculcates a moral lesson by making his criminals pays for 

their sinful deeds. They do not go unpunished. In Julius Caesar Brutus and 

Cassius die by the same swords which had been used by them to kill Caesar. 

Thus Shakespeare vindicates poetic justice at the end. 

 

 To conclude, Shakespeare has conceived the assassination of Julius Caesar 

"the noblest man that ever lived in the tide of times" and the suicide of Brutus, "the 

noblest Roman of them all" as a double tragedy. The whole play moves round 

Julius Caesar. The real subject of the play is Caesar murdered and Caesar avenged. 

The murder of Caesar only strengthens the spirit of Caesarism. "Caesar dead 

becomes more powerful than Caesar alive" 

  1.19                      Check your progress - VIII 

 

(1) Which of the following is not a Romam play 

 (a) Antony and Cleopatra (b) Julius Caesar   (c) Coriolanus (d) King Lear 

(2) Which is the last English chronicle play of Shakespeare 
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  (a) Henry VI (b) Richard II (c) Henry IV  (d) Henry V 

(3) Which chronicle play presents Shakespeare's ideal of kingship 

 (a) Richard III  (b) Richard II   (c) Henry V   (d) King John 

(4) Cleopatra was 

 (a) the queen of Egypt  (b) the queen of Spain  (c) the queen of England  

(d) the queen of Denmark 

(5) Shakespeare's Roman plays are essentially 

 (a) Tragedies (b) comedies (c) history plays   (d) masks 

(6) Roman history was a popular subject in schools in Shakespeare's time 

                                         True/ false 

(7) Plutarch's 'Lives' was translated into English by  

 (a) Peele   (b) Ben Jonson (c) Thomas North   (d) Marlowe 

(8) The Elizabethan play-goers were greatly fascinated  by Roman plays 

          true/ plays 

(9) In Roman society the capability of man was decided by challenging 

contests                                                   True/ false 

(10)   In the festivities of Lupercalia Antony takes part in 

 (a) wrestling (b) swordsmanship (c) race  (d) jumping 

(11) What did the soothsayer say to Caesar 

 (a) beware of the Ides of March  (b) beware of Cinna  (c)  Beware of 

Cassius  (d) Beware of Brutus 

(12) The Romans strongly believes in superstitions     True/ false 
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(13) Calpurnia commits suicide        True/ false 

(14) Cicero was 

 (a) a great wrestler (b) a great orator   (c) a great sportsman  (d) a great 

landlord 

(15) Brutus feared that Caesar being too ambitious might become a tyrant    True / 

false 

(16) Brutus speaks in the funeral oration 

 (a) like a champion of the poor  (b) like a champion of liberty  (c) like a 

supporter of dictatorship  (d) like an enemy of Caesar 

(17) Brutus's funeral speech fails to have any effect on the mob true / false 

(18) Antony in his funeral speech proves that 

 (a) Caesar was not ambitious (b) Caesar was very ambitious (c) Caesar 

was against republican democracy (d) None of these 

(19) Who says:" Here was Caesar! When comes such another"? 

 (a) Brutus   (b) Cassius   (c) Antony (d) Octavius 

(20) In Julius Caesar Shakespeare illustrates that the criminals have to suffer 

the consequences of their sinful deeds                       true / false 

                                                              

      1.26                      Answers to check your progress - VIII 

      

(1) d  (2)  d  (3)   c  (4)  a   (5)  a  (6)  true   (7)  c   (8)   true   (9) true   (10)  c 

(11)  a  (12)   true   (13)   false   (14)  b  (15) true  (16)  b  (17)  true  (18)  a  (19) c  

(20) true 
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Unit 2  Background of the Play and a brief Analysis: Act 1 
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2.0   Objectives 

After reading this unit you should be able to discuss the 

following: 

  The historical background of the play and its sources.  

  A critical analysis of Act 1 Scene i and Scene ii. 

2.1  Introduction 

Anything ending in unhappiness is termed as a tragedy in our daily parlance but when we 

use the term in literature, it involves certain principles. Tragedy as a literary form of 
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drama deals with the serious aspects of life and presents Man as blundering blindly 

towards an unhappy end. Tragedy stirs the emotions more profoundly than comedy, and 

is perhaps, for this reason, more universal in its appeal and can be thus regarded as the 

highest aspect of dramatic art. The play that we are dealing with here belongs to this 

genre and was written during the third period of his career as a dramatist, (1602 – 1608). 

There was a change in spirit from the earlier period which produced the great comedies. 

This period also produced the other great tragedies: Hamlet, Othello, and King Lear. 

Shakespeare‟s later plays are distinguished from his earlier ones by their greater richness 

of thoughts, the wider knowledge of human life and character revealed in them, and by 

the poet‟s choice of more serious subjects for his motives. With respect to the style we 

may say that, generally speaking, the more irregular the metre is of any play, the later the 

date to which we may assign it; also the greater the quantity of prose, the more frequent 

the double (or feminine) endings, and the fewer the rhyming lines, the later the period of 

composition. 

2.2  Introduction to Macbeth 

2.2.1  Date of Macbeth Macbeth, like most of Shakespeare‟s later plays, was 

not printed separately in quarto form during his life time. It first appeared in the collected 

edition issued in 1623, seven years after the poet‟s death, by John Heminge, and Henry 

Condell. Here it stands between Julius Caesar and Hamlet. It seems to have been printed 

from an actor‟s copy of the play and therefore contains several textual difficulties. 

 If the date of publication is certain, that of its composition is most uncertain, Speaking 

generally, one may affirm that Macbeth clearly belongs to the period of the „great 

tragedies‟. By its merits and its tragic character it is in the same class as Hamlet, Othello 

and King Lear and when added to these, it completes the quartet of masterpieces which 

are Shakespeare‟s chief title to fame. In its style too, it belongs to this group, though it 

was probably the last of the four to be written. The qualities of the verse make this an 

almost certain conclusion. “At all times of his life, Shakespeare could write beautiful and 

melodious verse but whereas his early verse is slightly monotonous from its regularity, 

his latest verse is as daring and varied as it can be, short of the total sacrifice of all formal 

patterns.” (Bernard Groom). The verse of Macbeth is freer and bolder than the verse to be 

found in his early plays like in A Mid Summer Night’s Dream but it is somewhat more 

formal than that of a very late play like The Winter’s Tale. As Shakespeare grew more 

confident of his art and technique, he took more and more liberties with the iambic 

pentameter line. He introduced irregular feet, short lines, hyper-metrical syllables (double 
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endings and Alexandrines). Where there is less rhyme in a play, it is a sign of later 

composition. If there are more end stop lines in a play, the earlier is the date and if there 

are more enjambed lines in the play, the later is the date. Similarly, if there is more prose 

in a play, it is later in composition. In the light of these tests, Macbeth comes after King 

Lear and precedes Antony and Cleopatra. Briefly the verse tests place Macbeth last in 

order among the four great tragedies but before the plays of the final period e.g. Antony 

and Cleopatra, The Winter’s Tale, The Tempest and Henry VIII. If we take the evidence 

of style and thought then also Macbeth seems to belong to Shakespeare‟s middle period. 

Shakespeare‟s later plays are marked by condensation of language, compressed 

metaphors and richness and complexity of imagery. 

 That the original production of Macbeth was not later than the 20
th

 April, 1610 

is proved by a summary of the play in Dr. Forman‟s „Book of Plaies‟ as witnessed by him 

on that date at the Globe Theater. For the early limit, we have to keep in mind that 

Macbeth is clearly a compliment to the House of Stuart; its general colouring is Scottish 

and an allusion has been made to the accession of James I and the union of the two 

crowns (IV, 1, 120-121). Witchcraft, so prominent a feature of the play, was a subject on 

which the new king regarded himself as an authority and had even written a tract called 

„Demonology‟ in 1547. Macbeth must, therefore, have been written after 1603, the date 

of James I‟s accession. Hence „not earlier than 1603 and not later than 1610‟, is a 

formula, which may be accepted with absolute confidence. 

 

 2.2.2. About the Play 
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In around 1606, the Bard of Avon wrote a play which would go down in history as the 

cursed Scottish play after numerous mishaps during production. It was written for his new 

patron, James I (James VI of Scotland) following the death of Queen Elizabeth. James 

was interested in witchcraft and Scotland, and hence the themes in the play. Banquo is 

James I‟s ancestor; the play itself tells the story of a man, urged by his wife and foretold 

by prophecy, who commits regicide in order to gain power. Unfortunately, due to 

numerous quirks of language and obscure allusions, the play is difficult to understand 

without assistance through notes. 

Macbeth is considered to be the greatest effort of Shakespeare‟s genius, and it has proved 

to be one of his most impressive and popular plays. One of the reasons for this popularity 

is that it is one of the simplest of all the poet‟s dramas, the characterization being most 

apparent and easily understood. Again, it is the most rapid of all his plays. It deals with 

the supernatural, which always arouses our interest. The supernatural influence 

precipitates the course of the action, which itself appears almost supernatural. Finally to 

the never-ceasing interest of incident and characterization there is added the charm of 

pictorial description and poetic colouring. In the words of Gervinus:” Macbeth stands 

forth uniquely pre-eminent in the splendor of poetic and picturesque diction, and In the 

living representation of persons, times, and places … Locally we are transported into the 

Highlands of Scotland, where everything appears tinged with superstition…; where men 

are credulous in belief, and excitable in fancy; where they speak with strong expression, 

with highly poetical language, and with unusual imagery.” Dowden puts it succinctly 

when he describes that “line in the play of Macbeth, uttered as the evening shadows begin 

to gather on the day of Banquo‟s murder, which” he says, “we may repeat to ourselves as 

a motto of the entire tragedy, „ Good  things of day begin to droop and drowse.‟ It is the 

tragedy of the twilight and the setting-in of thick darkness upon a human soul. We assist 

at the spectacle of a terrible sunset in folded clouds of blood.” 

Some Exercises: 

 1.  Briefly describe the evidence ascertaining the probable period of 

composition of Macbeth. 

 

2.3  Sources and Historical Background 

2.3.1  Sources 
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Shakespeare usually preferred to borrow his plots from the books, chronicles, historical 

records already in existence and sufficiently popular with the audience. An audience 

which knows before hand the outline of a plot, is more free to enjoy the pure drama of the 

situations. One which is puzzled to know what is happening can not be quickly 

responsive to the dramatist‟s art. But it must be noted while discussing Shakespeare‟s 

debt to his sources that he is first and foremost a dramatist and not a historian. To bring 

the ready made plot into a dramatic shape, Shakespeare freely altered and cut out 

irrelevant details. Often he invented characters and new situations and enriched his story 

by fancy, honor and the gift of characterization. The original story then got changed 

sometimes beyond recognition as Shakespeare breathed new life into it. Not too much 

emphasis therefore should be laid upon his sources. His own contributions are what 

should really count and they are humour, wit, romantic sentiment, tragic issue, charming 

poetry, apt dialogues, pathos, masterly weaving and profound insight into character. 

 In no way was Shakespeare original, in no way did he break new ground. He worked 

upon materials and upon models already prepared but in such a way that he was never 

dragged down to their level. This, indeed, is an extra ordinary feat and requires higher 

prowess than to break out in a way which is entirely new. The genius of Shakespeare is 

best seen in the fact that he put a new life and spirit into the English drama. We shall now 

discuss the sources of the play Macbeth, since it is a well-established fact that 

Shakespeare never thought of making up fresh plots, and so he searched in old British 

history, in folklore, in the literatures of the ancient Greeks and Romans. For the outlines 

of the story of Macbeth, Shakespeare had recourse to a book from which he had already 

drawn the materials for his plays on English history. This was the great folio „Chronicle 

of England and Scotland‟ by Raphael Holinshed and others, first printed in 1577 and 

afterwards, in the revised form which the poet used in 1587. The genesis of the Macbeth 

story as given by Holinshed is interesting. The earliest extant versions are those contained 

in the chronicles of John Fordun (who died about 1384) and his contemporary Andrew 

Wynton (1350-1420) a canon of St,. Andrew‟s Fordun compiled „Chronica Gentis 

Scotorum,‟ a work continued in his Gesta Annalia.‟ Wynton wrote “a metrical chronicle 

of the historie of Scotland which he called „The Oryginale‟, because it commenced with 

the beginning of the world”. (Dictionary of Biography). These chronicles were the 

starting point of Scottish history. Though they were unpublished and known only through 

manuscripts, they were copied and expanded by Hector Boece in his „Historia Scotorum‟ 

(1527), who refers specially to Fordun as end of his authorities. At the request of James 

IV of Scotland, Bellenden translated Boece‟ „Historia‟ into the vernacular which was 
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published in 1536. Bellenden‟s work became in turn the source of Holinshed‟s „Chronicle 

of Scotland‟ which as Holinshed says, was translated out of Scottish for him by a William 

Harris. There is a recent theory that Shakespeare consulted another chronicle besides 

Holinshed‟s. It appears that a metrical rendering or adaptation of Bellenden‟s „History‟ 

was made by a certain “Master William Stewart”, who did so at the command of 

Margaret Tudor, Queen of Scotland for her son James V. Stewart‟s version differ‟s from 

the original one(Bellenden‟s) and so from Holinshed‟s who followed Bellenden. Many 

have made an attempt to show some similarities between Shakespeare‟s Macbeth and 

Stewart‟s chronicle. They have found many details in Shakespeare‟s Macbeth which are 

also in Stewart‟s chronicle but are absent from Holinshed‟s. These persons opine that 

though Stewart‟s chronicle remained unpublished, a manuscript copy of the same was 

lent to Shakespeare by James VI (James I of England) who wanted it to be compared with 

Holinshed.  

The theory seems to be based upon pure conjecture and is not supported by any evidence 

in favour of this supposition of a royal loan except that Shakespeare‟s company did 

receive considerable marks of grace from James and that in certain details there seems to 

be a resemblance between Shakespeare and Stewart. But the details adduced are of the 

most trivial character. To press resemblances so slender is to deny Shakespeare the very 

element of originality and misrepresent him as the mere slave of sources. Other 

authorities that Shakespeare is supposed to have consulted are Andro‟s „Original 

Chronicle,‟ George Buchanan‟s „History of Scotland‟, King James „Demonology.‟ We 

are most concerned with Holinshed‟s chronicle and Scott‟s „Discoverie of Witchcraft‟ in 

tracing Shakespeare‟s indebtedness. 

The remoteness and obscurity of the historical period enabled Shakespeare to treat with 

great freedom the Macbeth story as told by Holinshed. His object was to write a tragedy, 

not a chronicle play and by refashioning characters and shifting incidents he is able to 

obtain much finer dramatic effects than mere accuracy could produce. “He whitens the 

character of Duncan, and blackens the character of Macbeth in a corresponding degree, 

for obvious purposes of contrast; he whitens the character of Banquo, for the same 

purpose but also from a personal and complimentary motive and he makes Lady Macbeth 

less odious . . .” (Verity). 

 In the play, Duncan is the picture of gracious majesty while in the chronicle, Duncan is a 

young incapable king, “a faint hearted milksop”, “more meet to governe a sort (= set) of 

idle moonks in some cloister. Than to have the rule of such valiant and hardie men of 

warre as the Scots were.” Shakespeare‟s Duncan, a man of years is “every inch a king”, a 
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regal, illustrious figure gracious indeed and gentle yet strong withal and capable, and one 

whose merits extort from his slayer‟s own mouth the admission: 

 “..............this Duncan, 

 Hath borne his faculties so meek, hath been 

 So clear in his great office, that his virtues 

 Will plead like angels, trumpet tongued against 

 The deep domination of his taking off.” 

 He is a ruler whose fate will waken universal grief throughout his realm. The 

evident purpose of this departure from Holinshed‟s account is to deepen the pity for 

Duncan‟s end and the heinousness of a crime which lacks even the poor palliation of its 

victim‟s incompetence. 

 On the other hand Holinshed‟s Macbeth, though cruel and latterly tyrannical, has ten 

years of good rule to his credit. The Macbeth, as presented by Shakespeare, proves 

himself from the outset of his reign a fear stricken despot, with whom the instinct of 

preservation soon becomes a ruling passion for bloodshed. In fact all the good aspects of 

Macbeth‟s character as presented by Holinshed have been deliberately ignored by 

Shakespeare and evil aspects have been purposefully intensified. Yet Holinshed‟s picture 

itself did but scant justice to Macbeth, whom the more authentic of Scottish chronicles 

paint as the greatest king that early Scotland had, respected by his enemies, honoured in 

the ancient church, beloved of the Scottish people. 

 In Holinshed, the character of Banquo is that of a trusted friend of Macbeth to 

whom Macbeth communicates his plot against Duncan. Banquo is described as an 

accomplice of Macbeth who takes a leading part in murdering Duncan and who is not 

bothered with any scruples when he commits the murder. Shakespeare preserves Banquo 

from this stain because the dramatic balance required that he should be made a foil to 

Macbeth in the face of the similar soliciting by the powers of evil. Moreover, Banquo was 

the ancestor of the Steward occupant of the English throne. Shakespeare gave both 

prominence and greatness to Banquo who in Holinshed is a minor figure of not much 

consequence. Again, in the chronicles, Lady Macbeth is “verie ambitious, burning in 

unquenchable desire to beare the name of a queene”. In Shakespeare, any hope she may 

have of her own aggrandizement is swallowed up by her passionate desire for her 

husband‟s greatness. She “unsexes” herself and renounces the influences of her better 
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nature but she does it for Macbeth‟s sake alone. She exemplifies all the evils of 

uncontrolled ambition but the ambition is not for self, rather it costs her the most supreme 

sacrifice of self. 

 In all these points of characterization, then, Shakespeare has broken boldly from his 

guide. But still bolder is the way he has grafted on to the Macbeth story, the 

circumstances of an older tragedy in Scottish history. “Macbeth‟s career,” says Dr. 

Herford, “and to some extent his character, are modeled on those of another Scottish 

assassin, Donwald, whose treacherous murder of King Duff, Holinshed had described in 

vivid detail some twenty pages before, while of Duncan‟s murder he recorded merely the 

bare fact.” Donwald was an officer of the king. He enjoyed his absolute trust and 

entertained him in the castle of Forres, of which he had charge. His wife incited him to 

take advantage of the opportunity and “showed him the means whereby he might soonest 

accomplish it.” Donwald abhorred the act greatly in heart but yielded to his wife‟s 

urgency. Duff on returning sent presents to his host. The grooms of the king‟s chamber 

plied with meat and drink by Donwald‟s wife, slept heavily and next morning were killed 

by Donwald in a fit of pious rage. Shakespeare transferred all these events to the story of 

Macbeth and Duncan and they really enhanced the tragic force of the incident. The 

Alarming portents of the night on which Duncan is killed are also suggested by the 

Donwald story. But in Holinshed Macbeth is only his victim‟s kinsman, but Shakespeare 

makes Macbeth violate the stronger instinct as his host, „who should against his murderer 

shut the door, nor bear the knife himself.‟ Holinshed‟s Macbeth plans and executes the 

murder with matter of fact promptitude, without a trace of hesitation or compunction. 

Shakespeare‟s Macbeth like Donwald has accesses of deep reluctance, in which his wife‟s 

resolute energy turns the scale. Holinshed‟s Lady Macbeth urges her husband, „to attempt 

the thing‟ but has no part in its execution. Thus the elements of the relation between 

Macbeth and Lady Macbeth, and of the hesitations and „infirmity‟ which chiefly make 

him a tragic figure are suggested by Holinshed‟s Donwald and not by his Macbeth, and of 

the hesitations and „infirmity‟ which chiefly make him a tragic figure are suggested by 

Holinshed‟s Donwald and not by his Macbeth. 

 One more point needs attention and that is the fact that Macbeth, painted by Holinshed 

acted with the complicity of his trusty allies, with Banquo, among the rest; but 

Shakespeare‟s Macbeth precipitates discovery by over acting his feigned grief. Even 

Donwald has the aid of his trusty servants but Shakespeare sent Macbeth and his spouse 

unaided to carry out the heinous assassination amid the cry of owls and the prayers of 

startled sleepers. “The very fact that in respect of the actual execution of the ruthless 
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deed, Shakespeare reverts from the Donwald-story to the Macbeth story and Macbeth 

slays the king with his own hand, is another illustration of the dramatist‟s conscious and 

consistent purpose of not sparing him our utmost execration.” (Verity). . 

 As to the relation of Macbeth to Scott‟s „Discoverie of witchcraft,‟ it may be 

said that Scott had a national and skeptical attitude towards the popular superstitions of 

the day. He did not believe in witches and ridiculed the popular belief. James I was 

himself superstitious and in his book he tried to show that people could be possessed by 

evil spirits. In this connection it should be noted that in 1590 there occurred in Scotland, a 

series of cases in which witchcraft was the subject of investigation. Some of the facts and 

rumours might have dwelt in Shakespeare‟s memory. While Shakespeare seems to accept 

the popular superstition of the day, he exercises his idealizing imagination. So the witches 

in „Macbeth‟ are powerful agents of fate or destiny and differ from the witches of popular 

imagination. Physically they may be alike but Shakespeare‟s witches possess greater 

powers, not only over nature, but on the human soul. In Holinshed also the witches are 

presented as the ordinary hags, blear eyed, capable of doing mischief to men and cattle by 

the influence of their evil eye. But Shakespeare‟s witches have grandeur about them. 

They are the agents of fate or destiny. 

 Thus while it is proper always to recognize Shakespeare‟s obligations where 

they exist, we must be very careful not to over estimate them. We must always remain 

conscious of the fact that Shakespeare‟s greatness is not due to any nominal sources but 

due to his own gifts of characterization, humour, wit, poetry, pathos, tragic intensity deft 

manipulation of plot and under plot and varied relief. In this connection it may be noted 

that the two scenes of Macbeth which seem to exhaust the last possibilities of terror and 

pity - the banquet scene and the sleep walking scene – have no counter part in 

Shakespeare‟s sources. 

Some Exercises: 

 1. Briefly describe the evidence ascertaining the probable 

period of composition of Macbeth. 

2.3.2 Historical Background 

 Shakespeare drew for his historical facts on Holinshed‟s Chronicles. The 

latter, however, are a work far from historical accuracy and from the analysis of 

Shakespeare‟s borrowings and deviations, it is evident that Shakespeare has taken 
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liberties with Holinshed‟s narrative; so it is not surprising to see that Shakespeare‟s play 

is itself not historically correct. It is therefore, necessary to give a short account of the 

actual historical facts, to which Macbeth refers. 

 Macbeth was the son of Finlay, (Finnleach), the Momaer or Maormor (sub-

king) of Ross-(not Thane of Glamis)-by Doada, daughter of Malcolm II King of Scotland. 

When Finlay was killed about 1020, in an encounter with Malcolm II, it gave rise to a 

blood feud between Macbeth and Duncan, the successor of Malcolm II. Indeed Duncan 

came actually from a family which had usurped the throne of Scotland and Macbeth had a 

much stronger claim to the kingship than Duncan. Duncan‟s succession actually violated 

the principle of alternate succession from the two branches of the royal family. In 1032 

Malcolm murdered the head of Grouch‟s house, probably Boete himself, the motive being 

that Malcolm had only daughters and Boete had a distant claim to the throne. 

 Boete was the son of Kenneth III. The succession ought to have reverted to 

Boete‟s family after the death of Malcolm II but the latter murdered Boete and his only 

son, in order to place Duncan on the throne. Boete‟s daughter Gruoch was married to the 

Mormaer of MorayGilcomgin. Malcolm surprised him in his castle and murdered him 

with fifty of his followers. After Gilcomgin‟s death, Macbeth married his widow Gruoch 

and during the infancy of his stepson Lulach, became the Mormaer of Moray. In 1034, 

Malcolm died and was succeeded by his grandson Duncan, cousin of Macbeth. Duncan at 

once named his son Malcolm Canmore to be his heir and Prince of Cumberland. Macbeth 

and Gruoch had therefore no goodwill towards the reigning branch of the family. The 

killing of Duncan was thus a part of the blood feud between the family of Duncan and the 

family of Macbeth which had been going on for many years before 1040. 

 

                                                                                   MALCOM II 

 

             Boete 

 

        Crinam = Beatrice         Doada = Finlaech  
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                      Duncan                                                                           Macbeth = Gruoch 

 

  

  

                   Malcolm Canmore          Lulach 

          (Stepson of Macbeth son of 

          Gruoch and her first husband  

          Gilcomgin. 

   Duncan was an ineffective king. He invaded England, unsuccessfully and then entered 

upon a war with Thorfinn, the Earl of Caithness. Macbeth who was the commander of the 

army, took the opportunity to make common cause with Thorfinn, had Duncan murdered 

at Bothgouanan near Elgin in 1040, and in his own right or his wife‟s assumed the crown. 

After his father‟s murder Malcolm first took refuge with his grandfather and then went 

over to England. Macbeth then divided the kingdom with Thorfinn, taking for himself the 

districts south and west of the Tay and the central district in which Scone was situated. 

He crushed an insurrection by Crinan, Duncan‟s father, and ruled justly and ably for 17 

years. His reign was one of order and prosperity. His bounty to the church became 

famous in Scotland and even at Rome. In 1031 A.D. Malcolm II had to pay homage to 

Cnut, King of England but that does not seem to have been renewed in his lifetime. He 

represented the Celtic and northern element of the population as against Duncan and his 

family who were taking Saxon wives and gradually adopting Saxon manners. But 

Macbeth had a formidable enemy and neighbour in Siward, Earl of Northumbria. In 1054, 

Siward, with the consent of Edward the Confessor (who espoused Malcolm‟s cause) and 

Witenagemot invaded Scotland by land and sea. A great battle took place on July 27, in 

which Macbeth was defeated and Siward‟s son Osborne and his nephew Siward were 

slain. Malcolm Canmore was proclaimed king but Macbeth kept up the war in the north 

for four years. In 1057 when both Siward and Macbeth‟s powerful ally Thorfinn, were 

dead, Malcolm attacked Macbeth who was slain at Laumphanan in Aderdeenshire on 

August 15. A slightly different version of some of the facts is given in Wyntown‟s 

Cronykill (Book VI, Chap. 18). Here it is stated that Gruoch was the wife of the murdered 
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Duncan, that Macbeth was his nephew and that Malcolm Canmore was illegitimate. Some 

scholars have thought Shakespeare had Wyntown before him, as well as Holinshed. 

   After Macbeth‟s death his son Lulach kept up the resistance but it was soon crushed after 

a few months on 3
rd

 April 1058 and Malcolm, then, became the undisputed King of 

Scotland. He was crowned at Scone on April 25, 1058. Malcolm first married Ingibrorg, 

the widow of Thorfinn and then Margaret, a sister of Edgar Atheling. He is described as 

an able king and a bold and fearless warrior and also possessing kindliness of disposition 

and frank generosity. 

   Such is the actual substratum upon which the accretions of time and the genius of a poet 

have fashioned an eternal tragedy. Banquo and Fleance are not known to history, nor is 

there any definite mention of Macduff and Lady Macduff in any authoritative history. 

Nothing is known of Cawdor and his treachery though it may be confusion due to either 

the rebellion of Gilcomgin in 1033 of the defiant conduct of Thorfinn. Sweno, King of 

Norway never invaded Scotland during Duncan‟s reign; Canute invaded Scotland in 1031 

and forced Malcolm to admit his superiority. There is no historical authority for Lady 

Macbeth‟s suicide. In several other important respects- the character of his reign, the 

rapidity of his downfall, the story diverges widely from the reality. The supernatural 

element is a characteristically medieval addition and it contains two bits of widespread 

folklore in the incidents of the birth of Macduff and of the moving forest. 

Table Showing James I’s Descent from Banquo 

  Banquo 

    

 

 Fleance = a daughter of the Prince of Wales 

   

 

 Walter made Lord Steward of Scotland, hence Walter Steward 

     

 

 Alan Steward (went to the Holy Land, 1099) 
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 Alexander Steward 

   

 

  

Walter Steward     John Steward slain at Falkrik 

          

         

        Walter Steward = Margerie 

Bruce 

Alexander           Robert      

Steward            Steward 

        Robert II the king = Isabell Mure 

        of Scotland 

        (1371-1390) 

 

 

John Steward    Robert, Earl of Fife     Alexander   

alias Robert III   (Governor of Scotland 

(1390-1406)    for 15 years and Duke of       Three 

      Albany)    

 daughters 

 

James I King of Scotland  Duke Murdo 

(1424 – 1437)    slain at Sterling 
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James II (1437 – 1460) 

 

 

James III (1460 – 1488) 

 

 

James IV (1488 – 1513) = Margaret, daughter of Henry VII. James IV (1488 – 1513) = Margaret, 

daughter of Henry VII. 

 

James V (1513 – 1542) 

 

Mary, Queen of Scots (1542 – 1567) = Lord Darnley 

 

James VI of Scotland (1567 – 1625) and I of England (Crowned on 24th March, 1602)                                      

Some Exercises: 

21. Write a short note on Shakespeare‟s use of the Chronicles of 

Holinshed and Bellenden in Macbeth. 

 

2.4       Act 1 A  Brief Analysis  

  (Dramatic Significance of the Scenes and Critical 

Comments) 

2.4.1 Act I Scene I 
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 The opening scene of Macbeth is rather short and fragmentary but highly significant and 

striking. There is no introduction. The play takes us right into the midst of the action. In a 

dozen lines the keynote of the play is struck. The three witches, „the instruments of 

darkness,‟ set the atmosphere for the whole play at the very beginningthe atmosphere 

of mystery, weirdness, horror, superstition and evil. The witches are brought in thus early 

because they have to play a part in the action of the play and settle the fate of Macbeth. 

The witches were, for the Elizabethans, such witches as they knew – old women who had 

dealings with the power of evil. The abruptness of the style of this scene has led some 

critics to suppose that it is from another hand. Cunningham thought that this scene was 

spurious because no dramatic object was gained by its introduction. Granville Barker 

concurred. “Apart from such an opening being un-Shakespearean, the lines themselves 

are as little like Shakespeare as Hecate is and have indeed all the tang of the Hecate 

lines....The scene....is a poor scene and a pointless scene.” Coleridge, however, has 

suggested that “In Macbeth, the poet‟s object was to raise the mind at once to the high 

tragic tone, that the audience might be ready for the precipitate consummation of guilt in 

the early part of the play.”  He advises that the opening of the play should be contrasted 

with that of Hamlet: “In the latter the gradual ascent is from the simplest forms of 

conversation to language of impassioned intellect, yet still the intellect remaining the seat 

of passion; in Macbeth the invocation is made at once to the imagination and the 

emotions connected therewith.” 

 The weird sisters meet in an atmosphere charged with thunder and lightning, 

in a desert place. These loathsome hags, croaking out riddles in a desolate place, want 

some traffic with Macbeth. There is a sense of something dreadful hanging over our 

heads. The suspense of the audience is aroused. “It is the barren place where evil has 

obtained the mastery of things: The storm symbolizes the political storm in Duncan‟s 

kingdom and spiritual storm in Macbeth‟s soul which become manifest shortly after. The 

storm scene in King Lear and Julius Caesar serve precisely the same purpose.” (Dowden) 

Commenting on the significance of this scene Spalding remarks, “It is, in fact, the fag end 

of a witches‟ Sabbath, which, if fully represented, would bear a strong resemblance to the 

scene at the commencement of the fourth act. But a long scene on such a subject would be 

tedious and unmeaning at the commencement of the play. The audience is, therefore, left 

to assume that the witches have met, performed their conjurations, obtained from the evil 

spirits the information concerning Macbeth‟s career that they desired to obtain and 

perhaps have been commanded by the fiends to perform the mission they subsequently 

carry through. All that is needed for the dramatic effect is a slight hint of probable 
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diabolical interference and that Macbeth is to be the special object of it; and this is done 

in as artistic a manner as is perhaps imaginable. In the first scene they obtain their 

information, in the second they utter their prediction.” 

 The metre of the verse spoken by the witches is trochaic tetrametrethe line 

of four feet with the second syllable accented. Shakespeare used this metre for the 

speeches of extraordinary being like witches and fairies. 

Some Exercises: 

(i) Describe the opening scene of the play. What is the battle 

referred to? 

(ii) Explain the following with reference to the context: 

 “Fair is foul and foul is fair: 

 Hover through the fog and filthy air 

Although students preparing for their Post-graduate Examinations in English are already 

familiar with the method used for explaining passages from the text with reference to the 

context, a sample solution has been composed for them in order to aid them in their 

present efforts. The above passage has been explained critically and analytically:  

(2) Fair is foul........................filthy air. (Act I, Scene I) 

 These very significant lines from the opening scene of the play strike the 

keynote of the tragedy. The witches decide to meet Macbeth after the decision of the 

battle and to win him over to the side of evil. After that all the three of them chant these 

lines. They openly profess them and all that is all delights them and looks good to them. 

Their power and influence therefore, introduce disorder and confusion in the moral world 

and force morality of humanity to be upset and perverted. After these words, the witches 

fly and disappear into the murky, mist laden air. 

 The lines have a great symbolic meaning. Witches can but influence only evil 

beings. They can not have any impact upon the good- hearted human beings. Evil is the 

very element of their existence. If anybody has allowed evil to dwell in his heart, it will 

be fertile ground for these witches to plant evil thoughts; but if one is absolutely free from 

evil the weird sisters will remain ineffective. Macbeth, who is already nourishing the 
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overpowering ambition to be the Scottish King, will fall an easy prey to them while 

Banquo who is free from wickedness will remain loyal and honest despite the favourable 

prophecies about him. 

 The second symbolic meaning of these lines indicates a very important theme 

of the tragedy – Appearance versus Reality – (Fair is foul, foul is fair) which is stressed 

throughout the play again and again. Macbeth and his wife are actually full of fraud and 

deception in their nature but in appearance they look very devoted and faithful to Duncan. 

The benevolent King Duncan actually gets deceived only due to the hypocritical 

disposition of his “worthiest cousin” and “peerless kinsman.” 

 The lines also describe the demoralizing atmosphere in which the tragedy 

occurs. The wild waste, the thunder and lightning, the torrential downpour, mewing of the 

cat and croaking of the toad, the strange and ugly forms of the witches are here combined 

with sooty, misty, dark air. 

 These lines represent the theme of the tragedy – a state of reversal of values. 

They may be compared with Satan‟s famous creed in „Paradise Lost‟ of John Milton – 

“Evil, be thou my good.” 
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2.4.2 Act 1 Scene II  The scene gives us a strong idea of Macbeth‟s strength 

and bravery before his appearance. A sergeant straight from the battlefield informs the 

king, in a few breathless sentences, that the issue between the loyal Macbeth and the 

rebellious Macdonwald still hangs in the balance. A moment later it is announced by Ross 

that Macbeth is victorious. In Shakespeare‟s early plays especially in his history plays we 

find the main character appearing on the stage at the outset. Later, however, from Twelfth 

Night (1601) onwards, he generally leads the audience up to the central character in the 

conversation of minor characters. Before the entrance of the hero, the situation is built up. 

Suspense is aroused. The opinion that the audience has already formed of him, makes him 

seem more impressive when he does appear. From the practical point of view also this 

device is beneficial because it means that the first speech of the hero is not disturbed by 

the latecomers. By the time he starts his opening sentence, the spectators are all settled 

down. Another important advantage of this artifice is that the higher Macbeth is exalted, 

the greater would be his fall. With this scene begins the real story of the play. It serves the 

purposes of exposition. It explains the conditions and circumstances under which the play 

begins and brings to light the mighty internal and external political upheavals that 

Scotland was facing at the time. 

 The note of dramatic irony, an important theme of Macbeth springs from this 

scene. Here we find a remarkable depiction of the gradual degeneration of the loyal hero 

into the murderer of his sovereign. Duncan seems to possess a blind confidence in 

Macbeth which is to be later the cause of his tragic fate. But for Duncan‟s ready 

acknowledgement of Macbeth‟s service by making him Thane of Cawdor, he might never 

have been encouraged to press on to the crown. The hand of fate is thus been encouraged 

to press on to the crown. The hand of fate is thus seen, in addition to the supernatural 

solicitation of the witches. Macbeth, who in this scene, disdains fortune, becomes 

preoccupied with what is in store for him in future when evil makes use of his ambition. 

He defeats two external threats to the kingdom of Scotland but will succumb to the third 

threat within himself. He who fixed rebel Macdonwald‟s head upon the battlements will, 

at the end, have his own head held up for display. 

 Some critics have complained of having found certain interpolations in this 

scene. They conclude that the original Shakespearean words have been mutilated by later 

writers or theatrical companies to suit their convenience on the stage. The description of 

battle according to them is too rhetorical and deliberately ornate to be Shakespearean. 

Writing of a similar kind however, occurs in other plays of Shakespeare, for example in 

the player‟s recitation in Hamlet (II ii) This special style may be described as 
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Shakespeare‟s epic style as contrasted with his normal dramatic manner. One of its 

features is the use of picturesque similes (see lines 8, 9, 25-8; 35-7), another is the harsh 

energy of the rhythms. The purpose of this style in Macbeth (I ii) seems to be to raise the 

level of the drama to a heroic plane as rapidly as possible. The authenticity of this scene 

has been questioned by Cunningham, following Clark and Wright, but it has been 

successfully defended by modern critics including Knight, Noswrothy etc. 

 The captain‟s account of the battle is full of images of blood, one of the 

pervading images in the poetry as well as literally on the stage. 

 Theobald and Campbell followed by most modern editors deduced from I iii 

39, and from Holinshed, that the scene II was laid in Forres, in the county of Elgin, N.E. 

of Scotland. But Macbeth is described as fighting in Fife (II line 50) which as Wilson 

points out, is 100 miles from Forres. It was impossible for Macbeth to be at two places at 

once. Two battles one against Macdonwald and the second against Norway, have been 

run together in place as well as in time. The captain begins to tell the story of the second 

phase of the battle with the Norwegian lord (lines 30-43) and Ross completes the tale 

(line 53-9).But not even an audience of Scotsmen would notice the geographical 

difficulties. 

Some Exercises: 

(i) Give a short account of the state of Scotland as far as can be 

gathered from the second scene. Who were Duncan, 

Malcolm, and Macbeth? 

(ii) Explain the following with reference to the context: 

 “ so well thy words become thee  as  thy wounds.” 

 

2.5  Let us Sum up 

Macbeth belongs to the period of the great tragedies of Shakespeare, and was written not 

before 1603 and not later than 1610 but definitely after James 1‟s accession. After 

scrutinizing all internal and external factors, most Shakespearean scholars conclude that it 

was composed in the period 1605 – 6. 
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Like the other plays of Shakespeare, Macbeth too, has been sourced from books, 

chronicles, and historical records by Holinshed, Bellenden, and others.  

The story has been based on Scottish History, but the actual story of the play diverges 

widely from the reality. 

The keynote of the play is struck in the first scene with the advent of the three witches, 

who usher in an atmosphere of mystery, supernaturalism, and evil, with their dire 

pronouncement that “Fair is foul and foul is fair.” With the second scene begins the real 

story of the play and can be considered as the Exposition of the play. Macbeth‟s character 

is exalted in the conversation of the minor characters. Dramatic irony and the start of the 

degeneration of the character of Macbeth are some important aspects of this scene. 

________________________________________________________________________

_________________ 

2.6  Some Questions 

________________________________________________

____________ 

(i) Discuss the significance of the first scene of the play. 

(ii)  How does Scene II prepare the ground for the events that 

are going to unfold in the rest of the drama? 

(iii)        Answer if the following statements are True or False: 

 (a)Macduff is King James I‟s ancestor. 

 (b)Shakespeare never borrowed his plots from any source. 

 (c)Three Witches accost Macbeth and Banquo at the start of 

the play. 

 (d)Macbeth is shown as cowardly in the beginning of the 

play. 
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 (e) The play Macbeth belongs to the early periods of 

Shakespeare‟s dramatic career. 
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Block 2 A Study of Shakespeare: Macbeth 

_______________________________________________________________________________ 

Unit 3      
 
_______________________________________________________________________________ 
 

Contents 
 
3.0    Objectives 
3.1    Introduction 
3.2  Critical Analysis of Act 1 Sc.III, IV, V, VI, VII. 
 3.2.1  Act 1, Scene III 

 3.2.2  Act 1 Scene IV 

 3.2.3 Act 1 Scene V 

 3.2.4  Act 1 Scene VI 

 3.2.5  Act 1 Scene  VII 

3.3  Critical Analysis of Act 11, Scene I,II,III,IV. 
 3.3.1  Act 11 Scene II 

 3.3.2  Act 11 Scene III 

 3.3.3  Act 11 Scene IV 

3.4  Summing Up 
3.5  Questions 
________________________________________________________
_____ 
3.0  Objectives 
_______________________________________________________________________________
______ 

The aim of this unit is to give you the following topics: 

  A clear and comprehensible analysis of the initial scenes of the play. 

 This will give a better understanding of the significance of the Witches and their 

effect on Macbeth‟s character.  
_______________________________________________________________________________
______ 

3.1  Introduction  
_______________________________________________________________________________
______ 

The main plot of the play begins without any preamble or introduction. In these scenes we 

are also presented with, both, the Minor Obstacle, as well as the Major Obstacle leading 

to the final tragedy. We shall see how Macbeth‟s confidence in the Witches increases, 

but, at the same time he appears to be a free agent. The plot develops rapidly leading to 

the murder of Duncan. The Witches role, the characters of Macbeth and Lady Macbeth 

are well presented, while Dramatic Irony plays a major role in these scenes. 
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_______________________________________________________________________________
______ 

3.2  Critical Analysis of Act 1, Scene III, IV, V, VI, VII. 
3.2.1.  Act 1, Scene III 
_______________________________________________________________________________
______ 

The three Witches, meeting on the heath, according to their plan, tell each other of their 

misdeeds. The first thirty-seven lines reveal to us the nature of their customary 

occupations and prepare us for the black deeds in which they are to play their part. 

Macbeth, amazed at the uncanny appearance of the witches, accosts them with his friend 

and fellow warrior Banquo. They hail Macbeth as the Thane of Glamis and Cawdor and 

the King of Scotland. Banquo also receives a promise, though never to be a King himself, 

he is to be the ancestor of kings. Banquo‟s attitude towards these mysterious creatures of 

darkness is in strong contrast to that of Macbeth. Scarcely have these witches departed, 

when news is brought to Macbeth that the title of the Thane of Cawdor has been bestowed 

upon him. This increases Macbeth‟s confidence in the Witches. Macbeth‟s Aside(II 128 – 

142) makes it clear that he is a free agent and is not intended to be the unconscious 

instrument of the powers of evil. Already the Thane of Glamis, he is now the Thane of 

Cawdor too. Macbeth vividly visualizes the prospect of kingship also. With it comes a 

horrid image of him murdering Duncan, an image so overwhelming that it leaves him 

dead to his surroundings in the contemplation of what seems to be the future. The future 

rests with him. His scruples constitute what is technically termed the Minor Obstacle. 

 Modern audiences often find it difficult to respond to the witches and are 

inclined to laugh at them in amusement. They are intended to be grotesque but also to be 

foully redolent of evil. They are the instruments of darkness. Having sold themselves to 

the devil, they play a role in God‟s scheme of things, testing men by tempting them to 

evil. In the words of Coleridge: “They lead evil minds from evil to evil and have the 

power of tempting those who have been the tempters of themselves.” Boas says, “These 

witches are the embodiments of invisible form of the malignant influences in nature 

which are ever on the alert to establish an unholy alliance with the criminal instincts of 

the human heart. Theirs is an independent vitality of evil, whirling through the universe 

till it finds asylum in a soul where germs of sin lie ready to be quickened into life.” 

 The question is often debated whether Macbeth was tempted by the witches to 

the crime of murder. The fact is that Macbeth meets the witches half way. The prophetic 

utterances of these sorceresses have merely expressed what already lay hidden in 

Macbeth‟s heart. The subtle alliance between Macbeth and the witches is possible only 

because Macbeth is half drawn to the crime. The witches focus only upon one who has 

already lent his mind to evil suggestions and has laid himself open to their influence. 

 The sharp contrast between the characters of Macbeth and Banquo is also 

noteworthy. “Belief takes hold of them alike. Yet, while Macbeth is beside himself with 

excitement and transported with guilty thoughts and imagination, Banquo remains calm, 

unexcited and self poised” (Hudson). The evil hags would surely not have any dealings 

with a man unsullied by guilt. That is why they ignore Banquo, who is true to his words 

and is not carried away by the witches‟ prophecies secure as he is, in the staunchness of 

his soul. When Banquo first speaks to them each lays her „choppy finger‟ upon her lips, it 

is only when enjoined to do so by Macbeth that they speak, and it is to meet with 

Macbeth that they have come. Banquo just happens to be with him at the time. 

 The envisaging  of the crime accords well with the atmosphere of supernatural 

awe but here the Witches seem less elemental, more like the malevolent hags of popular 

superstition 
 

Some Exercises:                         
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1. Describe the interview between the Witches and Macbeth and 
Banquo in about 50 words. 

2. Contrast the behavior of Macbeth in this scene with that of 
Banquo. 

3. Explain the following with reference to the context: 
                                     Two truths are told, 
           As happy prologues to the swelling act 
           Of the imperial theme. 
 What were the two truths, and what is the Imperial theme? 

Explain the metaphor in “swelling act.” 
 4.   Explain the following expressions, and show the connection in 

which they severally occur in the play: the weird sisters; you 
imperfect speakers; function is smother‟d in surmise; the 
interim having weigh‟d it. 

_______________________________________________________________________________
______ 

3.2.2  Act 1, Scene IV  
_______________________________________________________________________________
______ 

This scene introduces what is technically known as the Major Obstacle to the 

consummation of Macbeth‟s hopes. The Minor Obstacle was furnished by his own 

conscience as seen in the earlier scene, but the Major Obstacle comes from without, from 

the proclaiming of Malcolm as heir to the crown. “That is a step,” says Macbeth, 

  “On which I must fall down, or else o‟erleap, 

  For in my way it lies.” 

Duncan‟s sudden determination to visit Macbeth at his castle is the first step towards the 

removal of the Major Obstacle. “This scene suggests the natural order which is shortly to 

be violated. If stresses natural relationships...honourable bonds and the political 

order...and the human „love‟ is linked to the more purely natural by images of 

husbandry.”(Knights) With the opening of the scene, the action is set in motion. The 

scene shows how ironically Duncan is deceived in Macbeth, as he had been in the 

previous Thane of Cawdor. History repeats itself because evil, although masked, is an 

abiding reality in human nature. When Duncan says that there is no art to find the mind‟s 

construction in the face, the dramatic irony becomes more pointed. It applies more to 

Macbeth than to Cawdor. Macbeth is full of such dramatic irony – the difference between 

the situations as known to the audience and as supported by the characters of the play or 

by some of them. Note the dramatic irony where Duncan says that Macbeth‟s “care is 

gone before to bid us welcome”, whereas he has spurred on to plot Duncan‟s murder with 

his wife. 

 Duncan‟s graciousness, overflowing kindliness and bounteousness are indicated 

beautifully by the imagery of planting and tilling. The familiar „thou‟ instead of the more 

formal „you‟ indicates Duncan‟s natural affection towards his relative. If Macbeth had not 

destroyed himself by committing regicide, he would have continued to grow in honour, 

for Duncan would have laboured to make him “full of growing.” 

 Macbeth, himself, though profoundly influenced by the witches‟ prophecies, 

was unnerved by his horrid imaginings and wavered for a while. In the preceding scene 

he would rather let chance own him king without any initiative on his part. Therefore, 

Shakespeare has placed Macbeth in this scene under such conditions and circumstances as 

further incite and tempt him to follow the bloody path resolutely. Before Duncan‟s 

announcement that Malcolm is to be the successor to the throne of Scotland, Macbeth 
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might well have had reason to hope that he, rather than the young and inexperienced 

Malcolm, would have been chosen by the electors. But now this unexpected obstacle in 

his way to catch the crown infuriates Macbeth and he now feels that murder is the only 

way in which he can achieve the kingship. Just at this juncture fate leads Duncan to 

announce his intention to visit the castle of Macbeth as a mark of his gratitude and royal 

appreciation of the services rendered by this great general. By an intense irony of fate, 

Duncan himself offers to walk into the den of death. Fate beckons him and he decides to 

walk into the jaws of death. It was a chance not to be lost by Macbeth for executing his 

bloody designs. 

 
Some Exercises:  
1. Give your own view of the character of Duncan. Provide 

illustrations from the text. 
2. In about 50 words describe the reasons that incite and tempt 

Macbeth to follow his bloody designs. 
3. Comment on: 
 “There‟s no art . . . 
 An absolute trust.”(1, iv, 11-14) 
4. Explain what Duncan means by: 
 “ I have begun to plant thee . . . 
               . . . full of growings.” (1, iv, 28-29) 
5. Explain the following with reference to the context: 
 . . . Stars, hide your fires, 
 Let not light see my black and deep desires: 
 The eye wink at the hand; yet let that be,  
 Which the eye fears, when it is done, to see. 
 

Earlier, in Unit 4, a sample solution has been provided for an understanding of the 

method of explaining passages from the text with reference to the context. Another model 

has been given for the convenience of the students: 

(3) Stars hide your fires ...................... to see.   (Act I, Scene IV) 

 The guilt of vaulting ambition lurking in the heart of Macbeth was no doubt 

stirred by the supernatural prophecies, but he had decided to leave everything in the hands 

of destiny. But now there comes the proclamation of Malcolm as the Prince of 

Cumberland. It is now certain that royal murder (regicide) is the only way left for 

Macbeth if he wants to be the monarch of Scotland. Once the definite path of action lies 

open, Macbeth‟s wavering ceases. He no more wants to leave things to chance. He 

determines to take the initiative for the fulfillment of the third prophecy i.e. that of 

Scottish kingship. He is now clearly planning to assassinate both Duncan and Malcolm 

because he sees no other way to becoming the king. The deed, however, is still heinous in 

his eyes. His conscience is not dead. He is conscious of the enormity of the crime. He also 

knows that his crime is a violation of triple duties – that of a subject, a kinsman and a 

host, so he feels that even stars will be ashamed to look at him committing such a bloody 

sin, so he implores the stars not to shine, to quench their glow. His desires are so terrible 

and deadly that the action for their fulfillment should better be done in the dark. He is 

ready to perform the murder by his own hands but has a natural shrinking from the sight 

of blood. So he wants his eyes to remain closed while the hands are performing the 

butchering. 

 Macbeth thus proves himself to be a strange criminal who avoids the sight, not 

the fact of a bloody murder. He comes forward as a hypocrite having a dual personality. 
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His decision to murder Duncan and Malcolm is already made, but he wishes to hide the 

fact even from the heavenly objects. He has determined to carry out the plan himself; still 

he exhibits a morbid terror at the sight of blood. He thus really resembles the cat, referred 

to by Lady Macbeth later on, who desires to catch fish but is reluctant to wet her feet. 

Actually, a little later Lady Macbeth will talk about her husband‟s disposition in detail. 

That description when compared with these comments of Macbeth proves that Lady 

Macbeth knows her husband very well. 

 It is worth noting that Macbeth‟s conscience, which speaks through his 

imagination, would perhaps have prevented him from committing the crime despite his 

overwhelming ambition. This decision of royal murder is actually imposed upon Macbeth 

by the unexpected declaration of Malcolm as the heir apparent. This proves to be an 

important factor in removing the Major Obstacle in achieving his ambition. It seems that 

besides the evil within Macbeth, there are also forces outside him that are goading him 

on, to the path of terrifying wickedness. 

________________________________________________________________________

______ 

3.2.3  Act 1, Scene V  
_______________________________________________________________________________
______ 
 In this scene the dramatic tension suddenly increases. We see at a glance that 

Lady Macbeth is to play a major part in the murderous deed for the fulfillment of the 

tragic action. Lady Macbeth is a woman of iron will and tremendous energy. The 

inversion of ordinary human values emphasized by the Witches in the first scene of Act I, 

once again gets prominently visible in Lady Macbeth‟s personality. For her, the 

conventional virtues are reasons for reproach. She fears Macbeth‟s nature not because it is 

cruel but on the contrary because it is “too full of the milk of human kindness‟ and 

compassion. There is an element in Lady Macbeth‟s attitude strangely reminiscent of the 

witches. She talks of pouring her spirits in Macbeth‟s ears like some potion to alter his 

character. 

 Macbeth was able to hew his way through the Norwegian ranks to reach the 

Norwegian Commander but would never be ready to do so where killing is unsanctioned 

by duty. For her, however, greatness consists of being above consideration for the 

scruples of the general run of men. Ambition and with it the will power to gain one‟s 

goal, is the highest virtue. Milk of human kindness, as far as she is concerned, is a 

contemptuous allusion to the proverb that milk is a food for infants while meat is the food 

for men. She is scornful of the desire to act holily like a saint incapable of living in the 

real world of sin. Lady Macbeth is, as if possessed. Elizabethans would have believed that 

she was literally possessed by the evil spirits whom she had summoned. Macbeth is 

merely a tool in the hands of this resolute Lady, who has so often been called „the fourth 

witch‟ in the drama. Macbeth would definitely have failed to commit the regicide at the 

last moment if Lady Macbeth had not infused in him dire cruelty and vengeance. Yet she 

is the nobler character of the two. Her ambition is for him not for herself; it is for him that 

she divests herself of conscience and so far as may be, even of womanhood. 

 
 
 
Some Exercises: 
1. How does Lady Macbeth‟s attitude and ambitions in this scene 

support the view that she has often been regarded as the 
„fourth witch?‟ 

2. In about 75 words discuss Lady Macbeth as possessing a 
character nobler than Macbeth? 
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3. Explain the following with reference to the context: 
(i)  “ . . . yet do I fear thy nature; 
  It is too full o‟the milk of human kindness 
  To catch the nearest way. 
(ii)  “ . . . The raven himself is hoarse 
   That croaks the fatal entrance of Duncan 
   Under my battlements. Come, you spirits 
   That tend on mortal thoughts, unsex me here, 
   And fill me, from the crown to the toe, top-full 
   Of direst cruelty! 
(iii)         “ . . . O, never 
   Shall sun that morrow see! 
   . . . . . . 
   . . .To beguile the time, 
   Look like the time; bear welcome in your eye, 
   Your hand, your tongue; look like the innocent 

flower, 
   But be the serpent under‟t. 
________________________________________________________

_____ 
3.2.4  Act 1 Scene VI 
_______________________________________________________________________________
______ 

“The key words of the scene . . . all images of love and procreation, supernaturally 

sanctioned for the associations of temple haunting, colour the whole of the speeches of 

Banquo and Duncan” (Knights). The note of serene beauty on which this scene opens is 

unique in the play. The suggestion of repose is rather poignant because actually the events 

are rapidly moving towards a tragedy. The scene is charged with the deepest dramatic 

irony. The suggestion is that the castle, placed in the midst of beautiful natural scenery is 

a place of the natural feelings that tie men together - love, devotion, reverence. Banquo, 

too, is ironically mistaken. The croak of raven, a bird of ill omen, to which Lady Macbeth 

refers to, on hearing the news of Duncan‟s coming (Act I Scene 5, 38-40) more 

appropriately suggests its atmosphere. The outer beauty affords a striking contrast to the 

infernal scheming going on within. It is a short and peaceful scene of pause, preceded and 

followed by terrible scenes of turmoil and horror. The subject of the quiet and early 

conversation gives that repose so necessary to the mind after the tumultuous bustle of the 

preceding scenes and which is a perfect contrast to the scene of horror that immediately 

succeeds. “Its dramatic purpose is to point the contrast between the unsuspecting 

confidence with which Duncan enters the castle and the dreadful purposes lurking 

beneath the hypocritical welcome of his hostess. Duncan‟s praise of the castle, in which 

he is to meet his end, and his frank greetings of Lady Macbeth, are striking examples of 

Dramatic Irony.” (Bernard Groom) 

 Critics are of opinion that there is an implied comparison between Duncan and 

Christ in the exchange between the King and Lady Macbeth in lines 10-31. Elizabethans 

believed that the best conduct is that which is most imitative of Christ. They regarded 

Jesus as the supreme example of love in his giving himself up for mankind. Christ asked 

nothing more than his followers‟ love in return. This is exactly what Duncan asks Lady 

Macbeth to do and she falsely states she will do. In addition, she assures Duncan that all 

her possessions are really the King‟s to be accounted for whenever he wishes. Her words 
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are a ceremonious statement of feudal vassalage but “compt” was frequently used to refer 

to the accounting at the Day of Judgment and the statement may have a further meaning 

of which she is unaware. Macbeth and she are disregarding their debt to Christ, to whom 

mankind owes everything and are forgetful of the great reckoning to be held at their 

death. 
 

Some Exercises: 
1.  Show how in this scene there is a contrast between the 

serenity of the outer natural beauty of the castle and the 
impending scenes of turmoil and horror. 

_______________________________________________________________________________
______ 

3.2.4  Act 1 Scene VII 
_______________________________________________________________________________
______ 

This is an intensely critical scene presenting tremendous moral and spiritual conflicts and 

crises. Macbeth hesitating at the last moment on the brink of his crime is met by the 

concentrated will of his wife. Lady Macbeth summoning up every means of appeal 

overcomes his resistance in a few passionate sentences and thus identifies herself 

irrevocably with the deed. The poet has, in this scene, laid bare the heart of Macbeth, 

stung by a thousand scorpions like that of prince Hamlet. He is torn between two 

opposing thoughts, whether to do the deed or not to do it. In his opening statement 

concerning the imprudence of the murder, Macbeth says that if he could be sure of the 

consequences here on earth, he would take a chance of the next world. His very phrasing 

of the idea indicates the desperate courage with which, lured by a great attraction, he 

regards the risk. Later, when Macbeth speaks of Duncan‟s virtues, he definitely refers to 

the “deep damnation” (20) entailed for the murderer. The irony is that he is right in both 

instances. He will get the retribution during his life time on Earth itself. His own actions 

and words shall turn against him. One of his nobles remarks at the conclusion (Act V 

3,18) the revolts springing up all about him will remind him of his own breach of faith in 

murdering Duncan. He will also realize that he has given up his immortal soul to Satan 

(Act III Sc I 67-68). It would have been more beneficial for Macbeth if he had paid more 

attention to his own words. Instead of accepting the philosophy that the extraordinary 

men can make their own laws and their future, secure against the consequences of their 

violation of natural law. The theme of future, its relation to the present, to one‟s actions, 

to the possibility of foreseeing it through supernatural aid or intuition, is one of the main 

themes of the play. Macbeth here foresees it accurately, as Lady Macbeth does not. 

 Another important theme is the theme of what constitutes a true man. According 

to Lady Macbeth, her husband‟s reluctance to commit the murder is a sign of weakness 

and lack of manhood. To her taunt of cowardice, Macbeth replies, in effect, that murder is 

inhuman and not a sign of manliness. Lady Macbeth, in having called upon the spirits of 

evil to unsex her (Act I, Sc. 540-41), has become evil and unnatural. She now attempts to 

win Macbeth over to her side. Macbeth regards the criminal deed to be unnatural and he 

is right in having this opinion. He has to exert every power to make every organ of his 

body act as there is a mighty internal rebellion within him against accepting Lady 

Macbeth‟s unnatural evil philosophy. 

 The relationship between Macbeth and his wife is also unnatural, according to 

Elizabethan norms. It was the function of a husband to rule his family with love and 

reason. The dominance by a wife was something unnatural. A husband was supposed to 

have a command over his passions by his reason. In this scene, however, we find Macbeth 

yielding to his unbridled pride and ambition. He seems to be helpless against the 

onslaught of hard hitting sarcasms showered by his wife upon him. Lady Macbeth 

implicitly calls upon him to put his love for her before his love for God. In doing so, she 
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does not pay heed to the direful consequences that their action shall have for them and for 

the entire people. The resemblance between Lady Macbeth tempting her husband and Eve 

tempting Adam to share the fall is unmistakable. As a result of the fall of Adam, men are 

prone to sin and consequently constantly repeat the pattern Adam set. “We need not 

accept either the Elizabethans‟ view of women or their theology to respond to the power 

of the scene which these overtones help to give it or to perceive that Lady Macbeth is 

making use of two traditional and powerful wifely weapons. „You don‟t really love me‟ 

and „you are not a man.‟ (Coles) 
 

Some Exercises: 
1. Give the substance of Macbeth‟s soliloquy, commencing: “If it 

were done when „tis done.” 
2 In about 75 words examine the view that Macbeth is subject 

to the stronger will of his wife.  
3 Explain the following with reference to the context: 
   “ . . . I have no spur 
   To prick the sides of my intent, but only  
   Vaulting ambition, which o‟erleaps itself, 
   And falls on the other.” 
4. Explain fully: the milk of human kindness; metaphysical aid; 

He‟s here in double trust; sightless couriers of the air; the 
receipt of reason a limbec only. 

_______________________________________________________________________________
______ 

3.3  Critical Analysis of Act 11, Scene I,II,III,IV. 
3.3.1.  Act 11, Scene I 
_______________________________________________________________________________
______ 

 This short scene vividly suggests the moment of suspense before a crime is committed. It 

also throws a strong light on the changing character of Macbeth. The hesitation in 

committing a crime that he previously had has suddenly disappeared and he has enough 

self-possession to hint to Banquo that his mind is set on self-advancement. When left 

alone, he shows no flinching of the will, however violent, the terrors of his imagination 

are. The noticeable thing is that the crisis comes very quickly in this tragedy as compared 

with the other great tragic works Hamlet, Othello and King Lear, in each of which it does 

not develop until the Third Act. 

 This is an awful scene which depicts a murderer‟s psychology. Macbeth has 

finally realized that to obtain the kingship of Scotland, regicide is the only way, and so he 

has determined to murder Duncan, yet the tempestuous storm of fear and awe continues 

to rage in his mind. He gives voice to his feeling concerning the rashness and the 

awfulness of murder, in order of ascending climax; it would be imprudent; it would 

violate the blood-tie of a kinsman, the allegiance of a subject and the duty of a host; and 

Duncan has been so blameless a king that to kill him would be monstrous. The thought of 

murder has “taken his mind prisoner” and he stands on the verge of insanity. He sees 

hallucinations which make him shudder with terror. Before his eyes he sees a dagger. He 

sees it in as clear a form as that which he is to use on Duncan. Although he tells himself 

that it is only an illusion, yet the dagger remains before his eyes. It now has on it drops of 

blood, yet again he tries to convince himself that it must be his oppressed mind which 

brings this vision before him. He even tries to catch hold of it but it is intangible - just a 

product of his heated imagination. Commenting on the dagger-scene, Boas says “The 
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wild poetry of barbarism is in his blood, and it steeps even his crime in a crimson 

splendour. From the riot of emotion within his breast is born the midnight vision of the air 

drawn dagger marshalling him towards his goal, and as the stands upon his errands, he 

looms gigantic through the lurid haze of his own imaginings.” The dagger scene may be a 

hallucination but the dramatic interest lies in that Macbeth rehearses the murder. 

 The opening of the scene is pregnant with premonition. Banquo is unable to 

sleep because the powers of evil are seeking to work upon him. It is after midnight, the 

witching hour and there are no stars in the darkness, as Macbeth had previously wished. 

Until the last act, when there is a restoration of light, the scenes are predominantly to be 

set in darkness. The “fog and filthy air” of the witchesthe obscuration of daylight-has 

been succeeded by pitch darkness. 

 Another point of interest in this scene is that it further reveals the character of 

Banquo in contrast to that of Macbeth. He too is visited by temptation but he calls upon 

heaven to help him to resist “the cursed thought that nature/Gives way to in repose!” (8-9) 

Human nature gives way to evil dreams in sleep because evil is in human nature as well 

as all around it. However, also in humans nature is reason, which enables us to control 

our evil impulses. Banquo‟s innocence makes him frank but Macbeth has mastered the art 

of concealing his true self. Banquo confesses that he saw the weird sisters in his dream 

the previous night but Macbeth sets aside the topic saying that he had never thought of 

them. The guiltless man confesses his dreams. The guilty man denies further thought 

about the weird sisters. But some critics differ from this opinion and have got a solid 

reason to do so. They see no reason to picture Banquo as a type of all that is noble and 

generous as many commentators have done. He drank in, as greedily as his partner in 

arms, the prophecies of the weird tempters, but lacked Macbeth‟s prompt resolution to 

act; he lacked also the favouring circumstances that led Macbeth to the murder of King 

Duncan; and above all he lacked the incitements to action, which came to the Thane of 

Cawdor, by the fiery suggestions of his wife. No plain way to the crown suggested itself 

to Banquo, in fact, he saw clearly that not only Duncan but Macbeth stood between him 

and regal honours. Before the king‟s murder, he evidently suspected Macbeth‟s intention 

and afterwards must have been fully assured of his guilt; yet he uttered no words of 

warning to his kinsman and sovereign, and after the murder, no hint of his suspicions. 

Would a noble and virtuous man have kept such doubtful silence? 
 

Some Exercises: 
1. Show by means of incidents or quotations the honesty of 
Banquo. 
2. Describe Macbeth‟s state of mind in this scene. 
3. Paraphrase the following lines: 
(i)                     Being unprepared, 
       Our will became the servant to defect; 
       Which else should free have wrought. 
(ii) Mine eyes are made the fools „o the other senses 
        Or else worth all the rest. 
 By whom were these lines spoken? 
4. Explain the dramatic effect of Banquo‟s words: 
 “A heavy summons lies … 
 … in repose.” 
         
_______________________________________________________________________________
______ 
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3.3.2  Act 11 Scene II 
_______________________________________________________________________________
______ 

After line 63 of the previous scene, the old editions mark a new scene and another after 

line 74 of that scene (i.e. line 138) but “there is really no real need for a change of scene. 

The action is continuous to the end of scene III “(Sir Edmund K. Chambers) Kenneth 

Muir also has the same opinion and says,” The scene follows on with hardly a break and 

there is no break between scenes II and III. Rowe, Theobald Dyce, Grant White, K. 

Deighton all have regarded the whole as one scene. “Not only is there no change of 

place but there is no introduction of new dramatic interest or incident. Of yet greater 

importance is the fact that the apparent continuance of the action is vitally essential to the 

dramatic impression intended to be produced. The ringing of the bell by Lady Macbeth, 

the exit of Macbeth upon that prearranged summons, the entrance of the lady, fill the 

stage and occupy the mind during her husband‟s brief absence upon his fearful errand 

and, to confess in soliloquy, her active accession to the murder, the sudden knocking 

which is heard directly after she goes out to replace the daggers and which recurs until 

she warily hurries her husband and herself away lest they should be found watchers, the 

entrance of the porter and finally of Macduff and Lennoxall this action is contrived 

with consummate dramatic skill; and its unbroken continuity in one spot and that a part of 

the castle common to all its inhabitants, is absolutely necessary to complete its 

purpose.”(Grant White)  

 “The scene (Lines 65-138) is written with a pen of fire and we seem to be eye 

witnesses of the deed of death, though it is transacted off the stage.” (Boas) The murder is 

not presented, only felt on the stage but we are forced to participate in it by the abrupt 

changes of direction in the speech of the characters, the interruptions, the sudden noises, 

the questions, the exclamations. “How appalling are the accessories of horror. The strange 

sounds and voices unaccounted for, the hoot of the owl without and cry of the crickets 

within, as if all nature were conscious of the crime. The sleeping servants - for sleep is a 

mystery, as of an intermediate state, „twixt life and death and the unconscious alarm of 

Duncan‟s sons in the adjoining chamber. The note of the whole tragedy is Terror and in 

this scene Terror reaches its climax.” (Verity) We ourselves feel trapped in Macbeth‟s 

anguish and like Lady Macbeth, we struggle for control. We see the bloody daggers in 

Macbeth‟s hands and like the characters, we come to fear discoverysuch is our 

involvement, our complicity in the murder. We feel that we can not go back with the 

daggers and when the knocking repeatedly sounds, we are held in the hysteria of Macbeth 

and are grateful to be led off by the masterful Lady Macbeth. “This scene, the crisis of the 

action is conceived with unsurpassed intensity. How to present murder in drama was a 

problem that troubled the ancients. If done on the stage, it was too horrible, if reported by 

a messenger, too frigid. In this supreme scene, Shakespeare has solved the problem. We 

see the murder as it were mirrored in the souls of the two agents. So in the Agamemnon 

of Aeschylus the murder is mirrored for us in the clairvoyant vision of 

Cassandra.”(Grierson) 

 The spiritual weakness of Macbeth, the complete unstringing of every fibre, 

once the deed is done and on the other hand, the triumphant self-control of Lady 

Macbeth, are both at their height in this scene. The psychological effect of the murder 

upon a sensitive mind and imaginative nature could not have been more powerfully and 

graphically portrayed than here. The scene also brings out a contrast in the characters of 

Macbeth and Lady Macbeth “Supernatural terrors have no power over Lady Macbeth; the 

sleeping and the dead are to her but as pictures. Yet to kill Duncan herself because he 

resembled her father in his sleep and the sight and smell of blood are loathsome to her 

delicate sensibilities. But her imperial will asserts its mastery and she hurries out to finish 

the half-done work.” (Boas) 
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Some Exercises: 
1.  In about 75 words describe how, in this scene, terror 

reaches its climax. 
2.  Describe the conversation between Macbeth and his 

wife immediately after the murder. 
3. Discuss the aim and effect of the words: 
 “ Had he not resembled 
 My father as he slept, I had done‟t.” 
4. Explain the following with reference to the context: 
 “Will all great Neptune‟s ocean wash this blood 
 Clean from my hand? No; this my hand will rather 
 The multitudinous seas incarnardine, 
 Making the green one red.” 
5. Discuss the line: 
 A little water cleans us of this deed, 
 and show how later on in the play it comes to possess 

the deepest irony. ( Compare with the sleep-walking 
scene.) 

________________________________________________________
_____ 

3.3.3  Act 11, Scene III 
_______________________________________________________________________________
______ 

Here in some editions we find a change of scene. But as pointed out earlier, (after the 

comments on line 64), there is really no need for the change as the action is continuous. 

The change may break the continuance of the action and spoil the whole effect. 

 What may be called „The porter scene‟ (Lines 1-32) has been rejected by some 

critics as unauthentic. Coleridge, for example, declares “This low soliloquy of the porter, 

and his few speeches afterwards, I believe to have been written for the mob by some other 

hand, perhaps with Shakespeare‟s consent, and that finding it take, he with the remaining 

ink of a pen otherwise employed, just interpolated the words “I‟ll-----bonfire.” Coleridge 

concludes by saying”Of the rest not one syllable has the every present being of 

Shakespeare.” The following features however, stamp it as absolutely Shakespearean and 

inseparably associated with the play (1) the interval of relief that it affords between two 

scenes of intensely strained emotions (2) the contrast which makes us feel in how 

abnormal a world of horror the action has been moving. This is brought home to us by the 

note of normal life which the scene reintroduces. (3) The irony for the porter‟s whimsy 

of being keeper of hell-gate is more true than he realizes. It is, indeed, a hell into which 

the castle of Macbeth has been transformed by his awful deed. (4) Certain phrases have 

an indisputably Shakespearean ring. (5) The episode of the porter is necessary for 

structural reasons – it is dramatically necessary to fill the interval while Macbeth and 

Lady Macbeth go to change their clothes and wash their hands and thus prepare 

themselves for the approaching discovery. (6) Knocking is mentioned in the previous 

scene also. The tension of that scene is maintained by our feeling that the discovery of the 

murder is merely being delayed by the rambling talk. (7) The horror of the murder is 

intensified by the coarse vulgarity of the Porter. (8) He does give a contemporary and a 

universal significance to Macbeth‟s crime. Macbeth‟s tragedy appears as a Second Fall, 

with Lady Macbeth as the second Eve. (9) The confused quality of the Porter‟s speech 
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and our uncertainty as to what is happening suggest a general confusion, which, in fact, 

occupies the rest of the scene. 

 The scene has been highly commended from time to time by the greatest critics 

of Shakespeare. In his famous essay, “On the Knocking of the Gate in Macbeth‟, De 

Quincey confesses how profoundly he was influenced even as a boy by this scene. The 

knocking had a weird effect on his mind which he could not account for till his critical 

faculties awoke. It is a daring stroke for Shakespeare to introduce the clowning talk of the 

porter at this dread juncture, with the underlying unconscious irony of the words referring 

to hell-gate. 

 The scene is also remarkable for the allusions which throw light on the date of 

the play. In Elizabethan plays there is a considerable element of what has been called 

“topical allusions”allusions, that is, to topics and events of the time, literary customs, 

pastimes, fashions, current jokes etc. It is generally through such characters as the Porter 

that this topical element is introduced. 

 It is, perhaps, in accordance with the Scottish national character that a porter in 

his cups should talk in true Calvinistic fashion of damnation. In his opening words he 

identifies himself with the traditional figure of the Miracle Plays, the Porter of Hell Gate, 

who was expected to make jests, but who was something more than a jester. In this scene, 

says Chambers, “by . . . delicate workmanship of detail the poet contrives to produce an 

impression of weirdness, of some thing uncanny, which signalizes the play as a whole and 

it is just in this that the so called aesthetic unity consists.” 

 The entry of the lords, after the porter‟s rude jests, makes Macbeth himself once 

again, for there is something to be done. On the discovery of the murder Macbeth acts his 

part better than his wife does hers, for he is in his own element when acting energetically 

and on the impulse. He acts consummately, touching just the right notes, the grief of the 

loving subject, the anger of the generous host. Banquo and Duncan‟s two sons alone see 

through the deception. On the other hand, Lady Macbeth‟s turn to give way comes at the 

very crisis of the action. Her swoon, sometimes thought to be pretended, is probably 

genuine and not a dissimulation. She was courageous to begin with, but now her nerves 

will bear no more. 

 The gods are still fighting on Macbeth‟s side. His happy impulse to kill the 

grooms, and the ill considered flight of Malcolm and Donalbain, both help to save him 

from suspicion. 

Some Exercises: 
1. Discuss the significance of the Porter Scene. 
2. How does Macbeth attempt to justify his action in killing the 

king‟s servants? 
3. What topical reference to events of his own times does 

Shakespeare put into the speech of the porter? 
4. Give the meaning of the following words: napkins; equivocate; 

argument; ravin; benison. 
_______________________________________________________________________________
______ 

3.3.4  Act 11, Scene IV 
_______________________________________________________________________________
______ 

This is again a short scene of respite after the stormy scene of the discovery of murder. 

This scene illustrates a very instinctive feature of Shakespeare‟s dramatic method – his 

side scenes. This scene adjusts the murder to the perspective of the times. Until now, we 

have been in the midst of the rush of tragic incidents; in this scene we view them 

retrospectively some way off, as when one turns to look back on a plain. We see them as 

they appear to the non-actors, to the people not directly concerned in it. This scene, as 
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Liddell remarks, serves as a chorus. The Old Man, who significantly gives the Biblical 

span of life, is representative of the common man, and the murder of Duncan is made 

more horrific by its uniqueness in his experience. The turbulence in the macrocosm, the 

reversals of natural law, reflects the enormity of Macbeth‟s crime. Through the 

conversation between the Old Man and Ross, we learn of the immediate after-effects of 

the occurrences at which we have been present. But if the Scottish subjects have their 

suspicions, the time to publish them is not yet come. The omens and signs really belong 

to Holinshed‟s description of the murder of King Duff. By means of the portents, the 

scene underlines the unnaturalness of Duncan‟s murder. It depicts the relationship 

between human affairs and elemental forces operating in the universe. It also serves to 

mark an interval of time, for it is apparent that things have been happening which are not 

shown in the action, and that Macbeth has consolidated his position with some success 

after his crime. It has been accepted that the grooms were the killers, instigated by the two 

sons of Duncan. Their flight has been taken to confirm this. But Macduff, a man of bold 

and honest character, has formed grave suspicions in his mind, and has refused to attend 

the coronation of the new king. In this way though this scene does not advance the actions 

of the play, it has its own dramatic significance. 

Some Exercises: 
1. Give an account of the prodigies that accompanied the murder 

of Duncan. 
2. Describe in about 100 words the dramatic significance of this 

scene. 
________________________________________________________
_____ 

 3.4.  Summing Up 
_______________________________________________________________________________
______ 

 The scenes analyzed above advance the plot rapidly. The three Witches are re-introduced 

and they have a great impact on Macbeth‟s ambitions of becoming King of Scotland. But 

there are, what are technically termed, the Minor Obstacle, which refers to Macbeth‟s 

personal moral scruples towards gaining his ends, and the Major Obstacle, which comes 

from without, from the proclaiming of Malcolm as heir to the crown. Between the 

Witches‟ forecast and Lady Macbeth‟s overvaulting ambitions, the Minor Obstacle is 

easily overcome. Duncan‟s visit to Macbeth‟s castle helps to overcome the Major 

Obstacle. 

Act 11 opens with a short scene, where the mysterious influence of the witches is 

apparent in Banquo‟s temptation, which he resists, and in the dagger “proceeding from 

the heat-oppressed brain” of Macbeth, leading him on in the direction he had already 

intended to take. A gradual change in Macbeth‟s character becomes visible. The crisis of 

the tragedy is at hand, much more early than in any other of the tragedies.  

Terror reaches its climax with the off-stage murder of Duncan. This intense scene is the 

crisis of the action. It also brings out the contrast in the characters of Macbeth and Lady 

Macbeth. 

The porter scene which now follows is oftentimes considered unauthentic, but there are 

certain features that prove it to be absolutely Shakespearean. It supplies a delay between 

the murder and its discovery, while providing some relief to the extremely stressful 

situation.  

Through the side scenes, we get a clear perspective of the tragic events. The enormity of 

Macbeth‟s crime is reflected in the omens and signs depicted here.  

________________________________________________
____ 
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3.5  Questions 
________________________________________________
____ 
1. Give a short account of the part played by the Witches. 

To what extend do you consider them to have been 
responsible for Macbeth‟s crimes?  

2.  Contrast the characters of Macbeth and Banquo, 
particularly with reference to the effect produced upon 
each by the predictions of the Witches. 

3.  State whether the following are True or False: 
 (i)  Ross and Angus are major Characters in 

Macbeth. 
 (ii)  Macbeth is conferred with the title of Thane of 

Cawdor in Act 1 Scene iii. 
 (iii) Duncan proclaims the name of Macduff as the 

heir  
  to the throne of Scotland. 
 (iv) Duncan is slain on the battlefield by Macbeth. 
 (v) Malcolm and Donaldbain are the sons of Duncan. 
 
_______________________________________________________________________________
______ 

Unit 4    
_______________________________________________________________________________
______ 
 
Contents 
 

4.0  Objectives 
4. 1  Introduction 
4.2  Critical Analyses of Act 111, Scenes I,II,III,IV,V. 
 4.2.1  Act 111 Scene I  

 4.2.2  Act 111 Scene II 

 4.2.3  Act 111 Scene III 

 4.2.4  Act 111 Scene IV 

 4.2 5  Act 111  Scene V 

4.3  Critical Analysis of Act IV Scene I, II, III. 
 4.3.1  Act IV Scene I 

 4.3.2  Act IV Scene II 

 4.3.3  Act IV Scene III 

4.4  Summing up 
4.5  Some Questions 
 
_______________________________________________________________________________
______ 

4.0 Objectives 
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_______________________________________________________________________________
______ 

After reading the Unit, you should be able to discuss the following: 

  An analysis of all the scenes of Act 111, wherein we see the further decline of 

Macbeth‟s Scruples and morals.  

  An analysis of Act IV, which traces the reappearance of the Witches and their 

effect on Macbeth, giving him a false sense of security. This sends him to the 

depths of depravity. 
_______________________________________________________________________________
______ 

4.1 Introduction 
_______________________________________________________________________________
______ 

The more successful Macbeth becomes from the worldly point of view the deeper he 

sinks in crime and the lower his character declines. It is more difficult to dramatically 

convey the continuous strain of keeping up appearances in face of steadily accumulating 

suspicion, than depicting a single crisis. Shakespeare manages it in the present case 

chiefly by presenting Macbeth to us on the eve of an important council, at which there is a 

probability of the whole truth coming out. It is this fear that prompts Macbeth to plan 

more murders. Shakespeare is magnificent in depicting the evolutionary changes in the 

characters of Macbeth and his wife.  

Act IV will show a further decline in the already low morality of Macbeth. The Witches, 

by strengthening Macbeth in his feeling of security drag him more rapidly to his fall. Here 

we have the last appearance of the weird sisters, which marks the beginning of the 

Resolution. There is a sudden increase in the acts of crime and vengeance.  The inhuman 

massacre of Lady Macduff and her young son produces more pathos than the scene 

wherein Duncan is murdered. This purposeless tyranny and murder marks another step in 

the degradation of Macbeth, further alienating our sympathy from him. This change from 

one atmosphere to another shows Shakespeare‟s genius at its highest point. 
_______________________________________________________________________________
______ 

4.2  Critical Analyses of Act 111 Scenes I,II,III. 
4.2.1  Act 111 Scene I 
_______________________________________________________________________________
______ 

Between Acts II and III a long and dismal period of Macbeth‟s reign must have elapsed.” 

(David) Daniel believes that a period of only seven days passes between these two Acts. 

But historically a much longer period must have elapsed during which time Macbeth must 

have established himself well on the Scottish throne. Yet Macbeth‟s mind is not secure. 

He has not been able to gain any mental or spiritual peace during all this time of his reign. 

The first crime is hardly over before it leads to the second one. Macbeth can have no 

peace of mind while Banquo lives. His „Genius‟ is rebuked under him. No show of 

honours can win his affection; he remains courteous, cold and silent. Nor can Macbeth 

forget that word in the prophecy of the weird sisters about the succession of Banquo‟s 

house to the throne. He now thinks that if only he can get rid of Banquo, he will rest 

secure. The casual skill with which Macbeth ascertains Banquo‟s movements and the care 

he takes so as to avoid any suspicion, to mention repeatedly the importance he places on 

Banquo‟s present at the special supper in the evening and at the meeting the following 

day are all noticeable. It seems curious that Shakespeare devotes so much time - about 

seventy lines - to Macbeth‟s meeting with the two murderers. The sorting out and 

manipulation of other people are marks of the tyrant. Macbeth actually has changed a lot 

for the worse. He has gone so deep into the criminal world that now no moral scruples 

can shake him from planning more murders for his own security. Dreadful hallucinations 
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still haunt him, sometimes, but he has no room for conscience or for remorse. He is now 

rushing blindly to his fate. “The crisis which commonly occupies the Third Act is already 

past; but the counter stroke is not yet ready to fall. The interval is filled and the tension 

maintained by the murder of Banquo, which in its instantaneous effect on Macbeth‟s 

mind and fortunes, is also the first wave in the reaction”. (Grierson) 

 The scene also indicates the vast change in the character of Lady Macbeth and the 

role that she has to play in the future course of the tragedy. Lady Macbeth, who played 

such a significant role in the second act and steered the wheel of events so far, now 

recedes into the background. Macbeth, who needed a lot of coaxing, nagging and 

prompting from his wife to commit the criminal deed, now, seems to be in total control of 

his passions and actions. The feminine nature of Lady Macbeth, which was eclipsed for a 

short while after she evoked the evil spirits to unsex her, once again emerged and she 

collapsed at the horrible sight of Duncan‟s blood stained corpse and she could never 

regain her former glory and masculine hardness thereafter. 

 The scene also raises questions regarding Banquo‟s innocence. In Holinshed 

Banquo is Macbeth‟s accomplice in the murder of Duncan. According to many critics 

including Kenneth Muir, Bradley etc., in Shakespeare‟s Macbeth also he acquiesces in 

Macbeth‟s accession and becomes an accessory to the murder after the fact, as a result of 

ambition. Bradley, in Shakespearean Tragedy, says that out of ambition, Banquo keeps 

silent about the Witches and refrains from exposing Macbeth. The forces of evil definitely 

lure him and he relishes the dream of his children, succeeding to the throne of Scotland 

after Macbeth. This hope and ambition seals his tongue and not a syllable of doubt and 

suspicion passes from his lips even though he definitely has strong suspicions that 

Macbeth has murdered the king. “One word of caution from Banquo would have sufficed 

to establish measures that would have made it impossible for assassination to find a way 

through unclosed doors. But Banquo takes good care to speak no such word. A villain at 

heart, he does nothing to impede the fulfillment of the crime.” It is doubtful, however, as 

Wilson has pointed out that Shakespeare would have portrayed James I‟s ancestor as a 

cowardly time-server. Banquo suspects Macbeth but there is nothing that can be done at 

the moment since he can not be absolutely sure. Moreover in the officially promulgated 

political theory, it was sinful to conspire or rebel against any king, even one who has 

ascended the throne wrongly. So later also, Banquo can not take any action against 

Macbeth. The insurrection against Macbeth at the end is an exception, so horrible are 

Macbeth‟s crimes. But at this moment Macbeth has not yet proved himself an absolute 

despotic tyrant. Ambition would have caused Banquo to proceed against Macbeth, since 

Macbeth himself had paved the way for him to do so by committing the regicide. He is, 

however content to bide his time secure in the belief that the future is governed by God‟s 

plan, which will work itself out. 
 

Some Exercises 
 1  Give reasons for the considerable change that has taken place 

since the beginning of the play,in the feelings of Macbeth and 
Banquo, towards each other. 

2  Give the substance of Macbeth‟s conversation with the 
murderers in about 60 words. 

3  Discuss the doubts regarding Banquo‟s innocence in the murder 
of Duncan. 

4  Explain the following with reference to the context: 
 (i) “ To be thus is nothing; 
  But to be safely thus. Our fears in Banquo 
  Stick deep; and in his royalty of nature 
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  Reigns that which would be fear‟d:” 
 (ii) “ . . . and under him 
  My genius is rebuked; as, it is said, 
  Mark Antony‟s was by Caesar.” 
_______________________________________________________________________________
______ 

4.2.2 Act 111 Scene II 
_______________________________________________________________________________
______ 

The scene presents a pathetic development in the relationship of Macbeth and Lady 

Macbeth. Although they seem superficially to have been drawn closer together by the 

crime in which they have participated, we see the beginnings of the alienation between 

them. From the moment of her sin, remorse begins to lay hold upon Lady Macbeth. She 

conceals it in Macbeth‟s presence; thinking to strengthen him as of old but the two lives 

are insensibly drifting asunder.  Lady Macbeth is now the Queen of Scotland but “her 

crown is gemmed with bloody drops.” (Mary Cowden Clarke) The ever present 

consciousness of her guilt robs her of all peace of mind. The night of the first murder 

seems to have exhausted all the criminality in Lady Macbeth‟s nature but it is merely 

Macbeth‟s initiation in crime. She marvels when he darkly hints at the second murder in 

which he has no need for her participation: 

 She who chide Macbeth on his mere apprehension of failure deeply laments: 

 Nought is had, all‟s spent, 

 Where our desire is got without content. 

 Both husband and wife feel similarly about the situation but are unable to share 

their thoughts with each other. Macbeth is suffering a poetically appropriate retribution. 

He killed the sleeping Duncan, so he can not sleep. He feasted Duncan before killing him; 

therefore, he is condemned to “eat our meal in fear.” He has played the hypocritical host 

and he must continue to do so dissimulating despite his internal torment at the ceremonial 

supper, he is about to hold. In an image of universal disorder, Macbeth states that he 

would rather that the world fell to pieces, indeed that both heaven and earth be destroyed 

than that he continue to suffer as he does. “After life‟s fitful fever he (Duncan) sleeps 

well” that is an agonizing cry from Macbeth. But Macbeth has detached himself from his 

reliance on his wife and pursues his own course. Lady Macbeth is sinking into a kind of 

depressed fatalism, while Macbeth is planning more crimes and desperate schemes to 

assert himself and wipe out the possibility of Banquo‟s descendants inheriting the throne. 

It is remarkable, however that in the middle of this scene he can ask his wife to act 

pleasantly to Banquo when we know that Banquo, on his orders, will never return. His 

brutalized nature is evident in the cool “Be innocent of the knowledge dearest chuck. Till 

thou applaud the deed.” Significantly he invokes the same powers of darkness and 

witchcraft as he had called on earlier in Act II, Scene I, 51-60. Macbeth addresses his 

wife in terms of grim love but he no longer takes her counsel on his schemes and only 

half imparts them to her, even at the last moment. 
 

Some Exercises: 
1. Describe the developments in the relations between 

Macbeth and Lady Macbeth. 
2. What change is seen in the character of Lady Macbeth 

when she reappears in this scene? Account for this 
change. Can you discern actual remorse or repentance 
in her words? 

3. Explain the following with reference to the context: 
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                “We have scotch‟d the snake, not kill‟d it: 
                  She‟ll close and be herself, whist our poor 

malice 
                  Remains in danger of her former tooth.” 
4. Give the meaning of the following words, and illustrate 

their use in the play: rancours, addition, spy, ecstasy, 
shard-borne.   

_______________________________________________________________________________
_____ 

4.2.3  Act 111 Scene III 
_______________________________________________________________________________
_____ 

This scene, in which the second crime is accomplished, is the crisis of the tragedy. The 

whole plot is clearly divisible into two parts. The escape of Fleance is Macbeth‟s first 

check and from it dates his ruin. Banquo‟s murder is actually the turning point of the 

story. Up to this second crime we find the plot rising and then after a momentary pause, it 

subsides and declines to its catastrophe. Banquo‟s murder is Macbeth‟s last success and 

henceforth the irony of the play is against him; and the supernatural powers, which have 

so far been assisting him would, from now onwards, turn against him and slowly work 

out his punishment. 

 There is a great deal of speculation about the identity of the third murderer. Some 

hold that the third murderer is some trusted servant sent by Macbeth as a precautionary 

measure lest the two murderers first sent should fail. The sudden, silent appearance of the 

third murderer with no preparation, from no where, just before the death of Banquo, has 

so puzzled Shakespearean critics that they regard it to be “a supernatural appearance like 

the witches but more dreadful than the witches a horrible embodiment, in fact, of murder 

itself, come to perpetrate those atrocities which the body of Banquo suffered and which 

were more devilish than any that more hirelings would be likely to inflict.” (Mr. Smith) 

Some claim that it was either Ross or Macbeth himself, come in the disguise of the third 

murderer. “It is a possible theory that the mysterious third Murderer is Macbeth himself. 

Always a man of action, it would not be unnatural for him to ensure the complete 

accomplishment of his design by himself taking a secret part in it.” (Sir Edmund K. 

Chambers). Shakespearean authorities generally don‟t accept this view. It must be 

admitted that Macbeth‟s apparent ignorance of Fleance‟s escape as well as the “Thou 

canst not say I did it” of Line 50 in Scene IV of Act III rather go against the theory that he 

is himself present in Scene III. Here, however, he may be merely pretending ignorance. 
 

Some Exercises: 
1  Why can we consider Banquo‟s murder as the turning point of 

the story? 
2.   Is there any reason for supposing that the third murderer was 

Macbeth himself? 
_______________________________________________________________________________
______ 

4.2.3  Act 111 Scene IV 
_______________________________________________________________________________
______ 
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Soon after his coronation, the newly established king holds a lavish feast. This, the half 

way scene in the play, known as the Banquet scene, is a central scene in the analysis of 

Macbeth‟s career in crime. Macbeth had thought that Banquo‟s assassination would 

provide him with everlasting calm and respite, but it soon becomes clear that it was all a 

pathetic miscalculation on his part. As soon as he hears that Fleance has escaped, the 

elatedly jocular Macbeth finds the fever, the unrest, the torment which the assassinations 

of Banquo and Fleance were supposed to cure, returning again with redoubled force. The 

facade of civilized decency gets shaken by the appearance of Banquo‟s ghost which 

harshly reminds us of Macbeth‟s wickedness. All this is frustrated by the weird way in 

which Banquo keeps his promise to attend the feast coming in spectral form and 

shaking his gory locks at the murdererwhich so convulses Macbeth‟s soul that he 

betrays his guilt before all his guests. The dead returns to plague the living, torments the 

guilty more acutely. 

 The appearance of the ghost has given rise to much controversy and the question 

has often been asked whether Banquo‟s ghost was real. The ghost is the externalized form 

of Macbeth‟s guilt but the opinion is decided on the points - whether the ghost is a 

subjective delusion or an objective reality; whether Banquo‟s ghost is a mere 

hallucination on the part of Macbeth like the “air drawn dagger” or he actually sees the 

ghost who remains invisible to the others; whether the ghost had been visible to the 

audience or not. On the one hand it seems that the ghost was conjured up by Macbeth‟s 

guilt and terror in his morbidly excitable imagination and on the other it may be described 

as Banquo‟s wrath surmounting the awful bounds of the spiritual world and placing itself 
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before the inhabitants of this world in all the hues and colourings of life. A ghost having 

existence only in Macbeth‟s fevered imagination would not have been given bodily form. 

 Ghosts were thought to have the power to render themselves visible only to the 

person whom they wished to see them. It seems right to think that the ghost was visible to 

the spectators but remained invisible to the actors other than Macbeth on the stage. If it 

was invisible to the audience, they would find it very difficult to understand what was 

going on, on stage, for Macbeth never mentions Banquo‟s name and his words are rather 

disjointed. Bradley‟s opinion on the subject seems to sum up the question “On the 

whole and with some doubt I think that Shakespeare (1) meant the judicious to take the 

ghost for an hallucination but (2) knew that the bulk of the audience would take it for a 

reality.” 

 The ghost appears twice in the Banquet-scene, at line 39 and again at line 93. 

Some critics argue that there are two ghostsone of Duncan and the other of Banquo. 

There is again difference of opinion whether it is Duncan‟s or Banquo‟s ghost that comes 

first. It is pointed out that if the same ghost were to appear twice, the element of added 

terror which is intended to be produced, must be discounted and as a matter of fact 

Macbeth is shaken with uncontrollable fear the second time that he sees the apparition. 

Those who maintain that the first ghost is Duncan‟s point out that there would be little 

sense in Macbeth‟s telling his wife “If I stand here, I saw him,” if him refers to Banquo of 

whose death Lady Macbeth was unaware. Those who argue that the second  ghost is 

Duncan‟s make much of the words “Thy bones are marrowless,‟ as evidence that 

Macbeth could not mean Banquo, who had died at the most an hour ago and could not 

even have been buried by then. 

 But if Shakespeare intended two ghosts, the stage directions would have been 

clear on this point, as the risk of sending the wrong ghost would be too great. Foreman‟s 

description of the play contains reference only to Banquo‟s ghost. As stage-history goes, 

Duncan‟s ghost has never been included in the cast of Macbeth. Further the introduction 

of two ghosts would have been inartistic as Macbeth‟s mind was then too much 

preoccupied with thoughts of the murdered Banquo. There is a grim irony in the ghost 

appearing each time as soon as Macbeth hypocritically desires his presence. 

 The effect of Macbeth‟s crimes is visible in the degeneration of the powers of his 

mind. Formerly he was startled by the “air drawn dagger” but was able to overthrow his 

weakness. Now the apparition of Banquo masters him with superstitious fears, even the 

dread of defection can not restrain him from yielding to them and the potent hold that his 

wife had over his will is now sensibly weakened. This is also the final appearance of the 

same Lady Macbeth. Her iron self-control, loyalty to her husband, organizing skill 

apparent callousnessall evident in this sceneare qualities she possesses but, as we 

shall see, she has paid dearly for them. 

 Macbeth, after brooding over thoughts of supernatural retribution, determines that 

he can only fortify his mortal nature against this terror, supernatural or otherwise, by 

repetition of crimes. Now he will cease to be a fearful novice with childish terrors and 

will become mature, a man in crime. 

 At the very time in which Macbeth expresses his determination to perpetrate new 

crimes, however, there is a hint of the first streak of a new dawn. Mention of Macduff 

carries an unconscious symbolic significance for it is he who is to bring about the 

radiance of the dawn, immediately afterwards. 
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Some Exercises 
 1  Briefly describe the banquet scene. How do you account for 

Macbeth‟s behavior on that occasion? 
2  Describe the conversation between Macbeth and Lady Macbeth 

with which the banquet closes. What light does it throw upon 
the character of either? 

3  Discuss the strong irony of the banquet scene. (Macbeth has 
invited Banquo to attend the feast, and expressed regret at his 
absence. The ghost promptly appears as if in response to the 
invitation.) 

4  Explain the following lines with reference to the context: 
 (i)  “I do forget. 
  Do not muse at me, my most worthy friends; 
  I have a strange infirmity, which is nothing 
  To those that know me.” 
 (ii)  “Augures and understood relations have 
  By maggot-pies and choughs and rooks brought forth 
  The secret‟st man of blood.” 
_______________________________________________________________________________
_____ 
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4.2.5  Act 111 Scene V 
_______________________________________________________________________________
_____ 

 In this “Witch scene‟, it is made clear that the supernatural operation has not been 

suspended. The influence of the evil powers has been acting upon Macbeth for some time 

now but by coming to them again for aid, Macbeth compromises his own fate and places 

himself into the hands of these agents of the Devil to be manipulated by them.  Macbeth 

is led to believe that he can win absolute security for his kingship by allying himself more 

with these evil agents. Having won Macbeth “with honest trifles”, the weird sisters now 

prepare to betray him “in deepest consequences” by giving him false assurances of safety 

and security. 

 According to many critics, the present scene which is absolutely superfluous is 

one of the additions made to the original scene by some interpolator. Stage managers in 

Shakespeare‟s day loved to interpolate such scenes, as they appealed to the groundlings. 

The weird and gloomy atmosphere which hangs about Shakespeare‟s witches is gone and 

it is replaced by trickiness. The writer of this scene has been censured for having 

confounded ancient with modern superstitions by introducing Hecate in the company of 

Scottish witches. The speeches of Hecate are absurd and have no bearing with the 

development of the plot. She makes absurd references to “trade and traffic” with Macbeth 

and sharing the gains with other witches. Hecate is not quite justified in calling Macbeth 

“a wayward son, spiteful and wrathful”. He had never behaved ill with them. The metre is 

essentially iambic and not, as with Shakespeare, trochaic. The song in line 34 occurs in 

full in Middleton‟s „Witch‟. Hence many Shakespearean critics assert that probably it was 

written by Thomas Middleton and not by Shakespeare. 
 

Some Exercises: 
1  Write in about 70 words the reasons for supposing that 

Scene V was not written by Shakespeare. 
2  Explain the connection between Hecate and the 

Witches. 
3  Explain the allusions in the following, and comment 

upon the words in italics: 
(i) “Hark I‟m called: my little spirit, see, 
                  Sits in a foggy cloud, and stays for me.” 
(ii)                              “They should find 
 What „twere to kill a father; so should Fleance. 
(iii) The most pious Edward. 
________________________________________________________
_____ 
4. 2.6  Act 111 Scene VI 
_______________________________________________________________________________
______ 
This scene serves to show that public sentiment has turned violently against Macbeth. It is 

another of those valuable side scenes of comment and preparation. This scene does not 

advance the action of the play. Here, as in the last scene of Act 11, we get an outside 

perspective of the story, through the lords, who fulfill the function of the chorus in a 

Greek drama. The cautious but ironical speech of Lennox helps to show how the 

destruction of Banquo is working to Macbeth‟s own destruction. The great Scottish chiefs 

such as Lennox are alarmed for themselves. Macbeth‟s conduct has awakened suspicion. 

His tyranny has made him detested. Macduff has fled to England and the “suffering 
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country” is awaiting its deliverer. Already there are hints of the coming retribution. 

Macduff is to be the spear-head of the counter-movement that will bring about Macbeth‟s 

downfall. The pious English king, Edward the Confessor, is their staunch supporter, and 

the movement is to set up the rightful heir, Malcolm, as king of Scotland. 

Regarding the dramatic structure, the scene serves to bridge the interval between the 

appearance of the witches and Macbeth‟s promised visit to them.        
 

Some Exercises: 
1   Explain the following with reference to the context: 
  “ . . . Some holy angel 
  Fly to the court of England, and unfold 
  His message ere he come, that a swift blessing 
  May soon return to this our suffering country 
  Under a hand accursed.”     
2.     Give some account of the following words: bill, seeling, rooky, 

nonpareil ,trenched, maws, maggot-pies, confusion, thralls.                                                                                                                                                                         
 
 
_______________________________________________________________________________
______ 

4.3   Critical Analyses of Act IV, Scene I, II,III. 
4.3.1  Act IV Scene I 
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 Just as the witches symbolized Macbeth‟s entrance on the path of crime, so now their 

sinister presence is prophetic of his punishment. The scene is a grotesque parody of old 

women bending over their cooking. This scene, like the first and third scenes of the play, 

is a remarkable exemplification of the rites of witchcraft. Here the connection between 

Macbeth and the powers of evil is renewed and emphasized but it is not a mere repetition 

of the previous scenes. There is a real change visible in the order of things. The witches 

did not suggest any line of action to Macbeth at the beginning of the play. But now, by 

evil suggestions and ambiguous sayings, they inspire in Macbeth a false confidence and 

lure him to ruin. “Their predictions are clearly worded with the deliberate intent to 

deceive. They begin by connecting with Macbeth‟s secret fear, as the ghost connected 

with Macbeth‟s latent thought and warns him to be aware of Macduff. Then once his 

attention is won, they tell him that no man of woman born can harm him, thereby 

encouraging him to think that he can be bold, bloody and resolute with impunity. The 

prophecy that he shall never be vanquished till Birnam wood comes to Dunsinane lifts his 

self-confidence to such a height that his fall is all the greater, more sudden and 

unexpected.” (Clark) it may be noted that the changed attitude of the witches corresponds 

to the growing desperation in Macbeth‟s heart. 

 The interpolations in this scene are insignificant and easily to be distinguished. 

The disgusting, loathsome spells and the devilish incantations of the part written by 

Shakespeare are in harmony with the uncanny note of the whole play. Yet in the elaborate 
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vision which is conjured up for Macbeth, one can not but see a concession to the love for 

masks and pageants of the Jacobean court. 

 We can do no better than sum up the present scene in the words of 

Grierson”Theatrically a stirring scene is imperatively demanded to sustain the fourth 

act. Dramatically the reappearance of the witches marks the beginning of the reaction. 

These new prophecies precipitate an avalanche of crime and vengeance. The contents of 

the scene were suggested in part by a desire to please King James, who claimed descent 

from Banquo and was an authority on witchcraft.” 
 

Some Exercises: 
1. Mention some of the ingredients of the Witches‟ cauldron. 

For what reason were horrible or loathsome objects alone 
chosen? Answer in not more than 100 words. 

2. Describe and explain the different apparitions presented to 
the eyes of Macbeth through the agency of the Witches. 

3. Explain the following with reference to the context: 
 (i)          “Be bloody, bold, and resolute; laugh to scorn 
                  The power of man, for none of woman born 
                  Shall harm Macbeth.”  
 (ii) “Macbeth shall never vanquish‟d be, until 
                 Great Birnam Wood to high Dunsinane hill 
                  Shall come against him.”  
 (iii) with what meaning and in what connection do the 

following words occur: Swelter‟d,                           ravin‟d, 
cauldron, firstlings, gin, shag-hair‟d.  

_______________________________________________________________________________
______ 

4.3.2  Act IV Scene II 
_______________________________________________________________________________
______ 

The scene is important as bringing out the utter savagery into which Macbeth has 

deteriorated. Macbeth‟s third crime marks a stage in his moral degradation. Compared 

with those that went before, it is purposeless, merely an expression of the tyrannical mind 

partly unhinged by fear. Its only effect is to make the day of reckoning more certain. It is 

clear that such unbridled ferocity must recoil on the offender, sooner or later. 

 “This scene dreadful as it is, is still a relief, because of a variety, because of 

domestic and therefore, soothing association with the only real pleasures of life. The 

conversation between Lady Macduff and her child heightens the pathos and is preparatory 

for the deep tragedy of their assassination.” (Coleridge). The scene has a great technical 

value in helping to give the last stage of the action the form of a conflict between 

Macbeth and Macduff. But that is not the chief function of the scene. The main object of 

the scene, according to Bradley, “is to touch the heart with a sense of beauty and pathos, 

to open the springs of love and tears.” The comment made by George Fletcher upon the 

significance of the scene  deserves notice- “The presence of the affectionate family before 

our eyes, the timid lady‟s eloquent complaining to her cousin of her husband‟s deserting 

them in danger – the graceful prattle with her boy, in which she seeks relief from her 

melancholy forebodings – and then the sudden entrance of Macbeth‟s murderous ruffians 

– are all requisite to give that crowning horror, that consummately and violently revolting 

character to Macbeth‟s career which Shakespeare has so evidently studied to impress 

upon it.” 



- 129 - 

 Shakespeare‟s childrenas Mamillius in Winter’s Tale – are singularly 

precocious in their naiveté. He uses them as effective mediums of irony.  

 Knight points out that this scene echoes in different keys the theme of the false 

appearance, of doubt and confusion. “There is much more in the death of young Macduff 

than pathos,” says he, “the violation of the natural order is completed by the murder. It 

should also be observed that Lady Macbeth knows nothing of this murder until it is 

accomplished. The separation between her and her husband has advanced yet further.” 

 In Holinshed‟s narrative Macbeth goes himself to besiege Macduff‟s castle, 

believing him to be there and causes “the wife and children of Makduffe, with all other 

whom he found in that castell, to be slaine.” 

 Macduff‟s flight appears at first sight to merit his wife‟s censure. But we see later 

that he acted from patriotic motives. He felt that the time was ripe for rebellion and that 

he must go the England to summon Malcolm. Mr. Bradley maintains. “That Macduff‟s 

flight was noble is beyond doubt.” There is little doubt that Shakespeare meant it to be so; 

yet one wishes that he had made it clear in this scene or the next, why Macduff‟s flight 

was necessary for his country‟s salvation. He was relieved himself of the trouble by 

paraphrasing the next scene from Holinshed. “But in Holinshed Macduff‟s motive is fear; 

at length Macduff, to avoid peril of life, purposed with himself to pass into England. 

Shakespeare‟s Macduff like his Banquo, is an imperfect creation.” (Grierson) 

 The present scene is often alleged to be a very melodramatic one and is therefore, 

sometimes omitted from the stage. The purpose of this scene seems simply to illustrate by 

presenting absolutely before our eyes a massacre of innocents, the devilish wickedness of 

Macbeth. Its repulsive character has no excuse of necessity; hence aesthetically it has no 

right to be. The tragedy is more perfect and symmetrical without it. It points to no lesson, 

develops no character, explains no necessary action, but retards the movement and shocks 

us with its accumulation of murders of which we already have had a surfeit. 
 

Some Exercises: 
1. Discuss Macduff‟s Conduct in leaving his wife and fleeing to 
England. What is your opinion of Lady Macduff? 
2. Explain the following lines: 

i. “ But cruel are the times, when we are traitors 
And do not know ourselves; when we hold rumour 
                        From what we fear, yet know not what we 
fear,” 
_______________________________________________________________________________
______ 

4.3.3  Act IV Scene III 
_______________________________________________________________________________
______ 

This lengthy, discursive scene, sometimes regarded as too drawn out, furnishes a respite 

in the swift moving action and presents a choric commentary on the evil of Macbeth, “No 

dramatic theme remains except the great avengement which is to fall in different ways on 

husband and wife in accordance with the different operation of crime in their lives. But to 

bring about the avengement suddenly would violate probability. Rebellion takes time to 

work. The climax, therefore, must be led up to gradually and this long scene fills the 

period in which the storm clouds gather” (Verity). The main purpose of the scene, 

according to Verity is to show “from what quarter and how vengeance is coming on 

Macbeth; and the crime perpetrated in the last scene becomes here the final incentive to 

the avengers.” Commenting on this scene Scrimgeour writes, “The action of the fourth act 

is often dilatory, resembling the stillness that precedes the tempest. We are removed from 

the kingdom of Scotland to the quiet of the English court where Macduff has now arrived. 
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He has been anticipated in his mission. When Macduff learns of the massacre of his wife 

and children, he takes a deep vow to be avenged on the fiend of Scotland who has thus 

raised up against himself the instrument of divine retribution.” 

 In this scene Macbeth is identified with Lucifer, whose fall, through ambition in 

seeking to supplant God, set the pattern for evil human behaviour. He is here constantly 

described as “black Macbeth” (52) “devilish Macbeth” (117) and it is said of him that in 

the legions of hell, there is not a “devil more damn‟d/In evils “(55-57) than he. By 

contrast, Malcolm is implicitly compared with Jesus Christ. Malcolm says that Macduff 

may think it politic to make a special offering of him “a weak, poor, innocent lamb” 

(traditional symbol of Christ), in order to appease Macbeth an angry god” (16-17) (one of 

the pagan gods, who were thought to have become the devils of Christian theology). The 

description of Edward-the-Confessor opposes the saintly king of England with the 

devilish king of Scotland. Edward‟s “heavenly gift of prophecy” (157) is a supernatural 

power derived from heaven in contrast with the power the witches derived from hell. His 

miraculous powers contrast with the hurts which Macbeth inflicts upon Scotland. 

 The theme of what constitutes a man, is once more played upon, when Macduff is 

informed of the murder of his wife and children. The gentler feelings of pity, love and 

grief are as much a part of manhood as anger and courage. Macduff tempers his grief and 

contains his anger, resolving to seek revenge. This revenge is a revenge on the field, by 

one whom, the murder of his wife and children has made the symbol of outraged Scotland 

and an agent of divine justice. 

 Malcolm‟s suspicion and the long testing of Macduff emphasize the mistrust 

which has spread from the central evil of the play. The long dialogue that takes place 

between Malcolm and Macduff is certainly tedious. Malcolm adopts a plan which is far 

fetched and indirect. He accuses himself of one vice after another, until at last all hope for 

Scotland seems lost and Macduff‟s patriotism declares itself in a passionate outburst of 

despair. “On Shakespeare‟s ordinary plan of construction, the fourth Act – the interval 

between crisis and catastrophe, is the weak spot. He has aggravated the difficulty in 

Macbeth by making the crisis far early in Act II. The murder of Banquo carries off the 

third Act triumphantly. The Cavern Scene postpones the difficulty still further; but now it 

must be faced. And it is not faced successfully. The earlier part of this scene is a 

perfunctory paraphrase from Holinshed. Our objection is not to its length or its low 

tension. Long scene is needed here to give time for the cup of Macbeth‟s iniquities to be 

filled and for the counterstroke to gather momentum; and low tension at this point is a 

positive merit. Our objection is that the dialogue is dull and forced. Malcolm‟s suspicions 

are natural but his devise is almost absurd. Shakespeare in fact, has little interest in the 

political aspect of Macbeth‟s crime.” (Grierson) Bernard Groom, however, has a different 

view in the matter and frankly opines “The reader who is inclined to think the first part of 

this scene unworthy of the rest of the play should suspend judgement until he has seen 

Macbeth acted on the stage. The whole scene can be made highly effective.” 
 

Some Exercises: 
1. How and for what purpose does Malcolm misrepresent himself 

to 
 Macduff? 
2. In about 100 words describe the effect upon Macduff of the 

news of 
 his wife‟s murder. How does this murder affect the progress of 
the action of the play? 
3. Explain the following lines with reference to the context: 
 (i)                                               “Boundless intemperance 
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              In nature is a tyranny; it hath been 
                    The emptying of the happy throne 
              And fall of many kings.” 
  (ii)                                               “O nation miserable, 
               With an untitled tyrant bloody-scepter‟d, 
               When shalt thou see thy wholesome days again, 
               Since that the truest issue of thy throne 
               By his own interdiction stands accursed, 
               And does blaspheme his breed?” 
 (iii)  “Our lack is nothing but our leave. Macbeth 
               Is ripe for shaking, and the powers above 
               Put on their instruments.” 
_______________________________________________________________________________
______ 

4.4  Summing up 
_______________________________________________________________________________
______ 

Although Macbeth is now crowned, he feels insecure regarding Banquo, because of the 

Witches‟ predictions. Consequently Macbeth plans the murder of Banquo and his son 

Fleance. Banquo has already recognized the guilt and duplicity of Macbeth. 

The equation between Macbeth and Lady Macbeth has changed. She has lost her nerve 

and Macbeth becomes more unscrupulous and daring. The plot thickens. 

Then we come to the turning point in Macbeth‟s fortune, with the murder of Banquo and 

the escape of Fleance. What the purpose of the prolonged flow of fortune is, will be seen 

when it is considered that this final success of the hero is, in reality, the source of his ruin. 

The crime against Banquo and the escape of Fleance causes torture to the mind of 

Macbeth, who finds himself in a state verging on derangement when he sees the ghost of 

Banquo. He loses all self-control, and compromises himself with the guests to such an 

extent that not even the fine tact of Lady Macbeth will avail to undo his error. 

The final scene of Act 111 exposes the public sentiment against Macbeth, who is now 

referred to as „The Tyrant.‟ There are signs of the impending retribution. 

 Act IV sees the last appearance of the Weird Sisters who evoke a false sense of security 

in Macbeth. This is the beginning of the Resolution. The new prophecies “precipitate an 

avalanche of crime and vengeance.” This is followed by the brutal murders of Lady 

Macduff and her young son. This scene has more pathos than even the one depicting 

Duncan‟s murder. 

The third scene of this Act has great significance because it reveals to the audience the 

manner in which opposition is gradually building up against Macbeth until it will amount 

to a large-scale revolt. We see the effect upon Macduff of the incidents of the preceding 

scene. He becomes the agent not only of the grand nemesis which constitutes the entire 

plot, but also of a nemesis upon a private wrong which occupies the latter half of the play. 

We also increase our estimation of Malcolm, the son of Duncan, who no longer appears 

unduly cautious and unmartial, but acts with spirit, in contrast to Macbeth‟s tyranny. The 

scene opens with an atmosphere of dejection and low spirits, but ends on a note of hope 

and confidence. This scene is much more effective when acted on the stage than in its 

reading. 
_______________________________________________________________________________
__ 

4.5  Some Questions 
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________________________________________________
____ 

1  Show to what extent supernatural influences determine the 
course of 

 the action of the play. 
2  Give some account of the properties and powers attributed by 
 Shakespeare to the Witches. 
3.  Show that Shakespeare, in his conception of the Witches, has 

largely  
 followed the popular beliefs of his own time. 
4.  Describe with quotations from the play, the appearance of  
 Shakespeare‟s Witches.   
5.  Give the substance of what Malcolm says to Macduff about (a) 
 Macbeth,  (b) king-becoming graces, (c) the king‟s evil. 
6.  Show the degradation of Macbeth after his second meeting with 

the 
 Witches. 
7.  State whether the following are True or False: 
(i)  Both Banquo and Fleance are slain by murderers sent by 

Macbeth. 
(ii)  During the Banquet Macbeth sees the ghost of Banquo. 
(iii) Macduff and his family are slain by Macbeth. 
(iv) There are four Apparitions that address Macbeth in Act IV scene 

i. 
(v) Malcolm and Macduff take refuge in Ireland. 
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5.0  Objectives 
_______________________________________________________________________________
______ 

This unit will provide the following: 

  An analysis all the scenes of Act V which is the concluding Act. The ending or 

the Denouement of the play is worked out here, where we will see the events of 

the earlier Acts coming to a final resolution. 
_______________________________________________________________________________
______ 

5.1   Introduction 
_______________________________________________________________________________
______ 
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The concluding Act of Macbeth takes us back to Macbeth‟s castle in Scotland. A 

substantial lapse of time has taken place.  We will see the deterioration and death of Lady 

Macbeth. The famous sleep-walking scene takes place in the first scene.  The students 

will note that the successive scenes of this Act deal alternatively with the two contending 

parties. Macbeth‟s heroism is temporarily restored but is soon followed by his death  

at the hands of Macduff, thereby receiving his just deserts. 

  

 
 
______________________________________________________________________________ 

5.2.   Critical Analyses of Act V Scenes 
I,II,III,IV,V,VI,VII,VIII.                                                                                                                                                                                                         
5.2.1   Act V Scene I 
_______________________________________________________________________________
___ 
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 The scene moves back to Macbeth‟s castle after, probably a substantial lapse of 

time, for the deterioration in Lady Macbeth‟s nervous condition could not have taken 

place in a few days. This is a most important scene to be considered in forming our 

opinion of Lady Macbeth‟s character. In the early stages of the play she had been stronger 

than Macbeth. But now the position is reversed. She has become inactive, almost listless, 

while he progresses from one act of violence to another. In this scene we get a glimpse of 

the real woman that lay concealed behind the assumed mask of hardness and cruelty. 

  The stormy passions of the last scene are followed by one of subdued, whispered 

horror. The retribution has begun. First we see it working in Lady Macbeth‟s soul. She 

who had faced every crisis by sheer force of nerve, who had been the strength and support 

of her husband in all his contests with the inevitable, now herself breaks down in her 

struggle with conscience and pours out her soul in the broken words of delirium. 

Throughout Lady Macbeth has been more spiritual than her husband. Her spiritual 

considerations take the form of remorse – a brooding remorse that gradually unstrings 

every nerve. She has taken less and less part in each succeeding crime. Since Act III 

Scene IV she has been absent form the stage; she has almost passed out of the life of her 

husband. But the memories of the past do not give any peace to her soul. „These deeds sit 

heavy on her soul and among them are her own urgings to Macbeth which make her feel 

she has been ever guiltier than he. But because the workings of guilt do not pass out of 

her, as it were, take on the form of spectral illusions therefore, they just eat back and 

consume all the more fatally within.” (Hudson) In her disordered brain, the details of his 

crimes jostle with those of her own. The struggle with memory and conscience has 

proved too much for her. Her old self-command and triumphant sovereignty of will are 

gone. What has driven her husband to deed of insensate fury has silently sapped her peace 

of mind and with it her life. She has come to the stage when she must always have a light 

by her, since, according to her, darkness is synonymous with hell. After this glimpse of 

her as a neurotic and broken invalid, she does not appear on the scene again. 

 It is not quite easy to say why prose is used in this scene. The chief use to which 

Shakespeare puts prose is as a colloquial medium of expression. He introduces it where 

he wishes “to lower the dramatic pitch.” A good illustration of this use is part of the talk 

between Lady Macduff and her little boy (IV, 2) where the prose gives a simple domestic 

colouring which contrasts pathetically with the tragic surroundings. Another conspicuous 

use of prose in Shakespeare is for comic parts and the speech of comic characters as in 

the Porter-Scene (Act II, Scene III)  

 In the present scene perhaps prose form appeared proper to the broken utterance 

of sleep walking. The prose form of Lady Macbeth‟s part expresses the “great 

perturbation in nature” from which she is suffering and gives the appropriate effect of a 

broken disjointed utterance such as might be expected from a somnambulist. And of 

course, the Doctor and the Gentlewoman, whose emotions are on a lower plane 

throughout, could not be allowed to use blank verse if Lady Macbeth did not. 

 The three main features of Lady Macbeth‟s delirium have been characterized by 

Moulton as “(1) The mere reproduction of the horrible scenes she has passed through,” 

(2)“The struggle to keep her husband from betraying himself,” “(3)The uprising of her 

feminine nature against the foulness of deed.”To these Verity adds a fourth characteristic 

“her fear of the after death.” 

Dr. J. G. McKendrick mentions as some of the causes of somnambulism “over-

excitement, the reading of special books, the recollection of an accident or of a crisis in 

the person‟s history,” and remarks: “It should never be forgotten that somnambulism, like 

chorea, hysteria and epilepsy, is the expression of a general morbid predisposition…” 

 To conclude, we may say that this „sleep walking scene‟ is one of the most awful 

tragic scenes in the English language. There is no hint of this scene in Shakespeare‟s 

sources. It is a stroke of creative imagination. For the first and last time in literature sleep 

walking is used with great and terrible dramatic effect. The thread which runs through all 

the sayings of the tortured Lady Macbeth is the reminiscence of her own and her 
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husband‟s past deeds, from which all savour of passionate purpose has departed, leaving 

only horror and anguish.  
 

Some Exercises: 
1. In not more than 75 words mention the incidents of Lady 

Macbeth‟s career to which she refers in the sleep-walking 
scene. 

2. Explain the following with reference to the context: 
(i) “Out, damned spot! Out, I say! – One: two: why, then „tis time 

to do „t. – Hell is murky! – Fie, my lord, fie! A soldier, and 
afeard? . . . - Yet who would have thought the old man to have 
had so much blood in him?” 

(ii) “Here‟s the smell of the blood still: all the perfumes of Arabia 
will not sweeten this little hand.” 

 
_______________________________________________________________________________
______ 

5.2.2  Act V Scene II 
_______________________________________________________________________________
______ 

 This short scene describes the internal condition of Scotland. It shows that the forces 

from England, intent on punishing the tyrant, are closing in on Macbeth. Scotland has 

risen, and only his own unwilling followers remain with him in Dunsinane castle. There 

he proposes to make a stand, confident in the strength of his defences. 

The reaction that began earlier has reached its climax now. Lady Macbeth has gone away 

from the stage and the rest of her tragedy will be acted out in silence. We will catch 

merely the echoes of it. Macbeth is now left in isolation to face his destiny alone. The 

avenging forces begin to close in on Macbeth near the ominous places – Birnam Wood 

and Dunsinane. This scene, along with the succeeding one, presents before us the two 

opposing parties – on the one side, loyalty and hatred of the tyrant and on the other a 

spirit broken and bewildered by sin and terror. In its main outlines the story follows 

Holinshed. 

1. Explain the following lines: 

               “To give obedience where „tis truly owed:            

               Meet we the medicine of the sickly weal, 

               And with him pour we in our country‟s purge 

               Each drop of us.” 
_______________________________________________________________________________
______ 

5.2.3  Act VI Scene III 
_______________________________________________________________________________
______ 

The fortunes of war are turning ever against Macbeth. In succession he finds the 

predictions of the Witches falsified, or capable of being interpreted in a different sense 

from that they offered at first. The Thanes who had supported him hitherto, fall away and 

support Malcolm. Forsaken by all friends, deserted by his associates and shorn of all 

glory, Macbeth laments over the loss of honour, love, obedience, troops of friends, as a 

vivid reminder of what Macbeth once was. Macbeth has entirely lost command over 

himself. He has glimpses of the honour of life that he has lost, and regrets that the true 

pleasures of old age can never be his. His internal turmoil is well reflected in his rapid 

transitions from hope to fear, from boasting to whining and in his violence to the servant. 
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He is now absolutely self-absorbed and even when talking about his wife‟s state, he 

continually breaks off to consider his own. In this last stress his tendency to general 

philosophical reflection becomes more marked. Justice is on the side of Malcolm‟s forces, 

yet there still remains something heroic in the baited warrior. “. . . With consummate art, 

by leading us to regard Macbeth‟s fate as part of the general law of things, Shakespeare 

enables us to extend to him a certain measure of pity, without which the completely tragic 

effect would be lost. And this is helped by the return of something of his old courage in 

the actual presence of danger.” (Chambers) 
 

Some Exercises 
1. Quote the lines in which Macbeth gives expression to his 

weariness of life. 
2. In about 50 words examine how Macbeth appears as a baited 

bear in this scene. 
3. Explain the following with reference to the context: 
 (i)    “I have lived long enough: my way of life  
           Is fall‟n into the sear, the yellow leaf; 
           And that which should accompany old age, 
                 As honour, love, obedience, troops of friends, 
                 I must not look to have;” 
 (ii) “ Canst thou minister to a mind diseased, 
                             Pluck from the memory a rooted sorrow, 
                       Raze out the written troubles of the brain,” 

(iii) “ I will not be afraid of death and bane, 
  Till Birnam forest come to Dunsinane.” 
 5.  Explain the following: This is her very guise; the bleeding and 

the grim alarm; unrough youths; all mortal consequences; skirr 
the country round. 

_______________________________________________________________________________
______ 

5.2.4  Act V Scene IV 
____________________________________________________ 
The hidden meaning in the prophecy which accompanied the third Apparition (IV, I) is 

revealed in this scene. The Scottish thanes have now joined hands with the English and 

they are now advancing towards the Dunsinane Hill through the Birnam wood. The 

device which Malcolm adopted, of making each soldier cut down a branch and carry it 

before him, brings it about that, in a sense, Birnam Wood does come to Dunsinane. The 

toils of retribution close quickly round him. Macbeth has good reason to be afraid of this 

combination and wisely decides to keep in Dunsinane. The catastrophe of Macbeth‟s fate 

begins with the fulfillment of the prediction as to Birnam Wood in this scene and is 

completed by that as to the birth of his destroyer in scene VIII. Macbeth, however, is still 

unconscious of his impending doom, wrought through the equivocation of the witches. 

The solemn courage and serious determination of Malcolm and his allies are fully 

portrayed in this scene. 

 The traditions of Elizabethan drama obliged Shakespeare to make an attempt to 

represent war on the stage and the only possible method was that of short typical scenes. 

But, dramatically, these represent a single continuous action. 
 

Some Exercises:  
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1. How does the Witches prophecy of Birnam Wood coming to 
Dunsinane become a reality? 
_______________________________________________________________________________
______ 

5.2.5  Act V Scene V 
_______________________________________________________________________________
______ 

 “Alas for Macbeth! Now all is inward with him; he has no more prudential prospective 

reasoning. His wife, the only being who could have had any seat in his affections, died; 

he puts on despondency, the final heart armour of the wretched and would feign think 

everything shadowy and unsubstantial, as indeed all things are to those who can not 

regard them as symbols of goodness.” (Coleridge) This fallen hero now stands on the last 

steps of the world, the life and the time. The wine of life has been exhausted and its 

rhythm sunk into a meaningless monotone. “So complete is his disillusionment that the 

dreadful news of his wife‟s death serves only to move him to a despairing summary of 

life‟s utter emptiness” (Groom). Spiritually Macbeth is dead - his imagination being 

atrophied his sensibilities having perished - and he is now a mere husk of what he was. 

 Yet even now the warrior instinct prevails and there is something that stirs the 

blood in his reckless defiance of fate. His out ward activity must help to absorb him mind 

for his foes are marching against him; the reality before him is quite as terrible as any 

image can be. A familiarity with crime has hardened his thoughts; repetition of guilt has 

seared his conscience. Hence no retributive ghosts appear after the murder of Macduff‟s 

family. But his whole mind is seared too and is desolate. Since the cessation of his 

imagination his spirit is dead, because his imagination was the centre of his spiritual 

activity. 
 

1. How does Macbeth receive the news of his wife‟s 
death? Give the substance of his reflections upon 
hearing of it in not more than 100 words. 

2. Explain the following with reference to the context: 
                 (i)      “ . . . I have supp‟d full with horrors: 
                 Direness, familiar to my slaughterous 

thoughts,  
                 Cannot once start me.” 
(ii)    “ To-morrow, and to-morrow, and to-morrow, 
             Creeps in this petty pace from day to day, 
             To the last syllable of recorded time;” 
(iii)“ . . . Out, out, brief candle! 
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.” 
_______________________________________________________________________________
______ 

5.2.6  Act V Scene VI 
_______________________________________________________________________________
______ 
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 This brief scene only advances the scene of battle. The English army supported by the Scottish 
thanes, is proceeding towards Dunsinane, where Macbeth has fortified himself. Malcolm is now 
the acknowledged leader who uses the royal ‘we’, which is indicative of his being confident of 
victory. Before the commencement of the battle he is shown taking necessary precautions and 
imparting commands to the soldiers concerned with the disposition of the army, as well as 
making arrangements for the leadership of the different divisions. 
_______________________________________________________________________________
________________ 

5.2.7    Act V Scene VII 
______________________________________________________________
_____________ 
In the present scene Macbeth is given an opportunity to show his bravery in the vanquishing of 
young Siward.   It would actually have been a little trite to let Macbeth fall by the hand of 
Macduff at once. But, as Dowden says, “[Macbeth] fights not like ‘Bellona’s bridegroom lapp’d in 
proof’ but with a wild and animal clinging to life.” This is instinct that was valour. In the 
degradation of his nature through crime, his courage has degenerated into a dull ferocity. Such 
scenes depicting combat and wrestling were very popular with Elizabethan audience. 
Some Exercises: 
1. Describe the parts played by the Doctor, Seyton, and Young Siward. 
2. Explain the following lines: 
                “ Thou liest, abhorred tyrant; with my sword 
                I’ll prove the lie thou speak’st.” 
       3      Explain the meaning of the following expressions and briefly indicate the context in 
which they occur: Thoughts speculative their unsure hopes relate; my fell of hair; to the last 
syllable of recorded time; I pull in resolution; I’ll prove the lie thou speak’st. 
_______________________________________________________________________________
______ 

5.2.7  Act V Scene VIII 
_______________________________________________________________________________
______ 
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This is the last scene in Macbeth. Most editors have no scene Viii, but let the action run 

right on from the beginning of Scene Vii to the end. It matters little as long as we 

remember that the division into scenes was not done by Shakespeare. For him the text and 

the action were continuous. 

 The play ends in a typically Shakespearean fashion. Shakespeare makes it a point to 

create a medley of impressions at the conclusion of his dramatic works - hatred for the 

evil deeds of the hero; pity for his helplessness and irrevocable doom; admiration for his 

nobility and promise for better things to come. The present tragedy also ends in a heroic 

strain. It shows Macbeth fighting bravely though also a little desperately in face of 

invincible odds. Macduff meets Macbeth face to face. Macbeth would fain avoid meeting 

the man whom he had already injured so deeply, but holds him with the revelation that 

the prophecy of the Second Apparition is not to be relied on, since Macduff had not a 

normal birth. This, all the same, seems a quibble on words.  It is Macduff who tears away 

the last hope of Macbeth by solving the riddle of the words of the Second Apparition and 

it is the hand of Macduff which performs the final act of vengeance. There seems to be a 

restoration of human touch in Macbeth‟s character. His wife‟s death had left him quite 
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apathetic and it seemed then that all his imagination and sensibilities had been deadened 

by crime but his conscience is not wholly dead. Our sympathy goes out to Macbeth, when 

he wishes to spare Macduff, for his soul is already charged with too much of his blood. 

We feel that Macbeth‟s soul indeed was great, though marred and ruined by sinful deeds. 

Ambition was his fatal sin but now we believe that if left to himself, and not coaxed by 

his fiend- like queen, he might have let his ambition lie dormant,. By Macduff‟s hand the 

tyrant falls, and the play ends on a heroic note, enhanced by old Siward‟s stoical refusal 

to allow his personal grief to over cloud this hour of national liberation and joy. This 

scene contains a suggestive contrast of two soldiers‟ deaths. Macbeth dies accursed; 

Siward‟s son dies well, and lives on in history as „God‟s soldier.‟ 

 There is no scene division in the Folio at this point but most editors follow Pope 

and Johnson in beginning a new scene. Siward and Malcolm enter the castle and Macbeth 

is obviously on another part of the field. 

 Similarly, after Macbeth‟s death, Kittredge, Wilson and Kenneth Muir feel that 

there should be a change of scene and the curtain should be drawn on Macbeth‟s body. 

They assume that there is no reason to believe that Shakespeare intended Malcolm to 

leave the castle once he had entered it. The Clarendon editors questioned the authenticity 

of the whole of the scene after Macbeth‟s death but it has been convincingly defended by 

Nosworthy in Review of English Studies April 1948 p. 139. 
 

Some Exercises: 
1. In about 75 words discuss the question of Macbeth‟s 

bravery during the last phases of his life. 
2. In not more than 50 words describe what is said in this 

scene upon the subject of Young Siward‟s death. 
3. Discuss the loyalty and patriotism of Macduff. 
4. Explain the following lines with reference to the 

context: 
        (i)    “Why should I play the Roman fool, and die 
                   On mine own sword? Whiles I see lives, the 

gashes 
                   Do better upon them.” 
 (ii) “ . . . the time is free: 
I see thee compass‟d with thy kingdom‟s pearl, 
That speak my salutation in their minds: 
Hail, King of Scotland.” 
5. What allusions are contained in this Act to Arabia, 

English epicures, physic, the stage, bear-baiting, earls? 
________________________________________________________

_____ 
5.3  Summing Up 
_______________________________________________________________________________
______ 

This Act comprises the Denouement of the play, wherein tragic retribution finally takes 

place. We see it first in the deterioration, both mental and physical, of Lady Macbeth,   

and her subsequent death. The famous sleep-walking scene takes place here, which is the 

result of her remorse leading to delirium. According to some critics, the dramatic effect of 

this scene makes it the summit of all tragic conception and execution. 
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The earlier scenes present us with the two opposing parties: on the one side, loyalty and 

hatred of the tyrant and on the other a spirit broken and bewildered by sin and terror. 

Forsaken by all, shorn of his glory, Macbeth laments over the loss of honour, love, 

obedience and friends. His inner turmoil is reflected in his rapid transitions from hope to 

fear, from boasting to whining. His old heroism is restored, making him fight back like a 

baited bear.  

The catastrophe of Macbeth‟s fate begins with the fulfillment of the prediction as to 

Birnam Wood, and is completed by the prophecy of the abnormality of the birth of his 

destroyer. Malcolm is now the acknowledged leader, and is confident of ultimate victory 

over the tyrant. After a brief skirmish against Siward, who is killed by him, Macbeth 

meets Macduff face to face, who holds him with the revelation that the prophecy of the 

Second Apparition is not to be relied on, since Macduff had not a normal birth. By 

Macduff„s hand the tyrant falls, and the play ends on a heroic note. 
_______________________________________________________________________________
______ 

5.4  Some Questions: 
________________________________________________________
_____ 
1. Describe the action of Malcolm as shown in these scenes and 

contrast it with his previous conduct. 
2.  Show from the play Lady Macbeth‟s feminine nature and 

admiration of her husband. 
3. Discuss the loyalty and patriotism of Macduff. 
4. Describe in your own words the sleep-walking of Lady Macbeth. 
5. State whether the following are True or False; 
(i) Lady Macbeth has become a confident and brave person in this 

Act. 
(ii) Macbeth laments over the loss of his friends and honour. 
(iii) The prophecies of the Apparitions prove to be false here. 
(iv) Macbeth is slain by Fleance. 
(v) Macduff is crowned the King of Scotland after the death of 

Macbeth. 
 

 
 
 
 
 


