Macbeth

I.i  The witches agree to meet again after the battle, a foul time that they find favorable for their purposes.

Macbeth opens with a fascinating conversation, as it reveals that the three witches are not really on the same page about the future or even the past. Nonethless they manage to hammer out an agreement, and their concord culminates in the moral action of the scene, the admonition by the group to hover in the foul and filthy air. 

Although most interpretatons presume unity of purpose among the three witches, the assumption that they are a team and so will meet again sometime may be more of a proposal by the first witch than an assumption understood by all three. The first witch offers a choice of times, when it’s thundering, when it’s lighting, or when it’s raining. She seems to think in terms of the weather, and the first clue that the witches are not on the same page comes when the second witch bases the future reunion not on the weather but on human events, the battle going on or about to happen. It’s possible the first witch had no interest in the battle and is surprised about it.

Although generally we assume that the witches have been discussing the fate of Macbeth, especially because the second witch uses the definite article to refer to “the battle,” as is appropriate to a subject that has been mentioned before, nonetheless the first may have figured there would be a few more meetings before the battle ends. She instigates the idea that the three meet again. The second witch surprises the others by saying under what conditions. And the third witch, if she is to offer more than a mere echo stating the obvious, surprises the other two by telling them how soon the battle will be finished, “ere the set of sun.” A full picture of the future seems to require the input of all three.

The result of their partial knowledge of the future, and their later account of individual exploits, such as keeping a sailor from reaching home from Aleppo for 81 weeks, suggests that the witches lead individual lives.  One works for Grimalkin, one works for Paddock, and the third may work for someone else, or perhaps for Grimalkin or Paddock; we don’t know. Despite this sense of individual destiny among the witches, the scene closes by suggesting a common purpose. One might summarize the scene, as a certain internet site does, by saying that in it the witches decide to meet again. But decisions are not actions, only signs of intention. To reach the level of a moral action, thoughts must result in deeds, and so the question is what do the witches actually do in this scene. The answer is that they sing together a two-line song. One might say that despite their individual lives, they harmonize. This harmony seems highly significant, almost comic, since it sets up a contrast between the witches, who are able to come together into a social group despite their differences, and Macbeth, whose individual ambitions tear apart the bonds of Scottish society and make the play a tragedy. In the nineteenth century the witches were played in flamboyant costumes, which made them seem less frightening than what we now call weird, a word that originally referred to their role as the fates but now catches the sense of disparate spirits coming together for a cause that is one element of comedy. To catch this element of harmony, I think the witches should in fact sing in unison, rather than slightly out of time and not together, as so often happens.

Usually the action of a scene is something done by an individual, since a moral action requires and interests us because it reveals individual character. Yet none of the witches seems to be directly responsible for the terms of their reunion, which seems to be guided by some higher power. Therefore if there is an action, some choice that is acted upon in the scene, it would have to be in the song that ends the scene. Usually the action occurs at the end of the scene, which in Shakespeare is structured to set up that action, structured, that is, as the presentation of alternative possibilities from which a single character chooses and performs a single deed. Here, however, Shakespeare performs the feat of creating a situation where the moral action is shared by three characters. It is not enough to say he does so because the witches are ministers of fate; they are that, but their thinking through the terms of their reunion has suggested that they are not so much choosing when to meet as divining it from some other source. They are ministers or prognosticators of fate, not determiners.

To be characaters in the full ethical sense they have to do something based on information presented in the scene, and there are three choices: either singing the song is an action or the action is one of two speech acts: declaring that foul is fair and fair is foul, or hovering. I rule out singing as an action for two reasons, first because the conversation is about when to meet, not when to sing, and second because their singing (not necessarily the words of the song) seems habitual rather than thoughtful. The idea that they are performing a speech act by declaring that foul shall be fair and fair shall be foul also has nothing to do with what they have been talking about. It certainly fits the play, where equivocation is perhaps the main theme, but their contrast with Macbeth, like the contrast between their hard-won agreement and the disharmony of Scotland, is a pattern Shakespeare imposes on the plot, not an element of their character. The witches, again, are ministers of fate, not determiners of the moral shape of the universe.

If neither the act of singing nor the first rather joyous words of the song fit the criteria for a moral action, that leaves the final line, “Hover through the fog and filthy air.” This line is also a speech act, but one that makes sense in the context of the scene, where the topic of conversation is when to meet again. The first witch has brought the suggestion that they in fact meet again. The second witch has brought the bit of information that tells them under what conditions, “when the battle’s lost or won.” The third witch has foreseen when that will be, “ere set of sun.” The first witch, still the most confused about the relation of their reunion to the battle, asks where, information supplied by the second witch, who therefore seems the best informed of the three: “Upon the heath,” says she. After each witch is then called her separate way, they unite in a song whose first line, by celebrating equivocation, picks up the theme of the scene, that a unified purpose can be found despite their individual differences. This celebration of equivocation, of the ironic and ambiguous, prefigures the irony and ambiguity of how they later greet Macbeth. In the meantime, they have to go somewhere, or do something, while they wait. Their solution is to “hover,” which they speak as a command to each other. That is the moral action of the scene: they tell each other not to go off, but to hang out.

One objection to making the command to “hover” a moral action is that “Hover through the foul and filthy air” are merely the words of their song, unrelated to the scene, but I think rather that even if it is part of the song, the words are ad-libbed here. It seems that they are being called by someone, and they intend to obey, but then they sing their song, and they decide that rather than separate, or perhaps even if they do go their separate ways, they intend to do something in common too, which is to hover through the foul and filthy air. The effect of the calls by Grimalkin and Paddock, if these creatures are the superiors of the weird sisters, is precisely to give significance to their choice to hover, although it may be that Grimalkin and Paddock are not superiors, but pets whom the witches intend to fetch as company while they hover. More importantly, however, the mutual command to hover relates to the subject of conversation through the entire play. By hovering in the fog and filthy air, each witch is approving of the information brought by her sisters: the quality of the weather, the belief of the first witch that the reunion would be in thunder, lightning, or in rain; the time—there is a wonderful temporal sense in the word hover that suggests its something one can do for a day but not longer. One does not hover for a week, let alone seven nights nine times nine. And one hardly hovers for a few minutes. The length of a day seems about right. And finally the word accommodates the fragment of knowledge brought by the third witch, that the reunion will take place upon the heath. One can hover nearby and perhaps witness the battle without interfering by landing or anticipating the reunion, since the word hovering, although it might be used of hanging around on land, when combined with the emphasis on air quality, suggests flying. 

The action of the first scene, then, is that the witches command each other to hover in the air: to stay away from the action, but not too far; to be ready for the reunion, that is, not fail to show up; to avoid the ground and rely on the air. A final point is that there seems to be a slight strain to hovering, or there would be no need to make hovering a command. Later Banquo thinks that the witches disappear into the earth, but Macbeth corrects him and says “into the air” (1.3.81). Where Banquo, less jarred by the witches’ predictions, fails to comprehend them, Macbeth seems attuned to their labors, hinting that hovering is more difficult for witches than dwelling under the earth. In that sense, foul, or difficult, is fair, or proper in this case. As for the other side of the equation, which also applies of course to the weather and the battle and the joy of the witches in doing evil, spirits are always being called away or only partially seen in Shakespeare as part of a sense of propriety that the spiritual world will not be too well known to foolish mortals. Therefore fair weather, which would allow the witches to be seen perhaps, would be foul. So there is a final sense to hovering of staying hidden that joins to the strained sense of harmony that makes their agreement to hover the central moral and hence enormously important action of the scene.

Polanski’s film version does not reinforce this harmony but rather draws its purpose from the later scenes of the witches where they seem to have more control over Macbeth than we might guess from the first scene in the text. Polanski’s witches have trouble speaking in unison, but since they do to a certain extent, even as their voices don’t quite overlap, you can’t say that they illustrate disharmony. They certainly don’t go off somewhere to hover. There is no sense that they fly, since they rather drag a heavy sledge through the wet sand of the sea shore. In scene three when they disappear from Banquo and Macbeth, Polanski has them descend into some kind of underground shelter, either making nonsense of Macbeth’s line that they vanished into thin air or adding yet another occasion when Macbeth does not tell Banquo the truth. In the play’s close economy of images, the witches’ hovering may be associated with the air that Duncan finds so bracing even as he approaches Macbeth’s castle, one of many moment of irony since we know, as he does not, what villainy awaits him inside the castle’s walls, where we can almost feel Lady Macbeth sharpening her axe like Br’er Fox.

This association of air with the witches is lost in the film version along with the witches’ harmony. Instead, the film suggests that their opening lines are part of a spell that they cast on Macbeth. This spell is probably the product of a misconception about the power of witches. As we see in scene three, they cannot kill, and scene one suggests that they cannot control fate, only read it faster than mortal men can. They know what is going to happen before Macbeth does. In a sense they think faster than he does, whose problem in fact is too much thought about crimes he and his wife should not have thought of, but had, to judge from the evidence of the letter he sends her. By having them bury a dagger Polanski suggests that the witches put the dagger in Macbeth’s hand, and in a sense they do by their prophecy. What Polanski gets right, again based on later scenes, is the way the witches work through Macbeth’s mind. In the Renaissance, the imagination was the devil’s playground. One worked magic through mental images, not through spells. In later witchcraft trials the key evidence was the threat followed by harm. Without the threat, the harm could not be tied to a particular person. The power of prophecies was well known. Even in ancient Rome, it was a capital offense to predict the date of the emperor’s death. Since so much social stability depended on the power he controlled, his death threatened chaos, which a false prediction might foment. Polanski shows the witches’ in essence predicting that Macbeth will murder Duncan when they put a dagger in a sand pit and pour blood on it. If we regard their actions as a prediction, this interpretation fits the play. If we think they control Macbeth, then I think we miss the psychological drama that makes Macbeth’s mind and imagination the central scene in the play, as it was in Renaissance witchcraft theory, and by making Macbeth a mere puppet of the witches’ spell, takes away from the moral action that defines great tragedy.

1.2 

Action: Duncan sends Ross, on whose report he relies to confirm what he has heard about Macbeth's valor, to announce Cawdor's death and the passing of the title to Macbeth. It probably never occurs to Duncan that Rosse, who is a thane himself, might be Macbeth’s agent. This establishes Macbeth as a good man, sort of like electing a president.
1.3

Witch #1 still not in the Macbeth thing, prefers to talk about her plans for revenge against the sailor’s wife. Disproportionate revenge for slight offenses is a mark of the irritable fairy, the cultural ancestor of this witch.

Dramatic irony when Macbeth using the witches’ words “foul and fair”: we know he repeats them, but he does not. 

Banquo notices how “rapt” Macbeth is to hear the prophecies and asks for his own fortune. 

Macbeth’s first soliloquy finds him wondering why his thought makes his body react so violently. Line 141 probably should be read “My thought of murder yet is but fantastical.” The meaning of “function is smothered in surmise” is that his body is overcome by his thoughts. The same meaning attaches to “nothing is but what is not”: “what is not” is his thoughts and they create something, despite their being nothing. 
Keys to a soliloquy are to share the speech with the audience, not to oneself. Allow mixture of tones, comic and serious. Polanski omits it because Macbeth repeats the thought in the photo; also he is not so interested in Macbeth’s nightmares and fears as in his brutality.

Action:  Macbeth equivocates with Banquo the way the witches have identified his own hopes to succeed Duncan, hiding the nature of his plan but telling the truth, perhaps, when he says he was rapt with "things forgotten."

Note clothing image:  new honors like strange garments, 144.

1.4

When Duncan announces he will go to Enverness, Macbeth excuses his departure by saying he needs to go ahead to prepare the place, when what he seems to want is time alone to plan how to get rid of Malcolm, whom Duncan announced as his successor.

Action: Macbeth lies to Duncan, telling him he will go ahead so his wife can make a joyful welcome.

1.5

Lady Macbeth calls on “ministers” to unsex her.

Eager to kill Duncan, she warns Macbeth not to give away his purposes by his face (but didn't he equivocate nicely twice already?).

Or, Lady Macbeth thinks she sees signs of guilt in Macbeth's face.  She is already hallucinating.

Lady Macbeth instructs Macbeth how to behave.

Action: Macbeth equivocates, telling Lady Macbeth they will speak “further” about their plans.

1.6

Duncan ignores the discrepancy between Macbeth's excuse to go to Inverness first and the fact that he and Banquo thought they could catch up with him.  

Duncan and Banquo revel in the fresh smell of the castle, almost drugged into oblivion.

Is it odd that Lady Macbeth greets Duncan? She uses lots of debt imagery, saying double and then double again the “service” would not repay what she owes.

Action: Duncan asks Lady Macbeth to take him to see Macbeth. (This fits a pattern, as Duncan previously sent Ross to Macbeth.)

1.7

Macbeth goes over the reasons for not killing Duncan: sets a bad precedent for a future king (“bloody instructions”), the “double trust” of guest and kinsman; Duncan’s meekness and virtue that will raise popular sympathy; Macbeth’s own lack of a good reason, or “spur / To prick the sides of my intent.”

Film analysis:

Insertions uses many shots to break up one soliloquy, at least the first half of it: the “If it were done” soliloquy: rather than arguing with audience, as Barton suggests, Polanski makes a film of it, using techniques we’ve seen: multiple shots, moving through space, visual equivalents for verbal images.

Rain

musicians

logs: Method acting?

banquet—guy next to Lady Macbeth wipes his hands on his tunic, uses knife to spear food

close up on Macbeth: “if it were done”; behind him Duncan chews lustily, looks at his hands as if they are dirty but does not wipe them; proposes a toast, to which Macbeth responds belatedly

wind through window interrupts drinking the toast

flames go out and are relit (from Othello? Macbeth has regrets about his conscience but not that he can’t bring Duncan back to life)

Back to Macbeth, still in semi-dark: “ . . . return to plague the inventor”

horses escape: Horses = passions of Macbeth’s soul; Storm is visual equivalent of Lennox’s description of this night (2.3.55 ff.)
Castle silhouette and lightning: picks up on haunted house theme

musicians

“Your two eyes will slay me certainly” is a love song, but here, by irony, a warning

Young boy as prophet foreshadow illusions of 4.1. 

Notice that Fleance looks to Ross before he begins

Lady Macbeth flirts with Duncan

jump to thunderclap and Macbeth out in the rain for the rest of the soliloquy: “He’s here in double trust”—no lines left out. Sometimes he speaks, sometimes he thinks. Resumes speech with “I have no spur” because it sets up the irony of his wife’s arrival.

Macbeth is backing out when the “spur” arrives: his wife. He tells her it’s over.

Lady Macbeth’s arguments for murder: Don’t be drunk or sleepy; show you love me; banish fear; “ornament of life”; don’t be a coward; be a man, not a beast. There’s a touch of Eriphyle in Statius in that “ornament”: she wants the jewelry, no matter what it does to her husband.

Film then returns to the banquet, so Macbeth can get weird look from Lennox? This is the drug pusher’s smile of confederacy, luring you into doing something bad. Macbeth seems to read “Hail Thane of Cawdor” as heavily ironic, mocking, as if he should be king. What does it mean that Macbeth fills the man’s goblet with wine?
Lady Macbeth comes up with a quick plan to drug Duncan's grooms when Macbeth starts to back out because Duncan doesn't deserve to die.

Polanski adds a significant look from a lord as a spur, as well as having Duncan dance with Lady Macbeth: clearly Polanski feels the need to motivate Macbeth’s bending to his wife’s will.

Action: Lady Macbeth convinces Macbeth to kill Duncan.

Or, 

Having made his decision, Macbeth arranges his features to hide his murderous thoughts. This action is powerful, as before he could not control his body. His wife has taken the horror from the deed by arranging to drug the grooms and blame them, a scenario perhaps familiar from battle to Macbeth, less troubling than killing a king.
2.1

Banquo prays that he will not dream: prefigures Macbeth’s bad dreams later.

When Macbeth visits, Banquo gives him a diamond from Duncan. Macbeth lies again, saying he has not thought of the Weird Sisters, and again tells Banquo they should talk some time. Vague hint that Banquo worries that Macbeth might be planning something, saying he’ll talk as long as it’s not conspiratorial (“allegiance clear”)—this is a C.S. Lewis moment, as when Eustace tells the owls he will not stay if they are plotting against King Caspian (Silver Chair, around chpt. 6 or 7)

Macbeth reads the dagger in the air as a sign that he should go to kill Duncan. He rationalizes it as a product of his brain—he knows he is hallucinating—and repeats the thought when he sees it next covered with blood, overlooking possibility that it’s a product of the three witches, whom he was just discussing with Banquo.

The second half of his soliloquy is devoted to his consciousness of his own evil: he compares him to a murdered whom the howl of a wolf announces, or Tarquin the rapist: rape and murdered were regarded as universal evils that needs no man-made laws to condemn.


italics: Polanski leaves out because he’s making a realistic film and wants Macbeth unaware of witchcraft, at least before the murder; he also tones down Macbeth as a man of action who revels in horror of his deed—too Mansonlike for Polanski, who oddly does not push the madman aspect, in favor of the tyrannical bully.

Now o'er the one halfworld

Nature seems dead, and wicked dreams abuse

The curtain'd sleep; witchcraft celebrates

Pale Hecate's offerings, and wither'd murder,

Alarum'd by his sentinel, the wolf,

Whose howl's his watch, thus with his stealthy pace,

With Tarquin's ravishing strides, towards his design

Moves like a ghost. Thou sure and firm-set earth,

Hear not my steps, which way they walk, for fear

Thy very stones prate of my whereabout,

And take the present horror from the time,

Which now suits with it. Whiles I threat, he lives:

Words to the heat of deeds too cold breath gives.

Action: Macbeth, suiting himself to the horror of the time, interprets the bell that Lady Macbeth is to ring when his drink is ready as a sign inviting him to murder Duncan.

Interesting that Lady Macbeth never knows quite what she’s doing. She thinks she’s ringing a bell that summons Macbeth that his drink is ready, but he takes it as a sign to murder (just like Othello, who arranges for Iago to signal him when he should murder Desdemona).

2.2

Little noises appall the Macbeths: the owl, Macbeth’s saying “Who’s there”, a “noise”: the owl, the crickets.

Polanski cuts from “He is about it” to “ “Had he not resembled  / My father as he slept, I had don’t.” That means he leaves out the fact that Lady Macbeth laid ready the grooms’ daggers so Macbeth would use them, and that she thought of doing the murder herself. He put her lines about preparing the possets earlier, when he introduced a little business that Macbeth bothers to talk to Banquo to distract his attention while Lady Macbeth enters the king’s chamber.

Macbeth could not speak amen (always a bad sign).

He heard a voice that said “Macbeth does murder sleep.”

Action: Lady Macbeth again berates Macbeth for failure of nerve even though he has killed Duncan.  She takes the daggers from him to go back and frame the grooms. 

Macbeth worries about washing his hands: this sets up Lady Macbeth’s sleep walking

2.3: Porter at the gate

Lady Macbeth faints to cover what she conceives as Macbeth's blunder in killing the grooms in his passion, yet her "What, in our house" may have been a worse blunder, signalling Banquo.

Macbeth’s speech shows that his mind dwells on the need to show courage to show his love, what Lady Macbeth had taunted him with.

Action: Macbeth orders everyone to get dressed. This act of leadership undercuts text book’s analysis of Macbeth’s tragic flaw as a failure of leadership (p. 771). Macbeth’s concern for dress contrasts previous scene, where Lady Macbeth takes daggers: seems like gender exchange. Is Shakespeare suggesting that Macbeth’s later cruelty is feminine? That Lady Macbeth’s attack of conscience and suicide is manly (like Romans, whom Macbeth mentions?). 
2.4

Ross encourages rumors about horses defying nature by running away and learns that Macduff is going to Fife.

3.1

How many times does Macbeth not speak to Banquo? Here at 3.1.21, when he says if not for Banquo’s afternoon ride, “We should have else desired your good advice” but also earlier when he has been made Thane of Cawdor (“and at more time . . . let us speak / Our free hearts to each other,” [1.3.155]) and before he murders Duncan (“Yet, when we can entreat an h our to serve, / We would spend it in some words upon that business” [2.1.24]). 

Three is the number of spell: Banquo’s has been wound up by Macbeth’s triple not speaking, and so he is murdered.

Macbeth shows how if it’s not one thing it’s the next: kill Duncan to be king; kill Banquo to stop his children; kill Macduff for not showing up at his party . . .

Macbeth, instructs murderers to kill Banquo, adds Fleance at the end—the usual danger sign, since his failure to stress that he wants Fleance dead more than Banquo leads to the escape of the boy. Like “amen” sticking in his throat or the three failed conversations with Banquo. 

Action: Macbeth apostsrophizes Banquo in the pause before he rejoins his murderers. Shows his mental obsession with Banquo’s issue, and reinforces his comparison of himself to Mark Antony, whose genius was rebuked by Caesar’s (contrast between old lustful soldier and man who brought peace to the world).
3.2

Lady Macbeth seems to lose control of Macbeth here. She doesn’t get his meaning when he goes on about the “night’s black agents” and the rooks in the woods.

Action: Macbeth hides his plans murder Banquo from Lady Macbeth.

3.3

A third murderer puts out the torch.

Action: Banquo ensures his son escapes.

3.4

Banquo's ghost interrupts Lady Macbeth's banquet.

Lady Macbeth again mocks Macbeth for not being a “man”: the woman’s terror, of violence and marriage to a wimp.

Man’s terror: being laughed at. That happens when Lady Macbeth tells him he has “displaced the mirth, broke the good meeting / With most admired disorder” (111).

Action: Macbeth vows to devote himself to violence, not that he is so far in blood, that “Returning were as tedious as go o’er” (139). 

3.5

Probably not written by Shakespeare. It picks up on the several references to Hecate (which Polanski leaves out). It’s an early addition, like film equivalents, finding a way to picture the dark forces that control Macbeth.

Hecate berates the other witches for not letting her in on the plot against Macbeth.

3.6

Lennox sends a lord to England for help.

4.1

Seems authentic: verse, double, details of the ingredients; chant. I’m not sure about Hecate or her song.

“By the pricking of my thumbs”: cf. a boxer’s nose.

Notice how Macbeth “conjures” the witches by a higher power: “by that which you profess . . . “ (50). 

The witches equivocate about Macbeth's future.

Armed head: Macduff

Bloody child: woman born

Child crowned with tree: Birnham Wood 

8 kings leading to Banquo with a mirror, who smiles.

Learning Macduff has fled, Macbeth vows to act as soon as anything occurs to him: “The very firstlings of my heart shall be / The firstlings of my hand.”

Action: Macbeth vows to take action anytime, anywhere: sort of a renunciation of morality: no more consideration of right and wrong,which I guess he figures got him nowhere 
4.2

Ross advises Lady Macduff to be careful what she says.

A messenger warns her to leave.

Murderers enter. Macduff’s son warns his mother to flee, as Banquo ordered Fleance.

Action: Macduff’s son defends his mother. The noble young die due to tyrant’s turmoil,, as does young Siward.
4.3

Malcolm pretends he is a bad man to test Macduff's loyalty.

Ross brings Macduff the bad knews about his family.

Action: Malcolm takes his forces to meet with the English king, certain “the powers above” are on his side.

5.1

Doctor and gentlewoman discuss Lady Macbeth’s sleepwalking—and sleeptalking!

She talks, uses a candle, and rubs her hands. “Yet here’s a spot.” She also remembers calling Macbeth a coward, her sense of their power, and the amount of blood in Duncan: “Yet who would have thought the old man to have had so much blood in him.” 

She mentions Lady Macduff, the smell of blood, Macbeth’s worry about Banquo’s ghost, the knocking at the gate: “What done cannot be undone.” (69)

Action: The doctor orders the gentlewoman to remove dangerous objects Lady Macbeth might use to kill herself. 

5.2

Macbeth’s thanes go to meet up with Malcolm and Siward.

Caithness compares the invading army to a doctor who will purge the bad blood of Scotland to cure it. 

Lennox suggets the blood will drown the weeds.

Action: Lennox directs the others to Birham.

5.3

Macbeth is so confident of the prophecies that he misreads, that he does not mind his thanes leaving him.

He mourns his miserable life and loss of honor, like a “yellow leaf,” surrounded by curses.

Macbeth orders those who talk of fear hanged, and asks the doctor to “minister to a mind diseased” for Lady Macbeth

Dramatic irony: where the thanes saw Scotland as needing a blood letting, Macbeth thinks of an enema: “What rhubarb, senna, or what purgative drug / Would scour these English hence?”

Action: Macbeth exits before he lets the doctor tell him news of the English. He is so preemptory; this is his theory of acting without thinking (or watching hurricanes on TV).
5.4

Malcolm orders branches of Birnam wood cut down to confuse Macbeth. 

Action: Siward warns the others that they must fight, ready or not. He harnesses himself to time, just as Macbeth is giving up on it. He is a figure of honor, like Reepicheep, or Tydeus.

5.5

Macbeth, hearing screams, is surprised that he can still feel fear.

His “tomorrow” speech comments on the uselessness of human activity: at least his, having murdered his way to his own unhappiness and defeat. He seems to see his own vanity in the snuffed candle of his wife’s lost life.

Now he insists on hearing news, where he did not before. He must wonder why he was given no warning his wife would die.

A messenger reports that Birnam Wood has moved.

Action : Macbeth rouses himself to action, despite unexpected coming true of seemingly impossible omen (as he will continue to fight Macduff). Although I like to think Macduff’s revelation freezes Macbeth and accounts for his defeat, that’s not really in play, where death happens off stage. 

5.6

Malcolm has the branches thrown down; Siward seems to look forward to dying in a good fight; and Macduff calls on the trumpets to sound (as if he is some avenging angel).

The three work in concert, and so parallel the unified action of the three witches in 1.1, reinforcing the theme of social unity: not that in this tragedy, society in fact comes together rather than disintegrate, showing the limits of the social disintegration theory of tragedy.

5.7

Macbeth kills young Siward. 

Macduff fights Macbeth offstage.

Siward and Malcolm find the castle has surrendered.

Action: Siward, the Englishman, invites Malcolm into the Scottish Castle, which is a symbol of the conjoining of the customs of Scotland and England, a symbolic mixing of a people, since the castle represents social customs that right or wrong society follows. A very hopeful ending, unlike the sense of circular, continued, hopeless violence Polanski suggests when he has Donalbain visit the witches, suggests that he will soon attack his brother. Had Polanski read Statius?

5.8

Macbeth believes Macduff has fit the prediction of the witches, and so gives up: He dies offstage. Irony that Macbeth cannot know that Macduff’s interpretation of the “not born of woman” prophecy is true. It may well be false, but Macbeth believes it (just as Juliet might have suspected that Romeo was not really dead—tragedy really does depend on making some wrong decisions). 

Ross announces that young Siward died nobly.

Notice that Malcolm is not a relative of Banquo: that succession must occur later, when somehow Fleance takes over.

Macduff hails Malcolm as king of Scotland.

Malcolm establishes Englishness of Scotland, changes thanes to earls.

Action: Malcolm invites everyone to Scone to see him crowned.

1: The witches command each other to hover during the battle.

1.2: Duncan sends Ross to pass Cawdor’s title to Macbeth. 

1.3: Macbeth equivocates with hiding the nature of his murder plot but telling the truth, perhaps, when he says he was rapt with "things forgotten."

1.4: Macbeth equivocates to Duncan, telling him he will go ahead so his wife can make a joyful welcome.

1.5: Macbeth equivocates, telling Lady Macbeth they will speak “further” about their plans.

1.6: Duncan asks Lady Macbeth to take him to see Macbeth. 

1.7: Macbeth transforms his features to hide his murderous thoughts.

2.1:  Macbeth interprets the bell that Lady Macbeth is to ring when his drink is ready as a sign inviting him to murder Duncan.

2.2: Lady Macbeth takes the daggers from Macbeth.

2.3: Macbeth orders everyone to get dressed.

2.4: Ross encourages rumors about horses defying nature by running away and learns that Macduff is going to Fife.

3.1: Macbeth apostsrophizes Banquo in the pause before he rejoins his murderers.

3.2: Macbeth hides his plans to do the murder from Lady Macbeth.

3.3: Fleance escapes.

3.4: After seeing Banquo’d ghost, Macbeth uses his reason to deny the need to reason. 

[3.5: Hecate berates the other witches for not letting her in on the plot against Macbeth.]

3.6: Lennox sends a lord to England for help.

4.1: After seeing apparitions, Macbeth vows to take action anytime, anywhere:

4.2: Macduff’s son defends his mother. 

4.3: Malcolm leads his forces to meet with the English king, certain “the powers above” are on his side. Counterstroke.
5.1: The doctor orders the gentlewoman to remove dangerous objects Lady Macbeth might use to kill herself. He thinks she needs prayer more than medicine

5.2: Lennox directs the others to Birham.

5.3: Macbeth exits before he lets the doctor tell him news of the English. He is so preemptory. Doctor wishes he were gone, despite rich fees.

5.4: Siward warns the others that they must fight, ready or not.

5.5: Hearing Birnham Wood has moved, Macbeth rouses himself to action.

5.6: Malcolm has the branches thrown down; Siward seems to look forward to dying in a good fight; and Macduff calls on the trumpets to sound (as if he is some avenging angel).

5.7: Siward, the Englishman, invites Malcolm into the Scottish Castle
5.8: Malcolm invites everyone to Scone to see him crowned.
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