
Study  
Guide 

Written by WILLIAM SHAKESPEARE 
Directed by JEF HALL-FLAVIN 

ON STAGE AT PARK SQUARE THEATRE 
 
March 28—May 5, 2017 



www.parksquaretheatre.org  |  page 2 

If you have any questions or comments about  
this guide or Park Square Theatre’s Education 

Program, please contact  

Mary Finnerty, Director of Education 
 PHONE 651.767.8494 

EMAIL finnerty@parksquaretheatre.org 

Park Square Theatre  
Study Guide Staff 

CO-EDITORS 
Marcia Aubineau* 
Kate Schilling* 
 

COPY EDITOR 
Marcia Aubineau* 
 
CONTRIBUTORS 
Marcia Aubineau*, Kate Schilling*, Mari 
O’Meara*, Maggie Quam* 
 

COVER DESIGN AND LAYOUT 
Megan Losure (Education Sales and 
Services Manager), Alexandra Hatch 
(Education Assistant)  

 
* Past or Present Member of the  

Park Square Theatre Teacher Advisory Board 
 

 

Contact Us 

PARK SQUARE THEATRE 
408 Saint Peter Street, Suite 110 

Saint Paul, MN 55102 

EDUCATION: 651.291.9196 
education@parksquaretheatre.org 

www.parksquaretheatre.org 

Park Square Theatre  
Teacher Advisory Board 

Marcia Aubineau  
 University of St. Thomas, retired 
Liz Erickson 
 Rosemount High School, retired 
Theodore Fabel 
 South High School 
Craig Farmer  
 Perpich Center for Arts Education 
Amy Hewett-Olatunde, EdD 
 LEAP High School 
Cheryl Hornstein  
 Freelance Theatre and Music Educator                
Alexandra Howes 
 Twin Cities Academy 
Dr. Virginia McFerran  
 Perpich Center for Arts Education 
Kristin Nelson 
 Brooklyn Center High School 
Mari O’Meara 
 Eden Prairie High School 
Jennifer Parker 
 Falcon Ridge Middle School 
Maggie Quam 
 Hmong College Prep Academy 
Kate Schilling 
 Mound Westonka High School 
Jack Schlukebier  
 Central High School, retired 
Tanya Sponholz 
 Prescott High School  
Jill Tammen 
 Hudson High School, retired 
Craig Zimanske 
 Forest Lake Area High School 

Contributors 

mailto:finnerty@parksquaretheatre.org
mailto:education@parksquaretheatre.org
http://parksquaretheatre.org/


www.parksquaretheatre.org  |  page 3 

Study Guide 

Contents 

On your feet: Pre-play Activities 
(Focus: Social Studies and Language Arts) 
4. The 32 Second Macbeth 

6. Cross that Line, Macbeth! 

  

Historical Context 
(Focus: Social Studies and Language Arts) 
8. The History of King Macbeth 

11. King Macbeth’s Family Tree 

12. The History and Curse of Macbeth: A Note-taking Activity 

17. Lincoln and Macbeth: Brothers in Ambition 

 

Exploring the Play 
(Focus: Language Arts) 
20. Macbeth Character Connections 

21 Unstoppable Consequences: The Ripple Effect of Macbeth’s Choices 

24. The Imagery of Macbeth: Using Figurative Language to Illuminate Character and Theme 

32. Exploring Macbeth through Critical Lenses 

35. Post-viewing Discussion Questions 

37. Lady Macbeth’s Letter: A Post-play Creative Writing Activity 

39. Character Bake-Off: A Post-play Creative Writing Activity 

 

Further Resources 
(Focus: Social Studies and Language Arts) 
41. Annotated Filmography of Macbeth 

42. Historical Bibliography 

    
 



www.parksquaretheatre.org  |  page 4 

THE PLAY AND THE PLAYWRIGHT 

The 32 Second Macbeth 

Introduction: 
The length of Shakespeare’s plays is enough to strike terror into the hearts of most students, especially ones 
who expect “the two-hours traffic of our stage” promised by the Prologue in Romeo and Juliet. Taking inspira-
tion from The Reduced Shakespeare Company’s hilarious and brief The Complete Works of William Shake-
speare (Abridged) and Cam Magee, an actor and dramaturg from Washington, D.C., we present our own very 
concise version of Shakespeare’s Macbeth. 
 
What You Need: 
 
Handout: “The 32-second Macbeth” (9 copies) 
 
What to Do: 
 
1. Make nine copies of the handout—one each for Macbeth and the eight other actors: the three witches, 
Duncan, Lady Macbeth, Banquo, Macduff’s son, and Macduff. 
 
2. Highlight the scripts for each of the actors. 
 
3. Have nine volunteers take their places at the front of the room, standing in a circle. Assign roles and let the 
actors read through the script once, for rehearsal. Then get out your stopwatch and see if your students can 
make or break the 32-second record. Two additional rules: 
 
 a. Actors cannot “run over” each others’ lines. An actor cannot speak until the preceding actor has 
 finished. 
 b. When the script indicates that a character dies, the actor must fall to the floor. 
 
4. Then select nine more volunteers to see if the second group can beat the first group’s time. Again, give 
them a practice run before timing, and cheer for the winners. 
 
5. If you wish, ask your students, in groups, to create their own 32-second version of one act from Macbeth 
or another complete Shakespeare play. Along with selecting short and punchy lines to highlight the plot, they 
need to pick the characters that they want to include in their scripts.  
 
How Did It Go? 
 
Did your students have fun? If you asked them to write their own 32-second versions, were they able to iden-
tify and incorporate key lines and characters into effective scripts? 
 
 
Note to the teacher: This activity is adapted from the Folger Shakespeare Library’s activity materials:  
http://www.folger.edu/education/lesson.cfm?lessonid=190. 

CONTINUED... 

http://www.folger.edu/education/lesson.cfm?lessonid=190
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 ACTIVITIES AND RESOURCES 

Actors 1, 2, 3 Fair is foul and foul is fair. 
 
Actor 4 What bloody man is that? 
 
Actor 2 A drum, a drum! Macbeth doth come. 
 
Macbeth So foul and fair a day I have not seen. 
 
Actor 3 All hail, Macbeth, that shalt be king hereafter! 
 
Macbeth If chance will have me king, then chance will crown me. 
 
Actor 5 Unsex me here. 
 
Macbeth If it were done when ‘tis done. 
 
Actor 5 Screw your courage to the sticking place. 
 
Macbeth Is this a dagger that I see before me? (Actor 4 dies) 
 
Actor 5 A little water clears us of this deed. 
 
Actor 6 Fly, good Fleance, fly. (dies) 
 
Macbeth Blood will have blood. 
 
Actors 1, 2, 3 Double, double, toil and trouble. 
 
Actor 7 He has kill’d me, mother! (dies) 
 
Actor 8 Bleed, bleed, poor country. 
 
Actor 5 Out damn’d spot! (dies) 
 
Macbeth Out, out, brief candle! 
 
Actor 8 Turn, hell-hound, turn! 
 
Macbeth Lay on Macduff! (dies) 
 
Actor 8 Hail, king of Scotland! 

By Marcia Aubineau, University of St. Thomas, retired 

The 32 Second Macbeth 
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 ACTIVITIES AND RESOURCES 

 Cross that Line, Macbeth! 

An activity adapted from the Folger Shakespeare Library website 
 
To the teacher: In this activity, the teacher reads value statements to students and students indicate 
whether they agree, disagree, or are undecided about the statement by taking a position physically in 
the classroom. Students are thus introduced to some of the main themes of Macbeth by giving them 
the opportunity to explore their own opinions before they encounter the way these values are pre-
sented in the play. 
 
Preparing the room: 
 
1. Push the desks to the sides of the room so that the center space is clear and as large as possible. 
 
2. With masking or duct tape, make a line bisecting the open space into two equal halves. One half is to 
represent the “Agree” side of the value statement; the other half, the “Disagree” side. 
 
Procedure: 
 
1. Students begin the exercise by all standing in the center of the room.   
 
2. The teacher reads one of the values, and the students move to whichever side of the line represents 
their opinion of the value, i.e. they agree or disagree with it. If they cannot make up their mind, they 
stay standing on the line.   
 
3. Once the students have chosen their position on the value, they are to briefly explain their choice to 
another student on the same side of the line (or in the middle if that’s where they decided to stay), giv-
ing specific examples if possible from their own lives or from events or people in the culture at large. 
The teacher should then ask for arguments for each side of the issue, also including opinions from stu-
dents who couldn’t choose a side and stayed on the line. 
 
4. After each issue is discussed, the students can move back towards the middle to await the reading of 
the next value statement. 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

CONTINUED... 
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 ACTIVITIES AND RESOURCES 

Value statements read by the teacher: 
 
(Note: The teacher may choose all or only those topics which will be highlighted in the study of the play.) 
 
1. Human beings have free will. 
2. Some things are “fated” to occur. 
3. Behind every successful man is an ambitious woman. 
4. People without children are naturally more selfish. 
5. Killing is always wrong. 
6. Spouses should always support each other’s decisions. 
7. Ambition is a good quality. 
8. You can’t ever trust people in power. 
9. Revenge is appropriate when one has been wronged. 
10. Witches are real. 
11. It’s important to always follow your conscience. 
12. Crime doesn’t pay. 
13. Crimes will eventually be found out. 
14. Criminals suffer psychologically from their crimes. 
15. The ends justify the means. 
16. Human nature is basically good. 
17. Human nature is basically evil. 
 

 

Follow-up activities: 
 
1. Ask students how they felt as they were making their choices. Was it easy or difficult? Which topics 
were the hardest to make a decision about? Why? 
 
2. If students have already read the play, discuss how the topics presented here relate to Macbeth. If they 
had trouble making a choice, could they empathize more with Macbeth’s decision-making problems? 
 
3. If this is a pre-play activity, ask students how they think these issues might be explored in the text and/
or in the production. 
 
4. The teacher might want to have the students pick one of the topics as the subject of a writing assign-
ment based on how the play and/or the production presented Shakespeare’s opinion. 
 

 

 

 

 

By Marcia Aubineau, University of St. Thomas, retired 

Cross that Line, Macbeth! 
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HISTORICAL AND CULTURAL CONTEXT 

The History of King Macbeth 

Mac Bethad mac Findláich, or Macbeth, was the son of Findláech (Findlay) of Moray and Donada, a daughter 
of King Malcolm II. His father, a thane, ruled over Moray in Inverness and controlled a substantial portion of 
northern Scotland.  
 
Unable to produce a son, Malcolm II wanted a grandson as an heir to the throne rather than customarily 
choosing one of the many thanes, and so arranged for Donada and Findlay to be married. Findlay was killed 
in 1020 during a Moray rebellion, led by his nephew, Gilla Coemgáin. Macbeth was 15 years old and away at 
school at the time of his father’s death. 
 
Twelve years later, in 1032, Gilla Coemgáin 
was one of 50 people burned alive as punish-
ment for Findlay’s death. It is unclear if this 
mass murder was conducted by Malcolm II or 
by Macbeth, but researchers have found 
clues. After Gilla Coemgáin’s death, Macbeth 
married his widow, Princess Gruoch, a niece 
of Malcolm II. (During that time, it was com-
mon to marry the widow of an opponent as a  
symbol of victory.) However, Macbeth also 
adopted Gruoch’s son, Lulach, from her previ-
ous marriage. Because of this, many assume 
that their union had more to do with sup-
porting the widow of a friend and family 
member. Therefore, it is suspected that  
Malcolm II, rather than Macbeth, directed the 
burning.  
 
King Duncan I was the son of Crínán, Abbot of 
Dunkeld, and Bethoc, another daughter of 
King Malcolm II. Again, in the hopes of  
providing a future king, Bethoc’s father ar-
ranged the marriage.  
 
In 1036, Malcolm II was violently murdered in Glamis. Records seem to reveal that the murder was com-
mitted by a family member, but they do not name the culprit. After the death of his grandfather, Duncan was 
crowned king. He took the throne at a young age and did not become a strong king like his grandfather. Mac-
beth was a dux, a duke, under his rule, serving as a military commander and ruler of Moray. Macbeth’s title 
indicates that he was close to the new king, especially in the early years of his reign. However, in 1040, a dis-
agreement caused Macbeth to rebel against the crown. Duncan then conducted a punitive exploration in 
Moray and was killed by Macbeth’s army. Duncan’s wife Suthen, or Sybil, fled Scotland along with her chil-
dren, future kings Malcolm III and Donaldbain III.  
 CONTINUED... 



www.parksquaretheatre.org  |  page 9 

HISTORICAL AND CULTURAL CONTEXT 

Macbeth became king in 1040 and ruled until his death in 1057. Rather than a maniacal tyrant, as he is  
portrayed in William Shakespeare’s Macbeth, he was known to be a peaceful ruler, creating laws that orga-
nized property ownership, that allowed daughters the same rights as their brothers regarding inheritance, 
and that required military officers to protect women and children, including orphans, under any and all cir-
cumstances. He contributed to the spread of Christianity in his country and, with his wife, made a pilgrimage 
to Rome in 1050, bringing with him money for the poor. 
 
In 1052, a conflict arose between Macbeth and the king and lords of England. Normans living in England  
had sought refuge in Scotland, and Macbeth believed that anyone traveling to his country was welcome and 
should be protected. This angered the English lords. At the same time, King Duncan’s son, Malcolm III, in an 
effort to avenge his father’s death and gain the throne for himself, was preparing for an invasion of Scotland 
with the help of King Edward, the English lords, and Siward of Northumbria. 
 
In 1054, Malcolm III and Siward invaded Scotland from the south and continued north. The first battle took 
place at Dunsinane, where Macbeth was defeated by Siward. However, Macbeth survived and persevered for 
three more years. As Malcolm III conquered more 
land, Macbeth was forced further north. Finally, in 
1057, King Macbeth was killed by Malcolm’s forces 
in Lumphanan. 
 
After King Macbeth’s death, his step-son, Lulach, 
became king, but several months later, Malcolm III 
killed Lulach and became King Malcolm III of  
Scotland. His rule lasted until his death in 1093, 
when his brother became King Donalbain III. 
 
The plot of Shakespeare’s Macbeth is often histori-
cally inaccurate, and many historians have sought 
reasons why. One reason is that, despite the many 
documented sources of Scottish rulers, none is  
believed to be entirely accurate or complete. Shakespeare researched the life of Macbeth using the most re-
cent source at the time: Ralph Holinshed’s Chronicles of England, Scotland and Ireland. Shakespeare used the 
1587 revised version which was, in some ways, changed drastically from the original version published in 
1577. For example, when Macbeth and Banquo meet the three sisters in the 1577 account, the witches were 
described as young and fairy-like. But ten years later, they had become suspicious, old, and ugly.  
 
Holinshed’s text was inaccurate as well. In it, he documents Banquo and Fleance as “historical figures.” King 
James I of England and VI of Scotland, claimed to be a descendent of Banquo. However, it is now widely  
accepted that Banquo and Fleance were a myth created by the then current Scottish rulers. 
 
 
 

Macbeth and Banquo meeting the Witches (Ralph Holinshed, 1577) 

The History of King Macbeth 

CONTINUED... 
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HISTORICAL AND CULTURAL CONTEXT 

To complicate matters further, Shakespeare even strayed from his own source. In Holinshed’s account,  
Banquo was Macbeth’s co-conspirator in the killing of Duncan rather than an honest man who becomes a 
victim. Macbeth was written and performed in honor of King James’ rise to the throne of England.  
Consequently, Shakespeare needed to be “politically correct” to curry favor with the new king. Historians 
generally conclude that Shakespeare wrote his play intentionally leaving behind the actual life of King  
Macbeth of Scotland.  

 
Extended Research and Discussion Questions 
 
1. What is a “punitive exploration?” What was the conflict between Macbeth and Duncan? Do you think it 
was worth a rebellion and punitive exploration? 
 
2. Shakespeare used Chronicles of England, Scotland and Ireland as a source for his work. Identify another 
source that is commonly used to document Scottish royalty. What are its strengths and weaknesses? 
 
3. Who is Queen Gruoch Macbeth and what is her past? Why do you think she plays such a prominent role in 
Shakespeare’s play and in Scottish history? 
 
4. Why were the Normans trying to escape England and why might Macbeth’s welcome have upset the  
English lords? 
 
5. Why might Shakespeare have wanted to change the history of Macbeth? How might these changes have 
benefited Shakespeare? 
 

The History of King Macbeth 

By Maggie Quam, Hmong College Prep Academy 

Historical image of Inverness Castle 
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HISTORICAL AND CULTURAL CONTEXT 

King Macbeth’s Family Tree 

 

By Maggie Quam, Hmong College Prep Academy 
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HISTORICAL AND CULTURAL CONTEXT 

The History and Curse of Macbeth 
A Note-taking Activity 

Teacher Handout: Pages 12 & 13  
Student Handout: Pages 14 & 15 
 
To the Teacher: Using the student handout, have students practice taking notes by filling in the blank as the 
teacher reads the following lecture script aloud. 
 
In 1606, following the death of Queen Elizabeth, William Shakespeare wrote a play for her successor and his 
new patron, James I, formerly James VI of Scotland. Being a keen playwright and businessman, Shakespeare 
went out of his way to please the new king of England by appealing to the King’s royal lineage, interests and 
personal preferences. This led to an infamous and everlasting theatrical curse on future productions. 
 
King James I  
Shakespeare enjoyed much support from Queen Elizabeth who encouraged the artistic efforts of her sub-
jects during the creative Renaissance years. After her death in 1603, James VI of Scotland became James I of 
England. Before succeeding Elizabeth on the English throne, James had ruled Scotland with a degree of politi-
cal success for thirty-six years. James was born on June 19, 1566, in Edinburgh Castle as the only child of 
Mary Queen of Scots and her husband Lord Darnley. A year after his birth, James’ father was killed in a mys-
terious explosion, his mother re-married, and she and her new husband were driven into exile in England. 
This left the barely one-year-old James to become King of Scotland officially on July 29, 1567. To assist him in 
his ruling until he came-of-age, James had a series of four regents (a person appointed to administer a coun-
try because the monarch is a minor), the first two of whom were assassinated. Violence and cruelty defined 
James’ political world—from assassination attempts—to his being kidnapped—to multiple challenges to his 
throne and later the English throne. In October 1579, James received public adulation in a royal civic pageant 
in Edinburgh’s streets, defining the beginning of his actual rule at the age of thirteen. It was at this beginning 
of his actual sovereignty that James first encountered a tableau (a view or a sight that looks like a picture) 
that represented all the previous Scottish kings, and the spark that ignited James’ fascination with his  
lineage.  
 
On March 24, 1603, the date of Queen Elizabeth I’s death, James was proclaimed King James I of England. 
His English coronation took place on July 25, 1603. He wanted to unite Scotland and England, a desire that 
was opposed in both realms. 
 
James also developed a pronounced interest in witches. Shortly after his marriage to Princess Anne of  
Denmark, King James became directly involved in witch trials in Scotland. He published a pamphlet in 1597, 
which was re-issued in 1603, called Daemonologie (pronounced Demonology) that outlined his understand-
ing of witches. From the years 1604-1611, King James I of England sponsored an English translation of the 
Bible for the Church of England (now known as the Authorized King James version), which further perpetu-
ated the growing conflict between England’s Catholic and Protestant religions. On November 5, 1605, an 
attempt to blow up King James along with the Houses of Parliament, afterwards known as the Gunpowder 
Plot, was foiled. The main conspirator, Guy Fawkes, revealed the failed assassination was an English Catholic 
conspiracy to annihilate England’s Protestant government and replace it with Catholic leadership.  

CONTINUED... 
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HISTORICAL AND CULTURAL CONTEXT 

Macbeth  
The tragic play Macbeth was written sometime between 1604 and 1606. According to legend, it was first per-
formed on August 7, 1606 at Hampton Court for King James I. Since this play was the first written for his new 
patron, Shakespeare wanted to please the king, so in contrast to Shakespeare’s other tragedies, Macbeth is 
fairly short in length in keeping with the King’s preference. To further compliment the King, Shakespeare  
included James’ Scottish genealogy. One character in the play, Banquo, was, at the time, thought to be 
James’ ancestor; however, the playwright chose to turn the Banquo in the play from a historical conspirator 
into a victimized hero. Shakespeare also directly referenced King James in Macbeth in the witch/apparition  
sequence where eight descendants of Banquo, of which King James was the ninth, are shown with crowns. 
 
The Curse of Macbeth 
For the sake of James’ patronage, Shakespeare was so deliberate with his inclusion of witchcraft that many 
believe the play is cursed. Some literary historians will argue that Shakespeare wrote Macbeth with actual 
witches’ spells. According to lore, Shakespeare highlighted a sacred black magic ritual in one of the acts of 
Macbeth, and the actual practitioners of the ritual are subsequently reputed to have cursed the play. The 
spells, the dark nature of the play, and some of the mishaps surrounding various productions of Macbeth 
have created a theatrical tradition: any mention of the play’s title within the theater where it is being per-
formed is considered bad luck. Many in the theater, thus, opt to refer to it as the “Scottish play” in order to 
avoid the curse. Tradition declares that any person who mentions the main character or the title must imme-
diately take steps to reverse the curse to avoid any mishaps; anyone who mentions Macbeth (with the  
exception of the actual lines within the play) can do any of the following to avoid the curse:  
 

Leave the theater/room, turn around three times, spit, knock, humbly beg pardon for the transgression, 
and ask permission to return. (There are several variations of this ritual.) 

Recite quotations from Hamlet. 
Pronounce the counter-curse: “Thrice around the circle bound, evil sink into the ground.” 
 

Even among those who take care, the curse has a way of striking. Stories abound of accident-prone produc-
tions, perpetuating the belief that Macbeth is a cursed play.  

 

 

 

 

The History and Curse of Macbeth: 
A Note-taking Activity 

CONTINUED... 

The Globe Theatre, London 
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HISTORICAL AND CULTURAL CONTEXT 

Using the following template, fill in the blanks with the appropriate information. Spelling does not count, 
as these are your study notes. 

 
 
In ____________________ following the death of ____________________, William Shakespeare wrote a 

play for her successor and his new patron, James I, formerly James VI of _____________________. Being a 

keen playwright and businessman, Shakespeare went out of his way to please the new king of England by 

appealing to the King’s royal lineage, interests and personal preferences. That led to an infamous and ever-

lasting theatrical ____________________ on future productions. 

 

King James I  

Shakespeare enjoyed much support from Queen Elizabeth who encouraged the artistic efforts of her subjects 

during the creative _______________________ years. After her death in 1603, James VI of Scotland became 

James I of England. Before succeeding Elizabeth on the English throne, James had ruled Scotland with a de-

gree of political success for ____________________ years. James was born on June 19, 1566, in Edinburgh 

Castle as the only child of ____________________ and her husband Lord Darnley. A ____________________ 

after his birth, James’ father was killed in a mysterious explosion, his mother re-married, and she and her 

new husband were driven into ____________________ in England. This left the barely one-year-old James to 

become ____________________ officially on July 29, 1567. To assist him in his ruling until he came-of-age, 

James had a series of four ____________________ (a person appointed to administer a country because the 

monarch is a minor), the first ____________________ of whom were assassinated. ____________________ 

and ____________________ defined James’ political world—from assassination attempts—to his being kid-

napped—to multiple challenges to his throne and later the English throne. In October 1579, James received 

public adulation in a royal civic pageant in ____________________ streets, defining the beginning of his ac-

tual rule at the age of ____________________. It was at this beginning of his actual sovereignty that James 

first encountered a tableau (a view or sight that looks like a picture) that represented all the previous 

Scottish kings, and the spark that ignited James’ fascination with his ____________________.  

 

 

The History and Curse of Macbeth: 
A Note-taking Activity: Student Handout  

CONTINUED... 
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HISTORICAL AND CULTURAL CONTEXT 

On March 24, 1603, the date of ____________________death, James was proclaimed King James I of Eng-

land. His English ____________________ took place on July 25, 1603. He wanted to 

____________________Scotland and England, a desire that was ____________________in both realms. 

James also developed a pronounced interest in ____________________. Shortly after his marriage to Prin-

cess Anne of ____________________, King James became directly involved in witch trials in Scotland. He 

published a ____________________ in 1597, which was re-issued in 1603, called Daemonologie that out-

lined his understanding of witches. From the years 1604-1611, King James I of England sponsored an English 

translation of the ____________________ for the Church of England (now known as the 

____________________), which further perpetuated the growing conflict between England’s 

____________________ and ____________________ religions. On November 5, 1605, an attempt to blow 

up King James along with the Houses of Parliament, afterwards known as the _________________________, 

was foiled. The main conspirator, ____________________ ,revealed the failed assassination was an English 

Catholic conspiracy to annihilate England’s Protestant government and replace it with Catholic leadership.  

 

Macbeth  

The tragic play Macbeth was written in the early 1600s, sometime between 1604 and 1606. According to leg-

end, it was first performed on ____________________ at ____________________ for King James I. Since this 

play was the first written for his new patron, Shakespeare wanted to ____________________ the king, so in 

contrast to Shakespeare’s other tragedies, Macbeth is ____________________ in length in keeping with the 

King’s preference. To further compliment the King, Shakespeare included James’ ____________________ 

genealogy. One character in the play, ____________________, was, at the time, thought to be James’ 

____________________; however, the playwright chose to turn the ____________________ in the play 

from the historical conspirator into a victimized hero. Shakespeare also directly referenced 

____________________ in Macbeth in the ____________________ sequence where____________________  

descendants of Banquo, of which King James was the ____________________, are shown with crowns. 

 

 

 

The History and Curse of Macbeth: 
A Note-taking Activity: Student Handout  

CONTINUED... 
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HISTORICAL AND CULTURAL CONTEXT 

The Curse of Macbeth 

For the sake of James’ patronage, Shakespeare was so deliberate with his inclusion of __________________ 

that many believe the play is ____________________. Some literary historians will argue that Shakespeare 

wrote Macbeth with actual witches’ spells. According to lore, Shakespeare highlighted a sacred 

____________________ ritual in one of the acts of Macbeth, and the actual practitioners of the ritual are 

subsequently reputed to have cursed the play. The ____________________, the dark nature of the play, 

and some of the mishaps surrounding various productions of Macbeth have created a theatrical tradition: 

any mention of the play’s ____________________ within the theater where it is being performed is consid-

ered bad luck. Many in the theater, thus, opt to refer to it as the “____________________” in order to avoid 

the curse. Tradition declares that any person who mentions the main character or quotes the title must  

immediately take steps to ____________________ to avoid any mishaps; anyone who mentions the name 

____________________ (with the exception of the actual lines within the play) can do any of the following 

to avoid the curse:  

 

Leave the theater/room, turn around ____________________ times, spit, knock, humbly beg pardon for 

the transgression, and ask permission to return. (There are several variations of this ritual.) 

Recite quotations from ____________________. 

Pronounce the counter-curse: “____________________ around the circle bound, 

____________________ sink into the ground.” 

 

Even among those who take care, the curse has a way of striking. Stories abound of accident-prone produc-

tions, perpetuating the belief that Macbeth is a cursed play.  

 

For fun, check out the links below that include cataloged incidents related to the curse: 

https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/The_Scottish_Play#Historical_mishaps 

http://www.historicmysteries.com/the-macbeth-curse/ 

https://www.theguardian.com/stage/2013/jul/15/macbeth-rsc-kenneth-branagh-hospital-battle 

http://www.telegraph.co.uk/film/macbeth/scottish_play_curse/ 

 

The History and Curse of Macbeth: 
A Note-taking Activity: Student Handout  

By Mari O’Meara, Eden Prairie High School 

http://www.historicmysteries.com/the-macbeth-curse/
https://www.theguardian.com/stage/2013/jul/15/macbeth-rsc-kenneth-branagh-hospital-battle
http://www.telegraph.co.uk/film/macbeth/scottish_play_curse/
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HISTORICAL AND CULTURAL CONTEXT 

Lincoln and Macbeth: Brothers in Ambition 

To the teacher: This essay is based on the article “Lincoln, Macbeth, and the Moral Imagination” by Michael 
Knox Beran, published in HUMANITAS, Volume XI, No. 2, 1998 by the National Humanities Institute.   
 
Abraham Lincoln carried Shakespeare’s works with him wherever he went, and Macbeth was his favorite 
play. For the American president, the Scottish king was a model of how a decent but ambitious man comes to 
terms with the darker aspects of his own character. 
 
Like Macbeth, Lincoln was a man of “vaulting ambition,” and that ambition carried him from a log cabin to 
the White House. However, he was also a man who was fascinated by the question of what ambition is in 
and of itself—its positive aspects as well as its possible negative outcomes. And he ruminated on these  
questions throughout his adult life often using Macbeth as his touchstone. 
 
When he initially ran for President, his covert agenda was to prevent the extension of slavery into the  
Western territories; however, he publicly maintained that his single goal was to preserve the Union, and it 
was this idea of “the Union forever” that won him the election. According to Michael Knox Beran, Lincoln’s 
opposition to any compromise with the South “created the kind of crisis which an ambitious man could not 
help but love.” 
 
The writer continues with the observation that Lincoln’s casting himself as a “righteous champion of Union 
and constitutional order…enabled him to escape, evade, deny, responsibility for the conflagration that  
ensued.” 
 
However, Beran makes the point that  
 
  …the ambition that led [Lincoln] to oppose the extension of slavery, to thumb his nose in the 
  face of the South, and to risk the republic itself in a war that cost over half a million Americans 
  their lives was a just ambition, harnessed to a noble cause. [Emphasis mine] 
 
But even “just ambition” has the power to haunt a man’s mind, and Lincoln was obsessed with how such a 
potentially positive quality could have such negative consequences. Even though Lincoln wasn’t a killer in the 
sense that Macbeth was—he didn’t wield the sword himself—the anguish of Macbeth’s Scotland as it cried, 
“Bleed, bleed, poor country,” was mirrored in the anguish of Lincoln’s Civil War America, and the President 
must have “shuddered to think of what his ambition, together with his principles, had helped to provoke” 
(Beran). 
 
Lincoln’s pursuit of this “noble cause” took a heavy toll not only on the lives of 600,000 American soldiers, 
but on their Commander in Chief as well. Lincoln’s sleep was as fitful as Macbeth’s, and, as the war contin-
ued, he suffered increasingly from ill health and disturbing nightmares including one, dreamed only days be-
fore his assassination, that he was attending his own funeral in the East Room of the White House. 
 
 

CONTINUED... 
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Less than a week before his death, he and a group of diplomats were sailing back to Washington on the 
steamboat River Queen, after having attended a meeting at the army’s headquarters in City Point, Virginia. 
To pass the time, Lincoln read to the party long sections from Macbeth, dwelling particularly on Macbeth’s 
lines about the death of Duncan: 
 
  Duncan is in his grave; 
  After life’s fitful fever he sleeps well; 
  …nothing 
  Can touch him further. 
 
Lincoln was amazed at the depth of Shakespeare’s understanding of the murderer’s mindset—envying the 
peaceful sleep of his victim while he himself was tortured by “wicked dreams [that] abuse the curtained 
sleep.” 
 
A major source of his suffering was the rivers of blood spilled in the course of the Civil War—blood which “all 
great Neptune’s ocean” couldn’t wash away: was it caused by slavery and Southern obstinacy or by his own 
principles and unwillingness to compromise, i.e. by his ambition? According to Beran, “He had blood on his 
hands; and the knowledge that it was a just God who willed that he have blood on his hands was not always 
a consolation.” 
 

 Abraham Lincoln re-read Macbeth, and reflected on how costly a thing is even a just ambition. This 
 willingness to explore, however indirectly, the darker recesses, the secret places, of his own  
 character, this willingness to throw light upon the ‘black and deep desires’ latent within him—at a  
 time when lesser men would have been conscious only of the glory of the moment—is evidence of 
 the sensitivity of Lincoln’s conscience, the power of his moral imagination, and the greatness of his 
 heart. (Beran) 
 
And how many of us have the moral sensitivity to interrogate our own motivations, our ambitions? To con-
front ourselves thoroughly and thoughtfully, to look in the mirror and truly see who we are requires a cour-
age that most people lack. We try to know ourselves in other, less painful ways. Lincoln was different. Beran 
explains, 
 
 To be haunted by something one has seen in oneself, to be haunted by the concrete facts, the bloody 
 facts, of one’s own capacity for evil, to confront some ugliness in oneself, an ugliness previously  
 suppressed, or successfully ignored, but now nakedly visible—this is not the only way to attain self-
 knowledge, and to stimulate the development of the moral imagination. It is the tragic way.  
 
By the end of the play, Macbeth had reached the tragic hero’s anagnorisis (the understanding of what he had 
done and what had been done to him), even though he realized “To know my deed, ‘twere best not know 
myself.” 
 
 
 CONTINUED... 

Lincoln and Macbeth: Brothers in Ambition 
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Abraham Lincoln also knew himself and understood that villainy can exist alongside nobility, that self-interest 
can coexist with altruism. He said, “There are few things wholly evil or wholly good,” and he had experienced 
both the positive and negative consequences of ambition. Beran remarks that “We rightly view Lincoln , not 
only as our greatest national hero, but also as our most totally and deeply tragic one.”  
 

Questions for Discussion: 
 
1. How would you define ambition? What might be some examples of ambition having a positive outcome?  
A negative outcome? 
 
2. Think about Macbeth. How would you describe his ambition? What were the immediate results? The long 
range results? Why do you think Lincoln was so obsessed with Macbeth’s character? 
 
3. Does our American civilization still have “the resources to produce leaders with the kind of highly  
developed conscience, the kind of highly developed moral imagination, that Abraham Lincoln possessed”? 
(Beran) Explain your answer.   
 
4. How can Macbeth, through the darkness of its characters and themes, shed light on the power, the  
promise, and the peril of ambition? 
 
5. Think of a well known public figure—a politician, sports hero, entertainer, etc.  

a. What do you think is this person’s ambition, i.e. what motivated him/her to take the path they did? 
 b. What are some positive aspects/results of their ambition? 
 c. What might be some negative aspects/results? 
 
6. What about you? Do you have ambition? What “drives” you?  
 a. How does your ambition influence your goal setting? Your actions?  

b. What are the positive aspects of your ambition? What have been the positive consequences? What 
might be the negative consequences? 

 

 

Lincoln and Macbeth: Brothers in Ambition 

By Marcia Aubineau, University of St. Thomas, retired 
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Macbeth Character Connections 

By Kate Schilling, Mound-Westonka High School 
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Unstoppable Consequences:  
The Ripple Effect of Macbeth’s Choices 

To the Teacher: In this post-play activity, students analyze the expanding consequences of Macbeth’s choices 
through the metaphor of a ripple effect.  
 
Preparation: 
 
1. Make photocopies of both sides of the worksheet on the next page.  
2. Break students into small groups. They should read and annotate the introduction individually and then 
determine what event from the play fits best for each “ripple” of Macbeth’s actions.  
3. Conclude the activity with a full class discussion of what the students chose for each phase of the tragic 
structure of the play. 

CONTINUED... 

Portrait of Macbeth with the three witches (1830) 
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Unstoppable Consequences: 
The Ripple Effect of Macbeth’s Choices 

Directions for Students: Read and annotate the following passage analyzing the tragic structure of  
Shakespeare’s Macbeth. Next, based on the passage and your knowledge of the play, write about the pro-
gression of the consequences of Macbeth’s actions on the back of this page. 
 

 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
One way to analyze the structure of Shakespeare’s tragedies is through the metaphor of a ripple effect. As a 
stone is dropped in water, we see ever-expanding ripples disturb the water’s surface. In Macbeth, we see the 
consequences of Macbeth’s terrible actions expand from his personal life into the lives of others and into the 
greater society.  
 
Tragic heroes like Macbeth have a tragic flaw, or an admirable quality taken to excess. This is the “stone” 
which triggers the tragic events, or “ripples,” of the rest of the play and leads to the hero’s demise. In the be-
ginning of the play, Macbeth is introduced as a brave warrior who has recently won an important victory in 
battle. He is courageous, bold, ambitious, and admired by his military brothers.  
 
Shortly after the battle, Macbeth learns of a prophecy that foretells his rise to power as king of Scotland. 
After hearing the prophecy, Macbeth’s desire to become king takes him down a dark path. Fueled by Lady 
Macbeth’s shrewd manipulation, he murders King Duncan and all those who threaten his supposed right to 
remain king. Macbeth’s strengths turn from admirable qualities to a dangerous threat to others and society.  
 
Consider Macbeth’s tragic flaw in the context of a ripple effect. When does Macbeth’s tragic flaw become a 
problem for himself, his family, his country, and when do his actions upset the balance of nature?  
 CONTINUED... 



www.parksquaretheatre.org  |  page 23 

ARTISTIC AND LITERARY CONTEXT 

Directions for Students: In your group, decide what you believe to be Macbeth’s tragic flaw. What aspect of 
his personality begins as a good quality but ultimately leads to his demise? Write it in the circle below. 
 
Next, determine when Macbeth’s tragic flaw becomes a problem for himself, his family, the state, and when 
his actions upset the balance of nature. Describe the scene and justify your answers in the boxes below.  
 
 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Additional discussion questions:  
 
1. How is Macbeth someone to be admired at the beginning of the play? When do his choices go beyond the 
point of redemption? Have you seen someone in your life, or in today’s public life, use their strengths for the 
wrong reasons?  
 
2. How could you apply this pattern to other tragedies? What other novels, plays, or films does the ripple 
effect bring to mind?  

 

 

 

 

Tragic Flaw 

Unstoppable Consequences: 
The Ripple Effect of Macbeth’s Choices 

By Kate Schilling, Mound-Westonka High School 
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The Imagery of Macbeth: 
Using Figurative Language to Illuminate Character and Theme 

Note to the teacher: Shakespeare weaves several systems of imagery into Macbeth to trace the arcs of his 
main characters and to develop theme. This activity helps students become more skillful at identifying figura-
tive language and more aware of how the writer uses this imagery to enrich our understanding of the play. 
 
Procedure: (This can be modified to accommodate the individual teacher’s approach to the play.) 
 
1. Before beginning their study of the play, introduce the students to some of Shakespeare’s main systems of 

imagery: 
 

Acting/appearance 
Clothing 
Darkness/evil 
Farming/plants/nature 
Blood 
Sleep 
 

Students need to be able to tell the difference, for example, between a direct reference to blood (“What 
bloody man is that?”) and a figurative use of the same (“I am in blood/Stepped in so far…”). It may be useful 
for the teacher to guide students by helping them brainstorm both types of referencing using examples from 
their own experiences for each category. After a few group examples, students could work in pairs to gener-
ate their own which would then be shared with the class. 
 
2. Hand out the graphic organizers, and as the class reads the play, have students individually fill them out, 

recording the examples of the figurative language they find in each category in chronological order, 
noting Act, scene, and line numbers. 

 
3. Duplicate and cut apart the imagery question sheets which will be distributed to the various groups  
 described in #4.  
 
4. When students have finished the play, the teacher should divide them into 6 groups (or 12 smaller 

groups), one (or two) for each imagery system. Hand out to each group the appropriate question sheet 
and have students compare their lists and prepare a presentation for the class showing how their system 
contributes to our understanding of character and/or theme. 

By Marcia Aubineau, University of St. Thomas, retired 
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Directions: As you read Macbeth, keep track of different categories of imagery you find throughout the play. 
Each time you see an image for a specific category (e.g. Acting/Appearance, Darkness/Evil) mark down the 
Act, scene, line number, and text of the example.  
 
 
 
 

 
 

Imagery Activity Graphic Organizer 

Image Act Sc. Line(s) Character Quote 

Acting/ 

Appearance 

I i 9 Witches Fair is foul and foul is fair. 
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Did you find, for example: 
Lady Macbeth: “…look like the innocent flower,/ But be the serpent under’t.” (I.v.64-65) 
Macbeth: “Life’s but a walking shadow, a poor player/ That struts and frets his hour upon the stage/ And 

then is heard no more.” (V.v.24-26) 
 
What other quotations did you find? 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
Consider the following questions when preparing your presentation:   
 
1. In Act I, why do Macbeth and Lady Macbeth think they need to be actors? 
 
2. Does Duncan seem to be the type who would be fooled by a “fair” appearance? What does this indicate 
about his character? How is he a contrast to Macbeth? 
 
3. Why do Macbeth and Lady Macbeth need to be actors in Act III? 
 
4. What is Macbeth’s final assessment of the results of leading a “foul” life while trying to appear “fair”? 
 
 
Final group tasks to be included in your presentation to the class: 
 
1. Come to a group consensus on this question: Through the characters of Macbeth and Lady Macbeth and 
the imagery associated with them, what does Shakespeare appear to be observing about the nature of evil 
and its manifestation in the psychology and behavior of human beings? 
 
2. Create a group “body sculpture” (a visual representation of your conclusion using group members as parts 
of the sculpture) to portray your answer to #1. (All group members must be a part of the sculpture.) Be pre-
pared to explain your answer to #1 and your choice of a sculpture. 
 
3. (A post-production question) How did the Park Square Theatre’s production deal with your system of im-
agery? Did you notice which references were present? Were any missing? Why do you think the adapter of 
the play made the choices he did? 

Imagery Question Sheet: 
Acting/Appearance 
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Did you find, for example: 
Banquo (re: Macbeth): “New honors come upon him,/ Like our strange garments, cleave not to their 

mold/ But with the aide of use.” (I.iii.143ff) 
Angus: “Now does he feel his title/ Hang loose about him, like a giant’s robe/ Upon a dwarfish 

thief.” (V.ii.20-22) 
 
What other quotations did you find? 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
Consider the following questions when preparing your presentation: 
 
1. In Act I, scene vii, does Macbeth appear to want more power or is he content with what he has? How does 
the imagery show this? What changes his mind? 
 
2. In Act V, what do the references to clothing tell you about how Macbeth acquired and handled his power? 
 
 
Final group tasks to be included in your presentation to the class: 
 
1. Come to a group consensus on this question: Through the characters of Macbeth and Lady Macbeth and 
the imagery associated with them, what does Shakespeare appear to be observing about the nature of evil 
and its manifestation in the psychology and behavior of human beings? 
 
2. Create a group “body sculpture” (a visual representation of your conclusion using group members as parts 
of the sculpture) to portray your answer to #1. (All group members must be a part of the sculpture.) Be pre-
pared to explain your answer to #1 and your choice of a sculpture. 
 
3. (A post-production question) How did the Park Square Theatre’s production deal with your system of im-
agery? Did you notice which references were present? Were any missing? Why do you think the adapter of 
the play made the choices he did? 

Imagery Question Sheet: 
Clothing 
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Did you find, for example: 
Macbeth: “The instruments of darkness tell us truths…” (I.iii.124) 
Malcolm: “black Macbeth” (IV.iii.52) 

 
What other quotations did you find? 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
Consider the following questions when preparing your presentation: 
  
1. A good deal of the play’s action takes place at night. Why do you think Shakespeare made this choice? 
 
2. Explain the possible relationship between the physical darkness of the play and Macbeth’s character devel-
opment. 
 
3. In Act V, what does the Gentlewoman tell the Doctor that Lady Macbeth needs with her at all times? How 
might this need indicate Lady Macbeth’s psychological state? 
 
 
Final group tasks to be included in your presentation to the class: 
 
1. Come to a group consensus on this question: Through the characters of Macbeth and Lady Macbeth and 
the imagery associated with them, what does Shakespeare appear to be observing about the nature of evil 
and its manifestation in the psychology and behavior of human beings? 
 
2. Create a group “body sculpture” (a visual representation of your conclusion using group members as parts 
of the sculpture) to portray your answer to #1. (All group members must be a part of the sculpture.) Be pre-
pared to explain your answer to #1 and your choice of a sculpture. 
 
3. (A post-production question) How did the Park Square Theatre’s production deal with your system of im-
agery? Did you notice which references were present? Were any missing? Why do you think the adapter of 
the play made the choices he did? 

Imagery Question Sheet: 
Darkness/Evil 
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Did you find, for example: 
Macbeth: “Upon my head they placed a fruitless crown/ And put a barren scepter in my gripe [grip]….To 

make them kings—the seed of Banquo kings!” (III.i.61ff) 
Macbeth: “I have lived long enough. My May of life/ Is fallen into the sear [withered state], the yellow 

leaf” (V.iii.23-24) 
 
What other quotations did you find? 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
Consider the following questions when preparing your presentation: 
 
1. What is King Duncan promising Macbeth in Act I? How is this reflected by the imagery? 
 
2. In Act III, Macbeth is rationalizing the murder of Banquo. What is his argument in terms of the imagery? 
 
3. Explain Macbeth’s description of his life in Act V. 
 
4. Explain Malcolm’s final speech and tie it back to Duncan’s earlier one. 
How does this system of imagery demonstrate irony? 
 
 
Final group tasks to be included in your presentation to the class: 
 
1. Come to a group consensus on this question: Through the characters of Macbeth and Lady Macbeth and 
the imagery associated with them, what does Shakespeare appear to be observing about the nature of evil 
and its manifestation in the psychology and behavior of human beings? 
 
2. Create a group “body sculpture” (a visual representation of your conclusion using group members as parts 
of the sculpture) to portray your answer to #1. (All group members must be a part of the sculpture.) Be pre-
pared to explain your answer to #1 and your choice of a sculpture. 
 
3. (A post-production question) How did the Park Square Theatre’s production deal with your system of im-
agery? Did you notice which references were present? Were any missing? Why do you think the adapter of 
the play made the choices he did? 

Imagery Question Sheet: 
Farming/Plants/Nature 
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Did you find, for example: 
Macbeth: “Will all great Neptune’s ocean wash this blood/ Clean from my hand? No; this my hand will 

rather/ The multitudinous seas incarnadine,/ Making the green one red.” (II.ii.59ff) 
Lady Macbeth: “Here’s the smell of blood still: all the perfumes of Arabia will not sweeten this little 

hand.” (V.i.49-50) 
 
What other quotations did you find? 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
Consider the following questions when preparing your presentation: 
 
1. Categorize the references your group found according to their meaning, e.g. are they references to guilt, 
violence, etc.? What appears to be the relationship between blood and guilt? 
 
2. Why do you think there are so many metaphorical references to blood in the play? 
 
3. What observations can you make in regards to the arcs of Macbeth’s and Lady Macbeth’s characters 
through these references? 
 
 
Final group tasks to be included in your presentation to the class: 
 
1. Come to a group consensus on this question: Through the characters of Macbeth and Lady Macbeth and 
the imagery associated with them, what does Shakespeare appear to be observing about the nature of evil 
and its manifestation in the psychology and behavior of human beings? 
 
2. Create a group “body sculpture” (a visual representation of your conclusion using group members as parts 
of the sculpture) to portray your answer to #1. (All group members must be a part of the sculpture.) Be pre-
pared to explain your answer to #1 and your choice of a sculpture. 
 
3. (A post-production question) How did Park Square production deal with your system of imagery? Did you 
notice which references were present? Were any missing? Why do you think the adapter of the play made 
the choices he did? 

Imagery Question Sheet: 
Blood 
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Did you find, for example:  
Macbeth: “Methought I heard a voice cry ‘Sleep no more!/ Macbeth does murder sleep.’” (II.ii.34-35) 
Doctor: “Infected minds/ To their deaf pillows will discharge their secrets.” (V.i.71-72) 

 
What other quotations did you find? 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
Consider the following questions when preparing your presentation: 
  
1. How do the references to sleep in Acts I and II inform the audience as to Macbeth’s psychological state? 
Why can’t he sleep? When he does sleep, what are his dreams like? Is he a good guy or a bad guy or some-
thing in between? How do you know?  
 
2. How has his attitude changed by Act V? How do you know this in terms of his references to sleep? 
 
3. We don’t hear anything about Lady Macbeth’s sleep until Act V. What is her condition then? What might 
this tell us about her change in character? 
 
4. Contrast the arcs of Macbeth’s and Lady Macbeth’s characters in regards to the imagery of sleep. What 
caused the reversal? 
 
Final group tasks to be included in your presentation to the class: 
 
1. Come to a group consensus on this question: Through the characters of Macbeth and Lady Macbeth and 
the imagery associated with them, what does Shakespeare appear to be observing about the nature of evil 
and its manifestation in the psychology and behavior of human beings? 
 
2. Create a group “body sculpture” (a visual representation of your conclusion using group members as parts 
of the sculpture) to portray your answer to #1. (All group members must be a part of the sculpture.) Be pre-
pared to explain your answer to #1 and your choice of a sculpture. 
 
3. (A post-production question) How did Park Square production deal with your system of imagery? Did you 
notice which references were present? Were any missing? Why do you think the adapter of the play made 
the choices he did? 

Imagery Question Sheet: 
Sleep 
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To the Teacher: This activity is designed for students to explore Macbeth through a variety of critical lenses, 
and may be modified accordingly. 
 
Materials:  
 Literary Lens cards 
 Literary Lens: Macbeth student handout 
 A copy of the play 
 
Steps: 
 Copy and cut out the number of literary lens cards necessary for your class 
 Copy the student handout 
 Determine if students will work in small groups, pairs, or individually 
 Distribute a literary lens card to each group 
 Using the card as a resource, ask students to fill out the chart 
 
Modifications: 
 Students can answer the questions provided on the literary lens cards in addition to filling out the chart 
 Students could explore more than one literary lens 
 Students could present their findings to the class 
 Students could be allowed to utilize other resources 
 Students could research and discover the literary lenses on their own 

Exploring Macbeth through Critical Lenses 

By Mari O’Meara, Eden Prairie High School 

Portrait of Shakespeare, 1600 
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Copy and cut out the following cards for student use. Choose any or all literary lenses you wish students to 
work with. Questions on each card are arranged according to level of difficulty. 

 
 

Historical Lens: This approach focuses on connection of work to the historical period in which it was written; 
literary historians attempt to connect the historical background of the work to specific aspects of the work. 
 
A. What literary or historical influences helped to shape the form and content of the work? 
B. What historical events or movements might have influenced this writer? 
C. What other literary works may have influenced the writer? 
D. How does the work reflect the time in which it was written?   
E. How important is the historical context (the work’s and the reader’s) to interpreting the work? 
F. How would characters and events in this story have been viewed by the writer’s contemporaries? 
G.  How does the story reflect the attitudes and beliefs of the time in which it was written or set?  
  (Consider beliefs and attitudes related to race, religion, politics, gender, society, philosophy, 
  etc.) 
H.  To what extent can we understand the past as it is reflected in the literary work? To what extent  
  does the work reflect differences from the ideas and values of its time?  

 
 
 
 

Feminist Lens: This approach examines images of women and concepts of the feminine in myth and litera-
ture, often focusing on female characters who have been neglected in previous criticism. Feminist critics 
attempt to correct or supplement what they regard as a predominantly male-dominated critical perspective. 
 
A.  How are women’s lives portrayed in the work? 
B.  Does the work challenge or affirm traditional views of women? 
C.  What roles do men and women assume and perform and with what consequences? 
D.  How do male and female characters relate to one another? Are these relationships sources of  
        conflict? Are these conflicts resolved? 
E. How does the marital status of a character affect his/her decisions or happiness? 
F. What marital expectations are imposed on the characters? What effect do these expectations have? 
G. What behavioral expectations are imposed on the characters? What effect do these expectations  
        have? 
H. If a female character were male, how would the story be different (and vice versa)? 
I.  How are the relationships between men and women or those between members of the same sex  
  presented in the work? 
J. How do the images of women in the story reflect patriarchal social forces that have impeded  
        women’s efforts to achieve full equality with men? 

 

 

Literary Lens Cards:  
Questions for a Variety of Approaches 
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Literary Lens Cards:  
Questions for a Variety of Approaches 
 
 
Marxist Lens: The Marxist lens tends to focus on the representation of class conflict as well as the reinforce-
ment of class and economic distinctions throughout a literary work. Marxism focuses on the clash between 
dominant and repressed classes or groups in an age.  
 
A.  Who has the power in the story? Who wants the power in the story? How does this affect the actions 

  of the characters? 
B.  In what social class does each character belong? 
C.  How does the assigned social class impact the character? 
D.  How do characters of different social classes interact? 
E.  Whose story is told in the text? Are lower economic groups ignored or devalued? 
F.  Does the text reflect or resist a dominant ideology? Does it do both? 
G.  What social forces and institutions are represented in the work? How are these forces portrayed? 

  What is the author’s attitude toward them? 
 
 
 
 
Psychological Lens: This approach focuses on the psychology of characters within a work. Its purpose is to 
examine the internal motivations of literary characters. As a form of criticism, this lens deals with works of 
literature as expressions of the personality, state of mind, feelings, and desires of a character within the lit-
erary work. 
 
A.  What forces are motivating the characters? 
B.  Which behaviors of the characters are conscious ones? Which are unconscious? 
C.  What conscious or unconscious conflicts exist between the characters?  
D.  What do the characters’ emotions and behaviors reveal about their psychological states? 
E.  Given their backgrounds, how plausible are the characters’ behaviors? 
F.  What roles do psychological disorders and dreams play in this story? 
G.  Are the theories of Freud or other psychologists applicable to this work? To what degree? 
H.  Do any of the characters correspond to the parts of the tripartite self? (Id, ego, superego) 
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Characters 
 
1. As the play progresses, we see a transition of power between Macbeth and Lady Macbeth. How do the 
Macbeths trade personalities by the end of the play? At what point does the switch occur? How do their  
actions affect their marriage and relationship with one another? 
 
2. It is implied that Lady Macbeth may have given birth to a child who is now deceased. How do you think the 
Macbeths’ loss of a child plays into their desire to gain power? What kind of legacy did they intend to leave 
versus the legacy they left?  
 
3. Macbeth is initially skeptical of the witches’ prophecy in Act I, Scene iv. However, the immediate  
announcement that he has been named Thane of Cawdor legitimizes the witches’ words in his mind. How 
does this instant gratification change his personality? Does he feel entitled to become king? How does the 
witches’ prophecy in Act V, Scene i skew his rationality leading up to the final battle?  
 
Themes 
 
4. Unchecked power can corrupt those who possess it. Where have you seen the dangers of unchecked  
power throughout history? Where do you see the corruption of power today?  
 
5. The influence of those we love impacts our lives in many ways. How have your family and friends  
influenced you? When was a time when you had to resist the negative influences of others?  
 
6. To what degree does Macbeth have free will? Aristotle said that the tragic hero must make a choice after 
which he cannot go back. What is Macbeth’s choice? When does he recognize that he can never escape the 
consequences of his actions?  
 
7. What would you say is the real terror of the play? The real message? Is the final message one of despair or 
hope? What is Shakespeare saying about human nature? 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

Post-viewing Discussion Questions 
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Production 
 
8. How did the lighting convey the tone of the setting? What colors were used throughout the staging? 
Shakespeare frequently uses images like blood, sleep, and birds throughout the play. How did the lighting 
contribute to the imagery of Macbeth?  
 
9. How did the interpretation of the play’s setting match up with how you envisioned the play? How does it 
compare to other portrayals of the play you have seen?  
 
10. Sound design, including the music and sound effects, shape the way we understand the story. What 
about the sound design shaped the tone of the play? What scenes were especially shaped by the sounds on 
stage?  
 
11. How did the actors’ portrayals of characters match your vision of the play? Which performers stood out 
to you the most and why? Are there any characters who you think should have been played differently?  

Post-viewing Discussion Questions 

By Kate Schilling, Mound-Westonka High School 

Painting of Lady Macbeth (Richard Westall, 1797) 
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Summary: 
In Act V, Scene i, the gentlewoman describes to the physician what Lady Macbeth does as she sleepwalks. 
The gentlewoman explains how she has often seen Lady Macbeth write a letter and seal it. Shakespeare  
never reveals the recipient or the contents of this note.  
 
In this activity, students will write a letter from the perspective of Lady Macbeth and send it to another  
student. The purpose of this activity is to analyze Lady Macbeth as a character by sending and receiving her 
letter. Students determine how she has been influenced by other characters and events in the play. 
 
Time Allotted:  
45 – 60 minutes  
 
Prewriting: 
Students answer the following questions to help them decide which character will receive Lady Macbeth’s 
letter. 
 
1. Create a list of the characters and events that are mentioned by Lady Macbeth while she sleepwalks. 
2. In your opinion, which event had the greatest impact on her current state of mind? 
  (Example: the act of killing King Duncan.) 
3. If she were to write a letter to a character involved in the event she mentions, whom would she 
  choose? (Example, continued from question two: he or she may choose to write a letter to the 
  King himself, Macbeth, or even Malcolm or Donalbain.) 
4. What might be her reason to contact this character? 
   (Example, continued: she may want to write a letter to Macbeth because she has seen how he 

  has changed after killing the king.) 
5. What might she want to communicate to this person? 
  (Example: Lady Macbeth may want to express regret over convincing her husband to commit 

 the murder.) 
 
 

Lady Macbeth’s Letter:  
A Post-play Creative Writing Activity 

Tartan (woolen cloth) of Clan Macbeth 
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Writing the Letter: 
Students use the responses to the previous questions as they begin drafting a letter from Lady Macbeth to 
their selected character, citing evidence from Act V, Scene i or at any part of the play prior. A very simplified 
example may look similar to the letter below. 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
Share Out: 
When students finish writing their letters, they will fold them and give them to another student in the class. 
Once the letters are received, students will answer the following questions either in writing or through a 
brief conversation in a think-pair-share.  
 

What do you learn about Lady Macbeth? 
What does she think and how does she feel about the recipient of the letter? 

 
Once complete, students may read out loud the letters they received and/or share their responses to the 
two questions above.  
 
Reflection: 
1.  How might some of Lady Macbeth’s thoughts and feelings be echoed in the letters even if they’re  
 addressed to the same characters? 
2. What might any similarities reveal about Lady Macbeth’s overall reactions to the events of the play? 
3. Did your opinion of Lady Macbeth change? Explain in detail. 
 
Optional: 
Students could analyze another character in the play by writing the recipient’s response to Lady Macbeth’s 
letter. To increase the challenge for students, consider adding a length requirement. Assigning this as a  
creative writing project that includes drafting, revising, and editing is also possible. 

Dear Macbeth, 
 
 I keep thinking about the dinner party we prepared for King Duncan. Back 
then, I didn’t understand why you didn’t want to kill him. I wanted you to have the 
power and recognition you deserve. I remember thinking, “A soldier and afeared?” I 
thought you were too indecisive. But now, I see how you’ve changed. You killed 
your closest friend and you no longer trust others. I feel so sad that I convinced you 
to “look like the innocent flower, but be the serpent under it.” I pushed you to do 
something that seemed so simple. But killing someone is a lot of responsibility to 
have. I’m sorry for making you kill King Duncan.  
 
Love,  
Lady Macbeth 

Lady Macbeth’s Letter: 
A Post-play Creative Writing Activity 

By Maggie Quam, Hmong College Prep Academy 
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Character Bake Off: 
A Post-play Creative Writing Activity 

Objective: 
To create a recipe that combines the traits/descriptions of one of the characters of Macbeth and “bakes” 
them into that character. The list of ingredients should include the character’s traits, and the preparation  
instructions should show how the plot events helped shape the character. Students must use at least 5 vivid, 
concrete verbs in preparation instructions.  
(Note to teacher: You may wish to brainstorm cooking vocabulary with students before they begin.) 
 
Materials: 
One recipe card for each student or group if combining chefs. (This can be done as an individual or group  
activity.) See template for recipe card on the next page. 
 
Student Preparation: 
 1. Select a main character from Macbeth (e.g. Macbeth, Lady Macbeth, Witches). 
 2. List at least 5 personality traits or descriptions. 
 3. Determine and list at least 3 events or forces that you believe helped shape your character. 
 
Student Revising: 
Check to make sure preparation instructions are clear and in logical order. Check appropriateness of verbs in 
baking instructions. Also proofread recipe for spelling errors. If you finish before time is up, feel free to deco-
rate your recipe card with illustrations appropriate to the character’s role in the play. 
 
Student Publication: 
Bring completed recipe to the kitchen for publication in our “Classroom Cookbook.” 
 
 Sample Recipe: Tragic Romeo Rolls (from Romeo and Juliet) 

  
1 cup passion 
½ cup anger 
5 tablespoons love 
1 teaspoon regret 
2 pints confusion 
3 pinches family feuding 
¼ cup revenge 
4 drops red food coloring 
  
Directions: Gather all ingredients. Start with passion and love and mix family feuding deep into 
the middle of the batter. Beat until well blended. Heat the ½ cup of anger until it comes to a 
boil. Pour into the mixture. Next add the ¼ cup of revenge and stir until clumpy. Then stir confu-
sion throughout. Pour into baking tins. Set oven at searing 450 degrees. Bake overnight. After 
baking, top with seasoned regret, stained red with food coloring. 
  
Serves: Two wretched families who eventually learn to eat Tragic Romeo Rolls and Passionate 
Juliet Cobbler peacefully together. 

By Marcia Aubineau, University of St. Thomas, retired 
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Recipe Name: 
  
Ingredients: 
  
  
  
  
  
  
  
Directions: 
  
  
  
  
  
  
  
Serves: 
  
  
  

Recipe Name: 
  
Ingredients: 
  
  
  
  
  
  
  
Directions: 
  
  
  
  
  
  
  
Serves: 
  
  
  

Character Bake Off: 

A Post-play Creative Writing Activity 
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Annotated Filmography of Macbeth 

The purpose of this list is to support comparing and contrasting different versions of Macbeth. Many of these 
films may not be appropriate in their entirety. Please watch the film before presenting it to students. 
 
Interpretations 
 
Macbeth. Dir. Orson Welles. Federal Theatre Projects, 1936. Film. 

Not Rated. Welles sets his film in Haiti and it is influenced by the Vodou religion. It received wide-
spread recognition for its cast of entirely Black actors and actresses. 
 

The Tragedy of Macbeth. Dir. Roman Polanski. Columbia Pictures, 1971. Film. 
Rated R. Polanski’s film is often regarded as the most historically accurate adaptation. Filming was 
done in Scotland, and focuses on accurate costumes and the realistic rendering of battle scenes. 
Filmed shortly after the murder of his wife, Sharon Tate, by Charles Manson, this production has been 
criticized for its graphic violence.  
 

Macbeth. Dir. Phillip Casson. Thames Television, 1973. Film. 
Not Rated. Originally based on the Royal Shakespeare stage production, this version uses minimal 
props and set design, and stars award-winning actor Ian McKellen and actress Judi Dench.  
 

Macbeth. Dir. Geoffrey Wright. Arclight Films, 2006. Film. 
Rated R. This Australian adaptation, mostly filmed in Melbourne, portrays Macbeth as a young  
gangster grappling with gunfights, drug trades and night club ownership. 
 

Macbeth. Dir. Rupert Goold. PBS Home Video, 2011. DVD. 
Not rated. Set in a militaristic World War II era, Sir Patrick Stewart and Kate Fleetwood star as the 
leading couple. Macbeth rules the country in a way that resembles the leadership of Adolph Hitler or 
Benito Mussolini. Though sometimes gory, Goold’s production focuses on the psychological  
consequences of the characters’ actions. 
 

Macbeth. Dir. Justin Kurzel. The Weinstein Company, 2015. Film. 
Rated R. Michael Fassbender and Marion Cotillard lead this cast. Attempting to remain true to the 
setting of the actual play, Kurzel creates a more traditional interpretation of the film. The film has  
received positive reviews for the performances of Fassbender and Cotillard. 

 
Curriculum Supplement 
 
This is Macbeth. Dir. Greg Watkins. Reinventing the Wheel, LLC, 2008. DVD. 

By Maggie Quam, Hmong College Prep Academy 



www.parksquaretheatre.org  |  page 42 

ARTISTIC AND LITERARY CONTEXT 

Historical Bibliography 

“Aug. 15 On this Day in History: Malcolm slays Macbeth. History. A&E Television Networks,  
 n.d. Web. 15 July 2016. 
 
Biography Editors. “Macbeth.” Biography.  
 
Gibson, Susan. “Macbeth: ‘What are these…?” The Folger Shakespeare Library, Creative  
 Commons, n.d. Web. 15 July 2016.  
 
“History: Macbeth (c. 1005 – 1057).” BBC. BBC, n.d. Web. 15 July 2016.   
 
Holinshed, Ralph. “Macbeth’s Encounter with the Witches.” Chronicles of England, Scotland  
 and Ireland, 1577. Woodcut. The Folger Shakespeare Library, Creative Commons, n.d.  
 Web. 15 July 2016. 
 
Johnson, Ben. “Duncan and Macbeth.”Historic UK: The History and Heritage Accommodation  
 Guide. Historic UK, n.d. Web. 15 July 2016. 
 
“Making the Nation: Macbeth ‘the Red King.’ ” Education Scotland: Foghlam Alba, n.d. Web. 15  
 July 2016.  
 
“Scotland.” Wikimedia. Creative Commons, n.d. Web. 15 July 2016. 
 
The Holinshed Project. Centre for Early Modern Studies, 2013. Web. 15 July 2016. 
 
The Real Macbeth: King of Alba. The Real Macbeth, n.d. Web. 15 July 2016.  

By Maggie Quam, Hmong College Prep Academy 



www.parksquaretheatre.org  |  page 43 

Educational Programs at Park Square Theatre are Funded in Part by:  
 

Fred C. & Katherine B. Anderson Foundation, Hugh J. Andersen Foundation, Lillian Wright & C. 
Emil Berglund Foundation, Caroline Amplatz, Harlan Boss Foundation for the Arts, Deluxe 
Corporation Foundation, Ecolab, Walter McCarthy and Clara Ueland (through the Greystone 
Foundation), Hubbard Broadcasting Foundation, Margaret H. and James E. Kelley Foundation, 
Minnesota State Arts Board*, RBC Wealth Management, Securian Foundation, Shakespeare 
for American Communities, Target Foundation, Travelers Foundation and Xcel Energy 
Foundation. 

To Our Teachers, 
 
Thank you for giving the gift of 
theatre to your students, and 
the gift of your students to our 
theatre. 
 
Yours sincerely, 
The Staff at Park Square Theatre 
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