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THE PLAY AND THE PLAYWRIGHT 

Macbeth in a Snapshot 

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  
inspiration from The Reduced Shakespeare Company’s hilarious and brief The Complete Works of William 
Shakespeare (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: “Macbeth in a Snapshot” (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 
set a record and then break it. 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 snapshot 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 snapshot versions, were they able to  
identify 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 

Macbeth in a Snapshot 
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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  
presented 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),  
giving 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 students 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  
assignment 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 large part of northern  
Scotland.  
 
Unable to have a son, Malcolm II wanted a grandson to be the next king 
after him. He did not want one of his many thanes to become king, so he 
arranged for his daughter, Donada, and Findlay to be married. Because 
Findlay had a close relationship with the king (his father-in-law), he was 
killed in 1020 when the people of Moray rebelled. The rebellion was led by 
his nephew, Gilla Coemgáin. Macbeth was 15 years old and away at school 
when his father, Findlay, was killed. 
 
Twelve years later, in 1032, Gilla Coemgáin was one of 50 people burned 
alive as punishment 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 common to marry 
the widow of an opponent as a  
symbol of victory.) However, Macbeth also 
adopted Gruoch’s son, Lulach, from her  
previous marriage. Because of this, many  
assume that their union had more to do with 
supporting 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  
arranged the marriage.  
 
In 1036, Malcolm II was violently murdered in 
Glamis. Records seem to reveal that the  
murder was committed 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. Macbeth was a dux, a duke,  CONTINUED... 

thane (n.) a person of higher class/the 
chief of a clan, someone who holds the 
lands for the King.  
 
 
 
 
rebelled (v.) fought against 
 
mass (n.) a large number 
 
widow (n.) the wife of someone who 
died. 
 
opponent (n.) a person or group that is 
not on your side 
 
victory (n.) a win 
 
duke (n.) hereditary ruler of a small state 
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HISTORICAL AND CULTURAL CONTEXT 

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 disagreement 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 children, future kings Malcolm III and 
Donaldbain III.  
 
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 organized 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 circumstances. 
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  Macbeth and Banquo meeting the Witches (Ralph Holinshed, 1577) 

The History of King Macbeth 

CONTINUED... 

reign (n.) time as King 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
inheritance (n.) money and/or property given to a per-
son after someone dies 
 
orphans (n.) children with no parents 
 
pilgrimage (n.) a long, religious journey; i.e. when Mus-
lims travel to Mecca 
 
Normans (n.) The Normans invaded England in 1066 
and came from Normandy in Northern France. Howev-
er, they were originally Vikings from Scandinavia.  
 
invasion (n.) to forcefully enter and try to take over a 
piece of land or property 
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HISTORICAL AND CULTURAL CONTEXT 

Scotland. His rule lasted until his death in 1093, when his brother 
became King Donalbain III. 
 
The plot of Shakespeare’s Macbeth is often historically 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 recent 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 sis-
ters 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. 
 
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.  

 
 

The History of King Macbeth 

By Maggie Quam, Hmong College Prep Academy 

Historical image of Inverness Castle 

throne (n.) the position of the King; the chair that a 
King or Queen sits on 
 
 
 
 
 
 
Parts of Speech Abbreviations Key: 
n.—noun 
v.—verb 
adj.—adjective 
adv.—adverb 
n.p.—noun phrase 
v.p.—verb phrase 
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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 

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  
confront ourselves thoroughly and thoughtfully, to look in the mirror and truly see who we are requires a 
courage 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? What 
were the long-term results?  
 
3. How can Macbeth, through the darkness of its characters and themes, shed light on the power, the  
promise, and the peril of ambition? 
 
4. 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? 
 
5. 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 

 

Macbeth

Lady 
Macbeth

Banquo

Fleance

Duncan

Malcolm

Macduff
Young 

Macduff

Lady 
Macduff

Lennox

Ross

Siward

Seyton  

Macbeth Character 

Connections 

 Kills 

 Attempts to Kill 

 Parent to 

 Married 

 Allies 

 Influences 

 

Three 

Witches 
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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  
progression of the consequences of Macbeth’s actions on the back of this page. 
 

 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

CONTINUED... 

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 con-
sequences 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 beginning 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?  

metaphor (n.) a comparison not using ‘like’ or ‘as’ 
 
tragic flaw (n.p.) a quality or characteristic that 
negatively affects them 
 
demise (n.) a person’s death 
 
prophecy (n.) prediction 
 
foretells (v.) predict/see into the future 
 
fueled (v.) motivated/encouraged/pushed 
 
shrewd manipulation (n.p.) the ability of some-
one to change another person’s  
behavior in a cunning or clever way 
 
upset the balance of nature (fig. lang./idiom) to 
do something that is not natural so things around 
this situation start to be affected or fall apart 
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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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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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