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INTRODUCTION

WHAT IS TRAGEDY?

Macbeth is Shakespeare’s shortest, quickest tragedy. Its colors are black and red. It summons up dusk and midnight and at last a poor player who struts and frets with empty sound and fury, his life a snuffed out candle. But along the way we witness high passion, vaulting ambition, alliances made and broken. Macbeth himself is great in action but not in judgment. Give him a task on the battlefield and he will carry it through with aplomb. But give him words and he will be first easily led, then hesitant. His wife chides him for this but, ironically, as the two of them wade deeper into blood, he becomes more purposeful, she a nightmare-beset shadow of her former self.

Every day you will find some local “tragedy” described in the pages of your newspaper: a child drowns, a car crashes, a woman is murdered. The word is used so frequently, and sometimes with regard to misfortunes that in the overall scale of things are so commonplace, that it has been emptied of its primal force. If the word had been treated with the respect it deserves, kept ready for the truly awesome and the world-historical horrors, then a phrase such as “the tragic events of September 11” might have had genuine force instead of being a mere formula that rolls off every politician’s tongue.

“Is this the promised end?” asks the Duke of Albany at the end of Shakespeare’s King Lear. “Or image of that horror?” replies the Earl of Kent. Every human death is, for those who witness it, an image of our own promised end, but until relatively recently the word “tragedy” had not been applied to the mundane cycle of death, the expirations and silencings that occur every hour, every minute, every second. In Shakespeare’s world the term was reserved for two exceptional kinds of disaster. One was the catastrophe that seemed cosmic in its scale and horrific in its particulars, so genuinely seeming to be an image of the apocalypse, the promised end of all things.When William Caxton, England’s first printer, wrote of “tragicall tidings,” the sort of thing he had in mind was the fall of ancient Troy—the end of a whole civilization, a turning point in history.

The second traditional sense of the word tragedy was shaped less by scale than by structure. “Tragedie,” wrote Geoffrey Chaucer, father of English verse, “is to seyn a certeyn storie, / As olde bookes maken us memorie, / Of hym that stood in greet prosperitee, / And is yfallen out of heigh degree / Into myserie, and endeth wrecchedly.” The higher they climb, the harder they fall: tragedy is traditionally about heroes and kings, larger-than-life figures who climb to the top of fortune’s wheel and are then toppled off. It is a structure saturated with irony: the very quality that is the source of a character’s greatness is also the cause of his downfall.

This is why talk of a “tragic flaw” is misleading. The theory of the flaw arises from a misunderstanding of Aristotle’s influential account of ancient Greek tragedy. For Aristotle, hamartia, the thing that precipitates tragedy, is not a psychological predisposition but an event—not a character trait but a fatal action. In several famous cases in Greek tragedy, the particular mistake is to kill a blood relative in ignorance of their identity. So too in Shakespeare, it is action (or, in Hamlet’s case, inaction) that determines character, and not vice versa.

In Shakespearean tragedy, the time is out of joint and the lead character is out of his accustomed role. Hamlet the scholar is happy to be presented with an intellectual puzzle, but unsure how to proceed when presented with a demand to kill. Macbeth the soldier, by contrast, relishes violent action but is restless when it comes to waiting for his reward. Hamlet meditates on the nature of providence, while Macbeth is prompted to take his fate into his own hands. Imagine Macbeth in Hamlet’s situation. He would have needed no second prompting. On hearing the Ghost’s story, he would have gone straight down from the battlements and “unseamed” King Claudius “from the nave to th’chops.” His courage and his capacity to act are without question.

King Lear cannot let go of the past, Macbeth cannot wait for the future, Hamlet cannot stop worrying about the future: none of them is content to live in the moment. This is not so much an individual tragic flaw as a universal human failing. We are creatures bound by time but always longing for another time.

Macbeth is more like Hamlet than he appears to be at first glance. He has a conscience. When his ambition is stirred by the weyard sisters’ prophecies, he tries to slap it down: “Stars, hide your fires: / Let not light see my black and deep desires.” And when he returns to his castle: he soliloquizes on the afterlife every bit in the manner of the Danish prince. But where Hamlet is profoundly alone, unable to bring himself to confide in Ophelia because Gertrude has destroyed his faith in womankind, Macbeth has a wife to take charge of him. She enters as he is concluding his conscience-ridden soliloquy and with a few brisk exchanges and put-downs (“When you durst do it, then you were a man”) she changes his mind and settles him to the terrible feat.

His conscience is still working after the regicide, as he is haunted by the sound of the voice crying “Sleep no more.” His wife, on the other hand, is cool and practical (“A little water clears us of this deed”). But as the play progresses, in one of Shakespeare’s finest structural movements, a reversal takes place. It is Lady Macbeth who sleeps no more, whose mind is emptied of everything save the night of the murder, who cannot wash away the blood (“All the perfumes of Arabia will not sweeten this little hand”). Macbeth, by contrast, steeps himself so far in blood that it becomes easier to carry on than to turn back. He does not tell his wife about the plan to murder Banquo and Fleance, and by the fourth act, when he massacres the innocent Macduffs, she has temporarily disappeared from the action. By the fifth, he is willing on the final encounter: “Blow wind, come wrack, / At least we’ll die with harness on our back.” The final thoughts inspired by his wife are fatalistic: she began by spurring him to take his destiny into his own hands, she ends as the provocation to his meditation on the meaninglessness of life.

Bound by time but always longing for another time: in the face of this dilemma, Shakespearean tragedy pulls in two different directions. There is a movement toward acceptance of the moment, which means acceptance of death. Thus Macbeth: “She should have died hereafter. / There would have been a time for such a word.” And Hamlet: “If it be now, ’tis not to come: if it be not to come, it will be now: if it be not now, yet it will come: the readiness is all.” And Edgar in King Lear: “Men must endure / Their going hence, even as their coming hither: / Ripeness is all.” This is a kind of tragic knowledge that derives from the classical philosophy of Stoicism. Stoicism meant resignation, fortitude, suppression of emotion.

But Shakespeare was also skeptical about Stoicism. It is the Stoic philosophy that he mocks when a grieving father refuses comfort in Much Ado About Nothing: “I will be flesh and blood,” says Leonato, “For there was never yet philosopher / That could endure the toothache patiently, / However they have writ the style of gods / And made a pish at chance and sufferance.” The trouble with Stoicism is that it neglects the capacity to feel, something which makes us human just as much as the capacity to reason. The counter-movement in Shakespearean tragedy is toward an acknowledgment of the emotions, as they express themselves in the body. Gloucester in King Lear has no eyes and yet he sees how the world goes: he sees it feelingly. Before Macduff can act like a man in taking revenge against Macbeth for the murder of his family he must first feel his grief as a man—he must let himself be a weeping human before turning himself into an alpha male.

“A play read,” mused Dr. Samuel Johnson in his preface to Shakespeare, “affects the mind like a play acted.” It doesn’t: what you have with a play acted is the actor’s body. Shakespeare was not a Stoic because he was a player. A player works with his body as much as with his words. In the theater, the body is a supremely expressive instrument of feeling.

“Words, words, mere words,” says Hamlet-like Troilus in Shakespeare’s acrid Trojan tragedy Troilus and Cressida, “No matter from the heart.” In the end, what matters about Shakespearean tragedy are not the fine words of resignation and Stoic comfort, but the raw matter of the heart and the solid presence of the body. The body in pain. The body emptied of life but still available for a farewell kiss or blessing. The bodies of Romeo and Juliet, of Othello and Desdemona, come to rest in an embrace. Horatio, best of friends, is there to bid Hamlet’s body goodnight. Lear is allowed to mourn over Cordelia; when he has said goodbye to his daughter he is ready for his own heart to break. Macbeth is the loneliest of the tragedies because the Macbeths, having begun the play as one of the few happily married couples anywhere in Shakespeare, drift apart and each dies profoundly alone. There is no Horatio or Earl of Kent to “Give sorrow words” on behalf of the audience. Only in this play could Shakespeare have described life as a walking shadow, a poor player, a tale “Told by an idiot, full of sound and fury, / Signifying nothing.”

THE KING’S PLAY

Macbeth is a play about how dreams may become nightmares, how a castle that by day seems the pleasant seat of nesting birds is transformed by night into hell itself—with a grimly witty Porter at the gate. And how the world may be turned upside down: the sun refuses to rise the morning after Duncan has been killed and other strange phenomena are interpreted as disruptions of the natural order.

The English court, in contrast, is represented as a haven, a place of grace and “healing benediction.” Malcolm’s stay in England serves as an education into virtue. His conquest of Scotland, with the worthy English Siward in support, is made to seem like a restoration of nature, the moving trees of Birnam symbolic of spring and rebirth. The play was written in the first few years after King James united the thrones of Scotland and England: Macduff’s final entrance with the tyrant’s head and his announcement that the time is free express hope for an end to the uncertainty about the nation’s future which had attended the final years of the Virgin Queen’s reign.

Within weeks of James VI of Scotland becoming James I of England in 1603, Shakespeare’s acting company were given the title “The King’s Men.” In return for this honor, they were expected to play at court whenever required. They duly gave more command performances at royal events than any of their rivals: between ten and twenty shows per year for the rest of Shakespeare’s career.

Two years after his accession, in the summer of 1605, King James visited Oxford University. At the gates of St. John’s College, there emerged from an arbor of ivy three undergraduates cross-dressed in the female garb of prophetesses or “sibyls” from classical antiquity. The first hailed him as King of Scotland, the second as King of England, and the third as King of Ireland. They reminded him that three prophesying sisters had told the ancient Scottish thane Banquo that, though he would not be king himself, his descendants would one day rule an immortal empire. Some time before, James himself had commissioned a family tree that traced the Stuart line back to Banquo and Fleance: the sisters were now reconfirming their prophecy.

Macbeth was almost certainly performed in the king’s presence, possibly in the summer of 1606 during a visit from the Danish king. This may explain why Norway is made Scotland’s enemy in the opening battle, where it was Denmark in the Chronicles that were Shakespeare’s source. Macbeth is steeped in the preoccupations of the new king: the rights of royal succession, the relationship between England and Scotland, the reality of witchcraft, the sacred powers of the monarch (James revived the ancient custom of “touching” his subjects in order to cure them of scrofula, “the king’s evil”). And there was one enduring concern inherited from his predecessor’s reign: anxiety about high treason and Roman Catholic plots. The Porter’s reference to “equivocation” has often been seen as an allusion to the verbal cunning shown by Father Garnet, leader of the British Jesuit community and confessor to the Gunpowder Plot conspirators, during his trial in the early months of 1606.

“Thou shalt get kings, though thou be none,” says the Third Witch to Banquo. When Macbeth returns to the weyard sisters in the second half of the play he sees a vision of the generations begotten by Banquo: “A show of eight kings and Banquo last: with a glass in his hand.” Some critics have supposed that the glass was a mirror pointed at King James sitting in the audience, creating a reflection of his image onstage as Banquo’s ghost walks behind. It is more likely to have been a representation of a magic crystal of the sort that was supposed to contain visions of the future. In dramatic terms, there is perhaps also an echo of the diamond given by Banquo to Macbeth on the night of the murder just before he sees another vision, that of a dagger with its handle toward his hand. Whatever the precise nature of the glass, there can be little doubt that the king imagined within it is James, the “two-fold balls” representing the orbs of Scotland and England, the “treble sceptres” denoting his claim to be King of Great Britain, Ireland, and France.

THE WEYARD SISTERS

A more difficult question is the precise nature of those prophetic females who open the play. Whether or not there were such things as witches was a fiercely debated subject in the period. In his treatise Of Demonology, King James affirmed that there were. He believed that, nine times out of ten, witches were women, but women with unnaturally masculine features such as facial hair, that they were in league with the devil, that they had familiar spirits in the shapes of cats and toads, that their most dangerous work consisted of conjuring up images of people and cursing them, that they sent succubi to remove the sexual lifeblood from men, that they caused disease in animals. One could establish whether or not a woman was devilishly possessed by a “witch mark” on her body that would not bleed if it were pricked. When Shylock in The Merchant of Venice says “If you prick us, do we not bleed?” he means that Jews are not devilish in the way that witches are. The Macbeth witches answer to most of these characteristics: they are women with beards, summoning Grey Malkin the cat and Paddock the toad, while lines such as “I’ll drain him dry as hay” and “Killing swine” suggest succubi and diseased livestock.

But should we necessarily think of them as old hags, fairytale witches? Macbeth’s source, Holinshed’s “Chronicles of Scotland,” variously calls them “weird sisters,” “fairies,” and “women in strange and wild apparel, resembling creatures of the elder world.” A woodcut in Holinshed shows them as rather grumpy but elegantly dressed ladies, certainly not bearded hags.

A further complication is that the only surviving printed text of Macbeth (found in the First Folio) seems to represent the play not as it was written by Shakespeare, but as it was revised for later performance, probably by the younger dramatist Thomas Middleton. The two songs in Macbeth (in Act 3 Scene 5 and Act 4 Scene 1) also appear in Middleton’s play The Witch. The authorship of the songs seems to be the same as that of the rest of The Witch: certain demonic details are borrowed from Reginald Scot’s 1584 treatise A Discovery of Witchcraft, an important source for Middleton’s play but not for Shakespeare’s. It is highly probable that the whole of Act 3 Scene 5 and the Hecate portions of Act 4 Scene 1 are Middletonian insertions in the Shakespearean script. They have the self-contained quality of inserted scenes. They are put in to beef up the witchcraft business and spice the play with a couple of song-and-dance routines. They were probably written after Ben Jonson’s Masque of Queens (1609), a short text with chanting hags who are well worth comparing to the revised Shakespeare/Middleton witches. Indeed, the final dance in Act 4 Scene 1 may have used the music and choreography from Jonson’s masque.

The additions represent an excellent example of the practice of altering a theater script to cash in on a new fashion. But the change may have been more than local. As long ago as 1818, Samuel Taylor Coleridge made a very interesting observation in a lecture: he said that despite living in an age of witchcraft and astrology, Shakespeare included in his plays no witches. He added the parenthetic note, “for we must not be deluded by stage-directions”—what he had noticed was that the sisters are never actually called “witches” by themselves or the other characters. They are witches in the Folio stage directions but “weyard sisters” in the text. The only person who refers explicitly to a witch is the sailor’s wife reported in Act 1 Scene 3. The first weyard sister is obviously not very pleased with the appellation.

[image: ]

1. “As Macbeth and Banquo journeyed toward Forres … there met them three women in strange and wild apparel, resembling creatures of the elder world” (Holinshed’s “Chronicles of Scotland,” 1587).

Are the weyard sisters fair or foul? They are more fair than foul in Holinshed. And in the astrologer Simon Forman’s recollection of the performance of Macbeth he saw at the Globe Theatre in 1611, they are described as “fairies or nymphs,” which also sound more fair than foul. The sense of their foulness derives principally from the Middletonian witch-scenes. Banquo’s description in Act 1 Scene 3 suggests physical foulness, but his language is characterized primarily by bafflement as to the sisters’ appearance. Could they initially have been fair ladies giving apparently fair but in fact foul prophecies? Whatever their appearance, it is significant that they foretell rather than control. In Shakespeare’s original text, the sisters may have been morally ambiguous creatures who do nothing more than give voice to mysterious and equivocal “solicitings,” oracular prophecies. Middleton may then have converted them into the kind of overtly evil singing and chanting witches who had appeared in Jonson’s Masque of Queens and about which he wrote his own The Witch. He also doubled their number and brought on Hecate and assorted attendant spirits, including one in the shape of a cat. Crude practitioners of black magic, they are unequivocal almost to the point of comedy. This said, we should not necessarily dismiss Middleton’s contributions as “spurious interpolations”: they are the product of the play’s evolving life in the Jacobean theater.

Shakespeare’s sisters are elusive and equivocal. They are more like classical Fates than vernacular witches. The term “weird” at this time referred specifically to the Fates and the power of prophecy. In order to suggest something of this nature, and to avoid the modern vernacular associations of “weird,” our text adopts the Folio-based spelling “weyard,” suggesting “wayward, marginal.” The sisters are women on the edge: between society and wilderness, culture and nature, the realm of the body-politic and the mysteries of the hieratic.

HOW MANY CHILDREN?

Why was King James so interested in witches? The main reason was that his ideology of kingship was closely bound to a cosmology of good and evil. He believed passionately in the idea that the monarch was God’s representative on earth. The king was the embodiment of virtue, blessed with the power to heal his people and restore cosmic harmony. The idea that the devil was active in the world through the dark agency of witchcraft was the necessary antithesis of this vision. The imagery of Shakespeare’s play creates a pervasive sense of connection between the state and the cosmos: witness those signs of disruption in the order of nature reported by Lennox and Ross on the night of Duncan’s murder.

Another consequence of James’s theory of kingship was the idea that royal succession was divinely ordained rather than achieved arbitrarily through a struggle between rival candidates or through a popular vote. It is therefore extremely significant that in Holinshed’s Chronicles Duncan’s anointing of his son Malcolm as Prince of Cumberland is a turning point in Scottish history: this is the moment when the principle of primogeniture is established in Scotland. In Holinshed, Macbeth is Duncan’s cousin and until this moment he has the right to the succession in the event of Duncan dying before Malcolm comes of age.

In the mid-twentieth century there was a tendency among critics to mock the Victorian scholar A. C. Bradley for treating Shakespeare’s characters as if they were real people, with a past and a life beyond that which is seen onstage. The shorthand term for this mockery was Bradley’s question, “How many children had Lady Macbeth?” But Bradley has outlasted his critics: to a greater degree than any other writer prior to the flowering of the realist novel, Shakespeare did use language to create the illusion that his characters have an interior life and that there is a “backstory” to his plots. The language of Macbeth is steeped in images of children, of birth, of inheritance and future generations. The sons of Duncan, Banquo, and Macduff are all crucial to the action, and there is even a telling bit part for the son of the English soldier Siward. No other Shakespearean tragedy has so many significant male children in the cast. Only Macbeth is without a son. Hence his appalled realization that he has a barren sceptre in his hand, that his bloody deeds have been done only “to make them kings, the seeds of Banquo kings.”

Shakespeare doesn’t usually portray married couples working together as partners. There are moments of exceptional tenderness between the Macbeths. Yet there is an emptiness at the core of their relationship. The play is scarred by images of sterility and harrowed by glimpses of dead babies. Is power in the end a substitute for love, ambition nothing but compensation for the sorrow of childlessness? It has to be assumed that Lady Macbeth means what she says when she speaks of having “given suck” and of knowing “how tender ’tis to love the babe that milks me”: we can only assume that the Macbeths have had a child and lost it. Perhaps that is why they channel the energies of their marriage into the lust for power instead.

Shakespeare is the least autobiographical of great writers, but can it be entirely a coincidence that, a decade before, he too had lost a child, his only son Hamnet, and that in the years since then he had channeled all his creative powers not into a family but into his work, his theater company, and the thrill of those extraordinary occasions when he found himself—a grammar boy from the provinces with no university education—witnessing the King of England and Scotland, with all his court, listening in rapt attention as his words were spoken from the platform of the banqueting hall in the royal palace?

THE WORD INCARNADINE

The forms of Shakespeare’s verse loosened and became more flexible as he matured as a writer. His early plays have a higher proportion of rhyme and a greater regularity in rhythm, the essential pattern being that of iambic pentameter (ten syllables, five stresses, the stress on every second syllable). In the early plays, lines are very frequently end-stopped: punctuation marks a pause at the line ending, meaning that the movement of the syntax (the grammatical construction) falls in with that of the meter (the rhythmical construction). In the later plays, there are far fewer rhyming couplets (sometimes rhyme features only as a marker to indicate that a scene is ending) and the rhythmic movement has far greater variety, freedom, and flow. Mature Shakespearean blank (unrhymed) verse is typically not end-stopped but “run on” (a feature known as “enjambment”): instead of pausing heavily at the line ending, the speaker hurries forward, the sense demanded by the grammar working in creative tension against the holding pattern of the meter. The heavier pauses migrate to the middle of the lines (where they are known as the “caesura” and where their placing varies). Much more often than in the early plays, a single line of verse is shared between two speakers. And the pentameter itself becomes a more subtle instrument: the iambic beat is broken up, there is often an extra (“redundant”) unstressed eleventh syllable at the end of the line (known as a “feminine ending”). There are more modulations between verse and prose. Occasionally the verse is so loose that neither the original typesetters of the plays when they were first printed nor the modern editors of scholarly texts can be entirely certain whether verse or prose is intended. The iambic pentamenter is the ideal medium for dramatic poetry in English because its rhythm and duration seem to fall in naturally with the speech patterns of the language. In its capacity to combine the ordinary variety of speech with the heightened precision of poetry, the supple, mature Shakespearean “loose pentameter” is perhaps the most expressive vocal instrument ever given to the actor.

Open the text of Macbeth at random and you are guaranteed almost immediately to find a strong example of this loose pentameter. In a first test of this claim, the script fell open at the end of Act 5 Scene 5. A messenger brings news of Birnam Wood: “Within this three mile may you see it coming: / I say, a moving grove.” The announcement ends on an abrupt half line, so Macbeth speaks the other half:


If thou speak’st false,
Upon the next tree shall thou hang alive
Till famine cling thee…



As if in imitation of what is being said, Shakespeare makes the verse “hang alive” at the line ending: instead of a deadening end-stop, there is the most momentary pause before we tumble headlong into the next line. The heavy pause then comes in the very middle of the line (after the fifth syllable, not the more customary fourth or sixth). When he turns away from the messenger, Macbeth goes into meditative mode. He soliloquizes even though he is not alone:


I pull in resolution, and begin
To doubt th’equivocation of the fiend
That lies like truth….



The flow of his thought is enacted in the running on of the lines: “begin / To doubt,” “the fiend / That lies.”

Always in Shakespeare, metrical innovation goes alongside verbal invention: “cling thee” is what you would expect a lover to do, not starvation. Simile and metaphor are among the key building blocks of his poetry. “Was the hope drunk / Wherein you dressed yourself?” Lady Macbeth chides her husband, “And wakes it now, to look so green and pale?” The waking image is a superbly accurate imagining of a severe hangover. The ingenuity of the comparison comes from the application of something so physical as the bodily symptoms of a hangover to something so psychological as the idea of “hope.” We are eased into the physicality by “dressed.” Clothing is one of the similes through which the play repeatedly embodies abstractions that denote social status:


New honours come upon him,
Like our strange garments, cleave not to their mould
But with the aid of use.



And:


… now does he feel his title
Hang loose about him, like a giant’s robe
Upon a dwarfish thief.



Metaphors are usually most powerful when they link things from very different frames of reference; for instance, the amplitude of “life” itself and the confinement of “a poor player / That struts and frets his hour upon the stage / And then is heard no more.” Within this metaphor there are further configurations of multiple meaning: “poor” simultaneously suggests “mere,” “ill-paid,” and “unskillful,” while “frets” suggests “wears out,” “worries his way through,” and “rants.” But when Macbeth begins to doubt the “equivocation of the fiend”—at this point he is with his last remaining follower, who rejoices in the name of “Seyton” (a dark pun: the name may be pronounced “Satan”)—he comes up with a simile that links things from the same frame of reference: “That lies like truth.” To lie and to tell the truth at one and the same time: that is true equivocation, literally the vocation—the voicing—of things that are equal but opposite.

The play does it all the time, from the first appearance of the weyard sisters (“When the battle’s lost and won,” “Fair is foul, and foul is fair”) through Macbeth’s first entrance (“So foul and fair a day I have not seen”) to Ross’s moving tribute to old Siward’s battle-slain son (“He only lived but till he was a man.…But like a man he died”). In this world, even the ornithology palters with us in a double sense: “Light thickens, / And the crow makes wing to the rooky wood.” Simultaneously like and unlike: the crow is a large black bird that feeds upon the carcasses of beasts and that lives in pairs (fittingly, in that Macbeth is at this point speaking to Lady Macbeth), while rooks, though closely related to crows, are sociable birds that live in vast colonies. Crow and rook are both similar and different, as Macbeth is both similar to and different from the other thanes. Rooks live in rookeries, but the adjective “rooky” is a Shakespearean coinage that plays brilliantly on an old dialect word “rawky” or “roky”: as one dictionary has it, “We say it is a rooky day, when the air is thick and the light of consequence feeble.”

Language in Macbeth is thickened to a viscous texture. Like that of clotted blood. Another form of what might be called poetic equivocation is the restatement of the same idea in two different idioms:


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.



The two latter lines say the same thing twice, first in erudite Latinate polysyllables, then in plain monosyllabic Anglo-Saxon colors. Shakespeare holds together the complex linguistic inheritance of English at the time of his mother tongue’s richest expansion. He speaks in one line to his educated and elevated courtly audience, then in the next to the ordinary people, the penny-paying groundlings. Macbeth is a play steeped in stage blood, but perhaps its greatest achievement is to incarnate—to incarnadine—the hot blood of life into the evanescent breath of the poetic word.





ABOUT THE TEXT

Shakespeare endures through history. He illuminates later times as well as his own. He helps us to understand the human condition. But he cannot do this without a good text of the plays. Without editions there would be no Shakespeare. That is why every twenty years or so throughout the last three centuries there has been a major new edition of his complete works. One aspect of editing is the process of keeping the texts up to date—modernizing the spelling, punctuation, and typography (though not, of course, the actual words), providing explanatory notes in the light of changing educational practices (a generation ago, most of Shakespeare’s classical and biblical allusions could be assumed to be generally understood, but now they can’t).

Because Shakespeare did not personally oversee the publication of his plays, with some plays there are major editorial difficulties. Decisions have to be made as to the relative authority of the early printed editions, the pocket format “quartos” published in Shakespeare’s lifetime, and the elaborately produced First Folio text of 1623, the original “Complete Works” prepared for the press after his death by Shakespeare’s fellow actors, the people who knew the plays better than anyone else. Macbeth exists only in a Folio text that is reasonably well printed. However, as explained in the introduction above, the surviving text, which is much shorter than those of the other tragedies, may represent a theatrical adaptation post-dating Shakespeare’s retirement, possibly overseen by Thomas Middleton. The extent of Middleton’s involvement is debated by scholars: the Hecate scenes have long been attributed to him, but the possibility of detecting his hand elsewhere in the play is hotly debated (the 2007 Oxford edition of Middleton’s complete works actually included Macbeth). Since our editorial principle in the RSC Shakespeare is to follow the First Folio wherever possible, we print the Hecate scenes as they appear there, giving only the opening words of the songs. The full text of the songs from Middleton’s The Witch is given at the end of the play, but we cannot know for sure that exactly the same words were used in Macbeth.

The following notes highlight various aspects of the editorial process and indicate conventions used in the text of this edition:

Lists of Parts are supplied in the First Folio for only six plays, not including Macbeth, so the list here is editorially supplied. Capitals indicate that part of the name which is used for speech headings in the script (thus “King DUNCAN”).

Locations are provided by the Folio for only two plays, of which Macbeth is not one. Eighteenth-century editors, working in an age of elaborately realistic stage sets, were the first to provide detailed locations (“another part of the palace”). Given that Shakespeare wrote for a bare stage and often an imprecise sense of place, we have relegated locations to the explanatory notes at the foot of the page, where they are given at the beginning of each scene in which the imaginary location is different from the one before.

Act and Scene Divisions were provided in the Folio in a much more thoroughgoing way than in the Quartos. Sometimes, however, they were erroneous or omitted; corrections and additions supplied by editorial tradition are indicated by square brackets. Five-act division is based on a classical model, and act breaks provided the opportunity to replace the candles in the indoor Blackfriars playhouse that the King’s Men used after 1608, but Shakespeare did not necessarily think in terms of a five-part structure of dramatic composition. The Folio convention is that a scene ends when the stage is empty. Nowadays, partly under the influence of film, we tend to consider a scene to be a dramatic unit that ends with either a change of imaginary location or a significant passage of time within the narrative. Shakespeare’s fluidity of composition accords well with this convention, so in addition to act and scene numbers we provide a running scene count in the right margin at the beginning of each new scene, in the typeface used for editorial directions. Where there is a scene break caused by a momentary bare stage, but the location does not change and extra time does not pass, we use the convention running scene continues. There is inevitably a degree of editorial judgment in making such calls, but the system is very valuable in suggesting the pace of the plays.

Speakers’ Names are often inconsistent in Folio. We have regularized speech headings, but retained an element of deliberate inconsistency in entry directions, in order to give the flavor of Folio.

Verse is indicated by lines that do not run to the right margin and by capitalization of each line. The Folio printers sometimes set verse as prose, and vice versa (either out of misunderstanding or for reasons of space). We have silently corrected in such cases, although in some instances there is ambiguity, in which case we have leaned toward the preservation of Folio layout. Folio sometimes uses contraction (“turnd” rather than “turned”) to indicate whether or not the final “-ed” of a past participle is sounded, an area where there is variation for the sake of the five-beat iambic pentameter rhythm. We use the convention of a grave accent to indicate sounding (thus “turnèd” would be two syllables), but would urge actors not to overstress. In cases where one speaker ends with a verse half line and the next begins with the other half of the pentameter, editors since the late eighteenth century have indented the second line. We have abandoned this convention, since the Folio does not use it, and nor did actors’ cues in the Shakespearean theater. An exception is made when the second speaker actively interrupts or completes the first speaker’s sentence.

Spelling is modernized, but older forms are very occasionally maintained where necessary for rhythm or aural effect.

Punctuation in Shakespeare’s time was as much rhetorical as grammatical. “Colon” was originally a term for a unit of thought in an argument. The semicolon was a new unit of punctuation (some of the Quartos lack them altogether). We have modernized punctuation throughout, but have given more weight to Folio punctuation than many editors, since, though not Shakespearean, it reflects the usage of his period. In particular, we have used the colon far more than many editors: it is exceptionally useful as a way of indicating how many Shakespearean speeches unfold clause by clause in a developing argument that gives the illusion of enacting the process of thinking in the moment. We have also kept in mind the origin of punctuation in classical times as a way of assisting the actor and orator: the comma suggests the briefest of pauses for breath, the colon a middling one, and a full stop or period a longer pause. Semi-colons, by contrast, belong to an era of punctuation that was only just coming in during Shakespeare’s time and that is coming to an end now: we have accordingly used them only where they occur in our copy texts (and not always then). Dashes are sometimes used for parenthetical interjections where the Folio has brackets. They are also used for interruptions and changes in train of thought. Where a change of addressee occurs within a speech, we have used a dash preceded by a full stop (or occasionally another form of punctuation). Often the identity of the respective addressees is obvious from the context. When it is not, this has been indicated in a marginal stage direction.

Entrances and Exits are fairly thorough in Folio, which has accordingly been followed as faithfully as possible. Where characters are omitted or corrections are necessary, this is indicated by square brackets (e.g. “[and Attendants]”). Exit is sometimes silently normalized to Exeunt, and Manet anglicized to “remains.” We trust Folio positioning of entrances and exits to a greater degree than most editors.

Editorial Stage Directions such as stage business, asides, indications of addressee and of characters’ position on the gallery stage are only used sparingly in Folio. Other editions mingle directions of this kind with original Folio and Quarto directions, sometimes marking them by means of square brackets. We have sought to distinguish what could be described as directorial interventions of this kind from Folio-style directions (either original or supplied) by placing them in the right margin in a different typeface. There is a degree of subjectivity about which directions are of which kind, but the procedure is intended as a reminder to the reader and the actor that Shakespearean stage directions are often dependent upon editorial inference alone and are not set in stone. We also depart from editorial tradition in sometimes admitting uncertainty and thus printing permissive stage directions, such as an Aside? (often a line may be equally effective as an aside or a direct address—it is for each production or reading to make its own decision) or a may exit or a piece of business placed between arrows to indicate that it may occur at various different moments within a scene.

Line Numbers in the left margin are editorial, for reference and to key the explanatory and textual notes.

Explanatory Notes at the foot of each page explain allusions and gloss obsolete and difficult words, confusing phraseology, occasional major textual cruces, and so on. Particular attention is given to non-standard usage, bawdy innuendo, and technical terms (e.g. legal and military language). Where more than one sense is given, commas indicate shades of related meaning, slashes alternative or double meanings.

Textual Notes at the end of the play indicate major departures from the Folio. They take the following form: the reading of our text is given in bold and its source given after an equals sign, with “F2” indicating a reading that derives from the Second Folio of 1632, “F3” one that derives from the Third Folio of 1663–64, and “Ed” that it derives from the subsequent editorial tradition. The rejected Folio (“F”) reading is then given. Thus for Act 3 Scene 6 line 25: “son = Ed. F = Sonnes” means that the Folio text refers to Duncan’s two sons, where the context clearly demands one, so we have corrected to the singular. It is possible, of course, in this case that the mistake is Shakespeare’s, not the printer’s: he might have forgotten that he sent Donalbain to Ireland and only Malcolm to England. The editorial task is a never-ending process of conjecture and debate.





KEY FACTS

AUTHORSHIP: There is no doubt about Shakespeare’s authorship of the bulk of the play, but it is probable that the printed text bears the marks of some theatrical revision, possibly by THOMAS MIDDLETON. In particular, the scenes involving Hecate seem to be additions by Middleton.

MAJOR PARTS: (with percentage of lines/number of speeches/scenes onstage) Macbeth (29%/146/15), Lady Macbeth (11%/59/9), Malcolm (9%/40/8), Macduff (7%/59/7), Ross (6%/39/7), Banquo (5%/33/7), First Witch (3%/23/4), Lennox (3%/21/6), Duncan (3%/18/3), Second Witch (2%/15/3), Third Witch 2%/13/3, Porter (2%/4/1), Wife of Macduff (2%/19/1), Scottish Doctor (2%/19/2).

LINGUISTIC MEDIUM: 95% verse, 5% prose.

DATE: 1606? Certainly Jacobean rather than Elizabethan, to judge from its several compliments to King James. Performed at the Globe in April 1611 and perhaps at court in August or December 1606. References to “equivocation” and other allusions suggest written soon after trial of Gunpowder Plot conspirators (January–March 1606). The ship Tiger, mentioned in Act 1 Scene 3, sailed for the east in 1604 and returned after a terrible voyage in the summer of 1606.

SOURCES: Based on account of reigns of Duncan and Makbeth in “The Chronicles of Scotland,” from vol. 2 of Raphael Holinshed’s Chronicles of England, Scotland, and Ireland (1587 edition), with some use of material elsewhere in the Scottish chronicles. Shows awareness of the Stuart dynasty’s claim to lineage from Banquo. Some of the imagery is influenced by the language of Seneca’s tragedies. Hecate scenes incorporate material from Thomas Middleton’s play The Witch.

TEXT: 1623 Folio is the only early printed text. Its brevity suggests possible theatrical cutting. Good quality of printing, though with severe problems of lineation.
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