Themes in Macbeth

The Tragic Hero

The central theme of any Shakespearean tragedy must, of course, be that of the Tragic Hero. Each of the other Themes is associated directly, or indirectly, with this. It is a wide theme that embraces the character of the Tragic Hero, his actions, his relations with other characters, his impact on the plot.

The Tragic Hero is the central character in the play, and must be a potentially noble person. He must also be in some way responsible for his own downfall, and must pay, through suffering and, perhaps, death for the flaws in his character that cause him to commit evil.

Through Soliloquies

In Macbeth, by means of the Theme of the Tragic Hero, we are invited to study the mind of Macbeth, and to see him as we seldom, if ever, see another human being. Through his soliloquies we recognise his desire of the Kingship either because he wants power or because it will feed his vanity. We learn his interpretation of manliness and his anxiety to be seen as a man (especially by his wife). We watch, startled, his rejection of Good and his commitment to Evil as he invokes the powers of darkness, relies on them, and then is seized by despair. We observe the possible fleeting moments of remorse after Duncan’s death (Act 2 Scene 2) and before he consents to fight Macduff in the final scene. We recognise his frustration and note with amazement his illogical stubbornness in clinging to the predictions of the Weird Sisters and the Apparitions in the face of all the evidence that they are equivocating.

Yet even soliloquies are open to more than one interpretation. Readers nay disagree on so fundamental a point as the tone of a particular passage of line. So we can never really know what Shakespeare had in mind.

Through the eyes of others

We learn more of Macbeth as we see him through the eyes of others. What does Lady Macbeth mean in her soliloquy in Act 1 Scene 5 when she says that Macbeth is ‘too full of the milk of human kindness / To catch the nearest way’? Is this evidence of his potential nobility, or are the words that follow, ‘would’st not play false, / And yet would’st wrongly win’ intend to indicate a dreadful moral weakness in his character? In the Murder Scene, when she tells him that she is ashamed to wear a heart so white as his, do we agree that he is a coward, afraid of the material consequences of his deed, or do we see a dreadful remorse because he has committed murder?

Does he love his wife? Does he fear her? He calls her ‘my dearest partner of greatness’ in his letter to her in Act 1 Scene 5 and ‘My dearest love’ in the same scene. She seems to dominate him in Act 1 Scene 7, and, after the murder of Duncan he sullenly tolerates her accusations of cowardice. Why does he exclude her from his plans for the murder of Banquo? Is he afraid that she will take over the plan and again place him in a subordinate position? Or does he love her so much that he is capable of planning a deed like this without her help? ‘Be innocent of the knowledge, dearest chuck, / Till thou applaud the deed.’ What is his reaction to her illness and death? To what extent are his attitudes to his wife a sign of potential goodness or an indication of a flaw in his character?

In Act 1 Scene 2 we see him through the eyes of Duncan: ‘valiant’ and ‘worthy’; and as the Captain describes him: ‘brave’ and as a symbol of justice and valour. Do these attitudes indicate nobility in Macbeth or merely reflect an outward appearance?

Malcolm describes him as ‘bloody’, ‘luxurious’, ‘avaricious’, ‘false’, ‘deceitful’, ‘sudden’, ‘malicious’, ‘smacking of every sin / That has a name’ (Act 4 Scene 3), and a ‘butcher’ (Act 5 Scene 7). The Witches call him ‘wicked’ (Act 4 Scene 1). Ross recounts the effect of his tyranny on Scotland.

How do we reconcile all these scraps of evidence? Is it possible? Are we left with an exciting uncertainty as to what sort of person he really is?

Flaws

If the Tragic Hero must bear some of the responsibility for his own downfall, we must look for the flaws in his character. Yet we must bear in mind Malcolm’s words that evil has the power to seduce even ‘a good and virtuous nature’. 

Is Macbeth too ambitious? In Act 1 Scene 7 he says ‘I have no spur / To prick the sides of my intent, but only / Vaulting ambition, which oe’rleaps itself, / And falls on the other’. 

Is he irrational? His reason tells him why he should not kill Duncan. Duncan is a good king, a virtuous man, Macbeth’s kinsman, his king, his guest. Yet he is swayed by Lady Macbeth’s emotional appeal to his manliness. Is his concept of manliness false? 

Is he irrational also in his refusal to accept the predictions of the Witches in relation to Banquo while accepting them in respect of himself? Or in turning away from the reality that the words of the Apparitions are equivocal, even after Birnam Wood ‘moves’ to Dunsinane?

Is his vanity a major flaw? When he tells Lady Macbeth that ‘we will proceed no further in this business’ (Act 1 Scene 7), he seems concerned only with what the world will think of him, ‘I have brought / Golden opinions from all sorts of people, / Which would be worn now in their newest gloss, / Not cast aside so soon’. This vanity may also be seen in his attitude to manliness.

Does he evoke out sympathy at any time, as a Tragic Hero should? He is faced with a dilemma in the opposition of his conscience and his ambition. Is this a human and understandable situation? Do we sympathise with him in his despair, in his dreadful admission that life, for him, signifies nothing; that he is ‘sick at heart’ and has lived long enough? (Act 5 Scene 3). Does he touch us as his admits his lack of contentment with the Crown and his feeling of deprivation of the things that should accompany old age? Is there a notion of pity in our heart as he turns, like an animal at bay, to face Macduff, knowing that he himself must die?

Has he, like a true Tragic Hero, purged his guilt in mental suffering and a brave death?

Theme of Ambition

This theme is associated with Macbeth and Lady Macbeth.

We glimpse Macbeth’s ambition when he learns that he has now become Thane of Cawdor, and in the aside he says ‘If chance will have me king, why, chance may crowne me / Without my stir’ (Act 1 Scene 3), and in the following scene, when, after Duncan has named Malcolm to succeed him, he speaks of his ‘black and deep desires’. Later, Lady Macbeth says of him, ‘Art not without ambition, but without / The illness should attend it’ (Act 1 Scene 5). He himself recognises that his only motive for killing Duncan is ‘Vaulting ambition’ that can only bring disaster to him. Yet he is persuaded to Lady Macbeth to go ahead with the murder, when she assures him that they cannot fail (Act1 Scene 7).

His first ambition is achieved; he is not satisfied. His children will not be kings. He must now ill Banquo and Fleance. Is it ambition that overcomes his reason here? He has accepted the Witches’ predictions in respect of himself but, illogically, he will not accept them as they apply to Banquo.

Does his ambition die after his visit to the Witches? Is this seen in his anti-life speech, when he says that life ‘is a tale told by an idiot . . . signifying nothing’ (Act 5 Scene 7)?

We see Lady Macbeth’s ambition, ‘Glamis thou art and Cawdor; and shalt be / What thou art promis’d’ and ‘I feel now / The future in the instant’ (Act 5 Scene 6). Her future too is satisfied, but fails to give her contentment, ‘Nought’s had, all’s spent, / When our desire is got without content’ (Act 3 Scene 2). In gaining the crown, has she lost her husband? ‘How now my Lord! Why do you keep alone, / Of sorriest fancies your companions making?’

A good question is whether she is ambitious for Macbeth or herself. The evidence must be examined her for indications but, one way or another, there is little that is conclusive.

May Banquo’s words ‘Have we eaten of the insane root / That takes the reason prisoner?’ (Act 1 Scene 3) refer to ambition? Banquo, too, is ambitious, ‘If there come truth from them - / As upon thee, Macbeth, their speeches shine - / Why, by the verities on thee made good, / May they not be my oracles as well, / And set me up in hope?’ (Act 3 Scene 1). Yet he does not actively try to interfere with his destiny.

