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GCSE English Literature: Macbeth 

Plot Characters Motifs 
Act 1: Macbeth and Banquo meet witches, Cawdor executed, Lady Macbeth 

reads letter, they plan to kill the king, LM taunts Macbeth, Duncan arrives 

Act 2:  Macbeth kills Duncan, Malcolm flees, Macbeth crowned 

Act 3: Banquo suspects Macbeth, murder of Banquo, Fleance escapes, Macbeth 

haunted by Banquo’s ghost at a banquet 

Act 4: Witches show Macbeth future kings – sons of Banquo, Macduff’s family 

murdered, Malcolm says he is dishonest to test Macduff’s loyalty 

Act 5: Lady Macbeth sleepwalks, dies, Macduff kills Macbeth, Malcolm restored 

as King 

Macbeth: Eponymous 

protagonist, ambitious, ruthless 

Lady Macbeth: Defies 

expectations (and gender 

norms), strong and ambitious 

but goes mad 

Witches: Supernatural beings, 

prophesy 

Banquo: Macbeth’s friend, 

with him when the witches 

make their predictions, sons 

prophesied to rule, murdered 

by Macbeth’s command, 

returns as a ghost to haunt 

Macbeth 

Duncan: Good king, respects 

and praises Macbeths, 

Murdered by Macbeth in Act 2 

Malcom: King Duncan’s son, 

heir to the throne, good man, 

finally crowned king at the end 

Macduff: Wife and children 

killed by Macbeth’s command, 

Killed Macbeth at the end, born 

by caesarean section 

N
a
tu

re
 

'Against the use of nature' 

(1.3); 'Tis unnatural,/ Even 

like the deed that's done’ 

(3.4); 'And his gash'd stabs 

looked like a breach in 

nature‘ (3.1); 'Boundless 

intemperance/ In nature is a 

tyranny’ (4.3) 

C
h
il
d
re

n
 

'Your children shall be kings‘ 

(1.3); 'And pity, like a naked 

new-born babe,‘ (1.7); 'I have 

given suck, and know / How 

tender 'tis to love the babe 

that milks me‘ (1.7); 'He has 

no children. All my pretty 

ones?‘ (4.3) 

Key themes 

L
ig

h
t 

a
n
d
 d

a
rk

 

'Stars, hid your fires; Let not 

light see my black and deep 

desires‘ (1.4); 'that darkness 

does the face of earth 

entomb,/When living light 

should kiss it?‘ (4.2); ‘Come, 

seeling night,/ Scarf up the 

tender eye of pitiful day‘ 

(3.2) B
lo

o
d
 

'Make thick my blood‘ (1.5); 

'And on thy blood and 

dungeon gouts of blood…/It is 

the bloody business which 

informs thus to mine eyes’ 

(2.1); 'Will all great Neptune's 

ocean wash this blood clean 

from my hand?‘ (2.1); 'Here's 

the smell of blood still.‘ (5.1) 

Fate vs free will Is the action pre-decided? 

Ambition The Macbeths’ ambition drives the play 

Supernatural Witches, ghosts, prophesies 

Violence Lots of battles and deaths 

Appearance and reality People and events aren’t always as they seem 

Dramatic/stylistic devices 

S
o

li
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q
u

y
 

One character 

speaking to audience; 

M uses to make 

audience complicit 

Hubris Pride; M could be said to have 

this or Lady M 

S
le

e
p

 

'Nature seems dead, and 
wicked dreams abuse / The 

curtain'd sleep‘ (2.1); 

'There's one did laugh in's 

sleep, and one cried 

'Murder!'‘ (2.2); ‘Macbeth 

does murder sleep‘ (2.2); 'A 

great perturbation in nature, 

to receive at once the 

benefit of sleep and do the 

effects of watching!‘ (5.1) 

D
re

a
m
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'Art thou not, fatal vision, 
sensible / To feeling as to 

sight? (2.1); 'Hence, horrible 

shadow! Unreal mockery, 

hence!‘ (3.4); 'Wash your 

hands; put on your nightgown; 

look not so pale! I tell you yet 

again, Banquo's buried.‘ 

(5.1);'My wife and children's 

ghosts will haunt me still‘ (5.7) 

Hamartia Tragic flaw; M’s could be easily 

influenced/ambition 

P
e
ri
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Sudden reversal of 

fortune 

Catharsis Purgation of pity and fear; 

happens at the end 

D
ra

m
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ti
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 i
ro

n
y
 

Audience knows 

more than characters; 

audience knows D 

will die  

Anagnorisis Recognition or the tragedy to 

come 

Rhyme Used by the witches to create 

chant-like, supernatural 

atmosphere 
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GCSE English Literature: Macbeth 

Key quotations Useful vocabulary 
Appearance/reality Witches: Fair is foul and foul is fair (1.1) Ambition Manipulative 

M plots his crime Macbeth: Stars, hide your fires/Let not light see my black and deep desires (1.4) Betrayal Morality 

Unnatural Lady M: Come, you spirits… Unsex me here (1.5) Bravery Relationships 

Hallucination Macbeth: Is this a dagger I see before me? (2.1) Conflict  Religion 

Lady M is braver Lady M: My hands are of your colour but I shame to wear a heart so white (2.2) Courage Spirituality 

Paranoid Macbeth: To be thus is nothing but to be safely thus (3.1) Evil Superstition 

 

Guilt Macbeth: Will all great Neptune’s ocean wash this blood  

Clean from my hand? (2.2) 

Macbeth: Full of scorpions is my mind dear wife (3.2) 

Fate Traitor 

 

M hides info Macbeth: Be innocent of the knowledge, dearest chuck (3.2) Foreshadowing Valiant 

Cyclical Macbeth: Blood will have blood (3.4) Irony Violence 

Tragic hero Malcolm: This tyrant whose sole name blisters our tongue was once thought honest (4.3) Loyalty Usurp 

Guilt/anxiety Macbeth:   First, as I am his kinsman and his subject, Strong both against the deed; then, as his host, Who should 

against his murderer shut the door, Not bear the knife myself. (1.7) 

Lady M: All the perfumes of Arabia will not sweeten this little hand (5.1) 

IMPORTANT PAPER 

INFORMATION 

Existential crisis Macbeth: Life’s but a walking shadow, a poor player (5.5) 1h 45 

40% of total (64 marks) 

2 sections  

Section A: Shakespeare 

 

Question format – writing in detail 

about an extract, then writing about the 

text as a whole  

 

Assessment objectives: 

 AO1 = 12 marks  

 AO2 = 12 marks  

 AO3 = 6 marks  

 AO4 = 4 marks (Shakespeare only). 

 

Sample Q: Starting with this speech, 

explain how far you think Shakespeare 

presents Lady Macbeth as a powerful 

woman. 
 

Betrayal of prophecy Macbeth: I bear a charmed life (5.8) 

Relationship 

Between Cruelty 

and Masculinity 

 

Lady Macbeth: “unsex me here […]. Come to my woman’s breasts, / And take my milk for gall,” (1.5) 

Malcom: “Dispute it like a man,” Macduff: “I shall do so. But I must also feel it as a man” (4.3.221–223) 

Useful thoughts/feelings: 
Thought Meaning Potential links 

Aggravation Being irritated Lady Macbeth when Macbeth is unsure about murdering Duncan 

Apprehension A sense of nervousness Macbeth before he kills Duncan 

When Macbeth’s doom is foretold 

Contemptuousness Deep hatred Duncan’s remaining family and Macduff towards Macbeth at the end 

Elation Happiness Lady Macbeth when she receives the letter from Macbeth 

Hysterical Unjustifiably emotional Lady Macbeth washing her hands 

Insecure Uncertain or anxious Macbeth as the play goes on, links to his paranoia about Banquo etc 

Vengeance Looking to harm someone to get 

them back 

Macduff and Malcom seek vengeance on Macbeth for all his betrayal 

 


