MACBETH: The Characters
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 Duncan
King of Scotland and Macbeth’s cousin

Duncan is brutally murdered by Macbeth while staying as a guest at Macbeth’s house.

What’s the history? In Holinshed’s Chronicles (Shakespeare’s main source for the story of Macbeth), Duncan is described as younger than Macbeth, and he is killed in battle, not while staying in Macbeth’s home.

Quote to watch for: 

"There’s no art

To find the mind’s construction in the face.” (1.4.11-12)
Wouldn’t you like to know... After the first Thane of Cawdor’s treachery, why did Duncan continue to trust Macbeth?
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 Malcolm
Prince of Cumberland, Duncan’s eldest son and heir

In Act 1, Scene 4, Duncan announces that Malcolm is next in line to the throne. But after Duncan is murdered, Malcolm flees Scotland for England. Later, he returns with an army to reclaim the throne from Macbeth.

What’s the history? While Shakespeare’s Malcolm is a grown man, historically, Malcolm was probably only about nine years old when Duncan was killed. 

Quote to watch for: 

“What I am truly 

Is thine, and my poor country’s, to command” (4.3.131-132)
Wouldn’t you like to know...  Does he recognize Macbeth as his rival even before Duncan’s murder?
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 Donaldbain
Duncan’s second son, brother to Malcolm

After his father, Duncan, is murdered, Donaldbain runs to Ireland. In Act 5, Scene 2, Lennox notes that Donaldbain is not fighting alongside his brother, Malcolm.

What’s the history? According to some sources, the real Donaldbain invaded Scotland after his brother’s death, and was crowned King Donald III.

Quote to watch for: 

"Where we are,

There’s daggers in men’s smiles” (2.3.135-136)
Wouldn’t you like to know... Is he jealous of his brother Malcolm being named heir?
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 Macbeth

Thane of Glamis (later also Thane of Cawdor), and cousin of King Duncan

After hearing a prophesy that he will be king, Macbeth murders Duncan and takes over his throne. That act leads him to commit a string of murders, each more shocking than the last.

What’s the history? The historical Macbeth reigned in Scotland from 1040 to 1057, after killing King Duncan in battle. For most of his reign, he was considered a good ruler. He was eventually defeated by Malcolm III. 

Quote to watch for:

"Is this a dagger which I see before me,

The handle toward my hand?" (2.1.33-34)
Wouldn’t you like to know... Would he have killed Duncan if his wife hadn’t persuaded him to do so?
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 Banquo
friend of Macbeth, father of Fleance, and a general in King Duncan's army

Banquo is with Macbeth when he meets the three witches, and Macbeth later comes to view him and his son as threats.

What’s the history? In Shakespeare’s source, Holinshed’s Chronicles, Banquo and Macbeth conspire together to kill Duncan. But in the play, Macbeth acts alone. Why? Perhaps because Banquo was thought to be a direct ancestor of King James.

Quote to watch for: 

“Thou hast it now, King, Cawdor, Glamis, all,

As the weird women promis’d, and I fear

Though played’st most foully for’t” (3.1.1-3)
Wouldn’t you like to know... What would he and Macbeth have talked about if they ever had that meeting about the weird sisters, which they discussed in Act 1, Scene 3, and again in Act 2, Scene 1?
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 Macduff
Thane of Fife, and Macbeth’s rival

Macduff is one of the first thanes to openly show his distrust of Macbeth. He eventually leaves for England and helps organize the resistance forces under Malcolm.

What’s the history? According to Holinshed’s Chronicles, the reason Macbeth mistrusted Macduff was that Macduff refused to help build King Macbeth’s castle. 

Quote to watch for:

“He has no children. All my pretty ones?

Did you say all? O hell-kite! All?

What, all my pretty chickens and their dam

At one fell swoop?” (4.3 218-221)
Wouldn’t you like to know... Why didn’t he realize his family was in danger?
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 Ross
Scottish thane (nobleman) and Macduff's cousin

Ross tells Duncan about Macbeth's military victory, then brings Macbeth news that he is now Thane of Cawdor. He also tells Macduff about the murder of Macduff’s family.

Quote to watch for: 

"Alas, poor country,

Almost afraid to know itself." (4.3.166-167)

Wouldn’t you like to know... Did Ross know the murderers were on their way to kill Lady MacDuff?
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 Lady Macbeth
Macbeth’s wife

She convinces her husband to carry out the murder of King Duncan, but is later overcome by guilt.

What’s the history? In real life, Lady Macbeth’s first name was Gruach. She had a son by a previous marriage, Lulach, whom Macbeth raised as his own.

Quote to watch for: 

“Out, damned spot! Out, I say!” (5.1.31)
Wouldn’t you like to know... What drives her passion for power?
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 Lady Macduff

Macduff’s wife  

Lady Macduff and her children are brutally killed by Macbeth's thugs.
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 Macduff’s son

young son of Macduff and Lady Macduff 

He is killed by Macbeth's thugs along with his mother and a younger sibling.
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 Lennox
a Scottish thane (nobleman)

Lennox, along with Ross, enters Duncan’s chamber with Macbeth in Act 2, Scene 3, so he must witness Macbeth killing the servants. He is also present at the banquet in Act 3, Scene 2 when Macbeth sees Banquo’s ghost. Lennox grows increasingly suspicious of Macbeth and eventually joins with the English forces in their march against Dunsinane. 

What’s the history? In Holinshed’s Chronicles (Shakespeare’s main source for the story of Macbeth), Lennox was among the Scottish thanes who were granted the new title of Earl after Malcolm’s victory over Macbeth.

Quote to watch for:

"My former speeches have but hit your thoughts

Which can interpret further; only I say

Things have been strangely borne.” (3.6.1-3)
Wouldn’t you like to know... What did he think when Macbeth killed Duncan’s servants right in front of him?
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 Menteith
a Scottish thane (nobleman)

Menteith does not appear until Act 5, when he and Caithness join with Malcolm and the English army against Macbeth.
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 Angus
a Scottish thane (nobleman)

Angus travels with Ross to bring Duncan news of the battle and to tell Macbeth he is now Thane of Cawdor. He later meets the English and Scottish forces at Birnam Wood, and joins them in the fight against Macbeth.

Quote to watch for: 

“Now does he feel his title

Hang loose about him, like a giant’s robe

Upon a dwarfish thief.” (5.2.20-22)
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 Caithness
a Scottish thane (nobleman)

Caithness does not appear until Act 5, when he and Menteith join with Malcolm and the English army in their march toward Macbeth's castle.
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 Seyton
lieutenant and faithful servant to Macbeth 

Seyton obeys Macbeth's every command without question. He is one of the only characters who sticks by Macbeth to the end. His name appears to be a pun on “Satan.”
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 Siward
Earl of Northumberland and leader of the English army

Siward is Malcolm’s uncle. Siward’s son dies in combat while fighting Macbeth.
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 Young Siward

the Earl of Northumberland's son, a soldier in the English army

Young Siward is the first of Malcolm’s allies to fight Macbeth.

[image: image18.jpg]


[image: image19.jpg]


[image: image20.jpg]


 three Witches

three supernatural beings who prophesy that Macbeth will be king

What’s the history? James I, the King of England when Shakespeare wrote the play, was fascinated by witchcraft, and wrote two books about the subject.
Quote to watch for: 

“Double, double, toil and trouble;

Fire burn, and cauldron bubble.” (4.1.10-11)
Wouldn’t you like to know... Are the witches actually in control of Macbeth’s fate, or do they just plant the seed and let Macbeth choose his own destiny?
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 Fleance
Banquo’s young son

In Act 1, Scene 3, the witches prophesy that Banquo’s children will be kings. That makes Fleance a direct threat after Macbeth takes the throne and Macbeth does eventually try to kill him.

What’s the history? According to legend, Fleance’s descendants were the first in the Stuart line of kings, who ruled England from 1603 to 1649 and from 1660 to 1707. Shakespeare’s patron, James I, was the first Stuart king of England.
Wouldn’t you like to know... How did he get over the trauma of seeing his father murdered?
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 First Murderer
one of two thugs enlisted by Macbeth to murder Banquo and Fleance
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 Second Murderer
one of two thugs enlisted by Macbeth to murder Banquo and Fleance
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 Third Murderer
a mysterious person who shows up unannounced to help the two murderers hired to kill Banquo and Fleance

Who was the third murderer? Various theories have been suggested, including Macbeth himself, his servant Seyton, Malcolm, one of the thanes, and even Lady Macbeth. He has also been interpreted as a supernatural figure of some sort.
In Polanski’s 1971 film version, the Third Murderer is Ross.
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 Doctor
a Scottish doctor who attends Lady Macbeth

He witnesses Lady Macbeth’s sleepwalking, and hears her recalling the deaths of King Duncan, Lady Macduff, and Banquo.
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 Porter
the doorman at Macbeth's castle

The Porter provides a little comic relief after the horror of Duncan’s murder, but his jokes also work as a darker commentary on the world of the play.
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