MACBETH: Synopses

The Play

Macbeth, a general in the Scottish army of King Duncan, is returning home from a heroic victory. On the way, he and his friend Banquo encounter three old witches who tell them strange prophecies. They greet Macbeth as Thane of Glamis (his present title), Thane of Cawdor, and future king. They also predict that Banquo, while he will never be king himself, will father a line of kings. 

In no time, messengers arrive from the king, announcing that Macbeth has been granted the title Thane of Cawdor. The previous thane has been sentenced to death as a traitor. 

Macbeth now has two of the three titles the witches prophesied, and he starts to think about how he might gain the throne. When King Duncan announces he will visit Macbeth’s castle, Macbeth and Lady Macbeth plan Duncan’s murder. At first Macbeth hesitates, but he eventually gives in to his wife’s persuasions. When the murder is discovered, Duncan’s sons, fearing for their lives, run away—Malcolm to England and Donaldbain to Ireland.

Macbeth is now king. Having committed one murder, he finds it easier to commit others. Afraid that Banquo knows too much, and that his son Fleance may pose a threat to his kingship, Macbeth hires two men to kill both of them.. 

Just before a feast for his fellows, Macbeth learns that Banquo has been murdered, but that Fleance has escaped. He comforts himself that Fleance is too young to pose a threat yet. But as he entertains his guests, Macbeth sees Banquo’s bloody ghost sitting at the table and is terror struck. The assembled nobles are taken aback by his strange behaviour.

Macbeth is driven to visit the witches again. This time, they show him three apparitions: The first tells him to beware of Macduff, who is the Thane of Fife; the second claims Macbeth cannot be killed by any man that is born of woman; and the third predicts he shall not be defeated until Birnam Wood comes to Dunsinane Castle. These predictions make Macbeth feel invincible. But, the witches also show him a vision of a long line of kings, with Banquo at the end of them, smiling to indicate they are his descendants.

Macbeth’s fears and suspicions again lead to murder. He hears that Macduff has fled to England and orders his whole family, including his wife and children, slaughtered. From this point on, Macbeth’s world spirals into chaos. Lady Macbeth, who was so ruthless in urging him on to murder, sinks into madness. Later, we learn she has died, presumably by suicide.

In England, Macduff has joined forces with Malcolm, Duncan’s legitimate heir. When he hears the news about his family’s murder, he vows to take revenge on Macbeth personally. The English king offers them troops and supplies for the attack.

When the forces reach Birnam Wood, Malcolm orders them to cut down branches to use as camouflage—thus Birnam Wood does, in fact, come to Dunsinane. Once they reach Macbeth’s castle, Macduff seeks out Macbeth. As they fight, Macbeth learns that Macduff was ripped from his mother’s womb (born by Caesarean section). He was not born of woman!

Macbeth now realizes that the witches have tricked him, but he decides to fight to the death. Macduff kills him, and brings his head to Malcolm, declaring that Malcolm is now the rightful king of Scotland. Thus ends the tragedy of Macbeth.
Act 1

Act 1 Scene 1

In a thunderstorm, three witches stand together on a battlefield. They make plans to meet with Macbeth after the battle is over, on the heath. Each witch then calls out to her familiar—a spirit companion that takes the form of an animal—and they leave. 

Act 1 Scene 2

Duncan, the Scottish king, is at his military headquarters along with his two sons, Malcolm and Donaldbain. A wounded captain arrives fresh from the battle. He tells the king about the bravery of his generals, Macbeth and Banquo, who are fighting against invading Norwegian troops and some Scottish rebels. Macbeth has already killed Macdonald, a leader of the rebel forces, and turned back a fresh assault by the invaders.

Then Ross and Angus, two Scottish thanes (noblemen) arrive with news from Fife that the battle is won and the Norwegians want peace. However, Ross informs the king that the Thane of Cawdor turned traitor during the battle and sided with Norway. King Duncan calls for Cawdor to be put to death, and for Macbeth to take over his title. Ross leaves to deliver the news to Macbeth.

Act 1 Scene 3

The three witches appear once again. They discuss the cruel tricks they have been playing on humans—killing pigs, and causing storms that will prevent a sailor from reaching home. 

Then Macbeth and Banquo arrive, on their way to the king’s place at Forres. The three women hail Macbeth as Thane of Glamis (Macbeth’s original title), as Thane of Cawdor, and as “king that shall be.” They also prophesy that while Banquo won’t be king, his descendants will one day sit upon the throne. As Macbeth pleads with the witches for more information, they vanish. 

Soon after, Ross and Angus arrive and inform Macbeth that he is now Thane of Cawdor. Macbeth is amazed that part of the witches’ prophecy has come true. He reflects privately on the possibility of killing Duncan so that he can become king—but these thoughts scare him, and he decides to leave the matter to fate. 

He rejoins the others, and all four men leave for the king’s palace. Macbeth suggests to Banquo that they should talk later about their strange meeting with the witches.

Act 1 Scene 4

At King Duncan’s palace near Forres, Duncan’s eldest son Malcolm announces that Cawdor, the traitor, has been executed. Duncan admits he is shocked that someone he trusted could completely betray him. 

Macbeth and Banquo arrive with Ross and Angus. Duncan praises Macbeth and Banquo for their heroic service and they proclaim their loyalty and thanks to their king. But when Duncan announces that Malcolm will be his successor, Macbeth is secretly furious, and starts once again to think of murder.

Plans are made for Duncan to have a feast at Macbeth’s castle at Inverness that evening. Macbeth leaves ahead of the king to let his wife know that Duncan is coming. 

Act 1 Scene 5

At Macbeth’s castle in Inverness, Macbeth’s wife sits reading a letter she has received from her husband. The letter tells of Macbeth’s meeting with the witches and of their prophecies. Lady Macbeth is thrilled with the news, but fears that Macbeth will not be ruthless enough to carry out the plan to kill Duncan. She is determined to convince her husband to do whatever it takes to gain the crown that was promised to him.

A messenger enters and informs Lady Macbeth that the king is on his way to the castle, and that Macbeth is riding ahead of him. Lady Macbeth resolves to put her femininity aside so that she will not flinch at the bloody deeds they will need to carry out to make Macbeth king. 

Macbeth arrives and he and his wife discuss the king’s visit. Lady Macbeth urges her husband to put on an innocent face, but stay firm in his resolve to kill Duncan.

Act 1 Scene 6

King Duncan arrives at Macbeth’s castle with some Scottish thanes. Lady Macbeth greets the king courteously, and Duncan thanks her for being so welcoming. She showers the king in praise and declarations of obedience. Duncan then asks the Lady to escort him inside to see Macbeth. 

Act 1 Scene 7

While Duncan feasts, Macbeth is alone and having second thoughts about murdering the king, just as Lady Macbeth feared he would. He worries about his fate in the afterlife if he becomes a murderer, and about the possibility that as king, he would not be safe from meeting the same end as Duncan at someone else’s hands. 

Lady Macbeth comes in to see what is wrong, and Macbeth tells her the plan is off. Furious, Lady Macbeth calls her husband a coward and questions his manhood. She assures him that as long as they stay strong in their purpose, they will be successful. She then tells her husband her plan: she will drug the king’s bodyguards’ wine, so that they can blame the murder on them. Macbeth thinks the plan is brilliant and is reassured. He agrees to go ahead with the murder. 

Act 2
Act 2 Scene 1

Banquo and his son Fleance are at Macbeth’s castle. It is past midnight and neither has been to bed yet. Banquo admits that lately his sleep is disturbed by “cursed thoughts.” 

Macbeth arrives, and he and Banquo discuss the witches again. Banquo mentions that he had a dream about the “three weïrd sisters,” but Macbeth claims he hasn’t thought much about them. He tells Banquo that they should set aside some time to talk about the prophecies. Banquo agrees, but makes it clear that he is not interested in discussing anything that might be less than honourable. Then he and Fleance leave to go to bed.

Once he is alone, Macbeth has a vision of a bloody dagger floating in the air in front of him. He tries to grab the dagger but can’t. A bell tolls (Lady Macbeth’s signal that the bodyguards are sleeping) and Macbeth moves toward Duncan’s room. 

Act 2 Scene 2

Lady Macbeth is waiting for her husband to come down from Duncan’s room. She worries that Macbeth won’t be able to go through with the murder, and is relieved when she sees him enter covered in blood. Macbeth has murdered the king. 

Macbeth is shocked and horrified at what he has done. He claims he heard a voice proclaiming that he had “murdered sleep.” Just then, Lady Macbeth realizes with horror that her husband is still holding the daggers he used to kill Duncan. Macbeth refuses to return to the scene of the crime, so she takes them back herself to plant them on the sleeping guards.

As she leaves, a knock at the castle gate frightens Macbeth. When Lady Macbeth returns, they hear the knocking again, and Lady Macbeth tells her terrified husband to pull himself together. Macbeth and Lady Macbeth hurry away to change their clothes and to wash the blood from their hands.

Act 2 Scene 3

The porter in Macbeth’s castle wakes up from his drunken sleep and, comparing himself to hell's gatekeeper, goes to answer the knocking at the castle door. Macduff and Lennox enter, and Macduff complains that he and Lennox were knocking for a long time. The porter jokes with Macduff, explaining that he was up late drinking and partying. 

Macbeth enters and Macduff asks if the king is awake, since Duncan wanted to be woken early that morning. Macbeth says that the king is not yet up, and Macduff leaves to go to Duncan’s room. 

While they are waiting for Macduff to return, Lennox tells Macbeth of the wild weather and strange events that he witnessed overnight. Macduff returns shouting that the king has been murdered. Macbeth and Lennox rush in to look for themselves, and Macduff wakes up the rest of the household. 

Lennox tells everyone that Duncan’s bodyguards appear to have been the murderers because their clothes and daggers are covered in blood. Macbeth then reveals that he was so upset over Duncan’s death, he has killed the bodyguards without thinking. 

Lady Macbeth suddenly faints and she is helped away. Malcolm and Donaldbain, fearing that whoever killed their father is probably going to try to kill them next, sneak away from the others and decide to flee: Malcolm to England, and Donaldbain to Ireland. 

Act 2 Scene 4

Ross and an old man are walking together outside Macbeth’s castle. Ross points out how unnaturally dark it is for the middle of the day. The men discuss other strange and unnatural events leading up to the king’s death: owls killing falcons, and Duncan’s well-trained horses turning wild and eating each other. 

Macduff emerges from the castle, and he and Ross discuss recent events. The official story is that the guards Macbeth killed were the murderers, and that they were paid by Malcolm and Donaldbain. Ross expresses some doubt about this story, and points out that Duncan’s sons had nothing to gain by killing him and then fleeing the country. Macduff then reveals that Macbeth has been named king, and is on his way to Scone to be crowned, while Duncan’s body is being carried to Colmkill to be buried. He declares that he will not go to watch the coronation—instead he is returning to his home at Fife. Ross, however, decides to go to Scone. 

Act 3
Act 3 Scene 1

At the royal palace at Forres, Banquo is suspicious. He privately muses on the fact that all three of the witches’ prophesies to Macbeth have come true, and guesses that Macbeth made that happen by murdering the king. He also wonders if the other prediction, that his own descendants will sit on the throne, will also come true. 

Then Macbeth and Lady Macbeth arrive. Macbeth invites Banquo to a feast he is holding that night, and Banquo accepts the invitation. Questioned further by Macbeth, he mentions that he and Fleance will be out horseback riding that afternoon, then takes his leave. 

When he is alone, Macbeth reveals his true feelings. He is wary of Banquo, and feels that having the crown is nothing when he knows it will eventually pass to Banquo’s children. 

A servant returns with two visitors—murderers Macbeth has hired to kill Banquo and Fleance. He convinces the men that Banquo is the cause of all of their bad luck, and must be killed tonight. He explains that he can’t openly kill Banquo himself because he and Banquo share too many mutual and powerful friends. The murderers are willing to take on the task, and also agree to kill Fleance. Macbeth then sends them to wait inside the castle for his command.

Act 3 Scene 2

In a room in the palace, Lady Macbeth is feeling uneasy and she asks a servant if Banquo has left the palace yet. After the servant informs her that he has left but will return later for the banquet, Lady Macbeth sends the servant to ask Macbeth if she may speak with him. 

Macbeth enters and under questioning admits that he is troubled. What they began by killing Duncan is not yet finished because threats to the throne still exist. Lady Macbeth urges her husband not to worry so much, and to act like he is in a good mood at the feast so that his guests will not suspect anything. Macbeth assures his wife that he will pretend to be happy and tells her to act especially kind to Banquo, so that no one will suspect the bad feelings they both have toward him. Macbeth hints at the murder he has planned, but does not tell his wife what is about to happen.

Act 3 Scene 3

Some distance away from the royal palace, the two murderers Macbeth has hired to kill Banquo and Fleance are joined by a third, who says he was sent by Macbeth. They hear horses approaching, and then Banquo and Fleance approach with a torch. One of the murderers extinguishes the torch, and they attack Banquo. With his dying breath, Banquo urges his son to flee and to avenge his death. Fleance escapes, and the murderers leave to report to Macbeth. 

Act 3 Scene 4

At the banquet hall in the palace, Macbeth and Lady Macbeth enter as king and queen, followed by members of their court. Rather than sit at the head of the table, Macbeth tells his guests that he will sit among them. Just then, the First Murderer appears. He informs Macbeth in private that Banquo is dead, but that Fleance has escaped. Macbeth is dismayed, but calms himself by saying that Fleance is still too young to do him any harm. 

When Macbeth returns to his guests, Lennox invites the king to sit down, pointing to a chair. When Macbeth looks, he sees Banquo’s bloody ghost sitting there. No one else sees the ghost, and they are taken aback by Macbeth’s horrified reaction. Lady Macbeth excuses her husband’s behaviour by explaining that occasionally he has “fits” and that it’s best just to ignore them. She tries to snap Macbeth out of it so that he doesn’t say something that will incriminate himself. 

The ghost disappears, and Macbeth is himself again. Lady Macbeth convinces him to rejoin their guests, but just as Macbeth recovers his composure, the ghost reappears and Macbeth has another outburst. Lady Macbeth sends the alarmed guests away, and the ghost vanishes again. 

Alone with his wife, Macbeth predicts gloomily that their guilt will be revealed. He also remarks that his spies have told him that Macduff refused to come to the banquet. He decides that he will visit the three witches again. There is no turning back now and he is determined to kill anyone who gets in his way. 

Act 3 Scene 5

In a thunderstorm at an isolated place, Hecate, the goddess of witchcraft and the moon, meets with the three witches. Hecate is angry with them for not consulting her in their dealings with Macbeth, and tells the witches that she is taking over as supervisor of their mischief. Hecate tells the witches that Macbeth is coming to see them tomorrow to learn more of his fate. The witches and Hecate will use their magic to fill Macbeth with a false sense of security.

Act 3 Scene 6

Somewhere in Scotland, Lennox and another nobleman are talking about the events that have unfolded. Lennox is growing suspicious of Macbeth and makes ironic comments about the killing of Duncan, Duncan’s bodyguards, and Banquo. Lennox hints that Macbeth might also have good reason for wanting to murder Malcolm, Donaldbain, and Fleance. 

The other nobleman reports that Malcolm has been welcomed in England by King Edward and that Macduff has also gone to England, to raise an army to overthrow Macbeth. Macbeth has found out about these plots and is preparing for war. Both Lennox and the nobleman express their wish that Malcolm and Macduff will be successful and save Scotland from the tyrant Macbeth. 

Act 4
Act 4 Scene 1 

The three witches are standing around a cauldron. They chant spells and add strange ingredients to their brew. Hecate, the goddess of witchcraft, appears and praises the witches for their potion, then leaves. 

Macbeth enters and demands answers to his questions about the future. The witches answer by showing him a series of apparitions. The first apparition is an armoured head, which warns Macbeth to beware of Macduff. The second, a bloody child, tells Macbeth that no man “born of woman” will harm him. The third apparition, a crowned child holding a tree in his hand, tells Macbeth that he will be safe until Birnam Wood comes to Dunsinane Hill. This apparition makes Macbeth feel invincible, as he knows that it is impossible for a forest to uproot and move to another location. 

Finally, a procession of eight crowned kings walks by, the last holding a mirror. Banquo’s ghost appears at the end of the line, smiling at Macbeth and pointing at the kings in front of him, to indicate they are all from his bloodline. An angry Macbeth demands that the witches tell him the meaning of the apparition, but the witches vanish. 

Lennox then enters and informs Macbeth that Macduff has fled to England. With this Macbeth decides to have Macduff’s wife and children murdered as punishment. 

Act 4 Scene 2

At Macduff’s castle in Fife, Lady Macduff is speaking to Ross, demanding to know why her husband has fled to England. Ross tells her that she must trust her husband’s judgement, and then leaves. Still furious, Lady Macduff tells her young son that his father is dead. But the young boy responds that, if his father was dead, she would be crying, so he knows it isn’t true. 

A messenger comes to the door and warns Lady Macduff to run away with her children. Soon after, murderers enter and ask for Macduff, claiming he is a traitor. Macduff’s son calls them liars, and one of the murderers kills him. They then drag Lady Macduff away, along with her other son, to be killed offstage.

Act 4 Scene 3a (Lines 1-161)
In England, at King Edward’s palace, Macduff urges Malcolm to take back the throne that rightly belongs to him. Malcolm, however, knows that Macduff and Macbeth were once close, so he tests Macduff’s loyalty by claiming to be lustful, greedy, and unfit to rule. When Macduff eventually walks away in despair, Malcolm calls him back and admits that he has been testing him.
Act 4 Scene 3b (Lines 162-243)
Ross arrives from Scotland and Malcolm and Macduff ask him for an update on affairs in Scotland. Ross gives his gloomy report, then admits that he has terrible news for Macduff. When Macduff hears that all his family are dead, he is stricken with grief, and vows to kill Macbeth in revenge. The three men prepare to join Siward (Earl of Northumberland), who is the leader of the English army, in marching against Macbeth and winning back the throne for Malcolm.  

Act 5
Act 5 Scene 1

In the middle of the night, at the king’s castle at Dunsinane, a doctor and a gentlewoman (Lady Macbeth’s servant) witness Lady Macbeth as she sleepwalks, holding a lit candle. The two observe Lady Macbeth rubbing her hands together as if she were trying to wash away imaginary blood. As she rubs, she says things that suggest her own and her husband’s guilt in the deaths of Duncan, Banquo, and the Macduff family. 

The doctor, shocked at what he has seen and heard, tells the gentlewoman to keep an eye on Lady Macbeth. Before leaving, the doctor says that he doesn’t dare speak of what he has heard.

Act 5 Scene 2

In the countryside near Dunsinane, a group of Scottish thanes have joined the rebel forces against Macbeth. They speak of the approaching English army led by Malcolm, Macduff, and Siward. We learn that Macbeth is concerned about internal revolts, as many have already deserted, and those that remain obey him only out of fear. Some say his guilty conscience has driven him crazy. 

The thanes vow to fight for Malcolm, their rightful king, and to use all their strength to remove Macbeth from the throne. They and their soldiers march off to meet Malcolm, Macduff, and Siward. 

Act 5 Scene 3

At the king’s castle at Dunsinane, a servant enters to tell Macbeth that ten thousand English soldiers are coming. Macbeth mocks the servant, and brags that he fears no one born of a woman. Macbeth then calls for Seyton to bring his armour. 

The doctor is standing nearby, and Macbeth asks him about Lady Macbeth’s condition. The doctor explains that Lady Macbeth is troubled by her own nightmares, which he cannot cure. Before heading out to battle, Macbeth repeats the witches’ prophecy, saying that he will not be afraid of death until Birnam Forest comes to Dunsinane. 

Act 5 Scene 4

The English army, along with the Scottish rebels, is approaching Birnam Wood, not far from Dunsinane. Malcolm orders his men each to cut a bough from the trees at Birnam Wood and hold them in front of them as camouflage. 

Act 5 Scene 5

Back at the castle, Macbeth brags that the strength of the castle walls will defeat the approaching enemy. Suddenly a woman’s scream is heard, and Seyton tells Macbeth that Lady Macbeth is dead. 

A messenger then runs in and reports that Birnam Wood is moving toward Dunsinane. Macbeth recalls the witches’ prophecy that he would not die until Birnam Wood came to Dunsinane, and starts to wonder if the witches are toying with him. Before he leaves, he calls for others to prepare for battle, and declares that at least he will die wearing his armour, like a soldier. 

Act 5 Scene 6

Malcolm and his troops arrive at Dunsinane, and Malcolm orders the soldiers to throw down their camouflage of branches and draw their swords to prepare for battle. Siward and his son lead the first charge, with Macduff and Malcolm to follow.

Act 5 Scene 7 

Young Siward approaches and challenges Macbeth. Macbeth kills him easily, which increases his confidence that no man born of woman can defeat him. 

Meanwhile, Macduff is looking for Macbeth on the battlefield, desperate for a chance to avenge his family’s death. Siward tells Malcolm that the castle has been surrendered, and that many of Macbeth’s men have joined their side or fled. He invites Malcolm to enter the castle. 

Act 5 Scene 8

Macduff finds Macbeth and challenges him. Macbeth tries to convince his opponent that the fight is a waste of time, because no man born of a woman can kill him. Macduff then reveals that he was ripped from his mother’s womb (born via Caesarean section), and therefore was not born of woman. 

This news stuns Macbeth, as he realizes that he has been tricked by the weïrd sisters. Still, he decides to fight despite the odds against him. They fight, and Macduff kills Macbeth. Macduff exits carrying Macbeth’s body.

Act 5 Scene 9

Ross informs Siward that his son is dead and Siward, a true soldier, refuses to mourn for him because he died like a man. Macduff then enters carrying Macbeth’s severed head, and hails Malcolm as King of Scotland. All the thanes follow his example. 

Malcolm rewards the thanes for their loyalty by making them earls—the first Scottish men to receive that title. He announces that he will call back everyone who fled while Macbeth was in power. The play ends with his invitation to all to attend his coronation at Scone. 
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