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■ An essay on drama (no secondary sources)

The following essay on William Shakespeare’s Macbeth focuses
on the title character, examining the extent to which he is and is not
a tragic hero. Although the writer bases the essay on his personal
response to the play, he does not simply state a preference, as if say-
ing he likes vanilla more than chocolate; instead, he argues a case
and offers evidence from the play to support his claims.

The writer delays stating his thesis fully until the final para-
graph: Macbeth is a hero even though he is a villain. But this thesis
is nonetheless evident throughout the essay, from the title through
the opening three paragraphs (which establish a context and the
case the writer will oppose) through each of the five body para-
graphs (which offer five kinds of evidence for the thesis).

Note The parenthetical citations in this essay include act,
scene, and line numbers—MLA style for citations of verse plays (see
p. 653).

Michael Spinter

Professor Nelson

English 211, sec. 4

6 May 2005

Macbeth as Hero

When we think of a tragic hero, we probably think of a fundamentally sympa-

thetic person who is entangled in terrifying circumstances and who ultimately dies,

leaving us with a sense that the world has suffered a loss. For instance, Hamlet must

Questions for analyzing drama
(continued)

■ How does the author develop the characters? How trustworthy are
the characters when they describe themselves or others? Do some
characters serve as foils, or contrasts, for other characters, thus help-
ing to define the other characters? Do the characters change as the
play proceeds? Are the characters’ motivations convincing?

■ What do the author’s stage directions add to your understanding
and appreciation of the play? If there are few stage directions, what
do the speeches imply about the characters’ manner, tone, and ges-
tures?

■ What do you make of the setting, or location? Does it help to re-
veal character or theme?

■ Do certain costumes (dark suits, flowery shawls, stiff collars) or prop-
erties (books, pictures, candlesticks) strike you as symbolic?

You can download these questions from ablongman.com/littlebrown and
answer them for each play you read.
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avenge his father’s murder, and in doing so he performs certain actions that verge on

the wrongful, such as behaving cruelly to his beloved Ophelia and his mother and

killing Rosencrantz and Guildenstern; but we believe that Hamlet is fundamentally a 

decent man and that Denmark is the poorer for his death.

Macbeth, however, is different. He kills King Duncan and Duncan’s grooms, kills

Banquo, attempts to kill Banquo’s son, and finally kills Lady Macduff and her children

and her servants. True, the only people whom he kills with his own hands are Duncan

and the grooms—the other victims are destroyed by hired murderers—but clearly

Macbeth is responsible for all of the deaths. He could seem an utterly unscrupulous,

sneaking crook rather than a tragic hero for whom a reader can feel sympathy.

Certainly most of the other characters in the play feel no sympathy for Mac-

beth. Macduff calls him a “hell-kite,” or a hellish bird of prey (4.3.217), a “tyrant”

(5.7.14), a “hell-hound” (5.8.3), and a “coward” (5.8.23). To Malcolm he is a

“tyrant” (4.3.12), “devilish Macbeth” (4.3.117), and a “butcher” (5.8.69). Readers

and spectators can hardly deny the truth of these characterizations. And yet Mac-

beth does not seem merely villainous. It would be going too far to say that we al-

ways sympathize with him, but we are deeply interested in him and do not dismiss

him in disgust as an out-and-out monster. How can we account for his hold on our

feelings? At least five factors play their parts.

First, Macbeth is an impressive military figure. In the first extended description

of Macbeth, the Captain speaks of “brave Macbeth—well he deserves that name”

(1.2.16). The Captain tells how Macbeth valiantly fought on behalf of his king, and

King Duncan exclaims, “O valiant cousin! Worthy gentleman!” (1.2.2). True, Macbeth

sometimes cringes, such as when he denies responsibility for Banquo’s death: “Thou

canst not say I did it” (3.4.51). But throughout most of the play, we see him as a

bold and courageous soldier.

Of course, Macbeth’s ability as a soldier is not enough by itself to explain his

hold on us. A second reason is that he is in some degree a victim—a victim of his

wife’s ambition and a victim of the witches. Yes, he ought to see through his wife’s

schemes, and he ought to resist the witches, just as Banquo resists them, but surely

Macbeth is partly tricked into crime. He is responsible, but we can imagine ourselves

falling as he does, and his status as a victim arouses our sympathy.

A third source of his hold on us is that although Macbeth engages in terrible

deeds, he almost always retains his conscience. For instance, after he murders Dun-

can he cannot sleep at night. When he tells Lady Macbeth that he has heard a voice

saying, “Macbeth does murder sleep” (2.2.35), she ridicules him, but the voice is

prophetic: he is doomed to sleepless nights. We in the audience are glad that Mac-

beth is tormented by his deed, since it shows that he knows he has done wrong and

that he still has some decent human feelings.
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A fourth reason why we retain some sympathy for Macbeth is that he eventu-

ally loses all of his allies, even his wife, and he stands before us a lonely, guilt-

haunted figure. On this point, scene 2 of act 3 is especially significant. When Lady

Macbeth asks Macbeth why he keeps to himself (line 8), he confides something of

the mental stress that he is undergoing. But when she asks, “What’s to be done?”

(44), he cannot bring himself to tell her that he is plotting the deaths of Banquo

and Fleance. Instead of further involving his wife, the only person with whom he

might still have a human connection, Macbeth says, “Be innocent of the knowledge,

dearest chuck . . .” (45). The word chuck, an affectionate form of chick, shows

warmth and intimacy that are touching, but his refusal or his inability to confide in

his wife and former partner in crime shows how fully isolated he is from all human

contact. We cannot help feeling some sympathy for him.

Finally, Macbeth holds our interest, instead of disgusting us, because he

speaks so wonderfully. The greatness of his language compels us to listen to him

with rapt attention. Some speeches are very familiar, such as “My way of life / Is

fall’n into the sear, the yellow leaf . . .” (5.3.23-24) and “Tomorrow and tomorrow

and tomorrow / Creeps in this petty pace from day to day . . .” (5.5.19-20). But 

almost every speech Macbeth utters is equally memorable, from his first, “So foul

and fair a day I have not seen” (1.3.38), to his last:

Before my body

I throw my warlike shield. Lay on, Macduff:

And damned be him that first cries, “Hold, enough!” (5.8.32-34)

If we stand back and judge Macbeth only by what he does, we of course say

that he is a foul murderer. But if we read the play attentively, or witness a perfor-

mance, and give due weight to Macbeth’s bravery, his role as a victim, his tor-

mented conscience, his isolation, and especially his moving language, we do not

simply judge him. Rather, we see that, villain though he is, he is not merely awful

but also awesome.

[New page.]
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