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SHAKESPEARE AND MACBETH

Shakespeare's world

William Shakespeare was born in 1564 and died in 1616. This means that, as a boy, he would have been familiar with stories from old people
about the execution of Sir Thomas More for treason in 1535, the Norfolk Rebellion of 1545, Thomas Wyatt's rebellion against Queen Mary and
the burning of martyrs (including the Archbishop of Canterbury) as Catholics and Protestants used faith as an excuse for revenge.

During his own lifetime, he would have been familiar with further executions for treason or heresy, more rebellions, and the long reign of the
second female monarch - Queen Elizabeth I. Add a few outbreaks of plague, public hangings for theft and an attempted invasion of England by
the Spanish, and there was plenty of scope for a writer of tragedies, with comedies and romances as a welcome escape. In all, Shakespeare
wrote 38 or 39 plays - many of which mix elements of comedy, tragedy, history and romance.

Macbeth

Macbeth was first performed in 1606, ten years before Shakespeare died, so it is the result of years of successful theatrical experience. He based
the play on a popular work of history published by Raphael Holinshed in 1557, which described the life and times of the real Macbeth, who was
born in 1005, became king of Scotland after killing King Duncan in battle in 1040, and who died in 1057.

The real King Duncan was recorded as a faithful Christian and a good ruler for 17 years, but few details are known about his life. Not that this
mattered to Shakespeare - he was a dramatist, not a historian. He used the source material only as a basis for his story, adapting, developing or
omitting details as he wanted in order to create a theatrical entertainment.

Structure and plot

The play contains five acts, each split into several scenes to vary the pace, mood, plot and characters. Not surprisingly, Act 1 establishes the
main characters and the main action, Acts 2, 3, 4 develop the action and the characters, and Act 5 brings it all to a conclusion. The division into
scenes keeps the audience engaged and interested, as Shakespeare changes the scene from castle to heath, from bedroom to banqueting hall,

and from high tension to comedy.




image2.tmp
Context and setting

You need to know some context of Shakespeare's times, mainly about what theatres and audiences were like. This is not a history task. You
simply need to know that Shakespeare wrote for an audience that was largely unable to read or write, as well as for those who were familiar
with the stories that he was turning into plays. You need to know that the theatre he wrote for had none of the sound amplification, scenery,
technical effects or lighting that we have today. He had to make use of an audience's imagination.

There are other contexts of performance - such as the different ways that a scene may be performed on screen and on stage, or for an audience

context of GCSE English Literature, which may be different from the context of watching it in the theatre.
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‘Context’ is a word you will often hear and read during your study of Macbeth. It refers to the things that are going on around a piece of
literature. For a play like Macbeth these include:

« the setting: when and where it takes place and what was happening at the time. Macbeth is set in Scotland sometime around the 11th
century.

* how it was first performed: Macbeth was written and first performed in London in about 1606, when public theatres (such as the Globe) were
anew idea. The audience came from all walks of life.
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Macbeth was performed in front of the new king, James |, who was the patron of Shakespeare's acting company, The King's Men. James
knew the story well, as it included his ancestors Banquo and Fleance. In addition to this, the king was very interested in witchcraft and had
written a book about it. In retelling the story of the historical Macbeth, Shakespeare was flattering James as well as using an interesting

tale for the purposes of his drama.




