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Getting the most from this guide


This guide is designed to help you to raise your achievement in your examination response to Macbeth. You can use it throughout your GCSE English Literature course: it will help you when you are studying the play for the first time and also during your revision.


The following features have been used throughout this guide to help you focus your understanding of the play:
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Target your thinking


A list of introductory questions labelled by Assessment Objective is provided at the beginning of each section to give you a breakdown of the material covered. They target your thinking in order to help you work more efficiently by focusing on the key messages.
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Build critical skills


These boxes offer an opportunity to consider some more challenging questions. They are designed to encourage deeper thinking, analysis and exploratory thought. Building and practising critical skills in this way will give you a real advantage in the examination.
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GRADE FOCUS


It is possible to know a play well and yet still underachieve in the examination if you are unsure of what the examiners are looking for. The GRADE FOCUS boxes give a clear explanation of how you may be assessed, with an emphasis on the criteria for gaining a Grade 5 and a Grade 8.
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REVIEW YOUR LEARNING


At the end of each section you will find Review your learning questions to test your knowledge. These short questions will help you to check that you have understood and absorbed the key messages of the section. Answers to these questions are provided in the final section of the guide (on pp.109–112).
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GRADE BOOSTER


Read and remember these pieces of helpful grade-boosting advice: top tips from experienced teachers and examiners who can advise you on what to do, as well as what not to do, to maximise your chances of success in the examination.
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Key quotation


Key quotations are highlighted for you, so that if you wish you may use them as supporting evidence in your examination answers. Further quotations grouped by characterisation, key moments and theme can be found in the Top ten section (on pp. 102–106). Line references are given for the Cambridge School Shakespeare edition (ISBN 978-0-521-60686-8). ‘5.5 16–18’ means ‘Act 5 scene 5 lines 16–18’.


She should have died hereafter.


There would have been a time for such a word. –


Tomorrow, and tomorrow, and tomorrow…


(5.5 16–18)


[image: ]








Introduction


Studying the text


You may find it useful to read sections of this guide when you need them, rather than reading it from start to finish. For example, you can read the section on Context before you read the play itself, since it offers an explanation of relevant historical, cultural and literary background to the text. It is here where you will find information about aspects of Shakespeare’s life and times which influenced his writing, the particular issues with which Shakespeare was concerned and where the play stands in terms of the literary tradition to which it belongs.


As you work through the play, you may find it helpful to read the Plot and structure section before or after reading a particular act or scene. As well as a summary of events there is also commentary, so that you are aware of both key events and features in each of the acts and scenes. The sections on Characterisation, Themes and Language, style and analysis will help to develop your thinking further, in preparation for written responses on particular aspects of the text.


Many students enjoy the experience of being able to bring something extra to their classroom lessons in order to be ‘a step ahead of the game’. Alternatively, you may have missed a classroom session or feel that you need a clearer explanation and the guide can help you with this too.


An initial reading of the section on Assessment Objectives and skills will enable you to make really effective notes in preparation for assessments. The Assessment Objectives are what examination boards base their mark schemes on. In this section they are broken down and clearly explained.


Revising the text


Whether you study the play in a block of time close to the exam or much earlier in your GCSE English Literature course, you will need to revise thoroughly if you are to achieve the very best grade that you can.


You should first remind yourself of what happens in the play and so the section on Plot and structure might be the best starting point for revision. You might then look at the Assessment Objectives and skills section to ensure that you understand what the examiners are looking for in general, and then look carefully at Tackling the exams.


This section gives you useful information on question format, depending on which examination board specification you are following, as well as advice on the examination format and other practical considerations such as the time available for the question and the Assessment Objectives which apply to it. Advice is also supplied on how to approach the question, writing a quick plan, and ‘working with’ the text, since all of the examination boards offer an extract-based question for Macbeth.


Focused advice on how you might improve your grade follows, and you need to read this section carefully.


You will also find examples of exam-style responses in the Sample essays section, with examiner’s comments in the margins, so that you can see clearly how to move towards a Grade 5 and then how to move from Grade 5 to Grade 8.


Now that all GCSE English Literature examinations are ‘closed book’, the Top ten section will be an invaluable aid, in that it offers you the opportunity to learn short quotations to support points about character and themes as well as a revision aid which identifies the top ten key moments in the downfall of Macbeth.


When writing about the play, use this guide as a springboard to develop your own ideas. Remember that the examiners are not looking for set responses so never try to memorise chunks of this guide to reproduce in the exam. Identical answers are dull. The examiners hope to reward you for perceptive thought, individual appreciation and varying interpretations. They want to sense that you have engaged with the themes and ideas in the play, explored Shakespeare’s methods with an awareness of the context in which he wrote and enjoyed this part of your literature course.


The best way to enjoy Shakespeare is to see the play performed live in the theatre. However, if that is not possible, there are many film versions of Macbeth: in fact Macbeth is one of the most filmed of all Shakespeare’s plays, though you will find interesting differences from the text in every film. For example, in Macbeth on the Estate, there are cars and guns and the characters are gangsters from Birmingham rather than Scottish soldiers. As far as the exam goes, films will not be a substitute for a detailed knowledge of the text itself. For example, examiners are unlikely to be impressed by responses which refer to car chases in Birmingham in Macbeth, or which describe the setting of the banquet scene as the local pub.


Enjoy referring to the guide as you study the text, and good luck in your exam.





Context
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Target your thinking





•  How much are historical events an influence on the play? (AO3)



•  What moral and philosophical issues of this era does the play reflect? (AO3)



•  Is the play still relevant to modern readers? (AO3)





[image: ]





The ‘context’ of a play means the circumstances in which it was written – the social, historical and literary factors that influenced what the author wrote, which also affect how audiences view the play at different times and in different places.


The social and historical context of Macbeth is important: Shakespeare’s world was different from ours, more than four centuries later. Events unfolding during the playwright’s lifetime and what he read himself influenced his writing. Macbeth was first performed around 1605 and appeared in various printed versions during the seventeenth century. It has been translated into every major language – and some less likely languages such as Setswana and Jamaican patois – and performed in theatres all over the world. It is one of Shakespeare’s most popular works in countries as far apart as Russia, India and China.


William Shakespeare


The most important thing to know about Shakespeare’s life is that he was a great playwright. However, reading what this section has to say about him and about the times and events of the world he lived in will help you make better sense of some of the historical and philosophical aspects of Macbeth.


William Shakespeare was born in Stratford-upon-Avon in 1564, the son of a prosperous merchant, and attended the local grammar school. He married Anne Hathaway when he was 18 and she was 26. They had three children: Susanna, born in 1583, and twins, Hamnet and Judith, in 1585.


Unlike most playwrights of his time, Shakespeare did not go to university, though he was obviously widely read and knowledgeable about events, developments and ideas.


Not much is known about his life before his plays became famous. Some say he was a teacher and there is a legendary tale that he was once arrested for poaching deer. When he moved to London in about 1590 he was already a playwright and an actor.



His plays



Shakespeare lived mainly in London for about 20 years and wrote most of his 37 plays there. Several of his plays may have been co-written with other playwrights or revised by other writers. It is not certain how many of his plays were actually written just by Shakespeare. The film Shakespeare in Love is a fictional reconstruction of what his life was like as he wrote Romeo and Juliet in the late 1500s.


His plays made him a wealthy man and he spent his money on property in his hometown of Stratford-upon-Avon. Shakespeare retired to Stratford in around 1610 and died there on 23 April 1616. He is buried in Stratford parish church where there is a famous bust of him.
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Divine order


In the seventeenth century many people held the belief that God ordered all creation in a particular way. This was a medieval belief that would also have been held in the Scotland of the historical Macbeth. Everything on earth was considered part of a divine hierarchy with God at the top and all else ranked in a defined order below. God elected representatives to rule on earth: church leaders such as the pope or archbishops, and heads of state such as kings or emperors.


England at this time was a primarily Christian society and all but the most educated and liberal thinkers believed that what happened to you was dictated by outside forces stronger than the individual person. Most people believed not just in God but also in fate, destiny, fortune (luck) and the existence of the devil and other supernatural forces. Debates took place at the highest levels of the church about the extent to which individuals had free will. These debates had played an important role in the European Renaissance movement in the fifteenth century and still raged in Shakespeare’s day.


This is central to Macbeth. Macbeth can only be blamed for his downfall if he freely chooses to act in response to the witches’ words. If it is his inescapable fate and he is destined to do as he does, less blame will attach to him. Shakespeare and other playwrights of his time were groundbreaking in questioning the degree to which we might be able to direct our own lives and it is because questions like this are timeless that these plays are still enjoyed today.
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GRADE BOOSTER


Be aware that Shakespeare often wrote with a specific audience in mind who may have reacted differently from modern audiences. Look out for references to order (God’s order) and events or deeds described as ‘natural’ (ordained by God), or ‘against nature’ (going against God’s creation). With this kind of awareness you will reach a more informed interpretation of the subtext of the play, and this will raise your grade.
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James I and witchcraft


James VI of Scotland became James I of England when he was given the English throne in 1603 following the death of Elizabeth I. He was Scottish and descended from Banquo’s line.


James was not especially popular with the English. People felt that the country was in some trouble after Elizabeth’s death. Elizabethan England was a Protestant country, but James had been brought up as a Catholic. (England had been at war with Spain and Catholics were mistrusted.)


James was obsessed with witches and wrote a book about them.





•  He described them as having beards.



•  He believed they had the power to control the weather and to affect crops and livestock, but not to kill people. He also believed they could fly.



•  He believed they received these supernatural powers by trading their soul with the devil in exchange for a familiar spirit or demon, an animal such as a cat, a bird or a reptile.



•  He suggested that water would reject witches, because of its association with Christian baptism. A favourite ‘trial’ for a witch was to throw her in water. If she sank, she was innocent, but, unfortunately, drowned. If she floated, she was guilty and was put to death, usually by hanging. During the late 1500s and early 1600s there was a peak in numbers of executions of ‘convicted’ witches in England.
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Build critical skills


When you have read Act 1 scenes 1 and 3 and Act 4 scene 1, consider how much of James I’s view of witches you can identify in Shakespeare’s depiction of the witches in Macbeth.
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James I and the divine right of kings


James I emphasised the divine right of kings, probably because he felt insecure in his position. This is the idea that God chooses the king directly and that man has no right to interfere with God’s wishes – another idea Shakespeare reflects in Macbeth. When James came to the throne, he became Patron of Shakespeare’s company of actors and they changed their name from The Lord Chamberlain’s Men to The King’s Men. Obviously Shakespeare set out to please the king with his plays.
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Ghosts and Christian beliefs


Most people in Shakespeare’s time held firm Christian beliefs – they believed in heaven, hell and ghosts. Although Catholicism was out of favour in England, there were many people who secretly upheld the Catholic faith. Some say that Shakespeare was a Catholic: there are certainly signs in his plays that he understood the Catholic perspective.


Protestants and Catholics had a different understanding of what a ghost was: Catholics believed that ghosts might return from purgatory if they were ‘unquiet’ about things that had happened in their lives. These ghosts were the actual spirits of the dead and they told the truth. Protestants, on the other hand, believed that ghosts were demons in disguise, assuming a human form in order to achieve a devilish purpose.
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Build critical skills


When you are trying to reach your own conclusion about what Macbeth sees when Banquo’s ghost appears, consider how the context of the contemporary Christian view of ghosts influences your thinking.
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Jacobean England and medieval Scotland


The setting


Shakespeare set the play in ancient Scotland. However, note that the characters behave more like the nobility of the Jacobean London court than would have been likely in tribal eleventh-century Scotland. This would have increased the play’s appeal to the new king. In addition, this historical setting deflected accusations of making direct criticisms of the society of Shakespeare’s day. The support of the monarch was crucial to the survival of the theatre at the time because, in spite of its huge popularity, there was also much opposition to it. Many Puritans believed it to be sinful. Furthermore, large audiences brought the risk of spreading the bubonic plague and theatres closed for lengthy periods of time during outbreaks of the disease in the late 1500s. They closed permanently in 1642 but would have been shut down sooner without the backing of the monarch.


Source material


Holinshed’s Chronicles told tales of many of the historic kings of England and Scotland. Shakespeare seems to have combined details from two stories. One deals with King Duncan and Macbeth and includes information about Banquo and his son Fleance, the ancestors of the Stewart line, the family of James I. The historical King Macbeth ruled during the eleventh century, born about 1005 and killed in battle by Malcolm Canmore, the son of Duncan, in 1057. The other story is of King Duffe, who died about 80 years before the historical Macbeth, and this story includes descriptions of witchcraft and spells.
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GRADE FOCUS


Grade 5


Students will be able to show that they are aware of context and can comment clearly on how it is reflected in the text.


Grade 8


Students will be able to make sustained comments and detailed links between the play and relevant contextual information. In other words, they will be able to demonstrate in some detail how information from this section of the guide helps them to understand and interpret Shakespeare’s play.
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REVIEW YOUR LEARNING





1  What is meant by the context of a play?



2  Did Shakespeare make up the story of Macbeth?



3  Name the king on the throne when Shakespeare wrote Macbeth.



4  What religious beliefs did most English people hold at that time?



5  Why does Shakespeare use Scotland as a setting?



6  From what you know so far, does the play seem relevant to audiences in modern Britain?





Answers on p. 109.


[image: ]








Plot and structure
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Target your thinking





•  What are the main events of the play? (AO1)



•  How has Shakespeare structured the play? (AO2)
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GRADE BOOSTER


To gain higher marks, you need to show you understand aspects of the play’s form and structure – the acts and scenes are elements of this structure. Acts are like chapters in a novel and each act has a particular function. The first act introduces the characters and sets up a storyline.


Scenes are pieces of the action each set in a particular place. Short scenes speed up the action. Long scenes provide lots of information.
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Act 1 scene 1


Shakespeare grabs the attention of the audience: three witches plan to ‘meet again’. They talk about a battle: ‘hurlyburly’. They mention a heath – a desolate setting – and darkness, ‘fog’ and ‘filthy air’. The third witch names Macbeth, who they plan to meet.


The witches’ words rhyme and have a noticeable rhythm, perhaps reflecting the idea of chanting a spell. They are called away by ‘Graymalkin’ and ‘Paddock’, names for a cat and a toad. For Shakespeare’s audience, this would be a frightening scene: the animals are ‘familiars’, creatures given to witches by the devil. Immediately their evil is linked with Macbeth.
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