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For Glen Hartley



Author’s Note

I have tended to follow the latest Arden edition. However, I have repunctuated according to my understanding of the text. In some places, I have restored what I believe to be Shakespeare’s language, whenever I judge traditional emendations to be in error.



CHAPTER 1


And Nothing Is, but What Is Not

Nietzsche asserts, in The Dawn of Day, that “whoever thinks that Shakespeare’s theatre has a moral effect, and that the sight of Macbeth irresistibly repels one from the evil of ambition, is in error. . . . He who is really possessed by raging ambition beholds this its image, with joy; and if the hero perishes by his passion this is precisely the sharpest spice in the hot draught of this joy.”

Shakespeare’s cognitive powers are invested more abundantly in Hamlet than in any other personality, be it Falstaff, Rosalind, Cleopatra, Prospero. His proleptic and prophetic imagination possesses Macbeth, to a degree unmatched by anyone else in the dramas. Macbeth cannot keep up with his own intimations of the night world. No sooner does he envision an action than he leaps into futurity and gazes back at his initial impulse. Macbeth is a weird, an involuntary soothsayer. The Weird Sisters inevitably await him, knowing that he is, in part, their kin.

Readers quite possibly will recognize that they have elements in their imagination that are intensified in Macbeth. I think that many of us fear that we have acted on our darkest impulses before we have fully apprehended them. There is something preternatural in Macbeth. He alone in his drama is in touch with the night world of Hecate and the Weird Sisters. I will soon be eighty-eight and find myself sometimes seeing and hearing things that are not there. This does not cause alarm because it stays on the border of actual hallucinations. But Macbeth has gone across that border. For him nothing is but what is not.

The play begins with the witches entering with thunder and lightning. We see them only briefly. They chant in riddles that are antithetical:

When the battle’s lost and won.

act 1, scene 1, line 4

Fair is foul, and foul is fair.

act 1, scene 1, line 9

Our first account of Macbeth conveys his astonishing ferocity:

For brave Macbeth (well he deserves that name),

Disdaining Fortune, with his brandished steel,

Which smoked with bloody execution,

Like Valour’s minion, carved out his passage,

Till he faced the slave,

Which ne’er shook hands, nor bade farewell to him,

Till he unseamed him from the nave to th’ chops,

And fixed his head upon our battlements.

act 1, scene 2, lines 16–23

Slicing your opponent open from crotch to jaw is characteristic of Macbeth, who is described as the husband of the war goddess, or “Bellona’s bridegroom.” After Duncan, the Scottish king, adds the title of Thane of Cawdor to Macbeth’s honors, we return to the three Witches. They accost Macbeth and his fellow captain Banquo:

Macbeth: So foul and fair a day I have not seen.

Banquo: How far is’t call’d to Forres? What are these,

So withered and so wild in their attire,

That look not like th’inhabitants o’th’ earth,

And yet are on’t? Live you, or are you aught

That man may question? You seem to understand me,

By each at once her choppy finger laying

Upon her skinny lips. You should be women,

And yet your beards forbid me to interpret

That you are so.

Macbeth:          Speak if you can: what are you?

1 Witch: All hail Macbeth, hail to thee, Thane of Glamis.

2 Witch: All hail Macbeth, hail to thee, Thane of Cawdor.

3 Witch: All hail Macbeth, that shalt be king hereafter.

Banquo: Good sir, why do you start, and seem to fear

Things that do sound so fair?—I’th’ name of truth,

Are ye fantastical, or that indeed

Which outwardly ye show? My noble partner

You greet with present grace, and great prediction

Of noble having and of royal hope,

That he seems rapt withal. To me you speak not.

If you can look into the seeds of time,

And say which grain will grow, and which will not,

Speak then to me, who neither beg nor fear

Your favors nor your hate.

1 Witch: Hail.

2 Witch: Hail.

3 Witch: Hail.

1 Witch: Lesser than Macbeth, and greater.

2 Witch: Not so happy, yet much happier.

3 Witch: Thou shalt get kings, though thou be none:

So all hail, Macbeth, and Banquo.

1 Witch: Banquo, and Macbeth, all hail.

Macbeth: Stay, you imperfect speakers, tell me more.

By Finel’s death, I know I am Thane of Glamis,

But how of Cawdor? The Thane of Cawdor lives

A prosperous gentleman: and to be king

Stands not within the prospect of belief,

No more than to be Cawdor. Say from whence

You owe this strange intelligence, or why

Upon this blasted heath you stop our way

With such prophetic greeting? Speak, I charge you.

Witches vanish.

act 1, scene 3, lines 38–78

Macbeth was played before King James I, who began as King James VI of Scotland. By tradition, James I was descended from Banquo. In Shakespeare’s sources, Banquo was as guilty as Macbeth, but here he is stalwart and heroic. Finel was Macbeth’s father, while Banquo and Macbeth do not yet know of Cawdor’s treachery. An extraordinary aside marks the advent of Macbeth’s proleptic imagination:

Macbeth: [aside]          Two truths are told

As happy prologues to the swelling act

Of the imperial theme.—I thank you, gentlemen.—

This supernatural soliciting

Cannot be ill; cannot be good. If ill,

Why hath it given me earnest of success,

Commencing in a truth? I am Thane of Cawdor.

If good, why do I yield to that suggestion

Whose horrid image doth unfix my hair,

And make my seated heart knock at my ribs,

Against the use of nature? Present fears

Are less than horrible imaginings.

My thought, whose murder yet is but fantastical,

Shakes so my single state of man

That function is smothered in surmise,

And nothing is, but what is not.

act 1, scene 3, lines 129–44

The tormented grammar partly suggests Macbeth’s psychic turmoil. His murderous thought, though still a fantasy, so agitates his unaided state of man that function, or potential action, is smothered in surmise, or censored by imagination.

The motto of Macbeth, both play and person, could well be: “And nothing is, but what is not.” “Nothing” is used sixteen times in Macbeth. It is startling for me to realize that those sixteen occurrences are outweighed by thirty-four in King Lear, thirty-one in Hamlet, and twenty-six in Othello. But then, Macbeth is a ruthlessly economical tragedy of just over two thousand lines. The prominence of “nothing” in it is as salient as is the undersong of nothingness in the other three great tragedies of blood.



CHAPTER 2


False Face Must Hide What the False Heart Doth Know

Lady Macbeth is introduced to us as she reads aloud her husband’s letter concerning the prophecies of the Weird Sisters. Her reaction sets the tone for her fierce nature:

Glamis thou art, and Cawdor, and shalt be

What thou art promised. Yet do I fear thy nature,

It is too full o’th’ milk of human kindness

To catch the nearest way. Thou wouldst be great,

Art not without ambition, but without

The illness should attend it. What thou wouldst highly,

That wouldst thou holily; wouldst not play false,

And yet wouldst wrongly win. Thou’dst have, great Glamis,

That which cries, ‘Thus thou must do,’ if thou have it;

And that which rather thou dost fear to do,

Than wishest should be undone. Hie thee hither,

That I may pour my spirits in thine ear,

And chastise with the valour of my tongue

All that impedes thee from the golden round,

Which fate and metaphysical aid doth seem

To have thee crowned withal.

act 1, scene 5, lines 15–30

The now proverbial “milk of human kindness” requires a sense of the language of the English Renaissance. “Human” means “humane” and “kindness” probably means “kinship.” “Illness” is “wickedness,” while to pour spirits in the ear is to poison, as when the Ghost in Hamlet tells the Prince that Claudius, “in porches of my ear did pour / The leperous distilment,” or when Iago plans to undo Othello: “I’ll pour this pestilence into his ear.”

“The golden round” is the crown of Scotland. Long ago I remember characterizing the Macbeths as the happiest marriage in Shakespeare. That can seem a grim jest, yet it is veracious. Their passion for each other is absolute in every way, as much metaphysical as erotic. The lust for power fuses with mutual desire and enhances the turbulence of their ecstasy.

•  •  •

Though Macbeth is a kinsman of the benign King Duncan, Lady Macbeth is of higher status. Shakespeare based her on Gruoch ingen Boite, the daughter of Boite mac Cináeda, son of Cináed III, King of Scots, known to the English as Kenneth III. Before she married Macbeth, Gruoch had been the wife of the King of Moray, to whom she bore a son, later King of Scots. Moray was burned alive by his enemies. Shakespeare implies that Gruoch’s son died with his father.

“How many children had Lady Macbeth?” That was once a taunt indicting critics for regarding Shakespeare’s personalities as real people. I regard the question as valid and useful. The answer seems to be at least one, though none with Macbeth. Their childlessness is one of Macbeth’s obsessions. He sets himself to murder the future, but his hireling thugs fail to kill Fleance, the son of Banquo, though they do slaughter Banquo, Macbeth’s comrade in arms. Fleance will be the ancestor of the Stuart kings of Scotland and then of England. As Macbeth’s bloodlust heightens, he orders and is gratified by the massacre of Lady Macduff and all her children.

There are verbal hints throughout the play that Macbeth’s ardor is so intense that he climaxes too soon each time he carnally embraces his wife. This seems related to the proleptic anxiety that governs his modes of thought and action. He over-anticipates and leaps too quickly to the other side of his intent. This may well account for the childlessness of the Macbeths. Lust in action is thwarted when it burns with furious intensity. Shakespeare is a great master of ellipses, of leaving things out. He relies upon our mature imaginations to fill out what is only suggested.

When Lady Macbeth is told that King Duncan will be her guest, she welcomes the news with a savage exaltation:

The raven himself is hoarse

That croaks the fatal entrance of Duncan

Under my battlements. Come you spirits

That tend on mortal thoughts, unsex me here,

And fill me from the crown to the toe, top-ful

Of direst cruelty. Make thick my blood,

Stop up th’access and passage to remorse,

That no compunctious visitings of nature

Shake my fell purpose, nor keep peace between

Th’effect and it. Come to my woman’s breasts,

And take my milk for gall, you murdering ministers,

Wherever in your sightless substances

You wait on nature’s mischief. Come thick night,

And pall thee in the dunnest smoke of hell,

That my keen knife see not the wound it makes,

Nor heaven peep through the blanket of the dark

To cry, ‘Hold, hold.’

act 1, scene 5, lines 38–54

I attended an Old Vic Macbeth in London, 1954, in which Paul Rogers played Macbeth and Ann Todd his Lady. I found Ann Todd’s performance profoundly disturbing. Michael Benthall, the director, had her double over, holding her vulva, as she cried out “unsex me here.” Red-headed and brandishing a rapier, her image burned onto my memory, so that now it returns to me each time I reread and teach Macbeth.

Lady Macbeth’s sway over her husband manifests at the first moment we see them together:

Enter Macbeth.

Lady Macbeth:         Great Glamis, worthy Cawdor,

Greater than both, by the all-hail hereafter,

Thy letters have transported me beyond

This ignorant present, and I feel now

The future in the instant.

Macbeth:                            My dearest love,

Duncan comes here tonight.

Lady Macbeth:                         And when goes hence?

Macbeth: Tomorrow, as he purposes.

Lady Macbeth:                                         O never

Shall sun that morrow see.

Your face, my thane, is as a book, where men

May read strange matters; to beguile the time,

Look like the time, bear welcome in your eye,

Your hand, your tongue; look like the innocent flower,

But be the serpent under’t. He that’s coming

Must be provided for; and you shall put

This night’s great business into my dispatch,

Which shall to all our nights and days to come

Give solely sovereign sway and masterdom.

Macbeth: We will speak further.

Lady Macbeth:                               Only look up clear;

To alter favour ever is to fear.

Leave all the rest to me.                                                     Exeunt.

act 1, scene 5, lines 54–73

In a drama of just two thousand lines, “time” is employed in fifty-one instances. “All-hail hereafter!” echoes the “hereafter” of the third Witch, though it is not clear if it is a part of Macbeth’s letter. Though Lady Macbeth does not share her husband’s proleptic affliction, she seems influenced by it:

Thy letters have transported me beyond

This ignorant present, and I feel now

The future in the instant.

When she advises him: “to beguile the time, / Look like the time,” she again is contaminated by his spirit. A pleasant diversion becomes the mask of the future. The management she proposes for herself in “my dispatch” implies also the murder of Duncan. As the daughter of a king, she finds her authentic voice in “Give solely sovereign sway and masterdom” and in the confident “Leave all the rest to me.”

To the music of hautboys and by torchlight, King Duncan and his entourage behold Macbeth’s castle. Both Duncan and Banquo activate our sense of dread by their innocence as they enter their destruction:

Duncan: This castle hath a pleasant seat, the air

Nimbly and sweetly recommends itself

Unto our gentle senses.

Banquo:                           This guest of summer,

The temple-haunting martlet, does approve,

By his loved mansionry, that the heaven’s breath

Smells wooingly here. No jutty frieze,

Buttress, nor coin of vantage, but this bird

Hath made his pendant bed and procreant cradle:

Where they must breed and haunt, I have observed

The air is delicate.

act 1, scene 6, lines 1–10

The martlet is a swift or swallow, whose nest adheres to walls, and was regarded as lucky.

Enter Lady Macbeth.

Duncan:                      See, see, our honoured hostess.

The love that follows us sometime is our trouble,

Which still we thank as love. Herein I teach you

How you shall bid God yield us for your pains,

And thank us for your trouble.

Lady Macbeth:                           All our service

In every point twice done, and then done double,

Were poor and single business to contend

Against those honours deep and broad wherewith

Your Majesty loads our house. For those of old,
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