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  INTRODUCTION


  Macbeth is one of the last of Shakespeares great tragedies, and among his shortest plays. With no sub-plot and very little comic business, the
  action strides to its bleak conclusion through relatively short scenes. It is neither Shakespeares bloodiest tragedy, nor his most gruesome, but it is certainly one of his most disturbing.
  The insights it affords and the aura of evil that pervades it (it even has its own curse) makes The Scottish Play stands out luridly even among Shakespeares blackest tragic
  brood.


  In March 1603, James VI of Scotland was crowned James I of England, after the Virgin Queen, Elizabeth I, died without issue. James claimed to trace his ancestry back to Banquo, an
  eleventh-century Scottish thane ruled by a king called Macbeth. King James was Shakespeares new patron, and no doubt attended its performance. A Scottish king, starting the new Stuart royal
  line, thus provided the occasion for Shakespeares tragedy of dynastic ambition and treachery. In his hands, a timely pageant becomes a timeless parable that retains its power to fascinate
  and repel.


  Ambition is unambiguously the theme of Macbeth, signalled from the very first scenes: All hail, Macbeth, that shalt be king hereafter!. Fresh from the valour that will
  soon legitimately ennoble him, Macbeth is vaingloriously vulnerable to the witches beguilements. The swiftness of his plotting suggests their evil seeds fell on fertile ground. On learning
  he has become Thane of Cawdor, as prophesied, his mind skips straight to murder:


  
    
      ... 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?

    

  


  Why indeed? There is no necessary connection between what the witches foretell  Macbeths eventual kingship  and the need to assist destiny with a little regicide. As Macbeth
  himself acknowledges in a rare moment of clarity before it is fogged by blind ambition: If chance will have me king, why, chance may crown me, without my stir. Yet stir he does. This
  tragic irony is the pin upon which he sprawls throughout the play, hooked almost from the start by the weird sisters words. Their diabolical agency turns a warriors desire to rise
  into a dizzying descent into hell.


  If the weird sisters hook Macbeth with their riddling, Lady Macbeth reels him in with her reasoning and ridicule. Like her husband, she interprets the prophecy of kingship as an inducement to
  murder Duncan, and immediately sharpens the knives. The way she completes the weird sisters work has encouraged her to be considered almost a fourth of their number. Hearing of
  Macbeths encounter with the witches, she utters a chilling incantation to unsex herself:


  
    
      ... Come, you spirits


      That tend on mortal thoughts, unsex me here;


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


      Of direst cruelty! ... .
 
	  
	  Come to my womans breasts,


      And take my milk for gall, you murdring ministers

    

  


  As the weird sisters masculine appearance had perplexed Banquo a few scenes before, the association between evil and sexual ambiguity invites us to make this comparison.


  Shakespeare often exploits sexual ambiguity for dramatic ends. In Twelfth Night, As You Like It or The Merchant of Venice he was partly making comic virtue out of a
  conventional necessity. Before the Restoration, female parts were played by young boys, and so it often helped theatrical illusion to have those girls pretend to be boys in the story.
  But Lady Macbeths unsexing goes far beyond such expedients, making her sex and sexuality powerful instruments in her campaign to be queen. When Macbeths resolve for murder falters,
  his wifes arguments comprise some of Shakespeares most electrifying lines:


  
    
      ... I have given suck, and know


      How tender tis to love the babe that milks me:


      I would, while it was smiling in my face,


      Have pluckd my nipple from his boneless gums,


      And dashd the brains out, had I sworn as you


      Have done to this.

    

  


  Yet the sexual identity that makes her stance the more shocking, also make her more human, as mother, and, at a crucial moment, daughter. Her claim that she would have murdered King Duncan
  herself, Had he not resembled/My father as he slept, prevents us writing her off so easily as an inhuman fiend, no better than a witch. Her humanity compels us to
  consider more closely what could plunge herself and her husband so deep in evil.


  Whats most interesting about Shakespeares husband-and-wife portrait is how they converge and exchange attributes as the narrative develops. Or, to put it another way, how Lady
  Macbeth wanes in power and the potential for evil as her husband waxes. From the agent of destruction who scorns her husbands fears, she swiftly descends into a hag-ridden, sleep-walking
  victim of madness who eventually takes her own life. Her madness again reinforces her humanity, undoing the diabolical incarnation her early words assumed. Macbeth, on the other hand,
  from at least paying lip service to the accepted mores and morals of society, becomes an overachiever in evil, whose dynastic ambition swells into a homicidal monomania fuelled by supernatural
  delusion. Wading into a bloodbath, he soon leaves his wife far behind. What drags her back drives him forward. Her sleep-walking and madness show her fixated on what has been done and cannot be
  undone, compulsively returning to the scene of the crime she instigated. She is haunted by the past, he by the future, and the vision of Banquos lineage wearing the crown he has damned his
  soul to snatch. His relentless march forward to both realise and to prevent a deluded destiny shows his eyes firmly fixed on tomorrow. And tomorrow and tomorrow ...


  Yet despite being haunted by the prophetic future, he also fails to think ahead and reason sufficiently. In this he makes an interesting contrast with Hamlet. If in his earlier play Shakespeare
  made tragedy out of the consequences of over-deliberation and analysis, he now shows a man ensnared by a failure to probe deeply enough, duped by illogical riddles that young Hamlet would have
  happily scrutinised to the last syllable of recorded time. Acquiring a taste for slaughter, Macbeth becomes an automaton of evil, and, like his wife, sleepwalks to hell. He doesnt pause a
  moment to enjoy the fruits of his crimes. Nor, paradoxically, does he concern himself materially with the lineage with which he would displace Banquos. In a play obsessed with lineage,
  Macbeths own progeny are a conspicuous absence. Lady Macbeth claims to have suckled a male child. If it lives still, Macbeth might show more concern with its safety as the dynastic murders
  mount ever higher. If not, then he might devote at least some of the time spent hacking down others lines with perpetuating his own. Preoccupied with acts of death, he should surely attend
  also to the facts of life.


  Tragedy traditionally obeys certain rules. Principal among these was that it worked by evoking the emotions of pity and terror in the audience, who identified with the sufferings of the hero.
  This hero was basically good, but had a fatal flaw which brings about his downfall. Were he not sympathetic we would not wish to follow him; were he not flawed there would be no
  tragedy. Macbeth is clearly flawed, maybe even bad to the bone; a greater challenge is identifying his redeeming heroic qualities that might invite our pity or terror at his suffering. Even the
  witches refer to him as wicked. As this is term is usually applied to their tribe, this is quite an accolade. He is hailed as a hero early on, albeit for the bloodthirstiness he would
  soon turn against the king who so honoured him. And it does take the full force of Lady Macbeths formidable character to overcome his objections to committing the first murder. Yet, his own
  reasoning against murdering the king hardly carries sufficient moral conviction to plead his own case as a good man led astray.


  
    
      First, as I am his kinsman and his subject,


      Strong both against the deed; then, as his host,


      Who should against his murder shut the door,


      Not bear the knife myself ...

    

  



  These sound more like breaches in etiquette or hospitality than the deep gashes in the body politic cold-blooded regicide represented, as if not murdering guests was on a par with providing
  comfortable beds. At this point, theres little to choose between Macbeths cool reasoning against murder, and his wifes hot arguments for it. She might believe her husband too
  full of the milk of human kindness; but this has gone decidedly sour by the time we encounter him. When his end comes it is swift, the wrapping up of the action perfunctory, dispatched as soon as
  he discovers his charmed life was a delusion, and his head is stuck on a pole: a monster for all to marvel at. But what lesson does it teach? How has tragedy cleansed our souls, when
  Macbeths nihilistic dismissal of life as a tale/Told by an idiot, full of sound and fury,/Signifying nothing still rings in our ears?


  William Blake famously claimed that in Paradise Lost John Milton was of the devils party, without realising it, as Satan commanded all his finest lines and our
  interest. Intriguingly, Milton once contemplated treating the story of Macbeth, before bringing these seeds to full Satanic fruition in his epic poem. Similarly, there are few interesting
  characters in Macbeth beyond the damned duo at its centre. The drunken porter brings some black and bawdy humour but all too briefly; Banquo shows sparks of Macbethean ambition before he
  is snuffed out by the master. Its hard to justify why Ross, Lennox, Menteith, Angus and Caithness are all needed, beyond providing full employ for Shakespeares company, as they are
  often interchangeable. Sad, but not unique, to relate is that the agents of evil and the supernatural most compel us in Macbeth. Theres almost relief when, having been absent for
  most of Act IV, Macbeth returns for his final doomed tilt against destiny.


  Evil can be enduringly seductive and fascinating, and the devil often commands our sympathy in great art. Thomas De Quincey, who argued that murder be considered a fine art, hails Macbeth as a
  virtuoso in this respect. In his essay On the Knocking of the Gate in Macbeth (1823), he explores why we feel sympathy when we should most abhor Macbeth, comparing him with the
  Ratcliffe Highway murderer, whose brutal crimes in East London in 1811 inspired De Quinceys fine art theory. Macduffs words on discovering the slain Duncan even anticipate this idea:
  Confusion now hath made his masterpiece. De Quincey would have Macbeth take a bow here. But what Macduff doesnt realise is the best is yet to come. Macbeths chilling
  (and thrilling) declaration: I am in blood/Steppd in so far, that, should I wade no more, /Returning were as tedious as go oer, styles him a very epicure of refined
  slaughter. Murdering to avoid tedium, he might be considered the progenitor of countless Gothic hero-villains from Dr Jekyll to Dracula, Dorian Gray to Hannibal Lector.


  This Gothic appeal is heightened by the plays supernatural and uncanny elements. These were also partly in honour of Shakespeares new royal patron, who believed in
  witches and had even written a book on the subject. The witches and their master Hecate do assist Macbeths fall, bewitching his ambition to lead him blindly on to damnation. Yet the presence
  of the uncanny is as much aesthetic as thematic in Macbeth. It resides in the aura of evil that pervades it, giving rise to the curse of The Scottish Play, as superstitious
  actors call it to ward off the curse.Even without a curse, there is a definite atmosphere that haunts it, deriving principally from Shakespeares dark poetry. Most of the action
  takes place at night. Even in the day time scenes, an unnatural darkness reigns, entombing the earth, when living light should kiss it. This is the darkness both Macbeth
  and his wife conjure  she calling for a blanket of dark to shroud murder as she unsexes herself; he that seeling night/Scarf up the tender eye of pitiful day.
  They get what they pray for, as tragic figures so often do. Becoming nights black agents themselves, they are haunted by the terrors of the endless night they called forth.
  Lady Macbeth, who once laughed at painted devils keeps a light constantly by her in her madness, until her own brief candle is snuffed out.


  This atmospheric emphasis makes this stripped down tragedy economical to stage. A bare, black-draped stage, sound effects and coloured lights are often all that are needed to bring
  Shakespeares uncanny conception to lurid life. The power of the play is in the imagination  of audiences and readers, but also of the protagonists. Evil might stalk the earth in the
  shape of the witches and demons in which many at the time believed, yet the seat of their power, and the effects of their enticements, reside firmly in the tortured minds of their human victims.
  Both Macbeth and his wife experience a foretaste of their damnation while living. Lady Macbeth sleepwalks into madness and self-destruction, unable to erase the memory of what she has witnessed and
  instigated. Insomniac himself, Macbeth complains of scorpions in his mind. Is it a dagger he sees before him? Phantoms at the feast, visions in the cauldron? Shakespeare
  leaves these questions unresolved, to be creatively exploited for the benefit of modern audiences, more disposed to believe in dementia than demons.


  In this way Macbeth, despite the timeliness of its conception, setting and subject matter, retains its relevance. As an expert on Shakespeare on Screen observes: From
  its supernatural opening to its gruesome climax, Macbeth is the Shakespeare play that reads most like a film script. This is borne out by the recent shoot-em-up Australian
  gangster adaptation M (Macbeth) (2006), directed by Geoffrey Wright. It is not hard to see the fit. Shakespeares emphasis on reprisal and retribution, dynastic struggles
  and the eternal delusion that one more murder will bring security, are the cornerstones of the genre. Scarface or Don Corleone might trace their ancestry back to Macbeth as James did
  to Banquo. Yet, despite the supposed filmic qualities, there are relatively few landmark screen productions when compared with Hamlet. Only Orson Welles of 1948, Roman
  Polanskis of 1971, and Trevor Nunns starring Ian McKellen and Judy Dench from 1979 stand out. The murderous thane is notoriously difficult to act, and has been avoided by the most
  capable and ambitious actors. The curse which is attributed to many a theatrical calamity, or the end of many a promising career, might be making its presence felt here. Even if its only in
  the actors or directors heads, this, as Shakespeares great tragedy of ambition and imagining illustrates, is in itself only fitting.
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	  HECATE O, well done! I commend your pains.
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