
Macbeth Act 2 

What happens? 

Banquo, who has come to Inverness with Duncan, wrestles with the witches' prophecy. He 

must restrain himself the “cursed thoughts” that tempt him in his dreams (II i  8). When 

Banquo raises the topic of the prophecy as Macbeth enters the scene, Macbeth pretends 

that he has given little thought to the witches' prophecy. After Banquo and his son Fleance 

leave the scene, Macbeth imagines that he sees a bloody dagger pointing toward Duncan's 

chamber. Frightened by the apparition of a "dagger of the mind," he prays that the earth 

will "hear not [his] steps" as he completes his bloody plan (38, 57). The bell rings —a signal 

from Lady Macbeth—and he sets off toward Duncan's room. 

Lady Macbeth waits fitfully for Macbeth to return from killing Duncan. Upon hearing a noise 
within, she worries that the bodyguards have awakened before Macbeth has had a chance 

to plant the evidence on them.  

Macbeth enters, still carrying the bloody daggers with which he killed Duncan. He is deeply 
shaken: as he entered Duncan's chamber, he heard the bodyguards praying and could not 

say "Amen" when they finished their prayers. Lady Macbeth’s counsels to think "after these 
ways” as “it will make [them] mad" (32). Nonetheless, Macbeth also tells her that he also 
thought he heard a voice saying, "’sleep no more, / Macbeth does murder sleep. . . Glamis 

hath murdered sleep, and therefore Cawdor / Shall sleep no more, Macbeth shall sleep no 
more" (33-41). Lady Macbeth again warns him not to think of such "brain-sickly of things" 

and tells him to wash the blood from his hands (44). Seeing the daggers he carries, she 
chastises him for bringing them in and tells him to plant them on the bodyguards according 

to the plan. When Macbeth, still horrified by the crime he has just committed, refuses to re-
enter Duncan’s chamber, Lady Macbeth herself brings the daggers back in.  

While she is gone, Macbeth hears a knocking and imagines that he sees hands plucking at 
his eyes. He is guilt-stricken and mourns: “Will all great Neptune’s ocean wash this blood / 
clean from my hand?” (58-59)? When Lady Macbeth hears his words upon re-entering, she 
states that her hands are of the same colour but her heart remains shamelessly unstained. 
“A little water,” she continues, “will clear [them] of the deed” (65). As the knocking persists, 

the two retire to put on their nightgowns so as not to arouse suspicion when others arrive. 

In a scene of comic relief, the Porter hears knocking at the gate and imagines that he is the 
porter at the door to Hell. He imagines admitting a farmer who has committed suicide after 

a bad harvest, an "equivocator" who has committed a sin by swearing to half-truths, and an 
English tailor who stole cloth to make fashionable clothes and visited brothels. Since it is 
"too cold for hell" at the gate, he opens the door instead of continuing with a longer 
catalogue of sinners (16). Outside stand Macduff and Lennox, who scold him for taking so 
long to respond to their knocking. The Porter claims that he was tired after drinking until 
late and delivers a short sermon on the ills of drink.  
Macbeth enters and Macduff asks him whether the king is awake yet. On hearing that the 

king is still asleep, Macduff leaves to wake him. While he is gone, Lennox tells Macbeth that 

the weather by night was full of strange events: chimneys were blown down, birds 



screeched all night, the earth shook, and ghostly voices were heard prophesying ominously. 

A stunned Macduff returns with the news that the king is dead. He tells them to go see for 

themselves and calls to the servants to ring the alarm bell. Lady Macbeth and Banquo enter 

and Macduff informs them of the king's death. Macbeth and Lennox return and Macbeth 

laments the king's death, proclaiming that he wishes he were dead instead of the king. 

When Malcolm and Donalbain arrive, Lennox blames the regicide on the guards by pointing 

to the incriminating bloody evidence. Macbeth states that he has already killed the 

bodyguards in a grief-stricken rage. At this point, Lady Macbeth feigns shock and faints. 

Aside, Malcolm and Donalbain confer and decide that their lives may be at risk and that they 

should flee Scotland. As Lady Macbeth is being helped off-stage, Banquo counsels the others 

to convene and discuss the murder at hand. Left behind on stage, Malcolm decides that he 

will flee to England while Donalbain will go to Ireland.  

Ross and an old man discuss the unnatural events that have taken place recently: days are 

as dark as nights, owls hunt falcons, and Duncan's horses have gone mad and eaten each 
other. When Macduff enters, Ross asks whether the culprit has been discovered. Macduff 
tells him that the bodyguards killed the king. The hasty flight on the part of Malcolm and 
Donalbain, however, has also cast suspicion on the two sons as well. Ross comments that 
Macbeth will surely be named the next king, to which Macduff responds that he has already 
been named and has gone to Scone to be crowned. Ross leaves for Scone to see the 
coronation while Macduff heads home to Fife. 
 

 

Key themes 

Scene 1: Guilt, shown in Macbeth’s paranoia. Fate and free will. Macbeth uses his vision, and 

the prophecy he heard to justify the cost of murder. 

Scene 2: Guilt is destroying Macbeth. 

Scene 3: Appearances hide reality. The others seem to trust Macbeth. He says his murder of 

the servants is out of his ‘love’ of Duncan. Overcompensating for the deed he committed. 

Scene 4: Through Macduff’s defiance, loyalty is severely questioned. Macduff   isn’t loyal to 

the new king. 

 

Tasks 

1. Read the five big questions that are presented in the play: 

https://www.sparknotes.com/shakespeare/macbeth/key-questions/are-witches-in-

macbeth-real/ 

2. Plan and complete this question: How far does Shakespeare present Macbeth as a 

powerful character in this act. See the mark scheme below: 

https://www.sparknotes.com/shakespeare/macbeth/key-questions/are-witches-in-macbeth-real/
https://www.sparknotes.com/shakespeare/macbeth/key-questions/are-witches-in-macbeth-real/


 

 

 

Planning: 

a. Introduction: what question you will be studying and your general thoughts on 

Macbeth’s power in this act. 

b. Paragraph 1: How does Macbeth restrain his thoughts about the witches in Act 2 

Scene 1? He hides his true thoughts from his best friend, Banquo. Does this show 

power through control and restraint? 

c. Paragraph 2: Macbeth sees a dagger- is it real or is it an apparition? What does 

this show about his thought process and paranoia? Is he losing his ‘cool’  here? 

d. Paragraph 3: Macbeth forgets to put the daggers on the guards, he also cannot 

say ‘amen’ and he hears voices. Is his mental power feigning now? Lady Macbeth 

sorts out the daggers… is there now an exchange of power? 

e. Paragraph 4: Macbeth manages to keep calm when faced with Macduff and the 

King’s sons. He keeps up the façade that he doesn’t know anything about King 

Duncan’s death- what does this suggest about his power now?  

f. Conclusion: How does Macbeth’s power switch in this scene?  Who really holds 

the power in their relationship and why do you think that? Do we find him 

grappling for power even when his mind cannot take the pressure? 

 

3. After reading Act 2 Scene 1 answer this question: A student said “This scene shows the 

moment Macbeth’s death is decided”. How far do you agree? 

Planning: 

a. Introduction: what question you will be studying and your general thoughts on 

Macbeth’s fate I this scene- do his actions pre-empt what will happen to him. 

b. Paragraph 1: Does the bloody dagger suggests that Macbeth knows that the killing 

of Duncan will result in his own death? Could the dagger be a symbol of what 

could happen to him later on if he proceeds with the murder? 

c. Paragraph 2: Why can Macbeth not grasp the dagger? Could it be a symbol of his 

inability to ‘grasp reality’ perhaps? What does this suggest about what will happen 

to him later on? 

AO1 Read, understand and write about what happens in the play, referring to the text and using relevant quotations. 

AO2 Analyse the language form and structure used by Shakespeare to create meanings and effects. 

AO3 Show understanding of the context of the play. This might include, depending on the question, when 
Shakespeare wrote the play, the period in which he set the play and why, its relevance to audiences then and to 

you in the 21
st

 century. This AO also relates to themes. 

AO4 Technical accuracy 
Use a range of vocabulary and sentence structures for clarity, purpose and effect, with accurate spelling and 
punctuation. 



d. Paragraph 3: There is a bell toll before the murder- could this be reflective of 

church bells? Is it a sign or a warning from God- regicide of course was seen as the 

worst of crimes n Jacobean times- to kill a king ordained by God was evil. 

e. Paragraph 4: Think back to the witches original prophecies- is Macbeth playing 

into the hands of these pretend withes or are they sent directly from the devil to 

persuade a well respected soldier to ruin his life and afterlife? 

f. Conclusion: Does Macbeth have choices or is it his fate to kill the king and become 

the eventual king himself 

 

 

4. Act 2 Scene 1:  

 

  

Macbeth: 

Is this a dagger which I see before me, 
The handle toward my hand? Come, let me clutch  

thee. 
I have thee not, and yet I see thee still. 

Art thou not, fatal vision, sensible 

To feeling as to sight? or art thou but 
A dagger of the mind, a false creation, 
Proceeding from the heat-oppressed brain? 
I see thee yet, in form as palpable 

As this which now I draw. 
Thou marshall'st me the way that I was going; 

And such an instrument I was to use. 
Mine eyes are made the fools o' the other senses,  

Or else worth all the rest; I see thee still, 
And on thy blade and dudgeon gouts of blood, 

Which was not so before. There's no such thing: 
It is the bloody business which informs 

Thus to mine eyes. Now o'er the one halfworld 
Nature seems dead, and wicked dreams abuse 

The curtain'd sleep; witchcraft celebrates 
Pale Hecate's offerings, and wither'd murder, 

Alarum'd by his sentinel, the wolf, 
Whose howl's his watch, thus with his stealthy pace. 
With Tarquin's ravishing strides, towards his design 

Moves like a ghost. Thou sure and firm-set earth, 
Hear not my steps, which way they walk, for fear  

Thy very stones prate of my whereabout,  
And take the present horror from the time, 

Which now suits with it. Whiles I threat, he lives: 
Words to the heat of deeds too cold breath gives . 
 

A bell rings 

I go, and it is done; the bell invites me. 
Hear it not, Duncan; for it is a knell 

That summons thee to heaven or to hell. 
Exit 

Act 2, scene 1  Answer both parts (a) and (b). 
  
Part (a) How does Shakespeare show Macbeth’s  
thoughts and feelings in the extract?  
Part (b) Explain how Shakespeare shows Macbeth  
having different thoughts and feelings in a scene later  
in the play.   

Part a: look at the bits that are highlighted in red. How 

do they show Macbeth’s emotions? Do they show him 

to be brave? Paranoid? Excited? Confused?  

Are any of these red bits language features? How are 

they powerful quotes in displaying Macbeth’s 

feelings? 

 

Part b: Think about when Macbeth orders the murder 

of Banquo and his son, Fleance. He talks about Banquo 

being a man that he fears (Act 3 Scene 1) so he feels 

he must kill him. Does fear always result in death for 

Macbeth? 

He is angry when he learns that Fleance escapes (Act3  

Scene 4) this shows he has become hardened to killing 

those he loves.  



5. Act 2 Scene 2: 

TASK 1: Choose two quotations from the text to show that Macbeth feels guilty; 

explain each one. 

TASK 2:  In this scene Shakespeare uses a number of techniques to create tension.  

Make a table. Use the headings: technique to create tensions; example from the text; 

impact on the audience.  To get you started consider: punctuation, sentence length, 

use of opposites, dramatic images, sounds. 

TASK 3: Now consider: 

1. How tension is continued from the previous scene – Act 2 Scene 1 

2. Lady Macbeth’s speech and behaviour as she awaits Macbeth’s return 

3. The differences between Macbeth and Lady Macbeth’s reactions to Duncan’s murder  

4. Dramatic techniques used to build tension 

TASK 4: By paying close attention to detail, show how Shakespeare creates an 

atmosphere of tension in Act II, scene 2. 

 

5. Act 2 Scene 3: 

Frequently called the ‘Porter scene’, read the scene carefully and make notes on: 

a) The ironies which appear 

b) How the scene may be seen as comic relief 

c) How the time may be needed in terms of the action of the play 

d) The juxtaposition of the ‘ordinary’ with the ‘monsterous’  

e)  the similarities between Macbeth and the porter 

f) The unnatural references 

g) The reactions of the characters to the news of Duncan’s death 

h) The language used by the porter – earthy prose? 

i) The significance that the Porter thinks, in his drunkenness that the gates are 

Hell’s gates 

 

6. Act 2 Scene 3: 

a. Ross seems to function as an observer of Macbeth in the play. Where else does he 

appear with as similar function and what does he do in this scene to take the action 
forward? 

b. Explain the context in which these quotations were said, their meaning and their 
significance: 

• "Ah, good father, / Thou seest, the heavens, as troubled with 
man's act, / Threaten his bloody stage" (2.4.4-6). 

• "On Tuesday last, / A falcon, towering in her pride of place, / Was 
by a mousing owl hawk'd at and kill'd" (2.4.11-13). 

• Thriftless ambition, that wilt ravin up / Thine own life's means!" 
(2.4.27-29). 

• "Well, may you see things well done there: adieu! / Lest our old 
robes sit easier than our new!" (2.4.38). 

c. King Duncan's horses ate one another, what significance would this have to the      
Jacobean audience? 



d. Look closely at the language of this scene, what imagery is being used to support the 
themes of the play? 

 


