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A booklet with questions you might find linked to the AQA GCSE specification on Macbeth, 
with example paragraphs of how you might answer each question. The example paragraphs 
should be used as something to inspire you to write your own based on how you’ve been 
taught by your teacher. They may even be something you disagree with and wish to argue 
against! Each of the example paragraphs focus on ‘bullet point one’ and you may want to 
vary your own paragraphs with reference to ‘bullet point two’-’elsewhere in the play.’ This 
can be used as a way of practicing how you analyse language but does not provide sufficient 
space for you to fully explore your ideas in the necessary quantity required in a formal exam. 
Lastly, this booklet does not consider the entire structure of an essay with formal 
introductions and conclusions.  
 
All questions used have been sourced from @Team_English1 on Twitter. Since they were 
downloaded over a year ago I am unable to credit the teacher who sourced them.  
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Page Number Question and model paragraph/answer space 

1-2 1:3-Starting with this speech, explain how far you think Shakespeare 
presents the Witches in Macbeth to be evil. 

3-4 1:7-Starting with this extract, how does Shakespeare present Lady 
Macbeth as a powerful woman. 

5-6 1:7-Starting with this speech, explain how far you think Shakespeare 
presents Macbeth as a brave man. 

7-8 2:2-Starting with this speech, explain how far you think Shakespeare 
presents Macbeth to have troubled thoughts.  

9-10 3:2-Starting with this speech, explain how far you think Shakespeare 
presents Macbeth and Lady Macbeth to be unhappy.  

11-12 4:1-Starting with this speech, explain how far you think Shakespeare 
presents Macbeth as a changed man.  

13-14 5:1-Starting with this speech, explain how far you think Shakespeare 
presents Lady Macbeth as a changed woman. 

15-16 5:5-Starting with this speech, explain how far you think Shakespeare 
presents regret.  

17-20 Challenge tasks:  
1. What does the opening segment of the play reveal about the 

supernatural? 
2. Explore how ambitious Macbeth is as a character.  
3. How does Macbeth’s feelings for his wife develop over the 

course of the play? 
4. Does Lady Macbeth deserve any sympathy?  
5. What is Macbeth’s view on life at the end of the play?  

 



 
 

 



 
 

Teacher does: 
 
The witches are presented as unearthly and frightening in Act 1 Scene 3 of Macbeth; 
foreshadowing that they have or could be evil in this tragedy. In this scene we are introduced 
to them through the interrogative questions of Macbeth’s ‘partner’ Banquo. The alliteration in 
his first question, ‘wither’d and wild’ indicates the outward, physical appearance of the 
witches is not in line with societal expectations. The adjective, ‘wither’d,’ implies that the 
witches have been drained of blood or normal human qualities. Perhaps it implies that they 
have been depleted of any intrinsic goodness; this has been replaced, perhaps, with 
evilness and sin. This initial description feeds into a series of questions that Banquo asks 
them; however upon reflection Banquo is most likely asking these questions to reassure 
himself rather than to seek an answer from the witches. He likely feels scared as the witches 
are ‘not like the inhabitants o’ the earth.’ This fear and trepidation would have stemmed from 
the knowledge that ‘inhabitants’ of outer earthly beings would have been associated with the 
Devil, or indeed been ‘detestable slaves of the Devil.’ (Daemonologie-1596, King James). 
Shakespeare’s Jacobean audience would have echoed the fear displayed by Banquo. They, 
like him, would have questioned what they were witnessing and sought reassurance about 
how ‘live’ the witches were.  
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Teacher does: 
 
Lady Macbeth is clearly both powerful and persuasive In this passionate attempt to compel 
her ‘brave’ and ‘noble’ husband to kill King Duncan. Our heinous ‘hostess’ has already 
dismissed any stereotypical depiction of women by this point in the tragedy through her 
famous soliloquy in 1.5 in which she communicated to ‘evil spirits’ to ‘pall’ her ‘in ‘the 
dunnest smoke of hell.’ Now, in 1.7, she is exposing her desires forcefully upon her 
husband, emphasising how ‘powerful’ she is as a character. The dismissive tone Lady 
Macbeth uses, ‘when you durst do it, then you were a man,’ to attack Macbeth’s manhood is 
important. It shows that she knows she can manipulate Macbeth into thinking, and therefore 
acting, in the way she craves him to. The past tense, ‘then you were,’ would be offensive to 
any man in 1606 given the patriarchal society which existed. The idea that women were 
typically regarded as being emotionally and intellectually weaker than men is completely 
obliterated here. Lady Macbeth reinforces her power with the horrid image of her, ‘plucking,’ 
‘the babe,’ from her ‘nipple’ to ‘dash’ its ‘brains out.’ The violent verbs, ‘plucking,’ and ‘dash,’ 
illuminate there is a ruthless streak embedded within our ‘fiendish Queen,’ that has any 
audience, modern or Jacobean, reeling in horror at how heartless and inhumane someone 
can be.  
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Teacher does: 
 
Macbeth, a once ‘loyal’ ‘kinsman’ to his country and King, is the opposite of a brave man in 
this scene, 1.7. Rather, he is spineless and gutless; unable to think for himself and allowing 
his ‘vaulting ambition’ to be exploited by his wicked wife, Lady Macbeth. Just before this 
scene Macbeth had said, ‘we will proceed no further in this business,’ however this decision 
was called ‘cowardly’ by Lady Macbeth which has resulted in the begging we witness at the 
beginning of this scene. The verb phrase, ‘Prithee, peace,’ is said half heartedly to his wife in 
an attempt to halt the ceaseless tirade of abuse that he knows will come his way. This 
attempt to stick up for himself is laughable; it could even be said the diffidence shown here 
by Macbeth reinforces how he never really had any intention of not killing Duncan once he 
had been seduced by his wife to be a ‘snake.’ He knew he would give in; to make himself 
feel as if he didn’t choose to do this but was made to do it he puts on a facade of loyalty to 
his King but neither Lady Macbeth or a Jacobean audience would have been convinced by 
this. By now an audience would have been aware that Macbeth was very close to becoming 
a tragic hero; they would be willing him to stay strong but be aware Macbeth’s hubris was 
very close to consuming him. The feeble final attempt to stave Lady Macbeth’s demands, ‘if 
we should fail?’ epitomises Macbeth’s fall into damnation. The exclamative response by 
Lady Macbeth, ‘we fail!’ confirms how Macbeth is not brave but a coward.  
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Teacher does: 
 
By this stage in Shakespeare’s tragedy it is evidence that Macbeth no longer has full control 
over his mind. His thoughts have been drenched in guilt and they are indeed ‘troubled.’ 
Initially it is conceivable that these ‘troubled’ thoughts are a result of the ‘deed’ Macbeth has 
committed; a deed he is ‘afraid’ to ‘think’ about-’I dare not.’ These initial rumblings highlight 
how our ‘butcher’ is avoiding taking responsibility for what he has done. He does not want to 
think of the act of murder as he knows that even if he does become King there is only one 
fate that awaits him. As a result he is ‘troubled’-he wants to evade his fate. As we dig deeper 
into the language Macbeth uses we witness how tormented Macbeth is. His thoughts are 
more than troubling; they are possessive and disturbing and reveal a series of insecurities 
about Macbeth. The repetition of rhetorical questions show how ‘unfix’d’ Macbeth’s thoughts 
are, with the most interesting revelation in the final question. The knowledge that the Roman 
God of the sea, Neptune, cannot ‘clean’ Macbeth’s hands highlights how Macbeth has 
completely turned away from the Christian God. Instead of appealing to God for forgiveness 
Macbeth has turned to a heathen God. Shakespeare, here, is perhaps showing his audience 
the painful result of a sacrilegious act such as regicide. You will not only be tortured to death 
by the state, but your own mind will punish you too.  
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Teacher does: 
 
In 3.2 it is clear that the Macbeth’s are unhappy. Moreover, they are riddled with frustration, 
anxiety and a heavy realisation that the ‘deed’ they orchestrated in the opening Acts of this 
tragedy is going to lead to their ‘destruction.’ By now, Lady Macbeth is no longer confident 
that a ‘little water’ clears the Macbeths of ‘this deed.’ Rather, she confesses, ‘’Tis safer to be 
that which we destroy than by destruction dwell in doubtful joy.’ The juxtaposition in the tone 
in which she mumbles this to how she exclaimed, ‘unsex me here!” to ‘evil spirits,’ in 1.5 
reveals she has been stripped of any external ideas of rewards associated with entering the 
‘golden round.’ The fact she confides she’d rather be dead than tormented with the results of 
it shows she is clearly unable to think or act clearly. Her every waking moment is haunted by 
her involvement in the murder of King Duncan and if she could, it seems she would 
exchange the position King Duncan is now in with herself. This sense of absurdity about 
what they have done is echoed by Macbeth’s ramblings. The reference to, ‘the affliction of 
these terrible dreams that shake us nightly Better be with the dead,’ confirms both Macbeth’s 
have achieved only one thing in their desire to be King and Queen; the unenviable, 
unshakeable feelings of regret and guilt. Due to the irreversible action of their sin they will 
never be able to rid themselves of this feeling.  
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Teacher does: 
 
I would argue that in 4.1 Macbeth is not a changed man as far as we know him in the play. 
He is doubling down on every bad action and decision he has made and is reinforcing how 
evil has corroded any last sinue of good from within him. As we only have brief references to 
him being ‘noble’ and ‘brave’ at the beginning of the tragedy, I do not think Macbeth is 
changed. He is simply more explicitly evil. Our ‘wicked’ tragic hero is ‘free’ of any stigma 
associated with being identified with the supernatural here. He does not try to hide his feels 
from the ‘stars’ or their ‘fires.’ Rather, Macbeth attempts to command the situation between 
himself and the witches. ‘What is’t you do?’ is asked confidently and without hesitation. 
There is no inner dialogue about whether or not Macbeth should engage with the witches; he 
is no longer lying to himself about what is inside him and who he is. This is fortified with his 
imperatives that he ‘conjures’ to the witches that they ‘answer me….answer me.’  The 
repetition of this demand exemplifies how Macbeth covets the knowledge of the 
supernatural. He is at one with Satan and evil spirits; a terrifying thought for a Jacobean 
audience. That they were witnessing someone interact with and collude with demonic 
witches would have been petrifying. The repetition also shows how Macbeth needs 
reassurance. He is not strong. He is not brave. He is not a ‘King.’ He is a weak, scared, 
imposter who knows he will be punished for his actions.  
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Teacher does: 
 
Lady Macbeth in 5.1 is a completely changed woman; no longer is she someone who lusts 
after power, or who orders her ‘milk’ be replaced by ‘gall’. Now-she is desperate and 
deplorable-a shadow of her former self. By now we know Lady Macbeth is tortured by her 
harrowing actions earlier in the tragedy-she sleeps with a candle, ‘tis her command.’ She 
also cannot curtail the confessions which cascade and ‘pour’ from her mouth; ‘Out, damned 
spot! Out, I say!,’ indicates Lady Macbeth wishes she was clean and free from any 
association with anything that could lead her towards sin. This is a direct contradiction of the 
dismissiveness she greeted Macbeth with earlier in the play when he could not clean his 
hands of the ‘blood.’ It is as if she is being made to experience the same thing as Macbeth 
but because she is a woman-‘emotionally’ and ‘physically’ weaker than men in 1606-she is 
unable to deal with the thoughts. Rather than accept them, like Macbeth has done, and use 
them to fuel herself into further action she is drowned in guilt. When the gentlewoman and 
doctor discuss Lady Macbeth’s heart, ‘I would not have such a heart in my bosom for the 
dignity of the whole body,’ we see that everything Lady Macbeth wished for earlier in the 
tragedy has left her broken and ravaged not only physically but as a figure to others too. By 
this stage I doubt whether she would have attained the sympathy of the Jacobean audience 
either who would have been convinced this was the just punishment for someone who 
negotiated with the Devil.  
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Teacher does: 
 
Shakespeare presents ‘regret’ in a calculated and cold manner in 5.5. Despite Macbeth’s 
despondent and forlorn comments about his life, and the death of his wife, he is not 
interested in any attempt to amend his actions earlier in the play. For him, regret is not 
something that will forgive him for his actions. Perhaps Shakespeare wants his audience to 
know that any amount of regret for actions outside the Great Chain of Being or contrary to 
how James 1 wanted people to act and think would result in being trapped in an irreversible 
position in life. This is seen when Macbeth is talking to himself and says, ‘Direness, familiar 
to my slaughterous thoughts Cannot once start me.’ This assertion, that horrible things are 
‘familiar,’ invites us to explore how Macbeth perhaps does not feel regret is an emotion he 
deserves to feel at the moment. It is perhaps a realisation given the simple, matter of fact 
tone used, that this is the ‘time’ he has to do as a result of his ‘crime.’ It is Macbeth accepting 
his fate. He knows regret will not do him any favours here. This is reinforced when he see 
his reaction to the ‘death’ of his ‘Queen.’ The stoic retort that ‘she should have died 
hereafter...life’s but a walking shadow…’ encourages the audience to consider their own 
actions and whether or not ‘regretting’ these is worth the short term, temporary feeling of 
elation when thinking about, or committing, a sin.  
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Challenge task:  
 
Attempt to answer the following questions without the help of the extract. This task will test 
your ability to write fluently alongside your knowledge of the play.  
 

6. What does the opening segment of the play reveal about the supernatural? 
7. Explore how ambitious Macbeth is as a character.  
8. How does Macbeth’s feelings for his wife develop over the course of the play? 
9. Does Lady Macbeth deserve any sympathy?  
10. What is Macbeth’s view on life at the end of the play?  
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