Composition
• Macbeth was written about 1606. There are topical
references that help to date it (specifically to the 1605
Gunpowder Plot).
• There is also a reference to the play in Francis
Beaumont's 1607 play Knight of the Burning Pestle
(giving us a terminal date)
• Simon Forman, an Elizabethan astrologer, wrote about
seeing the play at the Globe Theatre in 1611.

Background
• This is the first play we have read that takes place in the
reign of James I.
• Queen Elizabeth had died in 1603 without ever having
married or produced children.
• He sponsored The Lord Chamberlain's Men upon
ascending to the throne, and thereafter they are known
as The King's Men.

Master of the Wardrobe record
for the “Players” who were
given scarlet cloth to be worn
for the King’s Royal
Procession through London

Background

James I

• James I was also James VI of
Scotland.
• He was the son of Mary, Queen of
Scots-- Elizabeth's cousin who had
been executed for plotting to kill the
Queen.
• In uniting the crowns of Scotland
and England, he created the United
Kingdom. He referred to it as Great
Britain.
• The traditional view is that Macbeth
(set in Scotland and about a
Scottish king) was written to flatter
James. More contemporary critics
have pointed out that Macbeth
makes medieval Scotland sound
extremely violent and barbaric.

Sources
• The main source is Raphael Holinshed’s Chronicles (1587)-a history of England, Scotland, and Ireland. Macbeth was a
historical 11th century Scottish king (reigned 1040-1057).
• For the most part, Shakespeare follows the sources. The
supernatural elements, for instance, come straight from
Holinshed.
• Shakespeare does
compress time to
make it more
dramatic. It feels like
months elapse, but
the real Macbeth
reigned for nearly
twenty years.
Macbeth and Banquo encounter three witches (from Holinshed’s Chronicles)

Sources
• The other big changes is in the characterization of Banquo,
a Scottish noble.
• In Holinshed, Banquo actively plots against and participates
in the assassination of the king. However, the Scottish royal
line claimed descent
from Banquo, so in
Macbeth he is no
longer an active
participant in the
crime.

Macbeth and Banquo encounter three witches (from Holinshed’s Chronicles)

Sources
• The other source is James’
Daemonologie, written before he
became king (in 1597).
• The way that witches are
described in the text is mirrored
in the play.
• Also, James charged that witches
raised a storm to sink his fleet on
the way back from a diplomatic
voyage to Denmark. One of the
witches in Macbeth claims she
will do something similar.

the 1603 reprint of
James’ Daemonologie

The Text
• The play was published for the first
time in 1623 in the First Folio.
• It’s a very short play-- much shorter
than the other major tragedies (it’s a
little over half as long as Hamlet, for
instance).
• Many have conjectured that what
we have is actually an abridgement
(created for a revival, a tour of the
countryside, or for performance at
the Blackfriars Theatre– the indoor
theatre that the King’s Men
controlled after 1608).
• If it is an edited text, it was likely
done by Thomas Middleton

Macbeth in the
First Folio

The Text
• Thomas Middleton had
collaborated with Shakespeare
on Timon of Athens-- possibly
All’s Well That Ends Well too.
• Macbeth is not a collaboration,
but it has evidence of
interpolations from a later
revival.
• In the Folio text, there are two
songs from Middleton’s play The
Witch (written ca. 1613-1616).

Thomas Middleton

The Text

Thomas Middleton

• Neither the songs or the
surrounding dialog were written
by Shakespeare.
• Some of the stage directions are
also more consistent with
language choices particular to
Middleton (but less similar to
similar usages by Shakespeare).
• Whether the whole play has
been edited or the tinkering was
confined to the two scenes with
the songs, what’s clear is that
the text we have for Macbeth is
not precisely what Shakespeare
wrote.

Early Modern Performance
• Simon Forman saw the play at
the Globe Theatre in 1611. He
wrote a partial plot summary in
some private papers.
• We have no other record of a
performance in the before the
theaters closed in 1642.

Simon Forman

Restoration Performance
• The play was most popular in the
late 17th and early 18th century in
the adaptation by William
Davenant.
• It greatly expanded the roles for
the witches-- giving them more
dialog and songs.

William Davenant

Restoration Performance
• In 1744, David Garrick
advertised his revival as
returning to the original text.
• This was more marketing than
reality, as he retained many of
the Davenant additions (and
even added some of his own).
• However, it did mark a gradual
return over the course of the
next few decades to a script
more resembling
Shakespeare’s original.
David Garrick as
Macbeth, Christian
Gottlob Liebe, mid18th century

19th Century Performance

set design for Charles Kean’s
1850s revival at the Princess's
Theatre

• The 19th century
was marked by
elaborate sets, set
pieces, and
theatrical special
effects.
• William Charles
Macready’s 1820s
production, for
example had
elaborate battle
scenes and
several elaborate
royal processions.

20th and 21st Century Performance
• Barry Jackson, at
the Birmingham
Repertory Theatre
in 1923, was the
first to costume
Macbeth in
modern dress.
Non-period
Macbeths are the
norm today.
• In 1936, Orson
Welles directed the
the witches in Welles’ Voodoo Macbeth
so-called “Voodoo
Macbeth” in Harlem– the first performance with non-white
actors.

20th and 21st Century Performance
• Late 20th and 21st
century performances
usually stage the play
as some kind of political
allegory.
• Today, it is one of the
most commonly staged
plays in the canon.

Antony Sher as Macbeth,
Royal Shakespeare
Company (directed by
Gregory Doran), 1999

Adaptations
• Giuseppe Verdi’s
1847 opera
Macbeth is based
on the play.
• There have also
been a number of
movie adaptations.
Of these, Akira
Kurosawa’s 1957
Throne of Blood
(蜘蛛巣城
Kumonosu-jō,
Spider Web Castle) is the
most notable.

Italian poster for
Verdi opera, 1847

Setting
• The play is set in Scotland in the 11th century. It begins on
the heaths, but moves to Macbeth’s castle in Scene v of
Act I.

set design drawing, Act 1, Samuel Phelps, before 1844

