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In Deepest Consequence: Macbeth 
HERBERT R. COURSEN, JR. 

ACBETH is powerful even for the mature Shakespeare. 
The play demands that we share its experience intensely, 
that we feel the strength of Macbeth's thirst for kingship, 
the force of Lady Macbeth's persuasions, the anguish of Mac- 
beth's struggle before the murder, and the impact of nature's 
retribution after the murder.' The play partakes of what 

Gilbert Murray calls "the strange, unanalyzed vibration below the surface ... 
an undercurrent of desires and fears and passions, long slumbering yet eternally 
familiar, which have for thousands of years lain near the root of our most 
magical dramas."2 This essay will attempt to analyze that subsurface vibration, 
to examine at least one source of the play's power-the myth which Shake- 
speare's genius transmutes into drama. Such examination should give the play 
a new context, one which will reinforce meanings long recognized in Macbeth 
and, further, bring into relationship several otherwise disparate elements of the 
play. 

Without attempting to define the over-defined term myth, I shall assume 
with Philip Wheelwright that it concerns "the original and essentially un- 
changeable conditions of human insight."3 The myth vibrating beneath the 
surface of Macbeth is one of the original myths-that of the fall from a state 
of grace. That it is a source of the play's power suggests its continuing rele- 
vance to the human situation, its truth. The manner in which the myth is mani- 
fested in Macbeth is perhaps best suggested by Lady Macbeth: 

. . . look like the innocent flower, 
But be the serpent under't. (I. v. 66-67)4 

1 In a recent article, Mary McCarthy seems to take exception to the play's power. She finds Mac- 
beth rather dull, a man of "unimaginative mediocrity", a victim of "know-nothing materialism", 
"timorous, unimaginative". She suggests that "Macbeth does not fall; if anything, he somewhat im- 
proves as a result of his career in crime" ("General Macbeth", Harper's (June, I962), pp. 35-39). 
Assuming, perhaps dangerously, that Miss McCarthy intends to be taken seriously, one has only to 
point out that were Macbeth as stultified as she claims, the play which bears his name would not 
have survived for her to attack. For more positive feminine reactions see Margaret Webster, Shake- 
speare Without Tears (New York, 1955), pp. I69-174, and Dame Edith Sitwell, A Notebook on 
William Shakespeare (London, 1948), pp. 24-46. For a more persuasive version of the materialist 
argument, see Walter C. Curry, Shakespeare's Philosophical Patterns (Baton Rouge, 1937), pp. 112- 
II9. A further negative opinion is that of G. B. Harrison, who says that "Macbeth has been ex- 
travagantly overpraised . . . it is the weakest of Shakespeare's great tragedies . .", Shakespeare's 
Tragedies (New York, 1956), p. i84. 

2 Quoted in Herbert Weisinger, "An Examination of the Myth and Ritual Approach to Shake- 
speare", Myth and Mythmaking (New York, i960), p. 140. 

3 "Poetry, Myth, and Reality", in The Language of Poetry, Allen Tate, ed. (Princeton, 1942), 

PP. 3-33. 
4AIl quotations from Macbeth are in accordance with the G. L. Kittredge edition (Boston, 

1936) 
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The flower suggests Creation and links itself with the play's many images of 
growing things. The serpent suggests the deception which slithered into Eden 
to tempt Eve-as the Geneva Bible calls it in the gloss to Revelation xii:g, 
"That olde serpent called the devill and Satan" which was hurled from Heaven 
by Michael and "which deceiveth all the worlde." Lady Macbeth here is the 
tempting serpent and, of course, is also the deceived. In that Macbeth is a man 
in a fallen world, the play concerns the further fall of man-the loss of his soul. 
But in that Macbeth stands closest to royal favor (with the exception of 
Malcolm) in a potentially redeemable world, his fall parallels that of Lucifer, 
who stood closest to God (with the exception of the Son). The fall of Macbeth 
draws for its precedent on both Genesis and Revelation, the first and the last 
books of the Bible, a fact which suggests the fundamental implications of his 
crime. "Christian philosophy", says Walter C. Curry, "recognizes two tragedies 
of cosmic importance: (i) the fall of Lucifer and a third part of the angelic 
hosts, who rebelled against God and were cast out, and (2) the fall of Adam, 
who was originally endowed with perfection and freedom but who set his will 
against God's will and so brought sin and limited freedom upon mankind" 
(p. 67). The fall of Macbeth draws on the combined power of those of Lucifer 
and Adam-and on more, of course, since it is also his own. 

The play abounds in allusions to fallen angels. The Porter mentions "Belze- 
bub" (II. iii. 4) even as Macbeth's soul is absorbing the dimensions of its fall. 
Suspicious of Macduff, Malcolm says that "Angels are bright still, though the 
brightest fell" (IV.iii.22). Thinking probably of Macbeth, Malcolm goes on 
to recast what his father once said about finding the mind's construction in the 
face: 

Though all things foul would wear the brows of grace 
Yet grace must still look so. 

(IV. iii. 23-24) 

Malcolm is paraphrasing the first gloss on Genesis iii in the Geneva Bible; 
here, the bright deceitful angel is linked to the myth of Eden: 

As Satan can change himselfe into an Angel of light, so did he abuse the 
wisdome of the serpent to deceive man. 

The play, of course, is full of direct references to "Devilish Macbeth" (IV. iii. 
II7). He is a "hell-kite" (IV. iii. 2I7) and a "hellhound"5 (V. viii. 3). Hell can 
produce neither a "devil more damn'd/In evils" (IV. iii. 56-57) nor a "hotter 
name" (V. vii. 6). Recognizing that Macbeth is doomed, Macduff taunts him 
as a subordinate fiend: 

Despair thy charm! 
And let the angel whom thou still hast serv'd 
Tell thee, Macduff was from his mother's womb 
Untimely ripp'd. (V. viii. I3-i6) 

?Shakespeare's constant equation of Macbeth with bestiality in Act Five ("my fell of haire, 
v. xI: "harness on our back", v. 52: "They have tied me to a stake . . . bear-like I must fight the 
course", vii. I-2: "our rarer monsters", viii. 25: "baited with the rabble's curse", viii. 29) suggests 
the tradition that both the fallen angels and the titans were transformed into monsters after their 
falls. Macduff's "By this great clatter one of greatest note/ Seems bruited" (vii. 2I-22) may be a 
pun on "brute". The suggestion of a warrior surrounded by adversaries recalls the bear-baiting met- 
aphor. 
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The power beneath the surface, then, is the myth of the fall from a state of 
grace, whether the fall from the beneficent light of God or the expulsion from 
paradise on Earth. The myth has three basic manifestations in Macbeth :6 
moral decision, feminine persuasion, and cosmic retribution. 

I 
The auditor of Macbeth is projected into a fallen world, one which seems to 

have eaten of the fruit of the tree of good and evil and which cannot tell the two 
apart. There are the obvious ambiguities-"Fair is foul, and foul is fair" (I. i. Io), 
"fair and foul" (I. iii. 38)-which resound so ominously through the early por- 
tions of the play, as two of Banquo's utterances testify: 

Good sir, why do you start and seem to fear 
Things that do sound so fair? (I. iii. 5I-52) 

And more negatively, 

Thou hast it now-King, Cawdor, Glamis, all, 
As the Weird Women promis'd; and, I fear 
Thou play'dst most foully for't. (III. i. i-3) 

Moral confusion is concentrated, of course, in Macbeth: 
This supernatural soliciting 
Cannot be ill; cannot be good. (L iii. I30-I30) 

. . .function 
Is smother'd in surmise. And nothing is 
But what is not. (I. iii. I40-I42) 

The words of the opening scenes are like those two spent swimmers of whom 
the wounded Captain speaks-they "cling together/ And choke their art" 
(I. i 8-9). Often the lines say two things about Macbeth-they praise him as a 
hero and, prophet-like, predict his coming treason: 

Norway himself, 
With terrible numbers, 
Assisted by that most disloyal traitor, 
The Thane of Cawdor, began a dismal conflict, 
Till that Bellona's bridegroom, lapp'd in proof, 
Confronted him with self-comparisons, 
Point against point, rebellious arm 'gainst arm.. 

(IL ii. 50-56) 

The lines are constructed to suggest that Macbeth confronted Cawdor as well as 
Sweno-a self-comparison which becomes an ominous mirror reflecting trea- 
son present and future. The hint is reinforced by the adjective "rebellious", 
which points across the sentence to modify the second arm-Macbeth's. This 
subversion of a line's primary meaning recurs in Ross's greeting to Macbeth: 

6 A fourth possible manifestation, that of deception, or appearance versus reality, is too pervasive 
a Shakespearian theme to be attributable to the Eden portion of the myth of the fall. This aspect of 
Macbeth is discussed by Theodore Spencer, Shakespeare and the Nature of Man (New York, i96i), 
pp. I53-i62, and by L. C. Knights, "King Lear and the Great Tragedies", The Age of Shakespeare 
(Baltimore, I955), pp. 24I-245. 
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The King hath happily receiv'd, Macbeth, 
The news of thy success; and when he reads 
Thy personal venture in the rebel's fight, 
His wonders and his praises do contend, 
Which should be thine or his. (I. iii. 89-93) 

"Personal venture in the rebel's fight"-his heroic effort against rebellion and 
his personal role in the ultimate treason. The contradictory lines continue, 
the poetry itself committing treason against its ostensible meaning: 

He finds thee in the stout Norweyan ranks, 
Nothing afeard of what thyself didst make, 
Strange images of death. (I. iii. 95-97) 

As the lines predict, Macbeth will soon be among the enemies of the King, 
making a stranger image of death, the "great doom's image" (II. iii. 83). It is 
that "horrid image" (I. iii. I35) which has already frightened him. 

The actions of Duncan during the opening scenes share the predominant 
ambiguous quality; he attempts to engender Eden on earth yet helps to pro- 
mote his murder. As Macbeth returns from battle, Duncan assumes the role of 
Creator, his rightful role within the Kingdom of Scotland: 

I have begin to plant thee, and will labour 
To make thee full of growing. (I. iv. 28-29) 

Macbeth is in a state of grace. The choice of remaining in Eden under this 
beneficent aegis is his. If he does so, he is told that "signs of nobleness, like stars, 
shall shine/ On all deservers" (I. iv. 4V-42) 7 But while attempting to encourages 
Eden, Duncan unconsciously promotes treason. In language which through an. 
ominous rhyme reverberates again with Delphic tones, the King invests Mac- 
beth with the traitor's title, thus prompting Macbeth to assume the traitor's. 
reality: 

No more that Thane of Cawdor shall deceive 
Our bosom interest. Go pronounce his present death 
And with his former title greet Macbeth. (I. ii, 63-65) 

No more shall that Thane of Cawdor deceive us-but what of the new one? 
The "careless trifle" (I. iv. ii) which Cawdor discards becomes an "honest- 
trifle" (I. iii. I25) which wins Macbeth. The pervasive confusion of the open- 
ing scenes is perhaps suggested best when the gracious Duncan echoes the- 
Weird Sisters (I. i. 4)-as Macbeth had done earlier: "What he hath lost noble 
Macbeth hath won" (I. ii. 67). Duncan incites treason further by establishing 
his estate on Malcolm, just as Milton's God exalts his Son and activates Satan's. 
dormant disobedience.8 Macbeth adjures the stars to hide their fires (I. iv. 50);. 

7 One such sign is the diamond, noblest of gems and like a star, with which Duncan greets Lady 
Macbeth "By the name of most kind hostess" (I. i. i5-i6). As Derek Traversi says, "Duncan's brief 
appearances before his murder are invariably invested with images of light and fertility to which 
are joined at moments of deepest feeling the religious associations of worship in a magnificent com- 
prehensive impression of overflowing grace" (An Approach to Shakespeare (New York, i956), pa 

I54). 
8 The parallel was noted by Coleridge, whom A. C. Bradley quotes as saying, "It is a fancy; 

but I can never read this [Duncan's succession speech, I. iv. 35-43], and the following speeches of 
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he instructs his own signs of nobleness to extinguish themselves and so facilitate 
the attainment of his "black and deep desires" (I. iv. 51). 

The language of the opening scenes intermingles the possibilities of good 
and of evil, suggesting the terms of Macbeth's decision. Ironically, as he comes 
closer to killing Duncan, his awareness of the heinousness of the crime becomes 
clearer. Like Adam, Macbeth knows clearly what God's word is and what the 
general results of Duncan's murder must be: 

... his virtues 
Will plead like angels, trumpet-tongu'd, against 
The deep damnation of his taking-off. (I. vii. i8-20) 

An act which would outrage angels, involve the perpetrator in damnation-the 
dimensions of the fall are suggested by the drop from "angels trumpet 
tongu'd" to "deep damnation" which the voice must make as the line is read. 
The attainment of "black and deep desires" will have the "deepest consequence" 
(I. iii. I26). Macbeth is unable to follow his wife's advice to "Consider it not so 
deeply" (II. ii. 30). But against the awareness of the depth to which the deed 
will drive him is the upward and irresistible surge of his ambition. He re- 
phrases what he had said on hearing of Malcolm's elevation (I. iv. 48-49): 

I have no spur 
To prick the sides of my intent, but only 
Vaulting ambition, which o'erleaps itself 
And falls on th' other.... (I. Vii. 25-28) 

In a fallen world his eyes are open to the meaning of good and evil and to the 
potential for further fall. At this moment, he is a symbol of any man who has 
been similarly torn between "his virtuous understanding and his corrupt 
will".9 

II 

Any discussion of Adam's temptation or of Macbeth's must involve Eve-or 
Lady Macbeth-the element of feminine persuasion, the spur of which Mac- 
beth speaks at the end of his soliloquy. Some will argue that the Weird Sisters 

Macbeth, without involuntarily thinking of the Miltonic Messiah and Satan" (Shakespearean Trag- 
edy (New York, 1955), p. 433). Another version (simply the notation, "Messiah-Satan") appears in 
Coleridge's Writings on Shakespeare, Terence Hawkes, ed. (New York, i959), p. I92. The parallel 
is developed in greater detail by John W. Hales, "Milton's Macbeth", Nineteenth Century, XXX 
(Dec. i89i), 919-932. In this engaging essay, Hales examines the thematic links between Mac- 
beth and Paradise Lost: "no other of Shakespeare's plays comes so near dealing with the very sub- 
ject of Paradise Lost or . . . does in fact so fully deal with it, as Macbeth.-` Macbeth's is "the dis- 
obedience of a remote son of Adam ... he too plucked forbidden fruit and was expelled from his 
Eden-expelled from the state of happiness, honor, and peace." See also Paul Siegel, Shakespearean 
Tragedy and the Elizabethan Compromise (New York, 1957), pp. 142-i60 (in which the Eve-Lady 
Macbeth relationship is noted briefly, pp. 143-I44), M.D.H. Parker, The Slave of Life (London, 
1953), pp. i62-i64, J. Dover Wilson, Macbeth (Cambridge, 1947), pp. Ixiv-lxvi, and Helen Gard- 
ner, "Milton's 'Satan' and the Theme of Damnation in Elizabethan Tragedy", Essays and Studies, 
I (I948), 46-66. 

9 E. M. W. Tillyard, Shakespeare's History Plays (London, 1959), p. 3I5. Similarly, Alfred 
Harbage says, "If Macbeth were other than he is, less like ourselves, he would be a less powerful 
symbol of our own worst potentialities and the abyss we have escaped" (Macbeth (Baltimore, 1956), 
p. 19). 
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are the spur to Macbeth's intent,10 and because this is partially true, Shakespeare 
is careful to create many links between them and Lady Macbeth. Twice she 
echoes their words and rhythms: 

i. 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! 

Lady M. Glamis thou art, and Cawdor, and shalt be- 
What thou art promis'd. (I. v. i6-I7) 

Lady M. Great Glamis! worthy Cawdor! 
Greater than both by the all-hail hereafter!" (I. v. 55-56) 

She would denature herself like the Sisters, whom Banquo would have called 
women had their beards not forbidden the interpretation (I. iii. 45-47): 

Come, you spirits 
That tend on mortal thoughts, unsex me here.... (I. v. 40-4I) 

Like the Sisters, she would be an "instrument of darkness", creator of a hellish 
atmosphere of "filthy air": 

Come, thick night, 
And pall thee in the dunnest smoke of hell.... (I. vi. 5I-52) 

She would make permanent the prediction of sunset made by the Third Witch 
(I. i.5): 

0 never 
Shall sun that morrow see!12 (I. vi. 6i-62) 

While Lady Macbeth is linked unmistakably with the Weird Sisters, the 
temptation scene rings with echoes of Eden: 

Macbeth. Hath he ask'd for me? 
Lady M. Know you not he has? (I. vii. 29-30) 

10 Cf. Hardin Craig: "He is seduced by the witches, clearly powers of evil, who exemplify the 
morality doctrine that Satan is a deceiver" ("Morality Plays and Elizabethan Drama", SQ, I (April, 
i950), 64-72). Professor Craig's neglect of Macbeth's spiritual struggle keeps Macbeth in line 
with the morality hero, who "lacks personal motivation or any inward struggle", but such a view 
results in a vast oversimplification of Macbeth's movement towards evil. A more qualified view is 
that of Willard Farnham: "Macbeth is a morality play written in terms of Jacobean Tragedy. Its 
hero is worked upon by forces of evil, yields to temptation in spite of all that his conscience can do 
to stop him . . . and is brought to retribution by his death" (Shakespeare's Tragic Frontier (Berk- 
eley, 1950), p. 79). 

11 Macbeth himself engages in some significant echoing: "'Glamis hath murther'd sleep, and 
therefore Cawdor/ Shall sleep no more! Macbeth shall sleep no more!'" (II. ii. 40-41). The final 
step in the sequence should be King; instead Macbeth comes back in horror to himself, to the hu- 
manity he has lost in becoming King. 

12 At this point, Lady Macbeth seems to be attempting to become Lilith, Adam's shadowy first 
wife, whose name means "of the night", a demon or vampire, or, in Medieval folklore, a witch be- 
lieved to be a menace to little children, as Lady Macbeth claims to be (I. vii. 54-59). Lilith is as- 
sociated with a screech owl as is Lady Macbeth (II. ii. 3-4; II. ii. i6). Francis Fergusson states that 
"According to folklore . . . Harpier [the familiar of the Third Witch] [is] an owl" (Shakespeare's 
Tragedies of Monarchy (New York, i962), p. I73). This would create a slender but significant link 
between Lady Macbeth, who feels "the future in the instant" (I. v. 59), and the Third Witch, the 
witch of the future. 
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God walked through Eden calling, "Where art thou?" to Adam. The Geneva 
gloss on God's search gives context to Macbeth's departure from the banquet 
and to the subsequent guilty soliloquy: "The sinnefull conscience fleeth God's 
presense." To avoid the deed and at the same time placate Lady Macbeth, 
Macbeth reduces the abstractions of his soliloquy to material terms: 

I have bought 
Golden opinions from all sorts of people. 
Which would be worn now in their newest gloss, 
Not cast aside so soon. (I. vii. 32-35)13 

His argument is conditioned by her inability at this point in the play to see be- 
yond the tangible. Macbeth cannot speak of "double trust" or of Duncan's 
clarity in office; his wife would not understand ("What do you mean?" she 
asks later, as Macbeth waxes hyperbolic about the sleep which he will never 
know again-II. ii. 40). But to employ a materialistic excuse for not pursuing a 
materialistic course is to open oneself up for counterattack. Lady Macbeth re- 
torts, implying with a sneer that cowardice lurks beneath the thane's new 
clothes: "When you durst do it, then you were a man" (I. vii. 49). As Dr. 
Johnson says, with the certainty of an eighteenth-century critic, "Courage is 
the distinguishing virtue of a soldier, and the reproach of cowardice cannot 
be borne by any man without great impatience.'914 Her skillful blend of scorn 
and sex-the primordial feminine weapons-upsets the precarious balance 
within Macbeth. The words in the Geneva margin about Adam's submission 
become relevant: "Not so much to please his wife, as mooved by ambition at 
her persuasion." The roles of the sixteenth-century Eve and Lady Macbeth coin- 
cide-each ignites the ambition latent within her husband's breast.'5 

Thus while Lady Macbeth has attempted to make herself a Lilith, she has 
been forced to employ the feminine qualities of Eve to tempt Macbeth. She has 
not been unsexed. Her link to the qualities of the Weird Sisters is only verbal, 
a rhetorical equation which will prove disastrous if she bases her actions upon 
it-as she does, of course: 

Give me the daggers. The sleeping and the dead 
Are but as pictures. 'Tis the eye of childhood 
That fears a painted devil. (II. ii. 53-55) 

She forgets that she herself has seen with the eyes of childhood only moments 
before: 

Had he not resembled 
My father as he slept, I had done't. (II. ii. I3-I4) 

13 Miss McCarthy contends that Macbeth says this "to himself" (p. 37). I have not seen a text 
which supports this contention; it is a convenient assumption, however, in support of her argu- 
ment for Macbeth's "know-nothing materialism". 

14 W. K. Wimsatt, Jr., ed., Samuel Johnson on Shakespeare (New York, i960), p. I03. 
15 That the witches have only reminded him of previous thoughts is implied even before Lady 

Macbeth's suggestion that the murder was conceived originally by Macbeth (I. vii. 47-52). When 
Banquo interrupts Macbeth's speculations about murdering Duncan after the witches have appeared 
(I. iii. I52), Macbeth apologizes, saying, "My dull brain was wrought with things forgotten" (I. iii. 
154). The lines suggest that the witches have merely reminded him of murderous thoughts sus- 
pended amid the hurlyburly of battle. Curiously, Coleridge calls Macbeth's excuse a "lie" (Hawkes, 
p. 191) 
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We learn suddenly that she was once a child, that her attempt to subvert her 
nature has been unsuccessful. The blood-covered body of Duncan is to become 
a picture which will pursue her into the hellish murk of her madness: "Yet who 
would have thought the old man to have had so much blood in him?" (V. i. 
44-45). The blood was real, not mere paint.17 The words of the Geneva gloss on 
Genesis ii define her tragic failure, her inability to see soon enough the differ- 
ence between the painted devil which might be scorned and the image of a 
father murdered, as captured by the child's eye within her: "This is Satans 
Ichiefest subtiltie, to cause us not to feare Gods threatenings." 

The contradictory character of Lady Macbeth, the elements of Lilith and 
Eve within her, can best be summarized by examining one of the play's most 
controversial aspects-her feint-faint (II. iii. I24) .18 The arguments on each side 
require only brief summary. Some claim that the feint is merely another im- 
provisation by the skillful tactician, another masking of reality with appear- 
ance, that it draws attention away from Macbeth's suspicious rhetoric and from 
his questionable killing of the grooms, that it represents her effort to react as a 
woman should react (an "innocent flower"), that it atones for the blunder she 
has already made (II. iii. 92-93), that the woman who could take the knives 
back into the murder chamber would hardly collapse at the mere mention of 
blood, that Macbeth's unconcern for her shows that he, at least, knows she is 
faking, etc. These arguments are persuasive. Most critics believe, however, that 
she does faint.'9 They suggest that the murder has been a great strain on her, 
that she has been active for many hours and has been drinking besides (II. ii. i- 
2), that, as her mad scene proves, Duncan's blood made a frightful impression 
on her, that the faces of the group assembled suggest for the first time the 
heinousness of the deed,20 etc. These too are persuasive arguments. We have 
such a perfect moment in ambiguity, in fact, that the strength of one case tends 
to cancel the other out. The solution, perhaps, is to admit the validity of each 
case, to move into the zone of negative capability and recognize that this mo- 
ment defines two Lady Macbeths. The feint suggests the scheming plotter of 
the early scenes; the faint predicts the sin-haunted woman of the Fifth Act. If 
we do not insist on one interpretation or another, the moment points backward 

16 Cf. Fergusson, p. i9i, on V. i: "In her nightgown, alone, she would look less like the power- 
-mad woman of Act I than like a little girl lost in the dark." 

17 Dr. Johnson's question on II.ii.54-55, "Could Shakespeare possibly mean to play on the simili- 
tude of gild and guilt?" (Wimsatt, p. I03), is pursued by Cleanth Brooks, who says, "for [Lady 
Macbeth], there is no moral order: guilt is something like gilt--one can wash it off or paint it on" 
("Shakespeare as a Symbolist Poet", The Yale Review, XXXIV (June, I945), p. 66o). 

18 See the Variorum Edition, pp. i6i-i64, for a summary of the debate. Among those who be- 
lieve that Lady Macbeth really faints are Bradley, pp. 394-395; Edward Dowden, Shakspere: His 
-Mind and Art (New York, i962), p. 254; Sir Edmund Chambers, Shakespeare: A Survey (New 
York, i960), p. 236; G. Wilson Knight, "Macbeth and the Metaphysic of Evil", The Wheel of 
Fire (New York, I957), p. I52; Kittredge, p. I46; W. A. Neilson, Shakespeare (Cambridge, Mass., 
I942), p. ii82; Thomas M. Parrott, Shakespeare (New York, I953), p. 826; and Irving Ribner, 
Patterns of Shakespearian Tragedy (London, 1960), p. I62. 

19 Lending support to this position is the fact that the scene (II.iii) reverberates with suggestions 
*of Judgment Day. Macduff commands Malcolm, Donalbain, and Banquo to rise "As from your 
graves . . . and walk like sprites" to view "the great doom's image" (83-84). Lady Macbeth asks on 
,entering, "What's the business/ That such a hideous trumpet calls to parley/ The sleepers of the 
house?" (86-88). The scene fulfills Macbeth's prediction that "we still have judgement here" 
(I.vii.8) 

20 Harold Goddard suggests that "the acting by her body of an assumed fear [opens] a channel 
.to the genuine fear she is trying to hide" (The Meaning of Shakespeare (Chicago, I951), p. I20). 
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and forward, accomplishing the impossible by capturing the contradictory fea- 
tures of Lady Macbeth's career within a single instant. Such ambiguity is ap- 
propriate to a play in which foul and fair elements are blended inextricably. 
Lady Macbeth's subsequent history-the emergence of the woman within her- 
increases our appreciation of the feminine power which lay behind her effort to 
persuade her husband to kill the King. 

III 
While the retribution which Lady Macbeth experiences is defined by the 

Doctor as "a great perturbation in nature" (V. i. io), it is personal and internal. 
Nature's perturbation in Macbeth, however, is limitless, in Henry Adams' 
phrase "an insanity of force,"'" more pervasive perhaps even than that titanic 
storm which swirls around and within the head of King Lear. Nature's out- 
rage in Macbeth swells to the proportions of an anti-Creation.22 

Duncan represents God, the creative principle; he is the architect of Scot- 
land's garden. The theme of Eden is perhaps best articulated as Banquo and 
the King approach Dunsinane: 

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 lov'd masonry, that the heaven's breath 
Smells wooingly here. No jutty, frieze, 
Buttress, nor coign of vantage, but this bird 
Hath made his pendant bed and procreant cradle. 
Where they most breed and haunt, I have observ'd 
The air is delicate. (I. vi. i-io) 

The world which they see, like Eden, exists in harmony with Heaven; it is a 
creative world in which nests find the constructions of man hospitable, in 
which the delicate air of Heaven at once encourages new life into being and is 
recreated by that new life.23 The link between Duncan and the Martlet is sug- 
gested by Robert Speaight: "Both are guests and both are innocent; it is no 
accident that the King is seen in relation to uncorrupted nature."24 But this 
glimpse of Eden, a metaphor for Scotland under Duncan, is deceptive; Dunsi- 
nane is a place where "the atmosphere is pure and martlets haunt the air, but 
the darkest designs are hatched within its walls."25 With the murder of Dun- 
can, procreation vanishes. The "temple-haunting martlet" is forced to flee when 
"the Lord's anointed temple" is desecrated by "most sacrilegious murther" (II. 
iii. 68-69). When Macbeth memorizes "another Golgotha" (I. ii. 40), the prin- 
ciple of anti-Creation becomes dominant. The first verses of Genesis, of course, 

21 The Education of Henry Adams (New York, I931), p. 228. 
22 Cf. G. Wilson Knight: "The whole play may be writ down as a wrestling of destruction with 

creation" ("An Essay on the Life-themes in Macbeth", The Imperial Theme (Oxford, I931), p. 
153). G. R. Elliott compares "the dreadful disorder" to "that of primal chaos" (Dramatic Pro- 
vidence in 'Macbeth' (Princeton, i958), p. I04, n. 36). 

23 Commenting on Duncan's approach to Dunsinane, L. C. Knights says, "We do violence to 
the play when we ignore the 'holy supernatural' as opposed to the 'supernatural soliciting' of the 
witches" (Explorations (London, I946), p. 22). 

24Naturc in Shakespearean Tragedy (New York, i962), p. 6x. 
25 Henri Fluchere, Shakespeare and the Elizabethans (New York, i956), p. 217. 
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suggest order-the distinction between light ("that it was good") and dark- 
ness, heaven and earth, sea and land, day and night, seasons, years, sun and 
moon. The opening verses of Genesis emphasize growing things: 

Then God said, let the earth budde forth the fruit of the herbe, that seedeth 
seed, the fruitfull tree, which bareth fruit according to his kinde, which 
hath his seed in itselfe upon the earth.... 

With the murder, distinctions merely blurred in the opening scenes become 
obliterated. An owl, which normally preys on field mice, rises up to down a 
towering falcon (II. iV. I2-I3). Horses, "Contending 'gainst obedience", turn 
wild, eat each other and seem "as they would make/ War with mankind" 
(II. iv. I4-i8). Night and morning "at odds" lose their distinctive identities 
(III. iv. I27). The well-planned garden of God and Duncan is destroyed; 
Scotland becomes a kingdom of "weeds" (V.ii.30). "Answer me", Macbeth 
shouts at the Sisters, "Though bladed corn be lodg'd and trees blown down . . . 
though the treasure/ Of nature's germens tumble all together,/ Even till de- 
struction sicken" (IV. i.5-60). God's initial fiat lux is refuted. It is as if the 
world has heeded Macbeth's "Stars, hide your fires!" (I.iv.50), or Lady Mac- 
beth's "Come, thick night" (I. v. 51), or Macbeth's "Come, seeling night,/ Scarf 
up the tender eye of pitiful day" (III. ii. 46-47). The command is "Let there 
be darkness": 

There's husbandry in heaven; 
Their candles are all out. (II. i. 4-5) 

By th' clock 'tis day, 
And yet dark night strangles the travelling lamp. 
Is't night's predominance, or the day's shame, 
That darkness does the face of earth entomb, 
When living light should kiss it? (II. iv. 6-io) 

Scotland lies entombed; "It cannot/ Be call'd our mother, but our grave" (IV. 
iii. i65-i66). Once an Eden wooed by "heaven's breath", the land now rejects 
the kiss of living light: 

Each new morn ... new sorrows 
Strike heaven on the face. . . . (IV. iii. 4-6) 

The harmonious relationship is gone; now "both the worlds suffer" (III. ii. i6). 
The sterile principle is concentrated, of course, in Macbeth: 

Upon my head they plac'd a fruitless crown 
And put a barren sceptre in my gripe.... (III. i. 6i-62) 

Again the lines echo the Geneva gloss on Genesis: "So that we see it is the 
onely power of Gods word that maketh the earth fruitful, which els naturally 
is baren." Duncan had said as much long before. Having suspended the rules of 
nature, Macbeth finds that they cannot be reinstated; Banquo comes to the ban- 
quet despite the "twenty mortal murthers" inflicted upon him. He pushes Mac- 
beth from his stool (III. iv. 8i-82)-a hint that Banquo's line is destined to occupy 
the throne-and breaks up the royal feast "With most admir'd disorder" (III. 
iv. i09). Macbeth's promotion of an anti-Creation leads inevitably to his de- 
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spairing demand for his own annihilation ("Out, out, brief candle!", V. v. 23). 
Lady Macbeth's command for light (V. i. 26) is pitifully inadequate before the 
immensity of her inner darkness. 

More permanent than sterility in this life, however, and more terrifying 
than annihilation, is damnation in the life-to-come. We have seen Lady Mac- 
beth groping already in the dun smoke of her hell, and we have seen Macbeth's 
life devolve into a choice between insomnia (II. ii. 35-40) and nightmare (III. 
ii. i8-i9). His ultimate damnation is implied in an eerie little scene which goes 
almost unnoticed between his somber soliloquies and the sweep of the final ac- 
tion. Having dismissed a pale messenger, Macbeth begins a soliloquy: 

Seyton!-I am sick at heart, 
When I behold-Seyton, I say! (V. iii. i9-20) 

What was to be the object of "behold"? Since the rest of the soliloquy concerns 
what Macbeth has lost, it may be that he was about to mention the soul he has 
lost. But, perhaps unwilling to confront that loss, he interrupts himself with 
another shout to his armor-bearer.26 But does his call check the thoughts which 
may be flowing towards damnation? Perhaps it echoes the same theme-the 
eventuality which must be ever lurking on the borders of Macbeth's con- 
sciousness. "Seyton", after all, sounds almost like "Satan."27 Macbeth continues: 

I have liv'd long enough. My way of life 
Is fallen into the sere, the yellow leaf. (V. iii. 22-23)28 

Macbeth's fall is linked to images of a faded Eden. Having cut off the source of 
his growth, he has "made of himself a rootless branch that must become dessi- 
cated."29 He continues, with a barren parade of all that he cannot look to have: 
". . . honour, love, obedience, troops of friends . . ." (V. iii. 24-25). "Deep dam- 
nation" becomes "Curses, not loud but deep" (V. iii. 27). The soliloquy closes 
with another shout of "Seyton!" The cry has been repeated three times, link- 
ing Seyton appropriately with the Weird Sisters. Perhaps each cry mingles 
Macbeth's growing awareness of damnation with the world-weariness suggested 
by the soliloquy; perhaps he wants to get on with the inevitable.80 

As if conjured up by the repeated shouts, Seyton enters, and with what 
would seem to be Mephistophelian irony asks, "What's your gracious pleas- 
ure?" (V. iii. 29). Few words could be more inappropriate to Macbeth than 
"gracious pleasure". It was Duncan who was "gracious", as Lennox says (III. 

26 According to French, quoted in the Variorum Edition, p. 320, "The Setons of Touch were 
(and still are) hereditary armour-bearers to the Kings of Scotland; there is thus a peculiar fitness 
in the choice of this name." 

27 It is probable that the pronounciation of "Seyton" in i6o8 was close to that of "Satan". 
Helge Kokeritz says that "Hodges (i643) lists say and sea as homonyms" (Shakespeare's Pro- 
nounciation (New Haven, I953), p. I44). While the OED suggests that Shakespeare spelled the 
word "Sathan", the Geneva Bible (0594 Edition) spells it "Satan". Even if the word were spelled 
"Sathan," it might still be pronounced "Satan" (Cf. "Much Ado About 'Noting' "). 

28 Arviragus offers a concise summary of Macbeth's career in terms of the tree metaphor: "And 
when a soldier was the theme, my name/ Was not far off. Then was I as a tree/ Whose boughs 
did bend with fruit; but in one night,/ A storm or robbery, call it what you will,/ Shook down my 
mellow hangings, nay, my leaves,/ And left me bare to weather" (Cymbeline III.iii.59-64). 

29 Sylvan Barnet, Macbeth (New York, i963), p. xxvi. 
80 The scene would be a direct contrast, then, to the final scene of The Tragical History of Dr. 

Faustus. 
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iv. 3), as Macbeth implies after the murder ("Renown and grace is dead", II. iii. 
99), and as he reiterates in a speech which resembles the one on which Seyton 
enters: 

For them the gracious Duncan have I murther'd; 
Put rancours in the vessel of my peace 
Only for them, and mine eternal jewell 
Given to the common enemy of man ... (III. i. 66-69) 

This speech mentions the loss of his soul-the jewel he has tossed away like a 
careless trifle-a loss further suggested by the image of a defiled communion 
cup. And Macbeth can know no pleasure; his speeches list the joys of life 
which he has forsaken, the joys which Duncan had in abundance and offered to 
Macbeth, which Duncan retains ("he sleeps well", III. ii. 23) and which 
Macbeth will never know again. At the moment in which Seyton uses it, 
"pleasure" is doubly ironic; a King's pleasure is translated immediately into 
reality. Royal pleasure means control, and this Macbeth is losing also: 

z. Witch. [to Macbeth about the First Apparition] 
He will not be commanded. (IV. i. 75) 

He cannot buckle his distemper'd cause 
Within the belt of rule. (V. ii. i5-i6) 

Now minutely revolts upbraid his faith-breach. (V. ii. i8) 

The richness of Seyton's irony suggests that he may be more than a mere armor- 
bearer. 

Macbeth demands more news of him. Seyton tells him that "All is con- 
firm'd, my lord, which was reported" (V. iii. 3). All?-perhaps all that the 
Sisters reported to Macbeth on his second encounter with them. The line sug- 
gests more than a mere military report; it suggests a strange and encompassing 
knowledge of the movement of Birnam Wood and the approach of the un- 
timely-born Macduff. Macbeth demands his armor. Seyton tells him that "'Tis 
not needed yet" (V. iii. 34), implying again a knowledge of the future appro- 
priate to a play in which prophecies echo through the air. In Act Five, of all 
those who appear in Dunsinane before invading forces break in-the Doctor 
and the Gentlewoman, Macbeth and Lady Macbeth, the two messengers- 
Seyton alone displays no sign of fear. His attitude is almost complacent. 

Later, as the enemy pushes closer, Macbeth hears a shriek and demands, 
"What is that noise?" (V.v.7). Seyton replies, "It is the cry of women, my 
good lord" (V. v. 8). Again, irony rings in the terms of address. Seyton leaves 
and returns with word that "The Queen, my lord, is dead" (V. v. i6). Within 
the message of death, Seyton places yet another term of preeminent position. 
Macbeth's final hope for an heir is snuffed, his last link with this world is 
snapped. Such crushing news is appropriately delivered by a Seyton-Satan, 
representative of absolute loss."1 Seyton, the ironic armor-bearer, exists between 
two barren soliloquies; he enters and departs to words which define Mac- 
beth's meaninglessness. Seyton's presence implies that death is not all that 
awaits Macbeth-he reinforces the rhythm of damnation with which Mac- 

31 His very position is ironic; no external armor can save Macbeth. 
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beth's soul has been merging from the first.32 We see Lady Macbeth in Hell; we 
see Macbeth on the way.33 

The restoration of Malcolm exemplifies what some critics have called Shake- 
speare's myth of divine governance.34 This is another way of saying that it falls 
within the myth of God's ultimate control of destiny, whether defined by 
Genesis or Revelation.35 The restoration scene is captured magnificently by 
Macduff: "I see thee compass'd with thy kingdom's pearl" (V. viii. 56). The 
nobles and the King are placed again in a harmonious relationship, that of a 
crown, with Malcolm the central jewel, the nobles the subordinate ring of 
pearls. To express his awareness of the reestablished design of governance, 
Malcolm enhances the value of the metaphorical crown by bestowing signs of 
nobleness on those who surround him. The pun on "pearl" is obvious: 

My Thanes and kinsmen, 
Henceforth be Earls, the first that ever Scotland 
In such an honour nam'd. (V. vii. 62-64) 

The time is free of Macbeth's tampering. Now that time is restored to its nat- 
ural sequence, now that "the sovereign flower" (V. ii. 30) has returned, Scot- 
land's garden will be "newly planted with the time" (V. viii. 65). Malcolm 
moves from his role as Messiah to that of his father-Creator. Appearance 
and reality are attuned again; no longer does foulness lurk beneath the brows 
of grace: 

what needful else 
That calls upon us, by the grace of Grace 
We will perform in measure, time, and place. (V. viii. 71-73) 

God and the crown-Grace and the circle of grace on Malcolm's brow-are re- 
united. The stately movement of the meter reinforced by the rhyme implies the 
return of the elements of order defined by the words. 

Macbeth moves beyond the necessity for what Coleridge calls "the willing 
suspension of disbelief for the moment, which constitutes poetic faith." As 

32 After completing this essay, I found this disconcerting note: "One critic suggests wildly that 
Shakespeare intended [in 'Seyton'] a quibble on Satan", The New Arden Edition of Macbeth, Ken- 
neth Muir, ed. (London, 1951), p. 152). I have been unable to identify this antic critic. While I 
would not argue that Bushy and Green in Richard 11 relate to the garden imagery of the play, I 
do believe that Antony's repeated cries of "Erosl" in Antony and Cleopatra become cries to his god, 
as do Macbeth's shouts of "Seytonl" As Thomas McFarland says, "Eros the servant becomes Eros 
the god" ("Antony and Octavius", Yale Review (Winter, 1954), pp. 204-228). At least one direc- 
tor, Mr. Donald McWhinnie, has seen the possibilities in Seyton's part, as indicated in this review 
by J. C. Trewin: "Seyton in this revival became a character of some consequence. Just as Catesby 
must be always with Richard III, so Seyton was always with Macbeth. He was the mysterious 
third murderer at Banquo's ambush" ("The Old Vic and Stratford-upon-Avon, i96i-I962", SQ, 
XIII (Autumn, I962), 5i6). 

33 For a discussion of damnation in Hamlet, Macbeth, and Othello, and its probable effect on 
an Elizabethan audience, see Kenneth 0. Myrick, "The Theme of Damnation in Shakespearean 
Tragedy", SP, XXXVIII (1941), 221-245. 

34 Cf. Wheelwright, p. 29: "The myth of universal governance, divine and earthly, has its 
double source in Christianity and in Elizabethan patriotic consciousness . . . it expresses a harmony 
that joins mankind with divinity and with ordered nature." See also Robert Heilman, "The Lear 
World", English Institute Essays (New York, 1948), pp. 29-57. 

35 Malcolm himself suggests that his return to Scotland represents a Crusade when he describes 
Siward: "An older and a better soldier none/ That Christendom gives out" (IV. iii. 191-2). 
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Francis Fergusson says, "it takes possession of the mind and the imagination 
directly" (p. I79). Such power is at least partially explained by the power of 
the myth which Shakespeare employs, the deep original force which surges up 
into the action and language of the play and which forces us to see what Dover 
Wilson calls "a gigantic reflexion of our sinful selves thrown upon the immea- 
surable screen of the universe. . ." (p. lxviii). 
Bowdoin College 
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