    Stars, hide your fires,
Let not light see my black and deep desires
Macbeth in Act 1, Scene 4

What?
Malcolm is named the Prince of Cumberland, which means that he becomes heir to the Scottish throne. This presents Macbeth with a dilemma: he will no longer become king by ‘chance’ as he once hoped and it is necessary for him to take action.
How?
The image of the stars in the night sky is evocative of light, which is symbol of truth and honour in the play. Conversely, Macbeth’s ‘black and deep desires’ are linked to the darkness, which is a symbol of deception and evil.
Why?
At this moment in the play, Macbeth changes from a loyal subject to a deceitful traitor. His plea to the darkness to disguise his murderous intentions provides a warning about the dangers of excessive and unchecked ambition. 












Yet do I fear thy nature,
It is too full o’th’milk of human kindness
Lady Macbeth in Act 1, Scene 5

What?
Lady Macbeth reads a letter from Macbeth, which informs her about the witches’ prophecies. She reflects that Macbeth is ambitious, but worries that he lacks the ruthlessness needed to seize the throne by force.
How?
Milk is associated with nurture and nourishment; it’s a substance that is essential to the life of infants. It is used by Lady Macbeth to convey her view that Macbeth is too compassionate and loyal towards Duncan to go ahead with the murder.
Why?
Lady Macbeth is established as a character who challenges traditional models of femininity. She is not weak or submissive, and she acts decisively to influence Macbeth’s behaviour and assuage his doubts.














look like th’innocent flower,
But be the serpent under’t
Lady Macbeth in Act 1, Scene 5

What?
Lady Macbeth advises Macbeth to hide his true intentions when Duncan arrives at the castle later that night. They have both agreed to murder him in his sleep, so it is vital that nobody becomes suspicious.
How?
The image of a serpent has Biblical connotations of sin and temptation. It emphasises the unambiguously evil nature of regicide and hints at Lady Macbeth’s role in manipulating Macbeth into going ahead with the deed.
Why?
The contrast between the flower and the serpent captures one of the central themes of the play, which is the deceptive nature of appearances. Ultimately, Duncan is far too trusting and this proves to be disastrous.













My hands are of your colour, but I shame
To wear a heart so white
Lady Macbeth in Act 2, Scene 2

What?
Lady Macbeth has returned from placing the daggers back in Duncan’s bedchamber. Her hands are stained with his blood. Prior to this, Macbeth adamantly refused to go and she angrily accuses him of cowardice.
How?
Blood is an important image in the play because it serves as a reminder of death. In this case, it reminds the audience of the brutal murder of Duncan. Blood is also powerfully associated with guilt.
Why?
There is a clear contrast in the behaviour of Macbeth and Lady Macbeth. Whilst Macbeth is full of regret and unable to remain calm, Lady Macbeth is composed and pragmatic. Once again, she is presented as a domineering and ruthless character.












Here lay Duncan,
His silver skin lac’d with this golden blood
Macbeth in Act 2, Scene 3

What?
Macbeth lies to Macduff by saying that he killed Duncan’s grooms in a fit of fury caused by his assumption that they were responsible for his murder. In an effort to disguise the truth, he goes on to lavishly praise Duncan.
How?
Silver and gold are colours associated with wealth and prestige, so they help to highlight Macbeth’s love and admiration for Duncan. Macbeth’s use of hyperbole is very different to Macduff’s simpler and far more sincere language.
Why?
Although Macbeth remain calms, he is unconvincing because his praise is exaggerated. Once again, it’s necessary for Lady Macbeth to intervene. She does this by pretending to faint to take the attention away from him. She saves the situation, at least for now.












Upon my head they placed a fruitless crown
And put a barren sceptre in my grip
Macbeth in Act 3, Scene 1

What?
Macbeth expresses his insecurities about the longevity of his kingship. With the witches’ prophecies in mind, and with no heir of his own, he fears that Banquo’s sons will inherit the throne.
How?
A crown and sceptre are traditional emblems of royal authority. The images of infertility reflect Macbeth’s fear that he will be unable to pass on his kingship to his own descendants, whilst also suggesting that his reign is unnatural and illegitimate. 
Why?
Macbeth’s kingship has not brought him any sense of fulfilment or stability. Indeed, at this stage of the play, he is an isolated and unstable figure who becomes increasingly violent and tyrannical.













There the grown serpent lies; the worm that’s fled
Hath nature that in time will venom breed
Macbeth in Act 3, Scene 4

What?
Macbeth is told that Banquo has been murdered, but that Fleance escaped. Whilst he is clearly unhappy that this has happened, Macbeth reflects that Fleance does not pose an immediate threat to his kingship.
How?
A serpent is poisonous and, therefore, very dangerous. In contrast, a worm is not dangerous at all. In this sense, the serpent represents Banquo and the worm represents Fleance. Macbeth knows that Fleance is a child so cannot harm him at this moment.
Why?
Macbeth’s decent into tyranny continues. Whereas he once killed on the battlefield, and won honour for it, he now pays others to kill for him. The result of his excessive and unchecked ambition is clear: paranoia, betrayal and brutality.













O hell-kite! All?
What all my pretty chickens?
Macduff in Act 4, Scene 3

What?
Macduff is in England to test Malcolm’s loyalty to Scotland before pledging his allegiance. Ross eventually tells him that, in his absence, Macbeth arranged the murder of his wife and children.
How?
Macduff calls Macbeth a ‘hell-kite’ to convey the predatory, savage nature of the attack whilst also emphasising the evilness of it. In contrast, Macduff describes his family as ‘pretty chickens’ to show their vulnerability and innocence.
Why?
Macbeth is undoubtedly a tyrant at this stage of the play. Malcolm advises Macduff to take revenge by defeating him in battle, which is exactly what he goes on to do. This moment in the play marks the point where Macbeth’s downfall is almost complete.











Here’s the smell of blood still; all the perfumes of Arabia will not sweeten this little hand
Lady Macbeth in Act 5, Scene 1

What?
It’s the middle of the night and Lady Macbeth sleepwalks whilst dreaming about the murder of Duncan. She imagines there is blood on her hands and that she will never be able to remove or disguise it.
How?
Throughout the play, two important symbols of guilt are blood and disturbed sleep. This moment on stage combines them both to emphasise how wretched Lady Macbeth feels and to illustrate how much she has changed since the beginning.
Why?
Lady Macbeth’s inability to escape her feelings of guilt are rooted in the terrible acts of violence that she enabled and encouraged Macbeth to commit. She is punished in the same way as him through being completely unable to find peace.













Producing forth the cruel ministers 
Of this dead butcher and his fiend-like queen
Malcolm in Act 5, Scene 9

What?
Macduff arrives on stage after defeating Macbeth on the battlefield. He holds Macbeth’s head in his hands as proof of his triumph. Shortly afterwards, Malcolm is proclaimed King of Scotland and he wastes no time in denouncing Macbeth and Lady Macbeth. 
How?
Malcom calls Macbeth a ‘butcher’ to emphasise his brutality. He does not credit him with any honour or sensitivity. The description of Lady Macbeth as ‘fiend-like’ signals her innate evil and deceitfulness.
Why?
Order is restored to Scotland at the end of the play. Macbeth’s unambiguous portrayal as a cruel and unjust ruler emphasises the dangers of excessive and unchecked ambition. Remember: he was once ‘brave’ and ‘noble’ Macbeth.






