
Year 9 English – Macbeth 

Background Context 

Macbeth is a play written around 1606 by 
William Shakespeare. Shakespeare was 
writing for the theatre during the reigns of 
Queen Elizabeth I and King James I.

The concerns of the time are reflected in 
Macbeth: such as the ‘Divine Right’ of 
monarchs to rule, the question of whether 
one person's ambition should or could be 
more important than the common good and 
the fear of the supernatural, particularly 
witches. King James I was highly engaged 
with the idea of witchcraft and even wrote 
Daemonologie, a book about the topic. 

The ‘Great Chain of Being’  was a belief held 
by many, that God had designed an orderly 
system for both nature and humankind. It 
was considered a sin against god for anybody 
to try and alter their station.  

Patriarchy 
- A society 
that has 
positions 
of power 
dominated 
by men.

 Supernatural 
- Occurrences 
that happen 
beyond the 
natural 
understandin
g of the 
world.

Superstition -  
A widely held 
but irrational 
belief in a 
supernatural 
power often 
pertaining to 
good or bad 
luck.

Facade - A 
deceptive 
outward 
appearanc
e.

Regression - A 
return to a former 
or less developed 
state.

Subversion - The 
undermining of the 
expected 
norm/power/instit
ution

Malevolent - 
Having or 
showing a wish to 
do evil to others

Regicide - The 
action of killing a 
king

Ambition - A 
strong desire 
to do or 
achieve 
something

Usurp - To take a 
position of power or 
influence by force or 
deceit

Valour - Great 
courage in the 
face of danger, 
especially in 
battle

Dramatic devices 
Tragedy a play dealing with tragic 

events and having an 
unhappy ending, especially 
one concerning the downfall 
of the main character

Fatal Flaw (hamartia) A character defect that 
leads to the downfall of the 
protagonist.

Foreshadowing A warning or indication of a 
future event.

Fate  A power that 
predetermines the future 
course of events.

Tragic hero a great character in a 

dramatic tragedy who is 

destined for downfall, 

suffering, or defeat:

Hubris Excessive pride or 
self-confidence.

Key Words

Analytical WHAT/HOW/WHY Paragraph annotated example

How does Shakespeare present the witches in Macbeth?

Shakespeare highlights the mysterious and supernatural nature of the 
witches in order to foreshadow the break down of the natural order of 
things. Their use of the oxymoronic phrase “fair is foul and foul is fair” 
serves to illustrate the hubris of man has resulted in the breakdown of 
seemingly unchangeable rules. Furthermore,the fact the witches speak 
mainly in rhyming couplets serves as linguistic barrier between them and 
the rest of the characters in the play - perhaps this symbolises the 
fractured relationship with power eminent in Shakespearean England.

What What is the answer to the question?

Why: What is the real life reason the author wrote 
the book?

How: How do you know? What 
language is used?



Task Homework Complete?

1 What examples of foreshadowing have we seen in the play so far? Make a list 
and explain how each makes the audience think/feel

2 There’s daggers in men’s smiles (King Duncan) 

Write several sentences of close language analysis for this quote

3 A student said “I don’t think Shakespeare wants his audience to feel any 
sympathy for Macbeth, and I certainly don’t!” How far do you agree? Write two 
paragraphs

4 Write a paragraph explaining the play using ALL of the key words

5 Read the WHAT/HOW/WHY response on the KO and add on a second 
paragraph of your own

6 Write an WHAT/HOW/WHY response to the following question: “How does 
Shakespeare present ambition in Macbeth?”


