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Mrs. Kamrass; English 10 
Macbeth A Study Guide for Act 2 (pp. 47-75)
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Scene 1: 

1. When Macbeth says to Banquo, “If you shall cleave to my consent, when ‘tis, It shall make honor for you,” (II, i, 32-33), what does he mean?
2. How does Banquo respond and how does it characterize him?

3. Explain what Macbeth sees in the air: how it is positioned, how it changes in appearance, and where it leads him.
4. What might Macbeth mean when he says, “Whiles I threat, he lives;/Words to the heat of deeds to cold breath gives” (II, i, 69-70)?

Scene 2: Act II is singularly concerned with the murder of Duncan. But Shakespeare here relies on a technique that he uses throughout Macbeth to help sustain the play’s incredibly rapid tempo of development: ELISION (to omit or leave out). We see the scenes leading up to the murder and the scenes immediately following it, but the deed itself does not appear onstage. Duncan’s bedchamber becomes a sort of hidden sanctum into which the characters disappear and from which they emerge powerfully changed. This technique of not allowing us to see the actual murder, which persists throughout Macbeth, may have been borrowed from the classical Greek tragedies of Aeschylus and Sophocles. In these plays, violent acts abound but are kept offstage, made to seem more terrible by the power of suggestion.

5. What might Lady Macbeth mean when she says, “That which hath made them drunk hath made me bold; / What hath quenched them hath given me fire” (II, ii, 1-3)?
6. Why didn’t Lady Macbeth kill King Duncan herself? What might this suggest about her?
7. When Macbeth hears the voices of the king’s servants, he becomes concerned that he couldn’t say “Amen” to their prayers. Why does this trouble him so much?

8. Q Early on a witch said that she would punish a sailor by preventing him from sleeping. Connect this to Macbeth here.
9. Why does Lady Macbeth have to go to the scene of the crime and how does she plan to handle seeing the dead king’s body? What might this suggest about her?
10. Discuss Lady Macbeth’s meaning when she says to her husband, “My hands are of your color, but I shame/ To wear a heart so white”(II, ii, 85-86):

11. Q Describe all the evidence there is that Macbeth regrets what he has done. 
12. Q What evidence is there that suggests that Lady Macbeth has no regrets?

Scene 3: Comic Relief is a humorous scene, incident, or speech that occurs in the midst of a serious or tragic literary work. Authors use it to break tension while preparing for greater tension to follow. Scene 3, with the drunken porter, is one of the most famous examples of this technique in all of literature, and it takes place while Macbeth is washing Duncan’s blood of his hands, just before the discovery of the murder. This scene does more than provide relief; it also deals with issues – sin, hell, deceit, ambition – that are central to the play. Examine the porter’s woozy speech carefully.

13. What was the sound of the knocking (Macbeth hears it in the previous scene)?
14. What does the porter pretend to be? How might this be symbolically significant?
15. When Macbeth is told of the king’s death, he says, “Had I but died an hour before this chance,/ I had lived a blessed time; for from this instant/There’s nothing serious in mortality;/ All is but toys; renown and grace is dead…” (II, iii, 103-106). This is a complicated speech in that it could be taken two ways. a. We know from act I that he and Lady Macbeth plan to act upset about Duncan’s death, but describe literal meaning that may show sincerity on Macbeth’s part. b. As foreshadowing, what might it predict?  c. Describe the dramatic irony.

16. What happened to the men who are accused of Duncan’s murder?

17. As Lady Macbeth is fainting, what do Duncan’s sons Donalbain and Malcolm decide to do and why?

Scene 4:

In Shakespeare’s tragedies (Julius Caesar, King Lear, and Hamlet, in particular), terrible supernatural occurrences often betoken wicked behavior on the part of the characters and tragic consequences for the state. The storms that accompany the witches’ appearances and Duncan’s murder are more than mere atmospheric disturbances; they are symbols of the connection between moral, natural, and political developments in the universe of Shakespeare’s plays. By killing Duncan, Macbeth unleashes a kind of primal chaos upon the realm of Scotland, in which the old order of benevolent king and loyal subjects is replaced by a darker relationship between a tyrant and his victims (we will examine Great Chain of Being and divine right of kings in relation to this).
18. Ross (a Scottish nobleman) and an old man discuss the recent unnatural events. Ross says, 

“Thou seest the heavens, as troubled with man’s act,/ Threaten his bloody stage. By the clock ‘tis day,/ And yet dark night strangles the traveling lamp” (II, iv, 6-8).  What does this mean? What has happened?
19. What other strange things have occured?

20. Why do some people suspect that Duncan’s sons had him murdered, and how does it help Macbeth?

21. Notice that Macduff has no plans to go to Scone to see Macbeth crowned and seems to fear what life will be like with Macbeth as king. What might this signal? What is a literary term that may apply?
Act II Reflection
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What will life be like for Macbeth and Lady Macbeth now that he is king? 
