
 1 

SHELDRAKE ON SHAKESPEARE 

Macbeth – On the Construction Site 

 
Hullo and welcome to this Macbeth episode of Sheldrake on Shakespeare. 

Despite being, amongst other things, an actor, I have no superstition whatsoever about 

saying Macbeth. Stringently avoiding it is a load of theatrical hokum. So Macbeth, 

Macbeth, Macbeth. Loud and proud, as they say. 

Anyway, now that I’ve said Macbeth, what am I going to say about Macbeth? 

Macbeth is a play about the psychological repercussions of political acts. This is 

hardly a revolutionary insight, but it seems to me that Shakespeare makes bold 

choices about dramatic structure in order to allow himself time and space in which to 

examine those psychologies. We’ve talked a lot about literature and history in this 

series, but today I want to argue for the effects that dramatic structure can have on a 

reader or audience, rather than considering structure as merely the container in which 

drama happens. So, have a hard-hat and a high-visibility jacket and allow me to take 

you onto the construction site of The Tragedy of Macbeth. 

As you can see, Macbeth is a very carefully structured play. There are two 

features that I want to point out. Firstly, Macbeth’s tragic journey is contained entirely 

within the play. No aspect of it is in motion before the play begins. The ingredients 

may well be there; his ambition, his wife’s ambition, his proximity to royalty, but 

regicide has not been a serious consideration for Macbeth. And that is why the use of 

the witches is a structural masterstroke by Shakespeare. Our relationship with the 

supernatural has changed radically over the past four centuries and we are now, I 

hope, a great deal more sceptical of the ‘paranormal’. However, we are no less keen 

on predictions, especially if those predictions are positive. 

And Shakespeare introduces a positive prediction into this play like 

introducing a ball bearing into a pinball machine. Using these weird sisters allows 

Shakespeare to plant the seed in Macbeth’s mind and his mind alone that the kingship 

is his for the taking. Shakespeare can then explore the whole gamut of Macbeth’s 

interior emotions as he oscillates between hesitation and commitment, remorse and 

resolution. 
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The other notable and more extended feature of Macbeth’s structure is that 

Shakespeare unbalances the play by putting the important actions in the first half. This 

allows him to examine the effects that those actions have on the characters who 

commit them. It is often remarked that Macbeth is a very quick play, or that it should 

be performed at speed. Whilst the extant text of Macbeth makes it by far 

Shakespeare’s shortest tragedy, I believe it is this ‘frontloading’ as I’m going to 

christen it that contributes to the sense of a play travelling at close to the speed of 

sound. And it is in the pursuit of this frontloading and this speed that Shakespeare has 

to make bold, unconventional choices about how tragedy might be structured. He gets 

the battles and the murders out the way as quickly as possible, that he might 

concentrate on the minds of his principal characters. In Macbeth, Shakespeare puts all 

the good stuff at the front. 

The first of his bold choices was that he started the play with an ending. The 

Scottish forces, led by Macbeth and Banquo, win a great victory over the invading 

Norwegian army and the treacherous Scots who joined them. Battles are things that 

happen at the end of plays, not at the beginning. One can easily imagine the first 

scene, in which the bleeding soldier reports the battle to the King, as the last. A great 

and final victory has been won over the enemy. What more is there to say? 

But Shakespeare’s pinball intervenes and, by chance, Macbeth has the seed 

planted in his mind. The game is now afoot and with remarkable swiftness, events 

begin to run away with themselves. 

In the second scene of Act II, a regicide is committed as a king is murdered 

whiles he sleeps. Today we are shocked by the personal betrayal and the bloody gore 

of this act, but for a full understanding I think we should consider the concept of 

regicide for a moment. This play was written in 1606. In 1605, King James I of 

England and VI of Scotland had survived the Gunpowder Plot. During the State 

Opening of Parliament, a group of Catholic conspirators including Guy Fawkes had 

attempted to blow up dozens of barrels of gunpowder which they had hidden in the 

cellars beneath the House of Lords. This would have wiped out in one fell swoop the 

entire executive, legislative and judicial personnel of the newly united Britain. It 

would be rather like blowing up the US Congress on the night of the State of the 

Union. President, Vice-President, Cabinet, almost all federally elected politicians, 

Supreme Court, Joint Chiefs of Staff all buried under tonnes of fallen masonry and the 

West, if not the world, confronted with an almighty power vacuum, into which would 
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rush who knows what. And yet the Gunpowder Plot was even more than that because 

James, of course, was anointed by God himself to the kingship. 

Though the plot failed, suffice it to say that there was a heightened state of 

security in London in 1606 and Shakespeare has decided to write a play in which a 

Scottish king is murdered after about half an hour. Shakespeare’s play swoops down 

on this event with alarming ferocity and has Macbeth perform in Act II what in Julius 

Caesar he at least gave the conspirators until Act III to plan and consider. 

Shakespeare is in a rush to take Macbeth down to the depths and in Act III he 

hits rock-bottom. There is a structural device in classical literature called katabasis. Its 

name is Greek but it is a truly ancient idea. The concept is that in order to progress in 

the world of the living, a journey to the underworld is necessary. Orpheus travels to 

the underworld to rescue Eurydice, Odysseus goes there at the crossroads of Homer’s 

Odyssey, Aeneas must go there to find his father in Virgil’s Aeneid. This list could be 

expanded across cultures and across time. 

Shakespeare seems to be doing something similar here. Macbeth, paranoid by 

the part of the witches’ prophecy that Banquo, his closest friend and ally, would be a 

father of kings, Macbeth decides to have him murdered. Once you are bound upon a 

course, ‘to be thus is nothing’, as Macbeth puts it, ‘but to be safely thus’. The 

psychological consequence for Macbeth is the appearance of Banquo’s ghost at a 

banquet. But this is no imaginary dagger hovering in mid-air before him. This is a 

ghost with all the marks of death upon him, a walking corpse. And it visits him at the 

banquet twice. This is Macbeth’s moment of greatest horror, but we are still so early 

in the play. This is the central scene and by placing Macbeth’s nadir at this point, 

Shakespeare allows himself room to plumb the depths of Macbeth’s reflective mind. 

Only by this means can he reach the contemplative state where, when he is told that 

his wife has killed herself, he replies with a speech of such profound feeling; ‘There 

should have been a time for such a word. Tomorrow and tomorrow and tomorrow, 

creeps in this petty pace from day to day, to the last syllable of recorded time’. You 

know the rest. 

And then there is Lady Macbeth herself, whose journey seems to me to be the 

epitome of Shakespeare’s brave structuring. With Macbeth, we see every aspect of the 

journey down and back up again recorded in clinical, forensic detail and we see him 

change scene after scene. With Lady Macbeth, we see none of that. One of the 

theories that has dogged this play from time immemorial is that there is a scene 
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missing. Either literally missing (in the sense that it has been lost from the physical 

text) or literarily missing (in the sense that the play would be improved by it). The 

scene in question is a hypothetical Lady Macbeth scene belonging somewhere 

between the banquet in Act III and her next appearance in Act V, by which time she 

needs a candle near her constantly, is in the habit of sleepwalking and is finding 

imaginary bloodspots on her hands. 

There is no need for any such scene. Indeed, the provision of such a scene 

would make the play worse. The play is, in my view, exactly trying to make us forget 

about Lady Macbeth. Only when we have forgotten about her can her dishevelled 

appearance in Act V throw into the starkest relief her ruinous psychological 

transformation. She, of course, looked to be the mentally strong one. She was the one 

who invited the strength of evil upon herself: ‘Come you spirits that tend on mortal 

thoughts, unsex me here and fill me from the crown to the toe top full of direst 

cruelty’, and so the invocation went on. And yet here she is, at the beginning of Act 

V, Queen of Scotland, but terrified and babbling, a shadow of her former, resolute 

self. There are two Lady Macbeths in this play and by making a bold structural 

choice, Shakespeare forces us to compare them side by side in our mind’s eye. 

In the final movement of this play, Shakespeare, completing the political cycle 

and returning the wheel of fire to its starting position, closes with a battle and the 

restoration of Duncan’s son Malcolm to the throne of Scotland. From the back, then, 

it looks like a perfectly conventional tragedy, but viewed from the front and viewed, 

as it were, on the construction site, it looks, I hope I have argued, like nothing of the 

kind. 

It would be neat to be able to claim that this play was either the first or the 

summit of Shakespeare’s experiments with tragic structure. Neither of those is true. 

Othello, an earlier play, can be seen in terms of Act I as comedy which ends with a 

marriage, before it is replayed in Acts II to V as tragedy. Antony and Cleopatra, a 

later play, can be said to be a tragic experience in a comic frame, one kind of play 

during Acts I to IV, but a beguilingly different beast when Cleopatra alone takes the 

reigns of Act V. But what I will claim for the dramatic legacy of Macbeth is the 

influence of its hero on Shakespeare’s later soldiers. Without Macbeth there can be no 

Antony and there can be no Coriolanus, as I see it. The inspiring and poetically 

inflated leader of men who does not know politics half so well as he knows how to be 
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a soldier, and the proud, disdainful warrior who rejects everything in the service of 

honour, are both splinters of Macbeth. 

But that’s just a teaser and we’ll have to leave it for another time. The next 

play under consideration is a late play, one of the latest in fact. It is Henry VIII. You 

may well not even have heard of it, but I like it, and something about it being a 

diamond in the rough will probably find its way into the podcast. There will, as 

always, be an interim Short Sheldrake on Shakespeare in a week’s time to keep you 

going. Until then, farewell. 


