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William Shakespeare (1564–1616) is widely considered to be one of the greatest English writers of
all time. His plays and poems have fascinated readers for almost four centuries. Among his works
are his tragedies, such as Hamlet, King Lear, Othello, and Macbeth. Macbeth tells the story of the title
character, a medieval Scottish lord driven by greed and ambition. In his desire to gain more
power, he is persuaded by his wife to murder the king of Scotland and seize the throne. 
Macbeth’s enemies have now surrounded his castle and it appears that his end is near. He has just
heard that his wife has gone insane from guilt over this crime and committed suicide. Macbeth’s
reaction to this news is expressed below in one of the most famous soliloquies* in all of 
Shakespeare’s plays. ◆ As you read, think about how Shakespeare used carefully chosen words to express
Macbeth’s thoughts and feelings. Then, on a separate sheet of paper, answer the questions that follow.

From Macbeth (Act 5, Scene V) by William Shakespeare

Enter Macbeth, Seyton, and Soldiers
Macbeth Hang out our banners on

the outward walls;
The cry is still, “They come!” Our

castle’s strength
Will laugh a siege to scorn; here let

them lie
Till famine and the ague eat them

up.
Were they not forc’d [reinforced]

with those that should be ours,
We might have met them 

dareful, beard to beard,
And beat them backward home.
A cry of women within.

What is that noise?
Seyton It is the cry of women, my good lord.
Macbeth  I have almost forgot the taste of fears.
The time has been, my senses would have

cool’d
To hear a night-shriek, and my fell [covering]

of hair
Would at a dismal treatise [story] rouse and stir
As life were in ’t. I have supp’d full with 

horrors;

Direness, familiar to my slaughterous
thoughts,
Cannot once start me.

Wherefore was that cry?
Seyton The Queen, my lord, is dead.
Macbeth She should have died 

hereafter;
There would have been a time

for such a word.
To-morrow, and to-morrow,

and to-morrow,
Creeps in this petty pace from

day to day,
To the last syllable of recorded time,
And all our yesterdays have lighted fools
The way to dusty death.
Out, out, brief candle!
Life’s but a walking shadow;

a poor player,
That struts and frets his hour

upon the stage,
And then is heard no more: it is a tale
Told by an idiot, full of sound and fury,
Signifying nothing.

*a speech spoken by one character to express inner thoughts

1. To what does Macbeth compare life? 

2. Summarize  Using everyday language, para-
phrase Macbeth’s soliloquy about death at
the end of the excerpt.

3. Synthesize Information  Shakespeare chose
his words carefully to convey Macbeth’s
thoughts and feelings to people watching the
play. What words does Shakespeare use to
reveal Macbeth’s fears?

Questions to Think About
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