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In Act 2 of Shakespeare's Macbeth, we witness the escalation of moral
conflict and the consequences of unchecked ambition. This act is pivotal in
setting the tone for the tragedy that unfolds, as Macbeth grapples with his
conscience after committing regicide. The themes of guilt, supernatural
influence, and the disintegration of reality take center stage as Macbeth and
Lady Macbeth navigate the treacherous waters of their ambition. This study
guide aims to provide a detailed analysis of Act 2, highlighting key events,
character developments, themes, and important quotes.

Summary of Act 2

Act 2 opens with a sense of foreboding as Macbeth prepares to murder King
Duncan. The act can be divided into several key scenes that illustrate the
consequences of ambition and moral decay.

Scene 1: The Dagger Soliloquy

- Setting: Macbeth's castle at night.
- Key Events:
- Macbeth hallucinates a dagger leading him to Duncan's chamber.



- This soliloquy reveals his mental turmoil and foreshadows the impending
violence.

- Important Quotes:

- "Is this a dagger which I see before me, / The handle toward my hand?"

- This line encapsulates Macbeth's internal struggle as he wrestles with his
ambition and his conscience.

- Analysis:

- The hallucination symbolizes Macbeth's ambition and the moral consequences
of his intended action.

- It also introduces the theme of appearance versus reality, as the dagger is
a figment of Macbeth's imagination but represents his desire to commit
murder.

Scene 2: The Murder of Duncan

- Setting: Duncan's chamber.

- Key Events:

- Macbeth kills Duncan and is immediately filled with remorse and guilt.

- Lady Macbeth takes control, instructing Macbeth to wash the blood off his
hands and to refrain from thinking about the act.

- Important Quotes:

- "Methought I heard a voice cry, 'Sleep no more! / Macbeth does murder
sleep.'"

- This quote highlights Macbeth's psychological torment and the loss of his
innocence.

- Analysis:

- The act of murder marks a turning point in Macbeth's character,
transforming him from a noble warrior to a guilt-ridden tyrant.

- Lady Macbeth's pragmatic approach contrasts sharply with Macbeth's
emotional turmoil, illustrating the dynamics of their relationship.

Scene 3: The Discovery of Duncan’s Body

- Setting: The castle, shortly after Duncan's death.

- Key Events:

- Macduff discovers Duncan's body, leading to chaos and suspicion among the
nobles.

- Macbeth kills the guards in a fit of rage to cover up his crime, further
entrenching his guilt and paranoia.

- Important Quotes:
- "The owl shrieked at the crowing of the hen."
- This line suggests the disruption of the natural order, reflecting the



chaos unleashed by Macbeth's actions.

- Analysis:

- The discovery of Duncan's body initiates a chain reaction of suspicion and
violence, as characters begin to suspect foul play.

- Macbeth's decision to kill the guards reveals his increasing desperation
and the lengths he will go to secure his position.

Scene 4: The Aftermath

- Setting: Outside the castle, with Ross and an Old Man.

- Key Events:

- Ross and the 0ld Man discuss the unnatural events that have transpired
since Duncan's murder.

- Duncan's sons, Malcolm and Donalbain, flee to England and Ireland, fearing
for their lives.

- Important Quotes:

- "By the clock 'tis day, / And yet dark night strangles the traveling lamp."
- This line emphasizes the unnatural darkness that symbolizes the moral
corruption caused by Duncan's murder.

- Analysis:

- The act concludes with a sense of foreboding, as the natural world reflects
the chaos in the human realnm.

- The flight of Duncan’s sons suggests that they are aware of the danger
surrounding them, foreshadowing further conflict and treachery.

Thematic Analysis

Act 2 of Macbeth is rich in themes that resonate throughout the play. Here
are some of the most significant:

Ambition and Power

- The ambition to gain power drives both Macbeth and Lady Macbeth, leading
them to commit heinous acts.

- This ambition ultimately leads to their downfall, illustrating the
corrupting influence of unchecked desire for power.

Guilt and Conscience

- Macbeth’s guilt manifests through hallucinations and paranoia, showcasing



the psychological consequences of his actions.
- Lady Macbeth’s initial strength begins to erode as we see her struggle with
guilt in later acts.

Appearance vs. Reality

- The theme of appearance versus reality is prevalent in Act 2, as characters
hide their true intentions.

- The hallucinations experienced by Macbeth symbolize the deceptive nature of
their ambition.

Supernatural Influence

- The presence of supernatural elements, such as the witches’ prophecies,
looms over the events of this act.

- Macbeth’s ambition is ignited by these prophecies, suggesting that fate and
free will are intricately linked.

Character Development

Act 2 showcases significant development in the characters of Macbeth and Lady
Macbeth.

Macbeth

- Transformation: Macbeth evolves from a valiant warrior to a conflicted
murderer.

- Conflict: His internal conflict highlights the struggle between ambition
and morality.

- Consequences: The act of killing Duncan marks the beginning of his moral
decline and sets the stage for further violence.

Lady Macheth

- Role: Initially portrayed as the stronger character, Lady Macbeth pushes
Macbeth to commit murder.

- Control: She tries to maintain control over the situation, reflecting her
ambition and desire for power.

- Foreshadowing: Her eventual descent into madness is hinted at in this act,
foreshadowing her later breakdown.



Important Quotes and Their Significance

1. "Out, out brief candle!"
- Reflects Macbeth's despair and the fleeting nature of life after Duncan's
murder.

2. "That which hath made them hath not left it."
- Macbeth acknowledges that his actions have forever altered his nature and
that of those around him.

3. "Fair is foul, and foul is fair."
- The recurring motif emphasizes the theme of deception and moral ambiguity
throughout the play.

Conclusion

Act 2 of Macbeth is a turning point that sets the stage for the tragic events
that follow. The act deepens our understanding of the characters and the
overarching themes of ambition, gquilt, and the supernatural. As Macbeth
embarks on his path of tyranny, the consequences of his actions begin to
unfold, leading both him and Lady Macbeth toward their inevitable downfall.
This study guide serves as a resource for those looking to delve deeper into
the complexities of this critical act, highlighting its significance in
Shakespeare's exploration of the human psyche and the moral implications of
ambition.

Frequently Asked Questions

What significant event occurs in Act 2 of Macbeth?

The murder of King Duncan takes place in Act 2, which marks a turning point
in Macbeth's character and the play's plot.

How does Macbeth react after killing Duncan?

Macbeth is filled with guilt and paranoia after killing Duncan, expressing
feelings of remorse and fear about the consequences of his actions.

What role does Lady Macbeth play in Act 2?

Lady Macbeth plays a crucial role in planning Duncan's murder and helps
Macbeth to overcome his hesitation, demonstrating her ambition and
manipulation.



What is the significance of the dagger soliloquy in
Act 27

The dagger soliloquy reveals Macbeth's internal conflict and descent into
madness as he hallucinates a dagger leading him to Duncan's chamber.

How does the theme of appearance vs. reality
manifest in Act 27

The theme of appearance vs. reality is highlighted as characters hide their
true intentions; Macbeth and Lady Macbeth present a facade of loyalty while
committing regicide.

What is the effect of the knocking at the gate in
Act 27

The knocking at the gate serves as a dramatic device, creating tension and
symbolizing the intrusion of reality into Macbeth's guilty conscience.

How does Banquo's character contrast with Macbheth in
Act 27

Banquo represents loyalty and integrity, contrasting with Macbeth's ambition
and moral decline, particularly as he grapples with the witches' prophecies.

What supernatural elements are present in Act 27

The presence of the witches' prophecies and Macbeth's hallucinations
emphasize the supernatural elements that influence the characters' actions
and decisions.

How does the motif of blood function in Act 2?2

The motif of blood symbolizes guilt and the irreversible nature of Macbeth's
actions, with blood appearing as a constant reminder of his crime.
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