The Gothic
Shakespeare would not have thought of Macbeth as a gothic play when he wrote it in 1606.  It should be remembered that the term ‘gothic’ has to be applied retrospectively to Shakespearean drama and other sixteenth and seventeenth-century plays, in that the generic term was not widely used until sometime later.
‘Macbeth’ has many gothic elements and conventions even though it predates the Gothic genre established in the 18th century. The settings are distinctly Gothic as they are generally dark and claustrophobic. Fear, terror, guilt and the sightings of ghosts are also central to the plot and are typical Gothic features. 
English drama in the late Elizabethan and Jacobean periods had many of the qualities that characterise the Gothic. Many plays were preoccupied with mortality and the constant presence of death.  There was a strong sense of the darkness within the human soul and the presence of evil in the world.  Dramatists took as their themes family discord, power struggles, political rebellion, sin and damnation.  
The scene in which Macbeth has a vision of the ghost of Banquo is particularly Gothic and brings together 5 key elements: fear, guilt, murder, blood and the supernatural. A castle is also used as a conventional Gothic backdrop due to the first Gothic novel ‘The Castle of Otranto’. Much of the play takes place in darkness and half-light to add to the sense of uncertainty, mystery and doom.

The supernatural – the witches, the dagger and a ghost – also provides important evidence of the Gothic elements. Lady Macbeth conjures up evil and asks to be unnaturally unsexed. After the murder of Duncan, the very night acts against nature as horses are said to have eaten each other and a falcon killed by a much smaller bird. The physical and mental torment of Macbeth is also highly Gothic. 

The Witches and the Supernatural:

The witches would appear very real to a Jacobean audience thus adding to the sense of fear, danger and foreboding at the start of the play. Witches were thought to be both political and spiritual traitors. They were also believed to upset the natural order of things in the Elizabethan world view – thunder and lightning is often used by Shakespeare alongside the appearance of the witches to reiterate the evil and dark nature of the witches. This capacity of the witches to simply melt away is perhaps part of their essential ambivalence within the play.
If all the evil in the play could be attributed to the witches, the audience could focus on a defined external source of demonic evil.  Alternatively, if the witches could be dismissed as pure fantasy, evil would have to be seen as the result of human causes in a secular world.  What makes the witches presence in Macbeth so essentially gothic is the play’s refusal to define their status and the uneasy uncertainty this produces. Stephen Greenblatt sums up this ambiguity when he writes about how Shakespeare shows ‘a bleeding of the demonic into the secular and the secular into the demonic’.

The play itself has become a bad omen in British theatres and even today, many actors refer to it only as ‘The Scottish Play’. 

Shakespeare uses the name the ‘Weird Sisters’ to describe the witches, however, he does not use the word ‘weird’ in the modern sense to mean strange or peculiar. The word comes from the Anglo-Saxon word for fate. Weird in this context means controlling human destiny. 

In 1603 a law was passed in Britain against the “invocation or conjuration of any evil spirit’. 

The extreme weather, such as thunder and lightning, when the witches appear, or the wild weather after the murder of Duncan, can be compared to the weather described in ‘Frankenstein’. The horrific murders of Duncan, Banquo and Macduff’s family can be compared to the murders in ‘Frankenstein’. Frankenstein, like Macbeth, is tortured by guilt and jealousy and it is the guilt and jealousy that drives the monster to act by destroying others. Frankenstein inadvertently destroys most of his family by his ambition. 

The supernatural elements in ‘Macbeth’ are the Witches, the dagger and Banquo’s ghost; there are further Gothic features in the movement of the forest, the anti-hero driven by ambition, the terrifying events and the fear of further atrocities. In ‘Macbeth’ magic and omens are used in the form of the Witches’ prophecies and the conjuring of the three apparitions. 
King James and Shakespeare:

James loved the theatre.  On May 19th 1603, a warrant under the king’s Great Seal was issued, creating Shakespeare and 8 of his fellows ‘The King’s Men’. The privilege of such patronage brought with it the responsibilities due to one’s patron and, although a number of plays had been written and performed at court before Macbeth, none bore such clear hallmarks of having been written with the King in mind.
King James was also highly interested by the idea of the supernatural. In 1597 he wrote a book called ‘Demonology’; a study of witchcraft. James was the patron of Shakespeare’s theatre company and ‘Macbeth’ shows signs of having been written and performed for him. 
The Devine Right of Kings: It was a commonly held belief that Kings were placed on the throne by God. ‘The Devine Right of Kings’ asserted that the King had no earthly authority. This means any attempt to kill the king is a direct act against God. This was a strongly held belief whilst James ruled and he wrote books about it from 1597 and 1598. Regicide, in the political theology of Jacobean England, was close to the ultimate crime, a demonic assault not simply on an individual and a community but on the fundamental order of the universe.
Duncan’s demise causes the obscuring of the natural world, changes in Macbeth’s attitude and the eventual suicide of Lady Macbeth. The king is believed to be God’s deputy on earth and consequently attacks upon him are evil. In Macbeth, the King’s claim to sacred authority is extremely strong both in Scotland and in England. As a result, the play exhibits a metaphysical horror of regicide. Duncan’s murder is marked in the natural world with dreadful signs and portents of which Lennox speaks at some length: ‘The night has been unruely. . .’ (2.3. 50-57).  The moment Macduff discovers the body of the King he utters the repeated phrase: ‘O horror, horror, horror!’ and then reinforces the sacrilegious nature of the murder through a metaphor that equates the King’s body with a temple that has been defiled: ‘Most sacrilegious murder hath broke ope / The Lord’s anointed temple and stole thence / The life o’th’ building’ (2.3.63-65). Macbeth’s act of regicide is an act of rebellion against the most fundamental and sacred structures of Jacobean society. It threatens to undermine the secular and sacred laws that maintained order and authority in the state.  The consequences of Macbeth’s actions cannot be over stated in terms of the chaos and confusion they unleash. Ironically, for Macbeth, however, an unlawfully gained crown can never sit securely on his head. The regicide and traitor must live in perpetual fear and insecurity. His reign as king will inevitably be haunted by his fears of a challenge to his own authority and future acts of rebellion and regicide.

Immediately after Duncan’s murder, nature’s anger is evident through its turn against normality. Lennox says, ‘”New hatch’d to the woeful time; the obscure bird/clamour’d the live-long night: some say the earth/was feverous and did shake: (2.3.63-65). This marks the commencement of the upcoming chaos in the natural world. 

The Elizabethan World View
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This is a very brief sketch of the way in which Shakespeare looked at the world and man’s place in it. However, you should not assume that every Elizabethan looked at the world in this way – as in every age, different people believed different things.

Elizabethans believed that the social order (with the King at the top and peasants at the bottom) was a ‘divine order’ and was the way God wanted it to be. 

They believed that the King or Queen was God’s representative on earth and that god wanted them to be the monarch. They were the voice of God and had his support.

Consider what this tells us about Macbeth’s decision to kill the King. It is not just any old murder but a holy crime too. He kills who many believed to be God’s representative on earth! 

[image: image4.jpg]



[image: image5.jpg]


James I was King when Shakespeare wrote Macbeth. He was seen as God’s representative on earth.
Elizabethan Women
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Elizabethan Women were subservient to men – meaning that they did what they were told. They relied on their male relatives to support them. Marriages were often business arrangements and the woman had little say in the matter. There was little argument over such arrangements as Elizabethan woman were raised to believe that they were not as good as men and that men knew better! 
· Elizabethan women were tutored at home - there were no schools for girls
· Elizabethan women were not allowed to enter University
· Elizabethan women could not inherit their father's titles Elizabethan women could not become Doctors or Lawyers
· Elizabethan women did not have the vote and were not allowed to enter politics
· There were no Elizabethan women in the Army or Navy
· Elizabethan women were not allowed to act in the theatres 
Disobedience was seen as a crime against their religion. The Church firmly believed this and quoted the Bible in order to ensure that they behaved themselves. The Scottish protestant leader John Knox wrote: 

"Women in her greatest perfection was made to serve and obey man." 

The fabric of Elizabethan society was built with this belief and Elizabethan women could not be heirs to their father's titles. All titles would pass from father to son or brother to brother, depending on the circumstances. 
The representation of female figures within gothic literature is often seen to be stereotypical with women falling into two main types: the trembling victim or the predatory femme fatale. Lady Macbeth defies both roles and yet represents a version of female gothic transgression in her sexuality and power and the consequences of such transgression in her descent into madness and self-destruction.

The most disturbing speeches uttered by Lady Macbeth occur not just when she invokes evil but when she does so with a language that denies and distorts her maternal nature.  Not only does she speak disparagingly of her husband’s ‘human kindness’ but she summons demonic powers with her invocation: ‘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’ (1.5.38-41).  She continues in similar vein: ‘Come to my woman’s breasts, / And take my milk for gall’ (1.5.45-46).  Her communing with the forces of darkness is expressed in terms that seek to remove the ‘compunctious visitings’ of her female nature. Later, in one of the play’s most disturbing images, Lady Macbeth expresses a fantasy of infanticide: 





        I have given suck, and know



How tender ‘tis to love the babe that milks me.



I would, while it was smiling in my face,



Have pluck’d my nipple from his boneless gums



And dashed the brains out








(1.7.54-58)

The gothic impact of Lady Macbeth’s transgression has less to do with her demonic pact than with the inversions of her female nature that she is willing to contemplate to fulfil her ambition for power. 

However, while Lady Macbeth exhibits a cold, calculating character throughout the planning of Duncan’s murder, her personality soon loses its composure and disintegrates into a state of growing horror that breaks forth unforgettably in the sleepwalking scene in Act 5, scene 1.  Instead of her confident assertion that ‘a little water clears us of this deed (2.2.65), Lady Macbeth’s hands become the focus of her obsessive attempts to remove the smell and stain of the blood that sits so uneasily on her conscience: ‘All the perfumes of Arabia will not sweeten this little hand’ (5.1.42-43).  Lady Macbeth’s descent into madness reveals the archetypal gothic consequences of transgression; for once the protective agencies of reason and conscience have been removed, there is nothing left to defend the mind from the moral monstrosities it has set free.  

Dreams, Fantasies and the Sleep of Reason

When ideas of the gothic began to emerge in the late eighteenth century, they were in many ways a reaction to notions of ‘good order’ and ‘good taste’ which had been founded on a fundamental belief in rationalism and the power of human reason to control the baser instincts, passions and desires.  The waking reason (together with conscience), was believed to have been given to humanity to protect them from the temptation to indulge their immoral and criminal imaginings. Inevitably, the most vulnerable condition of the human mind is during sleep when reason is unable to control the fantasies of the liberated imagination.

In this context, the picture ‘The Sleep of Reason Produces Monsters’ drawn by the Spanish artist Goya encapsulates an essential opposition central to the gothic tradition.

The very title of Goya’s picture signals the gothic message: when reason sleeps, as everything must, the hitherto repressed monsters will emerge, both threatening and terrifying precisely because they have been repressed. This message prefigures Sigmund Freud’s (1856-1939) later insights into psychological repression and its potentially devastating impact on mental health. There is an underlying acceptance in this gothic realisation that to repress emotions, feelings and desires is to make them all the more terrifyingly distorted when they do, inevitably, emerge.
Although all these ‘gothic’ ideas post-date Shakespeare, there are clearly links between the gothic conceptions of the battle between reason and imagination and the potential for fantasy and dream to produce nightmarish visions of criminal and damnable acts that are relevant to a discussion of Macbeth.

From the moment the witches offer their riddling prophecies, many characters become susceptible to terrible dreams and lawless fantasies- ‘merciful powers,’ Banquo prays, ‘restrain in me the cursed thoughts that nature / Gives way to in repose’ (2.1.7-9) – but not everyone gives way to them in waking reality. Macbeth, who is fully aware that ‘wicked dreams abuse / The curtained sleep (2.1.50-1), nonetheless crosses the fatal line between criminal desire to criminal act.

The will to gain power exhibited by Macbeth and Lady Macbeth are normally kept in check by ethical and religious considerations which Macbeth initially voices (1.7.12-28), when he considers his position in relation to Duncan.  Lady Macbeth seeks to free up Macbeth’s ambitious will by releasing him from his ‘sickly’ fears of damnation so that he can act with ruthless violence. She has to try to put Macbeth’s reason and his fear of guilty conscience to sleep. ‘The sleeping and the dead,’ she tells her husband, ‘are but as pictures. ’Tis the eye of childhood / That fears a painted devil’.

This reassurance, however, proves to be hopelessly shallow. The spectral dagger, the ghost sitting in Macbeth’s chair and the indelible bloodstains on Lady Macbeth’s hands all chillingly demonstrate there is no easy escape from the judgements of a guilty conscience. The dream of a ‘clean’ regicide proves psychologically untenable: the seizure of the crown leads to feverish sleeplessness, brooding anxiety about security and an overwhelming sense of defilement.

The play explores the consequences of acting out fantasies of power in the psychological responses of Lady Macbeth and Macbeth in the wake of the crime. It is impossible to trammel up the consequence of crime to find a safe resting place. There are no clean murders. Lady Macbeth experiences a gradual breakdown as her growing horror finally breaks forth in the nightmarish sleepwalking scene with her compulsive attempts to free herself of the smell and stain of blood. Macbeth, in his quest to achieve security only finds that one bloody crime leads to another in an endless catalogue of murderous acts. For both Macbeth and Lady Macbeth, their initial dream of power through regicide only leads to the nightmare of guilt ridden kingship. There can be no sleep for either as Macbeth seemed to realise the moment he had committed the fatal act: ‘Methought I heard a voice cry “Sleep no more, / Macbeth does murder sleep”’ (2.2.33-34). For the guilty pair, the dream of the crown translates only into a nightmare of unlawful kingship.

The Gunpowder Plot
Catholics in England had expected James to be more tolerant of them. In fact, he had proved to be the opposite and had ordered all Catholic priests to leave England. This so angered some Catholics that they decided to kill James and put his daughter Elizabeth on the throne ensuring that she was a Catholic. This led to a plot to kill not only the king of England, James, but also everyone sitting in the Houses of Parliament at the same time as James was there when he opened Parliament on November 5th, 1605.

Guy Fawkes and his fellow conspirators managed to get 36 barrels of gunpowder into a cellar of the House of Lords.
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The other conspirators were: Robert and Thomas Wintour, Thomas Percy, Christopher and John Wright, Francis Tresham, Everard Digby, Ambrose Rookwood, Thomas Bates, Robert Keyes, Hugh Owen, John Grant and the man who is said to have organised the whole plot Robert Catesby.
The explosive expert, Guy Fawkes, had been left in the cellars to set off the fuse. He was only caught when a group of guards decided to check the cellars at the last moment.

Fawkes was arrested and sent to the Tower of London where he was tortured and eventually gave away the names of the fellow conspirators. 

Sir William Wade, Lieutenant of the Tower, had orders to use whatever means of torture was required to get information from Fawkes. The order came from James. 

Of those involved, some were shot as they were chased by the law such as Percy and Catesby. Others were captured, sent to the Tower and, after a brief trial, eventually hung, drawn and quartered, with Fawkes, in January 1606. 
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The signature of Guy Fawkes on his confession
In celebration of his survival, James ordered that the people of England should have a great bonfire in the night on November 5th. This fire was traditionally topped off with an effigy of the pope rather than Guy Fawkes. His place at the top of the fire came in later as did fireworks. The East Sussex county town of Lewes still has the pope alongside Guy Fawkes when it comes to the effigies being burned.
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The most famous picture of some the conspirators











