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Since the 17th century, directors of film and stage have misrepresented Shakespeare’s Lady Macbeth, choosing to make her the incarnation of evil or creating a muddled mess of uneven emotions. While it is easy to arrive at a confused portrayal of Lady Macbeth because her character has so much depth and so many conflicting emotions, this has been a failing of most. In a time where stock characters (particularly for female roles) represented the norm, Lady Macbeth shows ambition and remorse, fear and temerity, cruelty and maternity. But how can a director resolve these inherent conflicts that make her simultaneously engaging and problematic? Depict her as a victim in Macbeth’s Machiavellian schemes. Either on stage or in film, a director can stay true to the text, slightly expand upon ambiguous stage directions and still paint Lady Macbeth as a sympathetic figure, only a marionette in the action controlled by her husband.

This approach is not popularly accepted, but the Bard himself granted license for multiple interpretations 12 lines into the text when he explains "Fair is foul, and foul is fair" (1.1.12). Depicting a world turned upside down by evil and moral decay, he begins a list of double entendres that will carry through the play. The text admits it is filled with these mixed messages and begs for different takes when the title character says “two truths are told" (1.3.140).
In addition to find solutions for Lady Macbeth’s complex character, this essay will also analyze issues Dash raised when she asked “Is Lady Macbeth really a partner or is she primarily a helpmate – helping him to what he wants? Is she a subordinate with no real power of her own? As the play develops, she finds herself excluded from all decision making. Does this result from their momentary partnership in murder or belong to the larger pattern of their relationship?” (Dash, Women’s Worlds 160). Expanding on that, what if Lady Macbeth were an unwilling participant? How about an unknowing one? This would make her character more compelling and easier to portray.

Since the opening stage directions are vague, demanding only “thunder and lightning,” a director’s options are limitless. For our purposes, we must make the witches terrifying and powerful. Fundamentally, there are only three female characters in this play: Lady Macbeth, Lady Macduff and the witches, a trinity that really functions as one character with three voices. Therefore, if a director desires to paint Lady Macbeth outside her customary pejorative light, one must make the other female characters as unappealing as possible to provide the necessary contrast. In 1971, Roman Polanski cast the stunningly attractive Francesca Annis as an occasionally naked Lady Macbeth. But he uses her beauty to create an uncomfortable contrast as the viewer sees her act in concert with her husband. I intend to use her beauty as a mitigating factor and as a means to generate audience appeal for a woman manipulated into sin. She will have a girl-next-door quality, which Polanski could have easily exploited. Annis attended a covenant school and wanted to become a nun, according to imdb.com.
Since the Weird Sisters utter the first words of the play, they have a profound amount of agency about how the other characters behave. Actually, they predict the actions of the others so their words carry immense weight. The Witches appear first, so they also set the barometer for how a female character will appear in this play. For both these factors, we should cast the fiercest-looking Amazon women we can find – perhaps the women’s weightlifting team of the former East Germany. The key is making them appear hulking, authoritative and unnaturally powerful. Cloak them in black death shrouds. Black can be taken from Revelation 6:5b and other New Testament passages to be the color of darkness, evil, death and curses. If the goal is to make Lady Macbeth appear a victim, every other character that bears responsibility for the evil acts in the text must be painted to contrast her. Therefore, Macbeth must be shrouded in the same drab cloaks as the witches. This would cast him under their spell, or at least make him appear in league with them. It will provide a supernatural element to him and give legitimacy to the control he exerts over her, beginning in 1.5.


Depicting Macbeth similar to the gruesome Weird Sisters is not enough. Loving Lady Macbeth means hating her husband because theatre depends on “the dynamic interaction between characters,” Lady Macbeth must be defined by or against Macbeth (Dash, Women’s Worlds 165). Therefore, the Captain’s descriptions to Duncan of Macbeth’s battlefield heroics must exaggerate the atrocities the title character is capable of committing. For a stage performance, a large video screen above the stage could detail the action as the Captain delivers a solemn recount of Macbeth slaying everything in sight with a smile. On screen, Captain’s speech could begin before the scene changed to the same visceral depiction of Macbeth’s capacity for carnage. Macbeth will seem like a brutish Hun as the audience watches and hears how “with his brandish’d steel, / Which smoked with bloody execution, / Like valour’s minion carved out his passage /
Till he faced the slave; / Which ne’er shook hands, nor bade farewell to him, / Till he unseam'd him from th’ nave to th’ chops,” (1.219-25). The obvious foreshadowing of Macbeth’s brutality will make the audience side with anyone who is not Macbeth. Perhaps the same screen could be used to flash scenes in line with the Captain’s reference to “another Golgotha” (1.12.44), which is the place of dead men’s skulls and the valley where Jesus was crucified. This visual would further paint Macbeth as the prime evil-doer in the play.


When Macbeth and Banquo come across the witches in 1.3, they should arrive on foot, not on horseback as they are depicted in this etching from Raphael Holinshed’s 1577 History of Scotland:

They must appear shorter in stature than the predictors of their fate, emphasizing subordination to their respective destinies. Banquo should hunch over and use his sword as a cane, which will play a greater role in 2.1. Macbeth should look physically larger and stronger than Banquo. But Banquo should appear in regal yellow robes. Biblically, yellow is frequently used to represent light, creating a sharp color contrast between Banquo and Macbeth. After all, Banquo is “lesser than Macbeth and greater” (1.3.68).


Duncan, who appears in 1.2 but doesn’t become relevant for our purposes until 1.4, should appear in the same color scheme as Banquo, though of course in a more ornate fashion consistent with his station. This will couple the two, foreshadowing that both will be murdered by the same hand. Every time they are on stage together, place Banquo in tow, particularly when Duncan says “let me enfold thee / and hold thee to my heart” (1.4.35-36). Contrast this example of male friendship with Macbeth, who assumes responsibility when he says, “I’ll be myself the harbinger and make joyful / the hearing of my wife with your approach” (1.4.51-52). For many modern viewers, harbinger will carry a negative connotation as one who brings evil or death. Sadly, only a few would not the word “harbinger” is derived from the Old French herbergier, which meant to provide lodgings for, a responsibility which Macbeth will clearly abdicate by murdering his guest.


Obviously, 1.5 is the most important scene for staging Lady Macbeth as a character deserving sympathy. This is our first contact with her and she should be seen in bright colors, perhaps pastels like those of an Easter dress. Again, she should be attractive, with an appealing figure because “the more feminine Lady Macbeth has been made on stage, the less fiendlike she has usually seemed” (Dash, Women’s Worlds 165). 

When she reads his letter, it should appear on the overhead screen for the stage audience or, on film, have the camera pan over Lady Macbeth’s shoulder. The letter should be sepia-colored to give it gravity. It should be written in – and dripping with –blood, presumably that of the soldiers Macbeth slaughtered, but also the blood can foreshadow his future brutality. Lady Macbeth should begin the reading. The first time we hear her voice it should be noticeably demure, sweet and sprightly. Her melodic tone should set a sharp contrast when the voice switches to Macbeth’s deep, frightening, thundering voice. His voice will interrupt hers at “they have more in / them than mortal knowledge” (1.5.3). This reference to the omniscient, omnipotent Weird Sisters will begin to convey the idea that Macbeth has been bewitched by foreknowledge of his destiny and he will manipulate and infect his wife with his ambition. Macbeth should refer to his wife as “my dearest partner of greatness” with a sleazy, semi-sexy appeal, the kind an audience would associate with an archetypal villain who twists the end of his moustache while hatching an evil plan.


Lady Macbeth will resume in her own voice to say “Glamis thou art … to have thee crown’d withal” (1.5.15-33). But she should do so in an over-the-top bubbly fashion, almost like the character Gidget in the beach movies of the 1960s. Her read should be comical, endearing her through her ignorance of her husband’s plan. Granted, this may offend some feminists, but they do not seem so happy with her being depicted as one of the most evil characters in literary history and a woman whose only considered strong in her attempt to be masculine (Dusinberre 284).

But they will not have to endure the Gidget voice for long. As the messenger enters following her soliloquy, a thick fog should seep through an open window. It should briefly take the shape of the witches and then quickly dart toward Lady Macbeth, enveloping her in their evil spell. This cartoon-like manifestation of evil and the occult should be comical for a moment, until she is wrapped in enough fog to make it appear she has inhaled or ingested it. Then her body should twitch until her limbs tense. Her brow should dip and her eyes roll back into her skull as she demands with a deep, guttural voice “What is your tidings?” (1.5.34). At this point, she is literally out of body, possessed by Macbeth, who used his letter as a Familiar.

Now Lady Macbeth can summon the spirits and demand herself unsexed without our portrayal of her as the victim being compromised. As the corrupted Lady Macbeth entreats the spirits, she should tear off her clothes and reveal a seemingly genderless body. This could be achieved by dressing her in a flesh-colored body suit. Hiding her feminine form would complete her transformation from dutiful wife to a smaller clone of the witches. According to Banquo’s description, the witches “should be women / and yet your beards forbid to interpret / that you are so” (1.3.47-49). She is now empowered by the Weird Sisters, so upon Macbeth’s entrance she cites his titles in the witches’ words “Great Glamis, worthy Cawdor, / Greater than both by the all-hail hereafter” (1.5.62-63) with thunder claps and lightning flashes. And Lady Macbeth explains why her transformation has happened: “Thy letters have transported me beyond / this ignorant present” (1.5.64-65). As she speaks those lines in a staged version, the overhead screen could show a fusing between the naked, evil Lady Macbeth and the sprightly, Easter-dress Lady Macbeth. Such a technique would appear too obvious on the screen.
Lady Macbeth must deliver the exit line “Leave the rest to me” (1.5.86) as a crescendo of her superimposed evil side. Since the stage direction only says “They exit” and not exeunt, which would indicate two or more actors leave the stage, Lady Macbeth and Macbeth can exit separately. Clearly, the text does not say they leave holding hands or even specify an order for their exit. Therefore, Macbeth can leave first and the evil-producing fog can follow him, thus taking the spell off Lady Macbeth. This would demand Lady Macbeth shake her head, appear dazed and exit shortly thereafter. Since she has literally shaken the effects of the spell, she can appear womanly and demure again to greet Duncan for the feast in 1.6.
In this scene, she must look particularly beautiful to show a clear line of demarcation between her true nature and the spell’s effect on her. Also a director can turn the castle Inverness into another bleak character to contrast Lady Macbeth’s appeal. The 36-year-old Lady Macbeth has frequently been presented as a dried up shrew. However, a modern viewer does not interpret 36 as a member of the Globe audience might have. She could still appear youthful and could generate a stark contrast if Inverness were made to have a sterile exterior. Though Duncan opens 1.6 by saying “This castle hath a pleasant seat. The air / Nimbly and sweetly recommends itself / Unto our gentle senses” (1.6.1-3), there is no explicit indication that he and his attendants are outside Inverness. A director could set this speech in a castle foyer and present Inverness resembling a prison more than a home. It is the house of Macbeth, not Lady Macbeth. She owns no property and, like Lady Macduff, doesn’t even have a name independent of her husband. Therefore, the castle and its environment should reflect Macbeth’s attributes, not hers. The castle itself becomes a stone representation of Macbeth, a hard, cruel edifice and another foil to the image we want to paint of Lady Macbeth. The castle interior should be decorated in the most regal fashion, but the outside should remain off-putting, expressing a rift between Lady Macbeth’s femininity and Macbeth’s masculinity.
In 1.6, she does not speak until spoken to, consistent with the behavior of a proper Renaissance woman. In fact, throughout the play, she barely utters more than two lines to any man besides her husband. She never acts defiant or evil in front of anyone but Macbeth, and all her outbursts can be explained if she is staged as suffering the spell of the witches and Macbeth. In fact, no one ever definitively knows she aided in Duncan’s death, nor does any character directly accuse her of anything. This possibility of absolution leaves room for a brief moment of comedy if she quickly reprises her earlier transformation (the twitch, the tense limbs, the brow dip and the rolling eyes). Now the guttural voice can inform the king in witch-like fashion that every point has been “twice done and then done double” (1.6.19). She should shake the momentary evil off again for the rest of her welcoming, but the bewitched Lady Macbeth will return at the end of the scene. Until then, she can behave like a cross between Emily Post and pre-incarceration Martha Stewart. She can flatter the king by saying “your majesty loads our house” (1.6.22).

At the end of 1.6, the bewitched Lady Macbeth will reappear when Duncan takes her hand and demands that she “conduct me to mine host” (1.6.37). “Conduct” offers phenomenal possibilities because it means to either to direct the course, to serve as a medium for conveying or to behave. Literally, Duncan wants to talk to Macbeth. But since it can be read that her king, second only to God in Jacobean times, told her to also serve as a medium, she could take that line as a veiled command to channel evil spirits. Again, the stage direction is vague, suggesting they exit. Perhaps she exits second, with enough time for another transformation, which only the audience can see. Now she can lambaste Macbeth in 1.7, without compromising her role as his puppet.

Macbeth’s opening soliloquy in 1.7 provides all the necessary text for interpreting Lady Macbeth, and later the witches, as his puppets. He says “We but teach / bloody instructions, which being taught, return / to plague th’ inventor” (1.7.8-10). The only teachings we have seen thus far, are his instructions to Lady Macbeth in the letter in 1.5. Macbeth will also teach the murderers how to live up to their names in 3.1, but there are few other educational moments. Conveniently, when Lady Macbeth revisits the stage, she can appear as in previous scenes when under the witches’ spell. Now she can plague him with the ambition he instilled in her, but maintain her fundamental innocence. Macbeth is often portrayed as weak, nervous or pensive in this scene. Many believe he is renouncing his participation by saying “We will proceed no further in this business” (1.7.34). But if a director has made the audience believe Macbeth is a master manipulator, it wouldn’t take such a leap for them to believe he is merely feigning renunciation to receive the full cooperation of his wife/stooge. He can deliver all his lines in this scene with raised eyebrows, feeling her out and measuring her responses to be sure his spell/letter has worked. Since she is in evil mode, place them on opposite sides of the stage, though inching closer together with each retort. This will show a convergence of evil like the overhead visual combination of the two Lady Macbeths in 1.5. As the verbal sparring intensifies, Macbeth’s eyes should widen with delight as he believes her threats. In his mind, her demands for action justify the deeds he will commit.

Earlier in 1.7, Macbeth will recognize and later violate “the Scottish statute known as ‘Murder Under Trust’ which ruled a host responsible for the lives and welfare of all his guests, regardless of rank” (Kinney 177). Undoubtedly this charge would increase exponentially when one hosted royalty. Macbeth recognizes this law saying “First, I am his kinsman and his subject, / strong both against the deed; then, as his host, / who should against his murderer shut the door, / not bear the knife myself” (1.7.13-16). But eventually he will resign himself to break this sacred trust though he has “no spur / to prick the sides of [his] intent, but only / vaunting ambition” (1.7.25-27). It is doubtful the Scots provided ambition as a mitigating factor for breaking the trust.
Macbeth’s ambition contrasts with that of Banquo, who opens Act 2 by saying “There’s husbandry in heaven” (2.1.6), while this is not an explicit reference to his relationship to his dead wife, a modern theatre audience would interpret it as such if a picture of his former bride appears on the screen above. Macbeth’s arrival can display the contrast between himself and Banquo, who has a son and no wife, the exact opposite of the Thane of Cawdor, who has a wife and no offspring. Banquo should again lean on his sword before giving it to Fleance, while Macbeth should arrive in opposite posture — strident, proud and upright. Like a true foil, Banquo’s feelings approximate, but do not exactly imitate those of Macbeth. Banquo damns his own dreams of ambition by commanding “merciful powers, / restrain in me the cursed thoughts that nature / gives way to in repose” (2.1.8-10). But the text never explains why Banquo is more moral (i.e. able to resist ambition) than Macbeth. Could it be because Banquo has no puppet like Lady Macbeth to act as henchwoman? Obviously, since James I was from the same line as Banquo, Shakespeare could not depict Banquo as even appearing villainous, but a modern production could without fear of reprisal. With the help of a female character, could not Banquo become the primary actor of evil, instead of Macbeth? In fact, Scottish history suggests a key point that Shakespeare reverses. Actually, Banquo aligned himself with Macbeth in the killing of Duncan, who died on a battlefield. Furthermore, Macbeth, not Banquo, was popular among the Northern Scots. Macbeth was elected properly, ruled peacefully for 10 years and brought Christianity to Scotland after visiting the Pope in Rome (Kinney 25).

In 2.2, Lady Macbeth has not reverted to her non-bewitched self. Therefore, she should look as deranged as possible, her hair mussed, face flushed, when she says “That which hath made them drunk hath made me bold, / what hath quenched them hath given me fire.” “Them” refers back to the previous coupling of Macbeth and Banquo. They have both admitted to being drunk with ambition, and a modern audience could believe a bewitched Lady Macbeth is admitting her husband’s sin of avarice has spilled on to her. Macbeth subtly predicts this in 1.7 by saying “vaulting ambition, which o’erleaps itself / and falls on th’ other” (1.7.27-28). He is not specifically talking about Lady Macbeth, but to a contemporary viewer, she does qualify as his significant “other.” Therefore, she should point to men in the audience as she delivers these lines and put emphasis on “which” for the homonym to the Weird Sisters, who started all this in the first place. Obviously, her corrupted state allows her to aid Macbeth in murder, but still not compromising her demure role.

She then disappears for much of 2.3, until a bell rings at Macduff’s request. Lady Macebth enters as if she has been awakened. This provides the perfect opportunity to have the pure Lady Macbeth return. She could deliver “What’s the business … Speak! Speak!” as the groggy ramblings of someone just arisen from a sound slumber. The bell could have snapped her out of the witches’ trance, like a hypnotist snapping his fingers. Most directors stage her shock as feigned, but our portrayal leaves her shock explained when she says “Woe, alas! / What, in our house?” (2.3.102-103). Lady Macbeth, the consummate Renaissance hostess, knows not to commit ‘Murder Under Trust’ so she must deliver this line with utter amazement, not the insincere platitudes Macbeth will espouse when he confesses to killing Duncan’s servants. When Duncan’s sons seem suspicious of their host, this can become Lady Macbeth’s epiphany, and the height of her descent into madness. Now she realizes she shares her bed with a murderer. That causes her to faint. Many directors have her faint to divert suspicion from Macbeth, either protecting him from exposure or fearing he will crack. But if Macbeth wonders “Who could refrain / that had a heart to love, and in that heart / courage to make’s love known?” (2.3.135-137) while glaring at his wife with steely eyes, she could pass out from shock. She can appear horrified throughout his address, and keel over at his final admission, perhaps after Macbeth gives a knowing wink.

From 3.1 on, the waking Lady Macbeth will behave fearfully. She knows her husband is a murderer, but must act carefully to avoid arousing his ire. Though Dash would likely not agree with this theory of an entranced (immoral) Lady Macbeth and a waking (moral) Lady Macbeth, she does think Shakespeare intended an abrupt shift in her character that seems most pronounced between the second and third acts.

With no intermediate scenes, audience exposure to Lady Macbeth jumped from the image of a woman with bloodied hands to a woman weighed down with remorse. A morality message was implicit. But Shakespeare’s staccatolike rhythm of her fleeting appearance and reappearance blurs such a theme. Rather, in brief incisive strokes, he develops the portrait of a woman alone, whose momentary union with her husband in murder has not altered this condition. Even linked to a man of power, she still inhabits a separate world. (Dash, Women’s Worlds 178-179).

She must remain the dutiful hostess, which will provide another sharp contrast with Macbeth. Shortly after she calls Banquo “our chief guest” (3.1.11), Macbeth sneaks off to conspire with a pair of murderers. Imagine seeing this on stage: She’s pouring tea for her guests and he’s polishing knives for his knaves. Actually, he has to manipulate these murderers to commit murder. Macbeth is so evil he has to manipulate characters to commit the sin for which they are named. When a character’s mother names him murderer, his chances of growing up to be a farmer or an alchemist are very slim. To demonstrate Macbeth’s power has grown with his ambition, dress the murderers like the witches – dark cloaks and the like – but make them slighter in stature than Macbeth. In 3.3, a third murderer will join, forming the second trinity of the play. By appearing larger in stature than a trinity, the audience can see Macbeth has grown more powerful than his prophecy, and therefore has outgrown the witches. By 4.1, he controls all. 

But first in 3.2, Lady Macbeth must demonstrate her fear of her husband. In talking to a servant, clearly her subordinate, she should tremble and speak with apprehension. Even her words “Say to the King I would attend his leisure / for a few words” (3.2.3-4) are much more formal than any of her previous lines. Compare to 1.5 when she challenges the similarly-stationed messenger by saying “Thou’rt mad to say it” (1.5.36) and commanding “Give him tending. / He brings great news” (1.5.43-44). Clearly Lady Macbeth has shifted in her character, a moment where some directors would confuse her multifaceted personality. Once the servant leaves, Lady Macbeth should tearfully express her remorse and suicidal thoughts of “Naught’s had, all’s spent, / where our desire is got without content, / ‘tis safer to be that which we destroy / than by destruction dwell in doubtful joy.” (3.2.6-9). She should begin wiping her tears away as Macbeth enters and she continues “How now, my lord! why do you keep alone, / Of sorriest fancies your companions making, / Using those thoughts which should indeed have died / With them they think on? Things without all remedy / Should be without regard: what’s done is done” (3.2.6-14). He should not notice her crying, but she should be very aware of everything he says, almost to the point of appearing jumpy. When he begins recounting Duncan’s murder, she changes the subject: “Come on; / Gentle my lord, sleek o'er your rugged looks; / Be bright and jovial among your guests to-night” (3.2.30-32). She should stroke his hair in a maternal fashion, while her face should appear, out of his view, but to the audience, gaunt and frightened. In 1948, Orson Welles deleted scenes such as this to remove any inkling of maternity. Welles painted Macbeth as a “warm sympathetic character almost to the end of the film. His Lady Macbeth is a shrew, rather than the tragic character she is in Shakespeare’s play” (Dash, Women’s Worlds 180). In a version where she is the victim, every time he speaks, she should respond with a nervous quiver. This would become the mirror image of their verbal volley in 1.7. This time, have her take a step back from him with his every speech, the opposite trajectory from 1.7.

After the murder is committed in 3.3, Macbeth should seem gruff and inhospitable during the banquet in 3.4. His lines alone are curt: “You know your own degrees; sit down” (3.4.1). Then he goes through the motions of what is really more of an unwelcome than a welcome: “At first, / and last, the hearty welcome” (3.4.2). He should flip his hand at the wrist, an ill-mannered gesture suggesting he is too busy or powerful to waste time with pleasantries. Even his speech is impatient with guests. His welcome lacks a verb. Therefore, it is not a sentence. Instead, they are just words in the air. His opening can contrast that of Lady Macbeth, who obediently says “Pronounce it for me, sir” (3.4.8), before issuing a clear, gracious welcome, which could be staged a toast. She says: “To all our friends, / for my heart speaks they are welcome” (3.4.8-9). Everyone at the table could raise their glasses, indicating they respond to her warmth more than his incivility. Her use of verb provides action and literally makes them welcome. She is the uber-hostess, who attends to her guests when she is not speaking. He is a clod, who interrogates his murderers when he is not speaking. After the murderer’s exit, and Lady Macbeth beckons her husband’s attention, she should say “My royal lord, / You do not give the cheer: the feast is sold / That is not often vouch’d, while ‘tis a-making, / ‘Tis given with welcome: to feed were best at home; / From thence the sauce to meat is ceremony; / Meeting were bare without it” (3.4.36-41) with a sing-song quality. Imagine Julia Child’s type of bellowing. The read would be comical, but also eerie in context.

That would provide a nice contrast when Banquo’s ghost sits in Macbeth’s place and the clumsy king can only say “The table’s full” (3.4.54). Meanwhile, Lady Macbeth should scurry around the table, physically trying to reseat everyone after Ross demands all rise. Lady Macbeth should attempt to mollify the guests and her husband in deference to his power and her fear. She should tremble visibly as she touches the shoulder of each guest she tries to reseat. She begs “Sit, worthy friends: my lord is often thus, / And hath been from his youth: pray you, keep seat; / The fit is momentary; upon a thought / He will again be well: if much you note him, / You shall offend him and extend his passion: /
Feed, and regard him not” (3.4.64-69). After she has calmed the court, she pulls Macbeth aside. That physical contact with her husband could force her into another visible transformation into the bewitched Lady Macbeth. The spell has returned. Now she is free to emasculate him. She should glare at him, and stare down at him in his chair, demanding with a voice from hell to know “Are you a man?” (3.4.70). He responds with dignity and regal authority “Ay, and a bold one” (3.4.71), allowing her to mock him: “This is the very painting of your fear: / This is the air-drawn dagger which, you said, / Led you to Duncan. O, these flaws and starts, / Impostors to true fear, would well become
A woman’s story at a winter's fire, / Authorized by her grandam. Shame itself! / Why do you make such faces? When all's done, / You look but on a stool” (3.4.74-81). Remember, she never acknowledges the ghost, who is only haunting Macbeth. Again, this forces the audience to see him as the primary evil-doer. If Lady Macbeth were as culpable as her husband, the ghost would haunt them both. By the end of 3.4, Macbeth is so preoccupied with the ghost he can no longer control Lady Macbeth. Now we can get another transformation back to the demure hostess as she notices her guests leaving. “A kind good night to all” (3.4.150) she should bellow again like Julia Child, but apparently as someone who didn’t just witness the bizarre behavior that prompted the others to exit. Until the end of the scene, Lady Macbeth should try to embrace her husband as a comforter, and finally reach him to again stroke his hair maternally as she says “You lack the season of all natures, sleep” (3.4.173). Dash notes that “her role as nurturer, concern for her husband’s welfare as wife, suggesting bed, sleep and sexual closeness” means Lady Macbeth “has never been ‘unsexed” (Dash, Women’s Worlds 187).

Now in 4.2, we meet the final character to hold opposite Lady Macbeth. We can dress Lady Macduff in the same pattern as Lady Macbeth, but with dark colors as opposed to pastels. Lady Macduff should speak in a whiny, insensitive, what-about-me tone. She will become the obnoxious wench. According to Dash, “In a play where a wife’s major concern has been to help her husband reach his goal, Lady Macduff questions her husband’s value system, unwilling to accept his power of reasoning over her own” (Women’s Worlds 192). Therefore, if a director stages Ross as a soothing influence, the audience’s condemnation of the only truly female character besides Lady Macbeth can be exacerbated. Even though she and Ross are cousins, she can try to seduce him and speak to him a throaty, Kathleen Turner voice. We never learn if they are cousins by marriage or blood. In fact, Macduff calls Ross cousin in 4.3. Casting Lady Macduff as a sexual manipulator puts Lady Macduff more in line with Macbeth and again we have created a contrast to Lady Macbeth. When speaking about her son, she can tell Ross: “Fathered he is,” then kick off her slippers one at a time and drape a hand on his shoulder before winking and continuing “and yet he’s fatherless” (4.2.31). Ross should gulp nervously and leave the would-be seduction, giving new meaning to “I am so much I fool, should I stay longer / it would be my disgrace and your discomfort. / I take my leave at once” (4.2.32-34). Upon Ross’ exit, she should begin debating her son, again in that volleying style of advancing and retreating like we saw in 1.7 and 3.2. Cast the son around age 16, old enough to be equal in height to his mother. They should jockey for position, forcing each other from left to right on the stage like dueling fencers.

In 4.3, Malcolm seals Macbeth as the primary evil-doer by calling him “bloody, / luxurious, avaricious, false, deceitful, / sudden, malicious, smacking of every sin / that has a name” (4.3.70-73). For a staged version, he should count to seven on his fingers as he runs the list of adjectives so even the people in the cheap seats can draw the parallel between this list and the actual Seven Deadly Sins.

In Act 5, Macbeth has no more murders to commit, so Lady Macbeth becomes expendable, one of the true trademarks of a victim. She can simply go insane and die, because she no longer serves a purpose to her puppet master. Her insanity follows. Her pronounced dumb show of sleepwalking is the ultimate testament to her bewitching. A doctor says she is beyond the boundaries of medicine, citing “Unnatural deeds” (5.1.75) and “infected minds” (5.1.76). If the audience has felt sympathy for her, they may believe her bewitching left her grief-stricken by the actions she understood only after the fact. The doctor should make the sign of the cross in her direction upon exiting, emphasizing the scientific world’s impotence to heal her of the plague wrought by Macbeth and the Weird Sisters. 

Later in 5.3, the doctor will cryptically respond to Macbeth, clearly undermining the king. The physician should smile with his delivery; he can be a source of comic relief and mockery of the villain. The doctor should even slightly giggle when he says “Therein the patient must minister to himself” (5.4.56-57). He’s describing a female patient, but uses “himself,” a masculine pronoun. Of course, this is usually read as a gender-neutral pronoun that bows to the patriarchy of semantics. But on stage, if the doctor nudged and winked to the audience, he could add a comic effect and reinforce the difference between the roles played by Macbeth and his wife.
The text helps Lady Macbeth seem like more of a heroine by giving her an off-stage death, presumably a suicide. The absence of her body gives Seyton and opportunity to show remorse for his and the audience’s loss. When he says “The Queen, my lord, is dead” (5.5.19), the delivery is crucial. He must drop his eyes to the floor on “The Queen” and “is dead” and, in the process, shake his head like a mime saying no. However, on “my lord” he should stare with venom at Macbeth. Notice the pure syntax of this line. Macbeth, represented as “my lord,” connects “The Queen” to her death. Furthermore, notice how Lady Macbeth’s title of “Queen” is capitalized and Macbeth’s “lord” is not, indicating Seyton’s reverence for the lady of the house. Macbeth further distances himself from the audience by performing his subsequent soliloquy without an iota of sincerity. He should say with haste, in the same fashion he feigned welcoming guests to the banquet, “She should have died hereafter …sound and fury signifying nothing” (5.5.20-31) never pausing to contemplate her life or his love. Dash cited several critics who consider Macbeth “an unfeeling husband” (Women’s Worlds 204). The audience must never see a remorseful Macbeth if the goal is to make Lady Macbeth deserving of sympathy.

Macbeth will reveal himself as cowardly in the final two scenes. He has lost his henchwoman and now he is naked and alone. He should deliver both the opening of 5.7 and 5.8 as a man frantic and aware of his mortality. He should bite his nails and appear incapable of controlling his bladder. Perhaps he even cries, not for his wife’s death, but for fear of his own. In 5.5, Seyton reminded Macbeth he “almost forgot the taste of fears” (5.5.11), but perhaps the ill-crowned king truly was too full of the milk of human kindness. In 5.8, Macbeth makes one final gesture to distinguish himself from the suicidal Lady Macbeth when he asks why he should “play the Roman fool and die on mine own sword” (5.8.1-2). In many cultures, suicide can be an honorable pursuit, of course, for the right reasons. The Japanese have the Hari Kari ritual. Otherwise chaste maids in Europe killed themselves if their honor had been tarnished by rape. But Macbeth cannot be associated with any virtue. Instead, he candidly admits his cowardice to Macduff: “Of all men else I have avoided thee” (5.8.5). Macbeth should close his eyes and hide his face as if to cry when confessing his weakness. Upon their reentry during the fight, Macduff should stab Macbeth in the back, giving him a coward’s death. The text is ambiguous, saying only that “Macbeth is slain.”

Because of the text’s frequent ambiguity of character, diction and direction, even some great actresses have failed to truly capture the female lead in this play. Vivien Leigh, a two-time Academy Award winner could not do it. She successfully became Blanche DuBuois, Scarlett O’Hara, Anna Karenina and Cleopatra. She held her own on screen opposite Marlon Brando, Clark Gable, Karl Malden and Claude Rains. So why did the role of Lady Macbeth on stage prove too demanding?
Dash cites reviews of Leigh’s 1955 performance opposite Sir Laurence Olivier in Glen Byam Shaw’s production and surmised “Leigh’s performance was disastrous. Surely the director’s interpretation contributed to this. His portrait of Lady Macbeth lacks inherent unity, shifting to accommodate his romanticized ideas about Macbeth.” (Dash, Wooing 253-254). Here is one of many examples where Lady Macbeth’s role or identity hinges on that of her husband. Look at Shaw’s notes in the promptbook for his actors and understand why her performance seemed confused and lacked “inherent unity.”

Lady Macbeth. 36 [years old]. Vivien Leigh. She has an excessively passionate nature and an extraordinary intensity of purpose. She adores her husband … She is the only person who has any real power over Macbeth and she knows it, She thinks that she understands him well, and she does, to a very considerable degree, but the strange, imaginative, Celtic side of his nature she doesn’t understand. (Dash, Wooing 253)
If she adores him, she is placed in a subordinate role. Then how is she the only one with real power? If she understands him, why misunderstand his Celtic nature? Suddenly panning Leigh’s performance seems like a credible idea if she received this kind of direction. Dash suggested that “skewed analyses” of Lady Macbeth are the standard, not the exception (Women’s Worlds 166).

Therefore, the beauty of painting Lady Macbeth as the victim and Macbeth as the lone villain is the allowance for the multiple meanings on which Renaissance drama demands. Unsaddling her of culpability forces the viewer to explore the depth of her character and creates an even deeper tragedy. Perhaps Dash best summed up the text’s most palpable lesson when she explained “the easy acceptance of stereotypical behavior defining women” allow the witches exoneration “while Lady Macbeth alone has drawn critical condemnation” (Women’s Worlds 207). She lobbies for “a world where men do not impinge.” I simply seek a world where characters can leap from the page, stage or screen.
