
Introduction 

SHAKESPEARE'S SCOTTISH TRAGEDY was written early in
the reign of James I, che Scottish king who succeeded 
Queen Elizabeth on the English throne in 1603. le is im
possible to date the play precisely, but certain allusions -
especially to the Gunpowder Plot, the Jesuit attempt to blow 
up Parliament in 1605, and the subsequent trial of the 
conspirators - suggest a date in 1606. The impulse to write 
a Scottish play must have been in the broadest sense polit
ical: che king who had, as one of his first official aces, taken 
Shakespeare's company under his patronage, so that the 
Lord Chamberlain's Men became the King's Men, traced 
his ancestry back to Banquo. But there is little about the 
play to suggest that Shakespeare's purpose was to celebrate 
his patron's lineage, just as there is nothing straightfor
ward about the history Shakespeare chose to dramatize. 

The play, moreover, comes to us not as it would have 
appeared from Shakespeare's pen in 1606, but in a version 
that is demonstrably a revision; and the reviser was cer
tainly not Shakespeare. le includes songs for the witches 
that are given in the text only with their opening words 
("Come away, come away, etc."; "Black spirits, etc."). These 
are songs from Thomas Middleton's play The Witch, writ
ten between 1610 and 1615, where they constitute little 
divertissements, sung dialogues with dances. The manu
script of Sir William Davenanc's version of Macbeth, pre
pared around 1664, includes the whole text of the witches' 
songs from Middleton, and since The Witch remained 
unpublished until 1778, Davenant would have taken his 
text not from Middleton, but directly from the King's 
Men's performing text of Macbeth, to which Davenant had 
acquired the rights. This, then, is the earliest version of the 
play co which we have access, the play as the King's Men 
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were performing it shortly after Shakespeare's death - for 
whatever reason, they chose not to return to Shakespeare's 
original text when they published the 1623 First Folio. The 
present edition includes the whole of the two witch 
scenes - what is implied in the folio's "etc." 

The play as it stands in the folio is anomalous in a num
ber of other respects as well. Textually it is very unusual: by 
far the shortest of the tragedies (half the length of Hamlet, 
a third shorter than the average), shorter, too, than all the 
comedies except The Comedy of Errors. It looks, moreover, 
as if the version we have has not only been augmented with 
witches' business, but also cut and rearranged, producing 
some real muddles in the narrative: for example, the scene 
between Lennox and the lord, 111.6, reporting action that 
has not happened yet, or the notorious syntactic puzzles of 
the account of the battle in the opening scenes, or the con
fusion of the final battle, in which Macbeth is slain onstage, 
and twenty lines later Macduff reenters with his head. 
Revision and cutting were, of course, standard and neces
sary procedures in a theater where the normal playing time 
was two hours; but if theatrical cuts are to explain the 
peculiarities of this text, why was it cut so peculiarly, not to 
say ineptly? Arguments that make the muddles not the 
result of cutting but an experiment in surreal and expres
sionistic dramaturgy only produce more questions, render
ing the play a total anomaly, both in Shakespeare's work 
and in the drama of the period. 

The elaboration of the witches' roles could have taken 
place anywhere up to about fifteen years after the play was 
first performed, but the presence of the Middleton songs 
suggests chat Shakespeare was no longer around to do the 
revising, which presumes a date after 1614. Why, only a 
decade after the play was written, would augmenting the 
witches' roles have seemed a good idea? To begin with, by 
1610 or so witchcraft, magic, and the diabolical were good 
cheater business. Ben Jonson's Masque of Queens, performed 
at court in 1609, opens on a witches' coven with infernal 
music and dance, and inaugurated a decade of sorcery 
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plays and masques, of which the most famous are The 
Tempest, The Alchemist, and the revived and rewritten Doc
tor Faustus. 

The ubiquitousness of theatrical magic is perhaps suf
ficient reason for the elaboration of the witches in Mac
beth, but it does not seem to account for everything. 
When Macbeth, after the murder ofBanquo, goes to con
sult the witches, and they show him a terrifying vision of 
Banquo's heirs, the chief witch Hecate proposes a little 
entertainment to cheer him up: 

I'll charm the air to give a sound 
While you perform your antic round, 
That this great king may kindly say. 
Our duties did his welcome pay. 

(IV.1.151-54) 

The tone of the scene here changes significantly: the 
witches are not professional and peremptory anymore; 
they are lighthearted, gracious, and deferential. We may 
choose co treat this as a moment of heavy irony, though 
Macbeth does not seem to respond to it as such; but if it 
is not ironic, the change of tone suggests that the "great 
king" addressed in this passage is not the king onstage, 
but instead a real king in the audience, Banquo's descen
dant and the king of both Scotland and England. If this 
is correct, then the version of the play preserved in the 
folio is one prepared for a performance at court. 

Though there is no record of a court performance, King 
James surely must have wanted to see a play that included 
both witches and his ancestors. Indeed, whether or not 
King James was in the audience, the fact that it is the 
witches who provide the royal entertainment can hardly 
be accidental. The king was intensely interested in witch
craft. He attended witch trials whenever he could, and 
considered himself an expert on the theory and practice of 
sorcery. His dialogue on the subject, Daemonology, first 
published in Edinburgh in 1597, was reissued (three times) 
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