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Probably one of the most powerful and viewed plays of the 17th Century, Macbeth by William Shakespeare can be seen today as one of the defining tragedies of our time. But what makes such an old play so popular today? Not only is Macbeth an entertaining tale about temptation, corruption and betrayal, but through the character of Macbeth, Shakespeare explores the flawed core of humanity and how unchecked ambition and greed can poison even the purest of souls. This core coupled with manipulative external forces and his own overactive imagination cause Macbeth, a once “brave” and “noble” Scottish warrior to fall to a “devil damned in evils”.  

In the play, Shakespeare demonstrates how one can fall prey to their own unchecked ambition (lust for power). This is most clearly shown when Macbeth encounters the three witches, and they tempt him with his fate {All hail Macbeth, Thane of Glamis | All hail Macbeth, Thane of Cawdor | All hail Macbeth, that shalt be king hereafter}. This prophecy both foreshadowing and anaphoric, at first means nothing to Macbeth. But once the first prophecy comes true, Macbeth begins to think about the “imperfect speakers”, their prophecy of him becoming king and what he could do to accelerate this process. “My thought, whose murther is yet but fantastical” is an example of what is going on within Macbeth’s mind. On one hand, Macbeth’s desire wants to kill Duncan so he can be King, whilst on the other his morality revolts this idea of committing such a heinous act. This conflict is further demonstrated by Shakespeare, through the metaphor in “whose horrid image doth unfix my hair” leading the audience to believe that Macbeths conscience clashes with his ambition. The battle between Macbeths ambition and his revulsion is a fleeting one, as his “vaulting ambition” comes out on top. Showing once again the power of an unchecked ambition.

Conversely we see, how throughout the play Lady Macbeth uses the power of an unchecked ambition to manipulate and eventually corrupt Macbeth into evil. This ?tragic flaw? of unrestricted ambition is first evident in Lady Macbeth, who in her ascension to power calls upon evil spirits. “Unsex me here” she says “fill me from the crown to the toe topfull of direst cruelty” + “and take my milk for gall”. The language here suggests that Lady Macbeth’s femininity, represented by breasts and milk, usually symbols of nurture, impede her from performing acts of violence and cruelty which are commonly associated with masculinity. Shakespeare continues to reveal Lady Macbeth’s true nature through the metaphorical and animalistic imagery in “look like th’innocent flower, but be the serpent under it”. Here we see how Lady Macbeth manipulates Macbeth into looking like an innocent flower but in fact being, like a serpent, evil, cunning and dangerous. This elucidates how ambition, one of Macbeths tragic flaws has been exploited by Lady Macbeth an external force, into killing King Duncan.


Overactive imagination, a key theme explored towards the end of the play, shows how hallucinations, paranoia and an inability to distinguish between appearance and reality can deteriorate one’s character. This notion of an overactive imagination was first introduced to us during Macbeth’s second soliloquy where through the use of dagger imagery, and rhetorical questioning Macbeth asks himself “Is this a dagger I see before me, the handle towards my hand?”. At first, Macbeth himself becomes confused whether the dagger is real or a figment of his imagination, but at this point it no longer matters, as the audience knows that this hallucination is only a harbinger of many more to come. Some of the hallucinations are visual “never shake thy gory locks at me!” whilst others are auditory “sleep no more, Macbeth does murder sleep”. These hallucinations continue to degrade Macbeths mental state resulting in *.

Overall Macbeth was an individual with not just one fatal flaw but with many. Shakespeare reminds the audience of this not only through techniques and imagery, but also through Macbeths over ambitious nature. This major flaw causes him to blindly negate his moral boundaries and in an attempt to attain absolute power, stumble towards his own demise. Ultimately, Macbeths hamartia was a combination of his ambition, overactive imagination and gullibility.
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