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Act 1 

Scene 1. 
The play opens on an eerie note.  The scene is a deserted heath in thunder and lightning and the first 
characters the audience sees are three witches.  This sets the tone of the play and straightaway we 
know that this will be a dark story of supernatural events and evil.  The witches are a constant 
influence on events, despite the fact that their physical presence on stage throughout the play is 
small.   
The language used by the witches is a kind of rhythmic incantation, unlike the mannered speech of 
noblemen that is used by most of the other characters in the play.  Each witch speaks a line, which 
is taken up by the next witch to make a continuous rhyme.  The witches are a unit, always seen 
together and never differentiated from each other.  They seem connected, almost as one and indeed, 
often speak in unison as if they know what the others are thinking.  Their speech is also full of 
riddles and paradoxes, such as: 
  

 "when the battle's lost and won" 
 

The supernatural nature of the witches is also indicated through weather conditions, their familiars, 
Graymalkin and Paddock.  
 

The final couplet: 
 

 "Fair is foul, and foul is fair: 
 Hover through the fog and filthy air" 
 

Leaves the audience in no doubt that these are evil creatures, associated with darkness, dirt and ill 
doing.    
The first short scene also establishes the witches' connection to Macbeth, the subject of the play, 
who they plan to meet after "the hurlyburly".   
 

What is the effect of this first scene? i.e. what impression does it make on you, the audience? 
Why do you think Shakespeare begins the play like this? 

What is the effect of the way the witches speak? 
 
Scene 2 
This scene gives an account of the battle between Scotland and Norway.  Here we learn two things.  
Firstly, that Macbeth is a brave and well-respected soldier, held in high regard by Duncan: 
 

 "O valiant cousin! Worthy gentleman!" 
 

Secondly, that the present Thane of Cawdor became a traitor by siding with Norway in this battle 
and is now to be punished by Duncan, who confers his title upon Macbeth as a reward for his 
loyalty.  Duncan ends the scene by saying of the treacherous Thane of Cawdor: 
 
 "What he has lost noble Macbeth has won." 

 

This is important because when Macbeth  takes on his new title he becomes as disloyal as the first 
Thane of Cawdor and also, ultimately, pays for it with his life. 
 

The two opening scenes create dramatic irony as they equip the audience with knowledge that 
Macbeth does not have, and does not come to understand throughout the action of the play, i.e. that 
the witches have an evil plan for him and that treachery will be punished.  
 


