


Macbeth was written by William Shakespeare in or around 1605.  The exact year is unknown.  It is the story of a Scottish lord who commits regicide in order to become king of Scotland, based on the predictions of three witches.  Shakespeare wrote the play based on various figures in Scottish history and it is his shortest tragedy.  Throughout the play, blood is a common reference, either real or imagined.  The blood is strongly connected to the guilt felt by Macbeth and his wife as they commit their heinous deeds.


Macbeth thinks very hard about whether he wants to let fate bring him to the throne or if he must do something himself.  He and Lady Macbeth devise a plan to kill King Duncan and his guards, bringing Macbeth to the throne.  Shortly before murdering Duncan, Macbeth has a vision of a bloody dagger and already feels the beginning of guilt.  He looks at it, saying “on thy blade and dudgeon gouts of blood, which was not so before” (Shakespeare 1605).  This represents the literal aftermath of the murder he is about to perform.  If he were not feeling guilty already, he would not be haunted by blood on a dagger.  Macbeth himself is an easily influenced character, shown by his gullible belief in the witches’ predictions and his bending to his wife’s wishes (Hazlitt 1907).  The bloody dagger says to him “the deed is decided, so it may as well be done.”


His guilt compounds after the actual murder of Duncan.  He and Lady Macbeth are hastily cleaning up, and Macbeth gazes at his hands, saying “this is a sorry sight” (Shakespeare 1605).  If he were not feeling guilty about the murder, he would not consider the blood a sorry sight at all.  In fact, he goes even farther, saying that the blood on his hands would turn the entire sea from green to red, and never wash away (Shakespeare 1605).  This is an extreme statement on Macbeth’s part, but it shows clearly that he is not comfortable with his actions.  In contrast, his wife notes that her hands match his, but “a little water clears us of this deed” (Shakespeare 1605).  She is not bothered by the blood left on her hands after planting the daggers on Duncan’s grooms and covering their faces with his blood.  Her resolve encourages him to take action and get himself hidden upstairs so as not to arouse suspicion when Duncan’s body is discovered.  


The next murder Macbeth plots is Banquo’s.  Although he hires guards to do the actual killing, it is done by his arrangement; therefore the guilt is his.  He plans the murder easily enough, without having the second thoughts he did with Duncan’s murder, but he does still feel guilt after the fact.  Macbeth’s assassins inform him that they successfully killed Banquo but not his son, Fleance, who will one day be a king according to the witches’ words.  This gives Macbeth a great deal of distress before the banquet he is hosting that night.  At the banquet, Macbeth sees that his seat at the table is occupied by a gruesome image – the ghost of Banquo.  His immediate reaction is horror, evidenced by his words: “Thou canst not say I did it: never shake thy gory locks at me” (Shakespeare 1605).  He immediately deflects the blame to someone, anyone, else, and reveals in the word “gory” that the ghost looks like Banquo after his murder, not before.  He also states that Banquo’s appearance might “appall the devil” (Shakespeare 1605).  Again, if he were not feeling guilty, the ghost would not bother him or cause him distress.  


While in the first few acts of the play Macbeth is the one who feels more guilt, as the play concludes, his wife begins to feel the weight of their actions in an extreme way (Johnson 2005).  Act 5 opens with a doctor and a housemaid observing Lady Macbeth in a trance of sorts.  She makes multiple references to the blood she “sees” and reveals her guilt as she speaks.  Her first words, “Out, damned spot!” and “who would have thought the old man to have had so much blood in him?” (Shakespeare 1605) are telling in that she cannot remove the blood stains from her guilty hands and she is making an indirect reference to Duncan.  In the beginning of the play, she asks for the strength and conviction of a man because she fears that her feminine instincts will not allow her to go through with these acts.  It is not until a woman and her children are killed that we see Lady Macbeth express guilt.  This suggests that she is a more sensitive and caring character than originally conveyed, making her situation and emotions that much more tragic (Bradley 1904).


Blood and guilt, guilt and blood.  The two are unmistakably linked in Macbeth, from beginning to end.  From Macbeth’s hallucinations of blood to the very real blood that was shed, and Lady Macbeth’s inability to wash her sins away, blood and guilt go hand-in-hand.  Even today, people are consumed with “true-crime” television in the form of Law and Order and CSI, and it is a common thread in those shows that blood leads the investigator to the guilty party.
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