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 Lesson notes
Examine the opening scene from the play Macbeth. It 
gives us many clues about the setting and the characters. 
It also helps to raise our expectations about what the rest 
of the play will be about.
Sett�ng
• We are told that the scene is set in “An open 

place” and that we hear “Thunder and lightning”. 
An open place is the flat, open stretch of land, 
perhaps the heath that the witches mention. It 
appears to be a barren and lifeless place. This 
creates the audience’s expectation of something 
drab and desolate.

• The thunder and lightning had a special meaning 
for an Elizabethan audience. In Elizabethan times 
these sounds were associated with bad weather, 
like a storm, and that would indicate disorder in 
the elements. 

• An Elizabethan audience would not have been too 
surprised to see three witches enter. The thunder 

 and lightning have already encouraged them to 
think of destruction and chaos, and then they see 

 three figures that are associated with disorder.

The w�tches
• The three witches are planning another meeting; 

they will “meet again” “When the hurly-burly’s 
done” (in other words, when the battle is over). 

• The witches are going to meet very soon, “That 
will be ere the set of sun” – or before the sun sets 
- in order “to meet with Macbeth”. 

• It was believed that witches often appeared in 
groups of three. Also, the reference to “thunder, 
lightning,” and “rain” helps to conjure up an evil 
atmosphere. To the witches, what is evil is good 
and what is good, they find repulsive. This is their 
attitude to life, but it could also be a warning to the 
audience that the events that are about to follow 
are not what they seem.

Our expectat�ons
• We expect to find out more about this battle – who 

is fighting and why. We know the battle will be 
over before the day ends, and so we expect to 
hear who won and who lost. The outcome of the 
battle will clearly affect the further events of the 
play.

• We expect to see the meeting between Macbeth 
and the witches. We want to know the outcome of 
this meeting and its significance for the rest of the 
play.

• All the references to the witches and their 
statement that even the air is filthy, help to create 
a supernatural atmosphere. Clearly this scene 
suggests that things are dangerous and unnatural, 
disturbed and wicked, and we expect a plot that 
will show why these things develop and what their 
consequences are.

?  TASK
The opening scene makes reference to 
“Graymalkin” and “Paddock”. Who or what is being 
referred to?

The Plot Th�ckens… 
Often, Shakespeare gives the audience clues about the plot in the opening scene of a play. If you know how to look for 
these clues and how to interpret them you will form a pretty good idea of what the play is about without even reading 
the whole play!

 Lesson Outcomes
By the end of this lesson, you should be able to:
• explain how plot is established in an opening 

scene
• explain how the plot will develop by analysing an 

opening sequence 

 Curr�culum L�nks
LO 2: Read�ng and V�ew�ng
explore and explain key features of texts and how they 
contribute to meaning (linked to task)
drama:
• describe plot, subplot, character portrayal, conflict 

and dramatic purpose
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