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Why is this Scene Important?

Act 2 Scene 1 is one of the most significant scenes in Macbeth because 
it marks the moment when Macbeth crosses the point of no return. 
Alone on stage, he delivers the famous Dagger Soliloquy, revealing the 
battle taking place within his own mind before he murders King 
Duncan.

Through this soliloquy, Shakespeare explores Macbeth's ambition, fear 
and overwhelming guilt. The audience begins to question whether the 
dagger is a supernatural vision sent by evil forces or simply a 
hallucination caused by Macbeth's troubled conscience. This 
uncertainty creates dramatic tension and highlights the conflict 
between appearance and reality.

By the end of the scene, Macbeth has made his decision. The ringing of 
the bell signals that the murder is about to take place, setting in 
motion the tragic events that dominate the rest of the play.

Macbeth – Act two, Scene One.
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Historical Context

Shakespeare wrote Macbeth in 1606, during the reign of King James 
I. The play was carefully written to reflect the King's interests and 
beliefs, making it both entertaining and politically significant.
King James I and the Supernatural
King James I had a deep fascination with witchcraft, demons and the 
supernatural. He even wrote a book called Daemonologie (1597), 
explaining his beliefs about witches and evil spirits. Shakespeare uses 
the Weird Sisters and the mysterious floating dagger to appeal 
directly to these interests, making the play especially engaging for a 
Jacobean audience.

The Divine Right of Kings
People in Shakespeare's time believed in the Divine Right of Kings. 
This meant that the monarch had been chosen by God to rule, and 
that attacking or murdering the King was considered both a political 
crime and a terrible sin against God.
When Macbeth decides to murder King Duncan, he is not simply 
committing murder—he is destroying the natural order established 
by God. Shakespeare shows that this crime has devastating 
consequences, both for Scotland and for Macbeth himself.

Banquo and King James I
Shakespeare presents Banquo as honourable, loyal and noble 
because King James I believed he was descended from the historical 
Banquo. By portraying Banquo positively and showing that his 
descendants will eventually become kings, Shakespeare pays tribute 
to the reigning monarch and reinforces the legitimacy of the Stuart 
dynasty.
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Scene Summary

Act 2 Scene 1 begins with Banquo and Fleance walking through 
Macbeth's castle late at night. Banquo explains that he has 
been unable to sleep because he has been troubled by dreams 
about the Weird Sisters. This immediately reminds the 
audience that the witches' prophecies continue to influence 
the characters.

Macbeth enters and pretends that he has not been thinking 
about the witches, even though the audience knows this is 
untrue. Banquo declares his loyalty to Macbeth before leaving 
the stage.

Alone, Macbeth delivers the famous Dagger Soliloquy. He 
imagines seeing a dagger floating in the air, with its handle 
pointing towards him. As he reaches for it, the dagger 
disappears before reappearing covered in blood. Macbeth 
questions whether the vision is real or simply a hallucination 
created by his anxious mind.

As the soliloquy continues, Macbeth convinces himself that the 
dagger is guiding him towards Duncan's chamber. The ringing 
of a bell signals that Lady Macbeth has prepared everything for 
the murder. Macbeth leaves the stage to kill King Duncan, 
crossing the point of no return and setting the tragedy in 
motion.
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Key Characters in this Scene

Macbeth
Macbeth is presented as deeply conflicted. Although he has 
already decided to murder King Duncan, his conscience causes 
him to question his actions. The imagined dagger symbolises the 
psychological battle taking place within his mind, revealing that 
he is already beginning to lose control of his thoughts before the 
murder has even taken place.

Banquo
Banquo is portrayed as honourable, loyal and morally strong. 
Although he has also heard the witches' prophecies, he refuses to 
act dishonourably to achieve power. His uneasy dreams suggest 
that he is troubled by the supernatural events surrounding 
Macbeth, but unlike Macbeth, he does not allow ambition to 
influence his decisions.

Fleance
Although Fleance has only a minor role in this scene, his presence 
is important. As Banquo's son, he represents the witches' 
prophecy that Banquo's descendants will one day become kings. 
His survival later in the play allows this prophecy to remain 
possible.

Lady Macbeth (Off Stage)
Lady Macbeth does not appear in this scene, but her influence is 
felt throughout. The ringing of the bell signals that she has 
prepared Duncan's chamber and is waiting for Macbeth to carry 
out the murder. Even without appearing on stage, she drives the 
action forward and reinforces Macbeth's determination.
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The Dagger Soliloquy (Part 1)

"Is this a dagger which I see before me, / The handle toward my 
hand?"
The soliloquy begins with Macbeth questioning whether the dagger 
before him is real. The rhetorical question immediately reveals his 
uncertainty and confusion, while the image of the handle pointing 
towards his hand suggests that the weapon is inviting him to 
commit Duncan's murder.
Shakespeare deliberately leaves the audience uncertain as to 
whether the dagger is a supernatural vision sent by evil forces or a 
hallucination created by Macbeth's guilty conscience. This 
ambiguity increases the dramatic tension and reflects Macbeth's 
deteriorating mental state.

"Come, let me clutch thee."
Macbeth desperately tries to grasp the dagger, but he cannot hold 
it. His physical inability to touch the weapon highlights the 
difference between appearance and reality. Although Macbeth 
reaches for the dagger, it remains beyond his control, symbolising 
that he is losing his grip on both reality and his own conscience.

"I have thee not, and yet I see thee still."
Macbeth acknowledges that the dagger cannot be touched, yet he 
continues to see it. This contradiction demonstrates his growing 
psychological instability. The audience begins to realise that 
Macbeth is no longer able to distinguish between what is real and 
what exists only within his imagination.

 Lynn's Exam Tip
When analysing the dagger, avoid simply saying "Macbeth sees a 
dagger because he is nervous." Instead, explain what the dagger 
symbolises and how Shakespeare uses it to reveal Macbeth's 
psychological conflict before the murder.
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The Dagger Soliloquy (Part 2)

"A dagger of the mind, a false creation, / Proceeding from the heat-
oppressed brain."
Macbeth begins to question his own senses, suggesting that the dagger 
may be nothing more than "a dagger of the mind". The adjective 
"false" implies that the vision is deceptive and cannot be trusted, while 
the phrase "heat-oppressed brain" suggests that Macbeth's mind is 
overwhelmed by anxiety, fear and guilt. Shakespeare presents Macbeth 
as psychologically unstable long before Duncan's murder has taken 
place.

"And on thy blade and dudgeon gouts of blood."
Suddenly, Macbeth imagines the dagger covered in blood. The violent 
image foreshadows Duncan's murder and introduces one of the play's 
most important recurring motifs: blood as a symbol of guilt. Although 
Macbeth has not yet committed the crime, his imagination is already 
forcing him to confront its consequences.

"Thou marshall'st me the way that I was going."
The verb "marshall'st" means to guide or lead. Macbeth convinces 
himself that the dagger is directing him towards Duncan's chamber. 
This allows him to shift responsibility away from himself, suggesting 
that outside forces are influencing his actions. However, Shakespeare 
also reminds the audience that Macbeth had already decided to 
murder Duncan, meaning the dagger simply reflects the choice he has 
already made.

 Grade 9 Insight
A sophisticated interpretation is that the dagger represents Macbeth's 
own ambition. Rather than forcing him to commit murder, the vision 
reflects the path that Macbeth has already chosen. Shakespeare 
suggests that the greatest danger comes not from supernatural forces, 
but from the destructive power of unchecked ambition.
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Themes Explored in Act 2 Scene 1

Ambition
Macbeth's ambition has grown so powerful that it overrides his sense 
of right and wrong. Although he understands the consequences of 
murdering Duncan, his desire to become King ultimately controls his 
actions. Shakespeare suggests that unchecked ambition can corrupt 
even the most honourable individuals.

Guilt
Before Duncan has even been murdered, Macbeth experiences vivid 
hallucinations and inner conflict. Shakespeare shows that Macbeth's 
conscience is already punishing him, demonstrating that guilt begins 
long before the crime itself is committed.

The Supernatural
The mysterious dagger blurs the boundary between reality and the 
supernatural. Shakespeare never confirms whether the vision has 
been sent by evil spirits or whether it exists only in Macbeth's 
imagination. This uncertainty creates suspense while reflecting King 
James I's fascination with witchcraft and the supernatural.

Your notes:
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Themes (continued)…

Appearance vs Reality
Throughout the scene, Macbeth struggles to distinguish between 
what is real and what is imagined. Shakespeare uses the 
hallucinated dagger to explore one of the play's central ideas: 
appearances cannot always be trusted, and deception often hides 
the truth.

Fate vs Free Will
Although Macbeth appears to believe that the dagger is guiding 
him towards Duncan's chamber, Shakespeare reminds the 
audience that Macbeth has already made the decision to commit 
murder. This raises an important question: Is Macbeth controlled 
by fate, or is he fully responsible for his own choices?

 Examiner Advice
Avoid writing about just one theme. The strongest GCSE answers 
explain how a single quotation can link to two or three different 
themes, showing a deeper understanding of Shakespeare's ideas.
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Shakespeare's Language and Methods

Symbolism
The floating dagger is one of the most powerful symbols in the play. It 
represents Macbeth's inner conflict, his overwhelming ambition and the 
guilt that is already consuming him before Duncan's murder has taken 
place.

Imagery
Shakespeare uses vivid visual imagery to create tension and suspense. 
The audience experiences the dagger through Macbeth's eyes, making 
it difficult to distinguish between reality and hallucination. This mirrors 
Macbeth's own confusion and psychological decline.

Rhetorical Questions
The soliloquy opens with the rhetorical question:
"Is this a dagger which I see before me?"
This immediately reveals Macbeth's uncertainty and invites the 
audience into his private thoughts. Shakespeare uses rhetorical 
questions throughout the soliloquy to demonstrate Macbeth's growing 
anxiety and inability to think clearly.

Personification
Macbeth speaks to the dagger as though it were alive:
"Thou marshall'st me the way that I was going."
By personifying the dagger, Shakespeare suggests that Macbeth feels 
powerless, as though an unseen force is leading him towards Duncan's 
chamber. However, the audience understands that Macbeth has already 
made the decision to murder Duncan.

Motif of Blood
The image of the dagger covered in blood foreshadows the murder and 
introduces one of the play's most significant recurring motifs. 
Throughout Macbeth, blood becomes a symbol of guilt, violence and 
the lasting psychological consequences of immoral actions.
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GCSE Exam Practice

AQA
Read the extract from Act 2 Scene 1, beginning with:
"Is this a dagger which I see before me..."
Starting with this extract, explore how Shakespeare presents 
Macbeth's inner conflict.
Write about:
• how Shakespeare presents Macbeth's thoughts and feelings in this 

extract.
• how Shakespeare presents Macbeth's inner conflict elsewhere in 

the play.
(30 marks)

Eduqas
2 1
Read the extract from Act 2 Scene 1, beginning with "Is this a dagger 
which I see before me..."
Then answer the following question.
Look at how Macbeth speaks and behaves here. How do you think 
an audience might respond to this part of the play? Refer closely to 
details from the extract to support your answer.
[15]

2 2
How does Shakespeare present Macbeth's state of mind in Act 2 
Scene 1 and elsewhere in the play? Refer to characters and events 
from the play in your answer.
[25]
5 of this question's marks are allocated for accuracy in spelling, 
punctuation and the use of vocabulary and sentence structures.
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Edexcel
1 (a) Explore how Shakespeare presents Macbeth's state of mind in this 
extract.
Refer closely to the extract in your answer.
The extract begins: "Is this a dagger which I see before me..."
(20)

(b) In this extract, Macbeth sees a vision of a dagger before murdering 
King Duncan.
Explain the importance of ambition and guilt elsewhere in the play.
In your answer, you must consider:
• how Shakespeare presents Macbeth's ambition
• how Shakespeare explores the effects of guilt throughout the play.
You must refer to the context of the play in your answer.
(20)

OCR
Choose one question.
You should spend about 45 minutes on this section.
EITHER
Explore how Shakespeare presents Macbeth's state of mind. Refer to this 
extract from Act 2 Scene 1 and elsewhere in the play. [40]
In this extract, Macbeth sees what appears to be a dagger leading him 
towards Duncan's chamber.
The extract begins: "Is this a dagger which I see before me, / The handle 
toward my hand?"

OR
To what extent does Shakespeare encourage the audience to sympathise 
with Macbeth?
Explore at least two moments from the play to support your ideas. [40]

GCSE Exam Practice
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Model Answer Planning Grid

Step 1 – Read the Question Carefully
Highlight the focus of the question.
Ask yourself:
What is Shakespeare asking me to explore?
Which theme or character is the focus?
Which key quotations immediately come to mind?

Step 2 – Choose Your Evidence
Select 4–5 quotations that directly answer the question.
Avoid choosing quotations simply because you remember them.

Step 3 – Plan Your Paragraphs
Paragraph 1
Opening point
First quotation
Language analysis
Link to Shakespeare's message
Paragraph 2
Develop the idea
Second quotation
Zoom in on key words
Link to theme
Paragraph 3
Explore another interpretation
Third quotation
Analyse Shakespeare's methods
Link to context where appropriate
Paragraph 4
Draw the play together
Final quotation
Explain Shakespeare's overall message
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A Simple Paragraph Structure
Point → Make a clear point that answers the question.
Evidence → Choose a short quotation.
Analysis → Zoom in on individual words and explain Shakespeare's 
methods.
Effect → Explain the impact on the audience.
Link → Connect your ideas back to the question and Shakespeare's 
message.

 Lynn's Exam Tip
Before you begin writing each paragraph, ask yourself:
"Does this point actually answer the question?"
If the answer is no, change your point before you start writing. This 
simple habit keeps your response focused and prevents you from 
retelling the plot.

Final Checklist
☐ I answered the question throughout.
☐ I used short, relevant quotations.
☐ I analysed Shakespeare's language and methods.
☐ I linked my ideas to the themes of the play.
☐ I explored Shakespeare's purpose and message.
☐ I checked my spelling, punctuation and grammar before finishing.

Model Answer Planning Grid – continued.
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Key Quotations

"Is this a dagger which I see before me, / The handle toward my 
hand?"
What it reveals: Macbeth's uncertainty and psychological conflict 
before Duncan's murder.
Key Themes: Ambition • Guilt • Appearance vs Reality • The 
Supernatural
Writer's Methods: Rhetorical question • Symbolism • Hallucination

"Come, let me clutch thee."
What it reveals: Macbeth attempts to grasp the dagger, showing 
his growing obsession with the murder and his inability to 
distinguish between reality and illusion.
Key Themes: Ambition • Appearance vs Reality
Writer's Methods: Imperative verb • Symbolism

"A dagger of the mind, a false creation."
What it reveals: Macbeth begins to recognise that the vision may 
be a hallucination created by his own guilty conscience.
Key Themes: Guilt • Appearance vs Reality
Writer's Methods: Metaphor • Adjective • Psychological imagery

"Proceeding from the heat-oppressed brain."
What it reveals: Shakespeare suggests that Macbeth's mind is 
under extreme pressure, revealing the emotional consequences of 
his ambition before the crime has even taken place.
Key Themes: Guilt • Ambition
Writer's Methods: Imagery • Metaphor
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"And on thy blade and dudgeon gouts of blood."
What it reveals: The blood foreshadows Duncan's murder and 
introduces the recurring motif of blood as a symbol of guilt.
Key Themes: Guilt • Violence
Writer's Methods: Motif • Foreshadowing • Symbolism

"Thou marshall'st me the way that I was going."
What it reveals: Macbeth believes the dagger is leading him towards 
Duncan's chamber, although Shakespeare reminds the audience that 
Macbeth has already chosen this path.
Key Themes: Fate vs Free Will • Ambition
Writer's Methods: Personification • Symbolism

"Hear not my steps, which way they walk."
What it reveals: Macbeth wishes to hide his actions from the world, 
showing his awareness that he is about to commit a terrible crime.
Key Themes: Guilt • Secrecy
Writer's Methods: Imperative verb • Personification

"I go, and it is done."
What it reveals: Macbeth finally commits himself to the murder. The 
audience recognises that there is now no turning back.
Key Themes: Ambition • Fate • Tragedy
Writer's Methods: Short declarative sentence • Dramatic irony

Key Quotations – continued.
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Grade 9 Analysis

Is the dagger real?
This is one of the most important questions in the entire play, and 
Shakespeare deliberately refuses to give the audience a clear answer.
There are two possible interpretations, and both can be fully 
supported with evidence from the text.

Interpretation 1: A Supernatural Vision
A Jacobean audience, influenced by beliefs in witchcraft and the 
supernatural, may have believed that the dagger had been sent by 
evil spirits to tempt Macbeth into committing murder.
This interpretation links closely to the influence of the Weird Sisters 
and King James I's fascination with the supernatural.
Supporting quotation:
"Thou marshall'st me the way that I was going."

Interpretation 2: A Psychological Hallucination
A modern audience is more likely to interpret the dagger as a 
hallucination created by Macbeth's own guilty conscience.
Shakespeare presents Macbeth as exhausted, frightened and 
mentally overwhelmed. His ambition has become so powerful that it 
creates a vision reflecting the terrible crime he is about to commit.
Supporting quotation:
"A dagger of the mind, a false creation, proceeding from the heat-
oppressed brain."
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Which interpretation is stronger?
There is no single correct answer.
A sophisticated GCSE response will explain both interpretations 
before reaching a supported judgement.
Shakespeare deliberately creates uncertainty, allowing the audience 
to question whether evil comes from supernatural forces or from 
Macbeth himself.

 Grade 9 Insight
The strongest students do not simply explain what happens. They 
explore different interpretations and explain why Shakespeare may 
have wanted the audience to remain uncertain.

How to Achieve a Grade 9 Response
A Grade 9 answer does much more than identify techniques or retell 
the events of the play. It explores Shakespeare's ideas in depth and 
explains how language, structure and dramatic methods work 
together to shape the audience's understanding of Macbeth.
The strongest responses are thoughtful, analytical and always remain 
focused on the question.

Grade 9 Analysis – continued.
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What Grade 9 Students Do

 Explore more than one interpretation of a quotation.
 Zoom in on individual words and explain their connotations.
 Analyse Shakespeare's methods before explaining their effects.
 Link quotations to more than one theme.
 Explain Shakespeare's purpose and message.
 Refer to the wider play, not just the extract.

What to Avoid
✘ Retelling the plot.
✘ Identifying techniques without explaining their effect.
✘ Using long quotations instead of analysing short, precise evidence.
✘ Forgetting to link ideas back to the question.
✘ Writing about context without explaining its relevance.

 Lynn's Exam Tip
Imagine that every quotation is answering three questions:
What does Shakespeare say?
How does Shakespeare present it?
Why has Shakespeare chosen to present it in this way?
If you answer all three questions in every paragraph, your analysis will 
become much more detailed and convincing.

Remember
Examiners reward quality of analysis, not the number of techniques 
you identify. One quotation analysed in depth will usually score more 
highly than several quotations explained only briefly.
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Quick Revision Checklist

Can You Remember...?
Before your exam, make sure you can confidently answer YES to 
each of these questions.

Plot
☐ Can I explain what happens in Act 2 Scene 1?
☐ Can I explain why the dagger appears?
☐ Can I explain why this scene is the turning point in Macbeth's 
journey?

Characters
☐ Can I explain Macbeth's state of mind?
☐ Can I explain Banquo's importance in this scene?
☐ Can I explain Lady Macbeth's influence, even though she is off 
stage?

Themes
☐ Ambition
☐ Guilt
☐ The Supernatural
☐ Appearance vs Reality
☐ Fate vs Free Will

Context
☐ King James I
☐ Divine Right of Kings
☐ Witchcraft and the Supernatural
☐ Banquo and the Stuart Dynasty
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Key Quotations
☐ "Is this a dagger which I see before me..."
☐ "A dagger of the mind..."
☐ "Heat-oppressed brain."
☐ "Gouts of blood."
☐ "Thou marshall'st me the way..."
☐ "Hear not my steps..."
☐ "I go, and it is done."

Final Exam Reminder
 Answer the question directly.
 Use short, well-chosen quotations.
 Analyse Shakespeare's methods.
 Zoom in on individual words.
 Link your ideas to the wider themes of the play.
 Explain Shakespeare's purpose.

 Lynn's Final Exam Tip
If you only have five minutes before your exam, revise this page first. 
If you can confidently explain every point above, you'll be well 
prepared to answer an exam question on Act 2 Scene 1.
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Thank You for Downloading This Guide

I hope this guide has helped you develop a deeper understanding of 
Macbeth Act 2 Scene 1 – The Dagger Soliloquy.

Remember, success in GCSE English Literature comes from 
understanding why Shakespeare makes certain choices, not simply 
remembering quotations.

Keep revisiting your notes, practise planning exam responses and, 
most importantly, enjoy exploring Shakespeare's ideas.

Continue Your Revision
Look out for other FREE GCSE Starter Guides!
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Need a Little More Help?
If you'd like personalised support, I offer online tuition for 
students studying GCSE English Language and English 
Literature.
Lessons focus on:

 Building confidence
 Improving analytical writing
 Developing Grade 7–9 responses
 Exam technique and revision strategies
 One-to-one support tailored to each student's needs

Scan to Explore More Free Resources

 Scan the QR code on this page to visit the Lynn Doyle 
Home Tuition Resource Hub.
There you'll find more free revision guides, exam advice and 
information about online tuition.

Lynn Doyle Home Tuition
Experienced Teacher | Online Tutor | Resource Author

 www.lynndoylehometuition.com
 ldoyletutor@gmail.com
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