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Blood Imagery in Macbeth

In William Shakespeare’s tragedy Macbeth, Macbeth is an ambitious man who kills his superiors to gain the throne of Scotland.  Macbeth is portrayed as having a lust for blood.  Shakespeare uses blood imagery profusely to promote the moral that unrestrained ambition ultimately leads to unhappiness.


Shakespeare uses much blood imagery that contains little blood.  After Macbeth kills Duncan and his guards, he walks out of the room with blood on his hands.  He says, “This is a sorry sight” to Lady Macbeth to show that he is ashamed of the blood (II ii 22).  This image indicates that even though Macbeth has obtained what he strived for, he is still unhappy with himself.  When Macduff is talking to Malcolm, he says that they shall be ruled by “an untitled tyrant bloody sceptered” (IV iii 104).  With this statement, Macduff proclaims his disapproval for powerful tyrants and therefore Macbeth; he proves his worth to Malcolm.  While Lady Macbeth is sleepwalking, she incessantly pretends to wash her hands, saying, “Here’s the smell of blood still” (V i 42).  Lady Macbeth has obtained her goal to become queen, but she cannot expel her guilt from killing Duncan.

Throughout the entire story, Shakespeare asserts his theme through the use of blood imagery containing medium amounts of blood.  “[S]teel, / [w]hich smoked with bloody execution” was held by Macbeth in his valiant battle (I ii 18).  This gory sword foreshadows Macbeth’s ultimate slaughter at the hands of Macduff.  In the Macbeth’s home, Lady Macbeth asks for help in killing Duncan; she exclaims “make thick my blood” (I v 40).  Her extreme ambition drives her to become a killer; she asks God to make her resolve strong.  Even after she has killed him, she finds no peace.  Macbeth in much the same way cannot find peace because “his secret murders [are] sticking on his hands” (V ii 17).  This is said by Angus about Macbeth; he is explaining why Macbeth is locking himself up in his castle.  This statement shows that although Macbeth is king, he is not trusted or supported by his subjects; therefore, he does not have any real power.

Blood imagery which contains much gore is utilized in Macbeth profusely to prove the theme.  Macbeth proclaims to Duncan’s children that “the fountain of your blood…has stopped” (II iii 90-91).  Shakespeare has explained through the use of much blood the gravity of the murder of Duncan; this murder forever hangs on Macbeth’s conscience and drives him to be a ruthless killer.  “Is ‘t known who did this more than bloody deed?” (II iv 23).  This query is asked by Ross about the murders of Duncan.  Macbeth will never be at peace since he will always have to hide his involvement in the murders.  While talking to his wife about the guilt of the murders, Macbeth says, “I am in blood” (III iv 136).  Although his ambition of becoming king has been fulfilled, he cannot find happiness—he feels trapped and surrounded by blood.  This same guilt held by Lady Macbeth eventually leads to her suicide.

Throughout the entire story, Shakespeare uses blood imagery with diminutive, moderate, and liberal amounts of blood to accentuate his theme that uncontrolled ambition does not foster happiness.

