
 

The idea of kingship in Macbeth              
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As an ideal king the king is the representative of God. In Mackbeth Shakespeare deals with 

his theme of kingship. Here he ventilates by the conversation between Malcolm and 

Macduff  in Act-iv scene-iii about a true king having justice, verity, temperance, stableness, 

bounty, perseverance, mercy, devotion, patience, courage, fortitude etc. Shakespeare 

suggests this theme of true royalty in his historical plays, especially in Herny IV. Prince Hal 

has the making of a true king. 

In Macbeth Duncan has been a good and virtuous king who has borne his faculties well. He 

has been a legitimate ruler who received the hearty obedience and trust of all. But, 

Macbeth is a usurper- an illegitimate ruler. He fails to rule with competence and 

faithfulness. He is called the tyrant, the murderer, the butcher, the evil incarnate etc. He 

rules by engaging spies at all houses by unleashing              forces of distrust and disorder. 

The whole environment of Scotland was vitiated. Every morning a mother loses her husband 

or a son becomes an orphan. 

In Holinshed’s chronicle after killing Duncan, Macbeth becomes the king and rules wisely for 

ten years. He shows great liberalness towards the nobles of the realm. But Shakespeare 

makes him a tyrant from the first in order to contrast him with Duncan and with the English 

King, Edward the Confessor. The English king is endowed with spiritual power. He has God’s 

blessings to cure his subjects of fatal, medically incurable disease, Scrofula. Shakespeare 

praises James I by this glorification of the power of the king. 

After the murder of Macbeth, Malcolm becomes the ideal king. He is a legitimate ruler and 

unlike his father, Duncan, he is not blindly trustful and sentimental. He is found cautious; he 

tests the sincerity of faith in Macduff.  Malcolm says to Macduff-                                                                                                                         

“was once thought honest. You have lov’d him well; He hath not touched you yet.”                                                     

By assuming the rule of Scotland he bestows on the nobles the titles of earls, calls back the 

exiled friends, condemns the cruel ministers of the dead butcher and decides to do the 

needful in proper degree and in proper time. He seeks the grace of God. Thus, he resolves 

upon setting the unsettled order and reestablishing the forces of re-construction. 

Shakespeare believes in divine kingship or ideal notion of kingship. A King is                                                                 

‘the Lord’s anointed temple’.                                                                                                                                               

The murder of the King is a sacrilegious act. The heavens are troubled with man’s foul deed. 

It is an unnatural act-  “darkness does the face of the earth entomb,                                                                                               

when living light should kiss it.”                                                                                                                                              

The association is with the crucifixion of Christ, when from the sixth to the ninth hour the 

sun was eclipsed and the earth was covered in darkness. Duncan has been crucified by 

Macbeth. By referring to this, Macbeth stands for the evil power, whereas Duncan for 

goodness.  When Macduff saw Duncan lying murdered, he cries:                                                                                                                                               

“Most sacrilegious murder has broke ope                                                                                                                                  

The Lord’s anointed temple, and stole thence                                                                                                                         

The life of the building!” 



Shakespeare asserts clearly that the murder of the King is an unholy act-a deed of disorder 

and it creates destructive influence over the society and nature. Shakespeare in the play 

Macbeth dramatizes king- killing in all its moral, political, metaphysical as well as symbolical 

horrors. And from this emerges his idea of kingship. 


