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Historical Context  for Macbeth
Written around 1606, Macbeth is regarded as an unusually generous tribute to the current monarch at the time, King James I. In 1603, the first year of his reign, King James privileged Shakespeare's theater company (then the Lord Chamberlain's Men) above all others to be the King's Men. Shakespeare's theater company was extremely honored by the title, and Macbeth seems to be Shakespeare's most obvious attempt at expressing gratitude. There is a wealth of evidence in the play to support this claim.

Before he became James I of England, he was King James VI of Scotland. As a tribute play, it makes sense to set it in Scotland, the land of his ancestors. It is also appropriate that this play features witches and witchcraft since King James wrote a book about witchcraft. And as regicide and political murders are crucial to this play, so are they are prominent in the life of King James too - both his father and mother were killed, and a serious attempt at his life was taken in late 1605 (Guy Fawkes' Gunpowder Plot to blow up Parliament with King James in it). Shakespeare goes further, however, to cater to King James' self-image by adjusting key details in his play.

Shakespeare draws historical information primarily from Raphael Holinshed's Chronicles of England, Scotland, and Ireland (1587). In Chronicles, King Duncan is a young and ineffectual ruler, and Macbeth and Banquo conspire to assassinate the king. After they succeed, Macbeth goes on to reign for ten years bearing numerous children with his wife. The story in Macbeth is altogether different - Duncan is an old and wise ruler, Banquo does not assist Macbeth in achieving the throne, and Macbeth's reign is relatively short and fruitless. Banquo is not complicit in the murder of Duncan in this play for one simple reason: Banquo is the legendary founder of the Stuart dynasty, of which King James is the last (but, of course, James didn't know this at the time this play was written). The effect of these changes for the play is profound - Macbeth seems isolated as the evil character and Banquo appears virtuous - whereas in the historical account, there is no clear distinction between good and evil.

A couple more details in the play highlight Shakespeare's debt of gratitude to King James. In Scene 4.1, the witches grant Macbeth a vision of a line of kings stemming from Banquo's son that extend to a ruler with "twofold balls and treble scepters" (IV.i.137). That is a reference to King James who was crowned twice - first as the King of Scotland and later as the King of England - and therefore carries two orbs and three scepters (since there are two scepters for the English crown). And in Scene 4.3, Malcolm describes the English king, Edward the Confessor, being able to cure scrofula with the "royal touch." It was believed that King James, too, had this divine gift to cure disease with his touch.

Clearly, Shakespeare's primary focus in this play was not to point out how magnificent King James was, but he also knew that it wouldn't hurt to sneak in a few compliments when King James had given his theater company such a big lift.
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The Elizabethan audience was fond of unusual spectacle and brutal physical suffering. They liked battles and murders, processions and fireworks, ghosts and insanity. They expected comedy to abound in beatings, and tragedy in deaths. While the audience at the Globe expected some of these sensations and physical horrors, they did not come primarily for these. (Real blood and torture were available nearby at the bear baitings, and public executions were not uncommon.) Actually, there were very few public entertainments offering as little brutality as did the theatre.

Elizabethans attended the public playhouses for learning. They attended for romance, imagination, idealism, and art; the audience was not without refinement, and those looking for food for the imagination had nowhere to go but to the playhouse. There were no newspapers, no magazines, almost no novels, and only a few cheap books; theatre filled the desire for story discussion among people lacking other educational and cultural opportunities.

The most remarkable case of Shakespeare's theatre filling an educational need is probably that of English history. The growth of national patriotism culminating in the English victory over the Spanish Armada gave dramatists a chance to use the historical material, and for the fifteen years from the Armada to the death of Elizabeth, the stage was deluged with plays based on the events of English chronicles, and familiarity with English history became a cultural asset of the London crowd,

Law was a second area where the Elizabethan public seems to have been fairly well informed, and successful dramatists realized the influence that the great development of civil law in the sixteenth century exercised upon the daily life of the London citizen. In this area, as in others, the dramatists did not hesitate to cultivate the cultural background of their audience whenever opportunity offered, and the ignorance of the multitude did not prevent it from taking an interest in new information and from offering a receptive hearing to the accumulated lore of lawyers, historians, humanists, and playwrights. 
