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GSI Simon

The Usurper’s New Clothes

By Act Five Scene Two we find Macbeth in a sorry state.  Enemy forces approach from Birnam Woods while his army and his mind revolt against him; he has lost command of the soldiers beneath him and – even worse – he has lost control of himself.  He is an illegitimate usurper king, who – as one Scottish nobleman puts it – wears his title “like a giant’s robe / Upon a dwarfish thief” (5.2.21).  Clothes may make the man, but they don’t make the king.  This is just one of many instances of a recurrent clothing motif in Macbeth that explores the difference between appearance and actuality, title and nobility, resolve and action, and the role one plays versus the person one is.  Perform a close reading on one of the following passages to explicate the thematic significance of Shakespeare’s clothing motif in Macbeth.  When applying your local reading to the text as a whole, it will help if you consider the clothing motif in relation to other thematic motifs that occur in your selected passage.  Examples might include: drunken resolution, the health of the physical body and the body politic, and the relation between word (or prophecy) and fate.  Keep your ear tuned for structural irony, figurative language and Shakespeare’s verbal and visual puns.

You may, of course, choose any passage, but here are a few suggested ones:

1.3.100-115: Macbeth doubts the messenger who had confirmed the witch prophecy by announcing Macbeth’s newly appointed title: “The Thane of Cawdor lives: who do you dress me / In borrow’d robes?”

1.7.31-58: Lady Macbeth rebukes Macbeth for weak resolve: “Was the hope drunk, / Wherein you dress’d yourself?”

2.3.89-133: Malcolm and Donalbain learn of their father’s murder and Macbeth defends the “violent love” that compelled him to kill the alleged murderers who had been discovered “steep’d in the colours of their trade, their daggers / Unmannerly breech’d with gore.  Note that the scene occurs at late night or early morning, and that the talk of clothes gains extra significance since some of the actors are dressed only in nightclothes.

5.2.12-31: Scottish nobles confer at Dunsinane about Macbeth’s weakening hold on himself and his forces.  

A few hints: Take pains to keep the figurative and literal connotations of Shakespeare’s diction clear in your head.  Explore secondary and tertiary meanings by distinguishing between the speaker’s intention and the listener’s interpretation.  Finally, use the Oxford English Dictionary assiduously.  

