
Pointers to a question on Shakespearean play: 

1. Understand the Question

• Analyze the Keywords: Identify and focus on key terms in the question (e.g., "tragedy," 
"power," "characterization").

• Clarify the Scope: Determine whether the question requires a focus on themes, characters, 
language, historical context, or a specific play.

2. Plan Your Structure

• Introduction: Start with a strong thesis statement that directly addresses the question. 
Introduce the main points you'll discuss.

• Body Paragraphs:
◦ Each paragraph should focus on one key point or argument.
◦ Use topic sentences to introduce the point.
◦ Provide textual evidence (quotations or references) to support your argument.
◦ Analyze the evidence and relate it back to the question.

• Conclusion: Summarize your key arguments and restate your thesis in light of the 
discussion. Ensure it addresses the question directly.

3. Use Critical Analysis

• Thematic Exploration: Discuss key themes in Shakespeare's work (e.g., ambition, love, 
power, betrayal).

• Character Analysis: Explore character motivations, development, and their relationships 
with others in the play.

• Language and Imagery: Pay attention to Shakespeare's use of language, including 
metaphors, soliloquies, and rhetorical devices. How do these contribute to the meaning or 
tone?

• Dramatic Structure: Consider how Shakespeare constructs the narrative (e.g., acts, scenes, 
tension, and climax).

4. Contextual Knowledge

• Historical Context: Mention relevant historical and social contexts (e.g., Elizabethan/
Jacobean England, the role of monarchy, gender roles).

• Literary Context: Compare Shakespeare's works with other contemporary writers or 
literary traditions.

5. Engage with Critics

• Reference key critical interpretations of Shakespeare’s works (e.g., feminist, psychoanalytic, 
postcolonial readings). Engage with critics, agreeing or disagreeing with their 
interpretations.

• Use scholarly quotes to enhance your argument, but ensure your voice remains central.



6. Use Quotations Wisely

• Select Key Passages: Use relevant quotes to support your points, but avoid overloading 
your essay with lengthy quotations.

• Analyze, Don’t Paraphrase: Always explain the significance of the quotations and how 
they support your argument.

7. Maintain Clarity and Coherence

• Logical Flow: Ensure your argument flows logically from one point to the next.
• Avoid Plot Summary: Assume the reader knows the play well. Focus on analysis rather 

than recounting the story.
• Cohesive Writing: Use transitions between paragraphs to maintain coherence in your 

argument.

8. Revise and Proofread

• Check for Clarity: Ensure your argument is clear and well-articulated. Avoid vague 
statements.

• Proofread: Check for grammatical and spelling errors. Ensure all citations are correctly 
formatted.

By following these steps, you can craft a well-structured, insightful, and critically engaged essay on 
Shakespeare.

An Analysis of the Sleepwalking scene in the Shakespearean play Macbeth:

The sleepwalking scene in Macbeth (Act V, Scene I) is one of the most famous in Shakespearean 
drama. It offers a deep exploration of themes like guilt, madness, and the psychological 
consequences of unchecked ambition. Here's an analysis of the scene based on the pointers 
provided:

1. Understanding the Scene's Importance

• Thematic Focus: The sleepwalking scene serves as a climactic moment that reveals the 
psychological breakdown of Lady Macbeth, driven by overwhelming guilt for her role in the 
murders. It explores the theme of guilt and its destructive power on the human mind.

• Character Development: Lady Macbeth, once a figure of unyielding ambition and cruelty, 
is now vulnerable and mentally unraveling. The scene highlights the contrast between her 
earlier strength and her ultimate downfall.

2. Structural Analysis



• Introduction: Lady Macbeth's sleepwalking occurs in the final act, indicating that her 
earlier confidence has deteriorated. This scene foreshadows her demise and contributes to 
the play’s tragic arc.

• Dramatic Structure: Shakespeare uses this scene to create dramatic tension. As Lady 
Macbeth sleepwalks, her unconscious actions reveal the guilt that she cannot express while 
awake. The structure of the scene also emphasizes the inevitability of tragedy—her mental 
collapse mirrors the play's escalating violence and disorder.

3. Critical Analysis

• Thematic Exploration:
◦ Guilt: The scene embodies the theme of guilt as Lady Macbeth attempts to wash 

imaginary bloodstains from her hands. Her obsessive handwashing symbolizes the 
indelible guilt she carries for her role in Duncan's murder (“Out, damned spot! Out, I 
say!”).

◦ Madness: Lady Macbeth’s madness represents the psychological consequences of 
guilt. Unlike Macbeth, whose guilt manifests as paranoia and hallucinations, Lady 
Macbeth’s takes the form of a deteriorating mental state, where she relives the 
horrors in her sleep.

• Character Analysis:
◦ Lady Macbeth: This scene is a pivotal moment in her character arc. Earlier in the 

play, she is the driving force behind the plot to murder Duncan, urging Macbeth to 
commit the crime. However, her sleepwalking reveals that she has been deeply 
affected by her actions. Her unconscious mind betrays her inner turmoil, showing 
that her strength was only a façade.

◦ Gentlewoman and Doctor: The characters observing Lady Macbeth serve as 
witnesses to her decline. Their reactions emphasize the horror of her condition and 
reflect the external consequences of the moral corruption that has consumed the 
Macbeths.

4. Language and Imagery

• Blood Imagery: The repeated references to blood are central to the scene. Lady Macbeth’s 
line, “Here’s the smell of the blood still; all the perfumes of Arabia will not sweeten this 
little hand,” highlights her realization that no amount of physical cleansing can remove her 
guilt. Blood, as a symbol of guilt, permeates her consciousness.

• Repetition: The repetition of “Out, damned spot!” underscores her futile attempts to rid 
herself of guilt. The fragmented nature of her speech reflects her fragmented mental state.

• Light and Darkness: Lady Macbeth’s command for a candle (“she has light by her 
continually”) contrasts with her earlier invocation of darkness (“Come, thick night”). This 
shift symbolizes her fear of the dark, which now represents the evil deeds she has 
committed.

5. Contextual Knowledge



• Historical and Social Context: In the Elizabethan era, sleepwalking was often seen as a 
manifestation of a troubled conscience. Shakespeare taps into contemporary beliefs about 
the mind and the supernatural to underscore Lady Macbeth’s psychological decline.

• Literary Context: The sleepwalking scene can be compared to other instances in 
Shakespeare’s works where the mind’s subconscious reveals hidden truths (e.g., Ophelia’s 
madness in Hamlet). Lady Macbeth’s descent into madness aligns with the tragic structure 
common in Shakespearean tragedies, where characters ultimately face the consequences of 
their flaws.

6. Engagement with Critics

• Psychoanalytic Reading: Psychoanalytic critics might interpret the sleepwalking scene as 
an expression of repressed guilt surfacing in Lady Macbeth’s unconscious. Her actions while 
asleep reveal what she cannot admit while awake—her deep-seated remorse and inability to 
cope with the consequences of her ambition.

• Feminist Critique: A feminist analysis might focus on the gender dynamics in the scene. 
Lady Macbeth’s earlier challenge to traditional gender roles (e.g., “unsex me here”) 
ultimately leads to her undoing, as she is overwhelmed by the emotional and psychological 
weight of her actions. Her collapse can be seen as a commentary on the limited roles 
available to women, even when they step outside traditional boundaries.

7. Use of Quotations

• Key Passages: Quotations like “Out, damned spot!” and “What, will these hands ne’er be 
clean?” are crucial for understanding the depth of Lady Macbeth’s guilt. Analyzing these 
lines shows how Shakespeare uses language to convey the intensity of her mental anguish.

• Analysis: Rather than simply quoting the lines, it’s important to explain how they reveal 
Lady Macbeth’s inner turmoil and contribute to the play’s exploration of guilt and madness.

8. Conclusion

• Summing Up: The sleepwalking scene is a critical moment in Macbeth, showcasing Lady 
Macbeth’s psychological disintegration and the devastating effects of guilt. Through this 
scene, Shakespeare not only deepens the play’s tragic elements but also offers a nuanced 
portrayal of the human mind under duress.

• Relevance to the Whole Play: The scene ties into the broader themes of the play—
ambition, power, and moral corruption—by illustrating the personal cost of unchecked 
ambition and the inescapable nature of guilt.



ASSIGNMENTS FROM LITERATURE  
(for the end of August) 
Write a two page essay on any two of the following: 
Make a structure and points and then write other out. You should then read and edit the 
essay, and then submit it. 
1. Write a short essay on Old English prose with particular reference to Alfred and Aelfric.

2. Name the major elegiac poems of Old English period. Discuss any two of these poems as 

representative of the age.

3. Why is Chaucer considered a turning point in Medieval literature?

4. Discuss the conflict between Platonic love and carnal lust captured in the figures of Mr. W.H 

and the Dark lady, respectively.
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