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Shakespeare's Macbeth 

Dock X, Canada Water Retail Park, Surrey Quays, 
London SE16 2XU  

Reviewed by Jessica Lee 

One of the reasons we respond to Macbeth is that he is a 
reluctant villain with a conscience and appalled by his own 
behaviour. We watch him become the monster within himself that he tries to reject 
before he murders Duncan. Macbeth, as declaimed by Lady Macbeth, is not a 
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particularly ambitious man. He is a loyal and successful commander. However, 
enticed by the witches’ prophesy and bullied by his wife, he succumbs to a belief 
in his own invincibility. This invincibility, ignored by the director of this 
production, comes from the high of winning a battle and is invigorated further by 
the witches’ prophesy, mostly after his prophesied promotion happens. 

From the moment Ralph Fiennes appears on stage, Macbeth is war weary, as 
he may well have been, but this is theatre and there are ways of demonstrating his 
power effectively. The expressed war weariness lessens the drama of his reaction 
to the King’s murder and the comprehension of his ensuing hallucinations. I 
wanted a more nuanced Macbeth of whom ‘we know what we are but know not 
what we may be’.  There is no sign of his strengths. He is portrayed as an ordinary 
man – which clearly he is not. 

Shakespeare’s lines are clearly and beautifully delivered and Macbeth’s 
agonising at both the prospect and the murder of Duncan is well expressed 
throughout. But, from the outset it is hard to believe he has been a decisive and 
courageous winner of battles; a warrior capable of a King’s murder whilst a guest 
in his own home, and further murders, including those of Macduff’s wife and 
children. This was not made clear as he is too pain stricken from the outset to 
demonstrate it. As well as being a guest in his home, the King is both his sovereign, 
friend and kinsman. Shakespeare alludes to ‘double trust’ and understood Scottish 
law. 

Duncan’s murder occurs early on in the play at Lady Macbeth’s instigation, 
but this production crawled to its climatic end. For me it had much too even a 
pace. Perhaps by removing the Porter’s scene, with its much-needed light relief, 
was why I found this representation so uncompromising. Why do directors feel 
they can improve on Shakespeare’s vision? 

This Lady Macbeth with her light voice lacked the strength, darkness and 
depth of emotion of one who would ‘have plucked my nipple from his boneless 
gums’, and worse; let alone instigate regicide, and clean up afterwards. She has 
probably lost a baby which would make her assertions more poignant. Whether 
her depression is real, recent or not, she is very irritated by Macbeth’s dithering 
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and seeming lack of ambition and undermines his manhood. Indira Varma, as 
Lady Macbeth, does not hit the mark. 

The witches were colourfully portrayed though drab in garment, appearing as 
homeless women of the 16th century. Some of these unwanted women of the time 
would have been viewed as supernatural witches, expendable nuisances and 
apothecaries unable to practise, Weird Sisters who predict Macbeth’s accession to 
greatness. 

According to many Stratfordian scholars, this play was written and performed 
to celebrate James VI of Scotland becoming James I of England. There are 
compelling reasons why this play would have been an anathema to James I not 
least because of his obsession with, fear of and persecution of witches and, 
importantly, the portrayal of the murder of a King by a kinsman. The King would 
not have enjoyed the incited paranoia of a traitor in his midst. Hardly a ‘how to 
make friends and influence people’ play for the unpopular Scottish King of 
England, a theory favoured by the Stratfordians. 

Oxfordians believe the play was written much earlier than Stratfordians 
suppose. The Tragedy of the King of Scottes was performed by the Children of the 
Chapel for Queen Elizabeth I in London in 1568. This may have been a first 
version of Macbeth. The first recorded performance of Macbeth was in 1611 at the 
Globe Theatre. The next known production was in 1664. Stratfordians imagine it 
was written in 1606. It was certainly not included in James’s Shakespeare fest in 
the winter of 1604 after Oxford’s death. There is no known date of the play’s 
writing and no record of James I ever having seen it.   

Finally, a production quibble, the use of ‘noises off’, though useful at the 
beginning, did not add to the atmosphere once the battle was over; nor to 
Macbeth’s leadership and war heroism, but was a din in the interestingly chosen 
venue, a warehouse in Canada Water. That said, I was in the minority as most 
others in the audience appeared to enjoy the production. This Macbeth had no 
variation of pace except at the very end which left me feeling flat and wanting 
more. 
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