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CHAPTER I 

INTRODUCTION 

 

 In the fall of 2005, I was cast in Texas Tech University’s production of William 

Shakespeare’s Macbeth.  The role I portrayed was the pivotal character of Banquo.  The 

faculty deemed that this role was substantial enough to serve as my Master of Fine Arts 

thesis project.  The focus of my thesis will center on illustrating the process an actor faces 

when approaching a Shakespearean role.   

This analytical process consists of three progressive stages:  preparation, 

rehearsal, and performance.  The preparation, or pre-rehearsal section of this research, 

will focus on an evaluation of a variety of Shakespearean acting techniques and their 

applications.  Textual and historical analysis of Banquo and the play itself will also be 

addressed in this section.  The rehearsal analysis will evaluate the necessary techniques 

that were required and choices that were made to perform the role of Banquo within the 

context of the production.  The final section, performance, will evaluate the end result of 

the preparation and rehearsal periods.  

The purpose of this thesis is not to present guidelines or a system for performing 

Shakespeare.  Instead, its primary goal is to chronicle the manner in which a specific 

actor chose to approach the obstacles presented by a specific Shakespearean role.  Many 

of the findings and suppositions presented here will have broader applications, while 

others will maintain a focus that centers upon the unique nature of the process itself.  
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The following will document those findings and illustrate how they influenced and 

shaped the creation and performance of Banquo in Shakespeare’s Macbeth.   
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CHAPTER II 

ACTING APPROACHES FOR SHAKESPEARE 

 

Realism and Shakespeare 

When approaching any performance an actor must find a starting point, a place to 

begin.  The most common place for a modern actor to begin work is with the self and the 

character.  It was Constantine Stanislavski who originated the “system” that governs the 

manner in which most modern actors approach a role.  Stanislavski’s acting system is 

based on an innate, psychological acting technique that requires an actor to “deeply 

analyse his or her character's motivations” ("Stanislavski System”).  A Stanislavski-

influenced actor begins by asking questions about his or her character’s life, motives, and 

behavior.  Then, by using personal emotions and experiences, the actor finds an internal 

way to create and develop a realistic character that resonates with truth.  This technique is 

most successful with actors working in modern plays, television, and film.  Wesley Van 

Tassel suggests that most realistic, modern actors work in the following manner: 

You develop a character through playing your action and 
discovery of subtext and objectives.  You realize that your 
action has to be measured in the person from whom you 
want something.  In the rehearsal process, you find ways to 
“use” the text to illustrate and play your actions.  Speaking 
the subtext, especially in many modern plays, is, you 
realize, often as important as speaking the actual words.  
You have success with these techniques, your character 
dominates the language, and you control the situation.  This 
approach gives you strength and believability. (5) 
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Many Shakespearean acting coaches and directors feel that the modern “system” 

used by actors is somewhat inadequate for performing the works of Shakespeare and his 

contemporaries.  The majority of modern actors are trained to access their emotions 

freely and respond naturalistically.  However, they are not as adept in dealing with verse 

and heightened language.  Actor and director Madd Harold expresses the opinion that:   

Naturalistic playing works mostly for films, where the 
visual environment supports the mood and thoughts of a 
character. You can play a very subtle inner-life because the 
camera picks up every nuance, and the microphone picks 
up your tiniest breaths. It can work, too, for plays with a 
strong visual background and intimate audience. But it 
doesn’t work all that well with Shakespeare.  (33)   
 

Shakespeare did not write his plays with commonplace characters, naturalistic 

plots, and psychological subtext.  Harold believes that modern plays require an actor to 

“incorporate strong analysis into [his or her] acting work in order to uncover [his or her] 

objectives, and make the scenes playable” (32).  He also further notes the element of the 

“fourth wall” in modern theatre.  Most contemporary plays are performed as if there were 

a partition separating the audience from the world onstage.  Stanislavski trained his actors 

to perform within the reality of the play which was enclosed behind the “fourth wall.” In 

this style, the audience acts as a remote onlooker, gazing into the private lives of the 

onstage characters (32).  Yet, in Shakespeare’s plays this is not the case.  The fourth wall 

does not exist here and nothing is hidden or masked from the gaze of the audience.  The 

characters of Shakespeare are completely exposed.  Their thoughts, motivations, and 

desires are all expressed in the written text (32-33).  This differs greatly from the modern 
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plays for which Stanislavski developed his acting system.  In the works of modern 

playwrights, such as Chekhov:  

people have the time to drink tea, do their accounts, lose 
their galoshes, wander to the window and stare at the trees, 
all these activities being the tenth of the iceberg that is 
visible–that is the real drama. Shakespeare, on the other 
hand, shows what is happening above sea level-and the 
shipwrecks. (Brine, York 297) 
 

Shakespeare’s scripts do not contain common, everyday people.  His characters 

are monarchs, soldiers, and maidens who live grand, epic sagas.  Brine further elaborates 

that in Shakespeare’s works “everything is speeded up––wars are declared and battles 

won, kings die and are succeeded, young people meet, woo, fight and marry, the 

‘accomplishment of many years’ is turned ‘into a hour glass’” (297).  One could also 

derive that, on a basic level, naturalism is neither a practical nor wholly effective 

approach towards Shakespearean theatre.  Characterizations must be believable and 

sincere while remaining true to the intensity of the action and epic situations (Harold 33).  

Stanislavski himself realized that while his acting techniques had great success with 

modern plays, “as soon as verse was attempted the actors fell out of step with him and 

lapsed into declamation” (Brine, York 295).   

   Most Stanislavski–based acting is centered on in–depth character analysis.  This 

analysis usually begins with asking questions about the character’s psychological 

motivations, physical nature, and background.  Questions of this nature are crucial to 

develop a well-rounded, modern character, but some Shakespearean artists feel these 

questions are superfluous and lead to pointless speculation (305).  Two key tools of 

Stanislavski’s acting system are Emotional Memory and the Super-Objective.  Emotional 
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Memory can have some positive applications in developing relationships and creating 

truthfulness within Shakespeare plays.  Yet, most of the Bard’s great characters have an 

emotional journey that travels far beyond the range of normal human experience.  

Modern actors have no personal reference point for the monumental events and emotions 

that they are confronted with portraying (305).  Adrian Brine and Michael York go as far 

as to suggest that: 

Our Emotional Memory is too poor and everyday to take us 
far into the crises that beset Shakespeare’s creations. The 
most it can do is to help us conjure up images connected to 
single words: night, forest, moon, sun, music, dreams, 
dagger, blood, sea, storms, mother, son. (317)   
 

Stanislavski, himself, would eventually concede that psychological techniques 

were more effective in naturalistic situations than in verse-based theatrics.  The 

limitations of these psychological exercises would lead him to develop the more flexible 

‘method of physical action’ (Stanislavski 47).  

 One of the most famous and widely used of Stanislavski’s psychological 

techniques is the Super-Objective.  As defined by Harold Clurman, the Super-Objective 

is “the motivating force––the fundamental wish or desire––that determines the 

character’s actions all through the play” (Clurman).  While the Super-Objective is often 

the key to understanding most modern characters, it does not resonate as strongly with 

Shakespearean creations.  The Super-Objective is best utilized by the actor, “when it 

embodies a secret desire that governs his behavior…and can be useful when an author 

has not provided all the details” (Brine, York 307).  We know that Shakespeare provides 

the details about his character’s hidden actions and desires through the use of asides and 
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monologues.  Brine believes that picking a “Super-Objective for your Shakespeare 

character is a certain way of barking up the wrong tree.  Certainly we can attribute to 

Richard III ‘I want to be king’…but these are obvious from the text” (309).   

A Super-Objective tries to sum up the character’s whole purpose into one action 

or statement.  Many feel that the Super-Objective can reveal a character’s inner 

motivations and summarize all of his or her actions throughout the play (309).  This is 

rather presumptuous of an actor to believe that Shakespeare’s complex creations can be 

whittled down to a simple statement.  The problem with the characters manufactured by 

Shakespeare is that, “their very inconsistency is what makes them worthy of our 

attention––you cannot clap a simple Super-Objective upon them, they are not the guy 

next door” (310).  Another shortcoming of Stanislavskian objectives is they assume that 

characters have a deep understanding of their own psyche.  The actor may know much 

more about the character’s motivations than the character himself would (310).  This 

leads us further into the central debate over how useful modern character analysis is when 

addressing Shakespearean roles.   

 One of the tendencies of modern acting analysis is to “push students into spending 

a lot of time looking backwards and looking forwards and so they neglect what is 

happening in the present: what is actually happening on the stage” (Brine, York 311).  

Many modern scripts deal with the everyday routine rituals of daily life.  Shakespeare 

was not concerned with commonplace comings and goings of Elizabethan existence.  He 

chose characters and storylines that consisted of extreme natures and precocious 

compositions.  His creations are in the midst “of struggling with great emotions; tempest-
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tossed by the storms of life––jealousy, madness, love, murder, lust, warfare.  In these 

cases they can only live in the present, grapple with the crises, and hope to survive” 

(311).  The answers to the immense challenges of portraying these extremes lie within the 

text and not in Freudian conjecture and presumption.  There appears to be a great 

difference between the specific needs required to perform both Shakespearean and 

modern acting roles.  John Barton, director and co-founder, of the Royal Shakespeare 

Company (RSC) likes to refer to this division of the qualities of modern and Elizabethan 

acting as the Two Traditions (Barton 6).  It appears that the ultimate challenge for the 

modern actor, when approaching Shakespeare, is to marry these two traditions 

successfully. 

 

Textual Analysis and Emotional Truth 

The majority of Shakespearean acting texts and coaches presume that any 

preparation for performing a Shakespearean role must begin with the text. The 

contemporary, realistic actor “approaches Shakespeare by asking, How shall I play this 

character?  The first mistake has been made.  Instead, the actor must ask this question:  

What is this language doing and what is the action implied?” (Van Tassel 6).  Character 

development is typically the beginning of any process an actor undertakes.  Van Tassel 

cautions us that preliminary character development is often:  

a serious mistake made by nearly all actors (student or 
professional) who attempt to play a character that is written 
in heightened language.  The reason for the mistake is 
understandable:  Realistic actor training is based on 
methods to discover truthful character, so it is difficult to 
refrain from immediate character choices.  (6)  
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So, our first step, before any definitive character choices are to be made, is to 

analyze and interpret what Shakespeare has actually written. When working with a text 

that contains heightened language, it is essential to remember that the foundation of your 

character lies within the text (6). 

First and foremost, Shakespeare wrote in prose and blank verse.  The prose used 

by Shakespeare is not that far removed, save for a few antiquated words, from our present 

day English.  This does not mean it is simple and does not warrant further investigation.  

Sir Peter Hall has this say about the misleading trappings of prose: 

On the surface, Shakespeare’s prose is easier to speak than 
his verse.  But the actor will mislead himself if he thinks of 
the prose as a more ‘natural’ representation of speech.  The 
opposite is true.  There is always a formality about 
Shakespeare’s prose, a balance which springs initially from 
the character who is speaking it.  (43) 

 
This sense of balance means that there are actually more forceful and resounding words 

used in Shakespeare’s prose than in his verse, which causes the prose to be slower in 

tempo than verse. (44).  Actress Janet Suzman illustrates the separation between the 

forms of language utilized by Shakespeare:   

Prose is for ordinary, verse for extraordinary.  In one scene 
prose can shift to verse (and back again), and when it does 
you can be sure that some raising of the emotional 
temperature is indicated.  It denotes an elevation, subtle but 
unmistakable, of both the quality of thought and the 
intensity of feeling. (Suzman 41) 
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It is the verse, which weaves throughout much of the Bard’s scripts, that 

intimidates and daunts many modern trained actors (Daw 6).  When defining 

Shakespearean verse it is best to turn to John Barton and his renowned explanation: 

Shakespeare’s verse-line is sometimes called an iambic 
pentameter, which is a horrible phrase and I try not to use 
it. But what it means, and what blank verse consists of, is 
basically the alternation of light and strong stresses. The 
basic iambic rhythm of blank verse goes like this: ‘de dum 
de dum de dum de dum de dum’. Ten syllables, with light 
and strong stresses alternating, five light ones and five 
strong ones. That is the norm of blank verse. It’s been 
pointed out that this rhythm approximates more closely 
than any other to our natural everyday speech.  (26) 
 

 Director Wesley Van Tassel perhaps simplifies this more by describing a blank 

verse line as a line that is, “comprised of ten syllables with alternating stresses:  ‘Dee 

dum dee dum dee dum dee dum dee dum’.  In a regular line, the stressed syllable is 

always the second syllable of each foot” (15).  The examination of verse is commonly 

called scansion.  Simply put, scansion is “the practice of checking the rhythm of speech 

written in verse… to be sure you understand its rhythm” (Daw 7).  It is necessary to 

understand and know the rhythm of the verse, so your audience can properly hear and 

follow your performance.  It is a stunning reality that, “verse can be comprehended more 

easily by a listener than can the sound of lines written in prose, because in addition to the 

tones and pitches, rhythmic clues help convey the message” (7).   

 The complexity of blank verse is not in deciphering regular lines with ten 

syllables.  The rhythm of blank verse flows quite naturally and establishes a stable 

cadence.  Consequently, scanning regular verse lines can become effortless with practice.  

It is the complex navigation of all the exceptions and irregularities that can be arduous 
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while scanning a text.  John Barton points out that “iambic pentameter is the norm which 

Shakespeare keeps more or less going back to, but extra stresses are continually provided 

by putting an important word in the off-beat rather than the normal position” (29).  

Shakespeare breaks the form of the regular blank verse pattern on purpose, which only 

highlights how essential it is to scan the verse correctly.  Identifying irregularities within 

in the verse can be a difficult task.  One easy method to locate these irregularities is to 

distinguish the long vowels and the diphthongs within the text.  If pronounced slowly, 

many of these long, singular sounds can be elongated into two separate, distinct sounds 

(Barton 29).  Long vowels can be a prime indicator of where the author is breaking away 

from the normal rhythm of iambic pentameter. 

 Another common irregularity found in blank verse is the feminine ending.  A 

feminine ending occurs when a “line is sometimes spoken with eleven syllables rather 

than ten.  The final syllable is not stressed and remains soft” (Van Tassel 16).  The most 

famous line in all of Shakespeare, “To be, or not to be, that is the question” (Hamlet Act 

III, Sc i), is in fact a blank verse line with a feminine ending.  There are some methods 

that aid in detecting the existence of a feminine ending.  The most common method used 

to distinguish feminine endings suggests that “you must count the syllables in the blank 

verse line.  If you count eleven and notice that the final syllable would not be stressed—

like “tion,” “ing,” or “en,”––you have a feminine ending” (16).  Yet, sometimes we can 

count eleven syllables within a blank verse line, but it is not truly a feminine ending.  

Instead, Shakespeare uses elision, at times, to shorten syllables and make his line fit the 

ten syllable regular verse line.  Elision is merely the contracting of a word that we 
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commonly make shorter in daily speech, for example ‘I have’ now becomes ‘I’ve’.  To 

determine if you have a case of a feminine ending or elision, you must first establish if 

the last syllable of the line should be stressed.  If a stress is warranted, then a feminine 

ending is not possible. Therefore, you must make use of elision to complete the normal 

ten syllable verse line (Van Tassel 16).  John Barton remarks upon the importance of 

elision within an actor’s preparation:   

It isn’t really something an actor need worry about.  All it 
means is that a writer is building into his verse the natural 
elisions and slurrings of vowels and little syllables that 
occur in our normal everyday speech.  It’s probably good 
for an actor to be aware when there are elisions because it 
means he is awake to the way the verse works.  (38) 
 

 After correctly identifying regular blank verse lines, feminine endings, and 

elisions, occurrences of short verse lines must be addressed.  Short lines are fundamental 

to an actor’s scansion because the lines continually reveal clues about the characters’ 

objectives and motivations (Barton 31).  Short verse lines consist of fewer than the ten 

syllables found in regular iambic pentameter.  Short verse lines can be linked together, 

thereby completing one another within the verse structure.  Oftentimes, these ‘shared 

lines’ are spoken by alternating speakers (Van Tassel 17).  Shared lines, typically, are 

meant to be uttered quickly, one on top of the other, in order to maintain the integrity of 

the verse.  ‘Picking up’ these cues makes shared lines more dynamic, since actors are 

forced to exchange rhythms and energy within the verse (Barton 32-33).  Sir Peter Hall 

explains this phenomenon: 

Shakespeare’s text is peppered with half-lines of this kind.  
They always indicate a fundamental change of pace and 
attitude where they are shared between actors, and they are 
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of great assistance in persuading them to play together, to 
be sensitive to each other’s tone.  At a moment like this the 
actors have to help each other.  The first ‘feeds’;  and when 
the second responds, the line is complete. (33) 
 

The other possible purpose of a short verse line is that “the missing syllables are probably 

a direction from the author instructing the actors to take a pause before continuing” (Van 

Tassel 17).  It is important here to delineate between a gap in the verse and the pause 

known as the caesura.  A short line that is not finished by a shared line is simply short 

and should be scanned that way.  A caesura is a pause within the middle of a blank verse 

line.  These pauses occur between the beats themselves and are often indicated by 

punctuation (Hall 32).  Caesuras can indicate to an actor the shifting of the emotional 

nature within a verse line. Very often Shakespeare utilizes the caesura as a means of 

varying the atmosphere and rhythm of his characters and scenes (32).  An example of a 

caesura can be found within line 45 of Banquo’s speech from Act I, Scene iii between the 

words lips and you: 

You seem to understand me, 
By each at once her choppy finger laying 
Upon her skinny lips: you should be women,           45 
And yet your beards forbid me to interpret 
That you are so.  (Shakespeare 15) 
 

 The next key element to unlocking the text concerns the meaning and 

interpretation of Shakespeare’s lines.  In order for an audience to comprehend the 

heightened language of Shakespeare, an actor must understand the meaning of every 

single word that he or she speaks.  No matter the breadth of your intuitive performing 

skills, “if you haven’t first discovered what’s in the words, your character cannot be 

completely engaging;  the audience will not clearly understand you and won’t quite 
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believe what you are saying” (Van Tassel 7).  Too many actors perform Shakespeare with 

only a vague conception of the words and phrases that they are communicating to an 

audience.  Audiences may not know the definition of every archaic word in a play, but 

they can definitely perceive it when the actors do not.  “Not knowing what the words 

mean is what makes our eyes glaze over when we read the plays.  Not knowing puts an 

audience to sleep when we perform” (Fantasia 35).  Searching for definitions and 

pronunciations in dictionaries and lexicons is a crucial step that cannot be disregarded.  

 A specific example of language use which has changed since Shakespeare’s days, 

can illustrate the importance of truly knowing what one is saying.  The formal use of 

personal pronouns has changed dramatically since the Elizabethan era.  In our present day 

language, the pronoun “you” indicates familiarity, while the pronouns “thou” or “thy” are 

rarely used and indicate formality.  This was not the case with the average Elizabethan.  

Then the common person “still used you to address someone more formally and thee and 

thou to suggest less rigidity” (Daw 93).  This means that whenever these pronouns are 

used, the author is making a specific distinction in how characters address one another.  

This has the potential to provide a great deal of insight to how a character feels about 

someone else within the play.   

 Many directors and theorists believe that one of Shakespeare’s most recurrent, 

and most effective, devices is antithesis.  Antithesis can be defined as a “balanced verbal 

construction in which one part or word (the thesis) is set in opposition to the other (the 

antithesis) for the purpose of strong contrast or ambiguity” (Rodenburg 161).  Peter Hall 

states that antithesis is “repeatedly used in order to maintain the lucidity of the text.  It 
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shows the actor which words to point and what emotional base he needs in order to make 

the comparisons credible” (49).  Antithesis uses a structure of compare and contrast to set 

up an idea and it’s opposite.  The first line Macbeth utters in Act I, Scene iii, “So foul and 

fair a day I have not seen” is an antithetical line.  When speaking antithetical lines, it is 

“important to emphasize the two parts, bringing equal stress to each.  It helps, when 

beginning, to treat the two halves as items being balanced in a scale and to use literal 

gestures to set them forth” (Daw 23).  

 Phrasing becomes the important next layer of textual analysis.  While phrasing 

can be closely related to character and emotion, there are some primary rules that should 

be observed.  First, you must specifically plan where you intend to breathe while 

speaking the text.  Arbitrary breath will only disrupt the verse, flow, and the 

communication of the language.  At first, look for logical breaks in the verse and “breathe 

at the natural stops—the punctuation—and not at the end of a verse line simply because, 

on paper, it looks like the end of a line” (Van Tassel 20).  Actress Janet Suzman 

illustrates the importance of breath: 

Avoid expiring your breath before a blank verse line, for 
two reasons.  First, it leads you into hesitation, which 
makes plunging into the line more hazardous:  it gives you 
time to spot the dangers.  Second, it expends your energy;  
all the energy that should have gone into the line is now 
down the drain. (51) 
 

 The next tenet to phrasing Shakespeare’s text is to always attempt to speak 

strongly through the end of the line.  It is our modern day tendency to taper off in volume 

and energy when speaking a phrase.  If you do not continue your intensity to the end of 

the line, “one can project that your Shakespeare will not be clear or truthful. The listener 
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won’t quite know what you are saying” (Van Tassel 34).  It takes a great deal of energy 

to do this consistently.  This idea of the escalation of one’s energy in a line also applies to 

long speeches.  Janet Suzman points out that speed and energy are vital components of 

speech within a scene because, “it is the pressure of your need to speak which keeps the 

other character(s) quiet.  If you pause for too long, he or she would be free to jump in 

with their bit” (50).   

It is important to be reminded of the conditions in which Elizabethan actors 

performed their plays.  The Elizabethans performed outdoors and in broad daylight.  

Their audiences were large and stood for the entirety of the play.  They also interacted 

verbally with the performers on stage, while concessions were sold among the crowd 

(Van Tassel 35).  These conditions could only be braved by vocally well-trained and 

physically fit performers.  We should not expect less of ourselves, as actors, than our 

predecessors did over 400 years ago. 

 Phrasing is also dependant on the use of rhyme within Shakespearean text.  

Rhyming often frightens actors, because of its unrealistic qualities.  In an attempt to not 

sound musical and amateurish, actors try to bring as little attention as possible to 

Shakespearean rhymes.  Sir Peter Hall feels that in order “for the texture of 

Shakespeare’s speech to be fully revealed, rhyme needs understanding and using as much 

as any other rhetorical device” (40).  Most of Shakespeare’s rhymes occur at the end of a 

verse line and usually appear in twos, which is more commonly known as a rhyming 

couplet.  Shakespeare also utilizes what is called the half-rhyme.  A half-rhyme consists 

of “words that almost rhyme.  Their effect is to tickle the ear without assaulting it.  Room 
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and soon are such a pair.  They don’t really rhyme, but if placed at the ends of lines, they 

tease us” (Daw 27).   

There is a third type of rhyme, known as a historic rhyme, which is a little more 

difficult for an actor to handle.  These rhymes are more commonly found than half-

rhymes because of pronunciations that have changed over time.  Words like ‘love’ and 

‘prove’ originally rhymed when pronounced by the Elizabethan tongue. These rhymes are 

generally overlooked, for it would be too confusing to an audience to follow the 

unfamiliar pronunciations (27).  Rhyme can be a wonderful, exciting tool for an actor to 

engage because “the character, as much as the actor, must invent the need for rhyme and 

fulfill it with an example he can relish.  Rhyme should never be thrown away or shyly 

ignored” (Hall 42).   

  Textual analysis is the foundation of any actor’s preparation for performing a 

Shakespearean role.  With all the scansion completed and language deciphered, the actor 

must now search for the emotional truth within the character and the scenes of the play.  

Analyzing the text will have revealed the tempos and rhythms by which the character 

speaks and reacts. Janet Suzman states that: 

Textual mastery liberates the voice, the actor’s 
Stradivarius.  It responds to clarification with the same 
eagerness as the mind, because the emotions have an 
unimpeded conduit once the debris of obfuscation and 
generalization has been cleared away.  (75) 
 

Intense textual analysis will allow the actor to devise strong, bold emotional 

choices that are essential to create a vibrant Shakespearean character.  The language 

alone is not enough by itself to make these plays come alive as they have for hundreds of 
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years.  The technical composition of the text is crucial, but as Peter Hall illustrates, 

“Shakespeare tells the actor when to go fast and when to go slow; when to come in on 

cue, and when to accent a particular word or series of words…But he never tells him why.  

The motive, the why, remains the creative task of the actor” (13).  A concise 

understanding of the text and the necessary ability to perform it is “what separates actors 

from English professors” (Van Tassel 11).  Actor Sir Derek Jacobi warns against relying, 

too heavily, on the text alone:  

Excessive versifying can be a barrier to actually speaking 
your thoughts, in fact, because there is the danger that you 
will get into a vocal pattern and the audience will stop 
listening. They will have to work so hard to perceive the 
meaning that they cannot understand what you are saying. 
And you must make the language sound absolutely real and 
believable. (Maher 117) 
 

 That is the true challenge.  How do we marry this complex, poetical language 

with passionate, true emotions?  Shakespeare does not write subtle, understated 

characters or events.  Shakespeare has plainly constructed characters that “are more 

intense and vivid than we are, and to avoid watering them down to our own relative 

pallor it needs to cost the actor something” (Suzman 51).  These characters appear more 

vivid and vibrant because of their strong use of imagery.  Shakespearean characters “need 

to express themselves through images.  In Elizabethan times, the other characters, and the 

audience, grasped the images.  All were on the same page” (Van Tassel 79).  Suzman 

points out that emotional intensity does not belong solely to Shakespearean theatre.  She 

states that, “drama, after all, is about crisis.  When we drop people in on the world of a 

play, it should feel much like a prawn being popped into a cauldron.  People in plays are 
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always getting in hot water” (51).  Modern acting focuses on the subtle masking of 

passion.  This technique rarely succeeds when dealing with epic emotions and fantastical 

situations.  Creating emotions bold enough to match the intensity of the language 

generates a stark challenge that most modern actors rarely face.  Shakespearean 

characters are ruled by their volatile passions which: 

are fuelled by real love, real hatred, real whimsy, real 
jealousy, real lust, real desperation, etc. The only trick for 
you as an actor is to be in tune with your passions, and to 
be ready to resonate within these thoughts. Just as your 
mind, your tongue, and your body must be poised for the 
moment you step onstage, you must be able to resonate 
with emotionally powerful thoughts without washing 
everything in a scrub of vagueness. (Harold 49) 
 

 These passionate characters communicate their true, unfettered emotions through 

the use of imagery.  There is little subtext in Shakespeare; the characters, “speak what 

they are thinking, and they communicate much of the time through imagery.  That 

imagery is often a very strong clue to who the character is” (Van Tassel 79).  Suzman 

agrees that “very often in Shakespeare, the more heated the emotional temperature, the 

more talkative the character” (47).  A possible solution to tapping into the passions, 

without being lost and overwhelmed, is to ground your performance “on each and every 

line you deliver––a connection, a relationship, with someone or something (the ‘thou’ or 

the ‘it’) to give the line its reason for being” (Fantasia 26). 

 The point of all this linguistic analysis is to find a way in which an actor may 

communicate the plays of Shakespeare to our modern audiences.  These techniques and 

devices of rhetoric allow us as actors to unlock the complex language of Shakespeare’s 

plays.  By releasing the clues woven into the words, the actor will be fully aware of the 
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emotional and rhythmic structure of the character and the play.  Only through a 

comprehensive knowledge of the text can we strive to successfully “reach out towards 

heightened speech, extravagant concepts, and singular phraseology without sounding 

hollow or contrived.  All good plays require this sort of groundwork, but Shakespeare is 

the Big Daddy of ‘em all” (Suzman 75).  Derek Jacobi manages to simplify all the 

primary functions of scansion and language evaluation, in the following passage: 

The important thing is to go for the sense of the line, to 
make it accessible for the audience so that they can 
understand the meaning. If you in any way give the 
impression that what you are saying is not your native 
language, not the way you naturally express your thoughts, 
you are in trouble. (Maher 117) 
 

Through textual analysis, an actor will be more prepared to successfully and 

naturally communicate Shakespeare’s intricate language.  Audiences should not have to 

be comprised of Shakespearean scholars to recognize the difference between a good, 

well-prepared performance and a failed one. 
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CHAPTER III 

PREPARATION FOR THE ROLE OF BANQUO 

 

Origins of the Play 

William Shakespeare’s Macbeth stands as the darkest and most violent of his four 

greatest tragedies (Kastan 165).  By most accounts, the play was first performed in 1606 

for the newly crowned King James I.  Shortly after his ascension to the British throne in 

1603 King James became the official patron of Shakespeare’s acting troupe, the Lord 

Chamberlain’s Men.  The company’s name was changed to the King’s Men on May 19th, 

1603, in honor of their most regal benefactor (Greenblatt 329).  Macbeth is Shakespeare’s 

only Scottish play and it is no coincidence that it was written shortly after James VI of 

Scotland was crowned James I of England.  However, the influence of James I on 

Macbeth does not merely limit itself to the play’s setting and nationality.  

Historically, Macbeth serves as a theatrical reaffirmation of the royal lineage of 

King James himself.  The witches predict Macbeth’s rise to power, but also prophesize 

the descendents of Banquo will rule Scotland (Act I, Sc iii).  James I proudly traced his 

ancestry back to the great figure of Banquo, as did the historian Holinshed, whose 

Chronicles were Shakespeare’s central source for Macbeth (Wilders 4-5).  While 

audiences were being thrilled by the action of the play, they would also be reminded of 

the long line of kings that James I claimed as his heritage.  

Politically, the Scottish play comments on the recent Gunpowder Plot of 1605.  A 

group of Catholic loyalists, with Roman support, conspired to assassinate King James I 
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and overthrow Parliament.  Underneath the houses of Parliament, barrels of gunpowder 

were stored with the intention of blowing it to pieces.  The explosives were to be 

detonated when all the heads of state were present within the walls of Parliament.  

Fortunately, conspirator Guy Fawkes was stopped and apprehended just before setting off 

the explosives that would have leveled England’s ruling government (Wills 14). 

Incidentally, this violent attempt to overthrow the government created a new 

genre of playwriting, dubbed Gunpowder Plays (9).  These plays centered on acts of 

treason and are laden with secrets plots of political destruction.  The themes and language 

of these scripts were similar and their message of the inevitable fate of traitors could not 

be mistaken (8-9).  The Gunpowder Plot was one of many attempts to murder King James 

and, “he lived in constant fear of assassination” (Wilder 4).     

 In addition to his royal family tree and his fear of being overthrown, King James’s 

own personal religious and superstitious beliefs may have affected the development of 

Shakespeare’s tragedy.  King James I, along with many of his subjects, was obsessed 

with the occult.  Witchcraft and necromancy were not fiction or folklore to the citizens of 

England in the 1600’s.  They were considered real methods of sorcery utilized by living 

and breathing witches.  These practitioners of the dark arts were blamed for strange 

deaths and unexplainable misfortunes (Wills 35-39).  Accordingly, on stage, the witches 

of Macbeth did not appear as ghoulish fantasies, but were living servants of Satan that 

struck fear into the hearts of audiences.  James I was fixated on the idea of witchcraft and 

penned a treatise upon the subject called Daemonology.  During his reign, hundreds of 

people were tried, some by the King himself, on charges of witchcraft (Wilders 4).  
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Thus, it would appear that the thematic elements of witchcraft, treason, and 

historical Scotland all influenced the development of Shakespeare’s tragedy.  It seems 

that these components did not originate purely from the genius of the playwright, but 

were heavily encouraged by King James I.  Historically, Macbeth should be perceived in 

part as a tribute, penned by Shakespeare, in honor of his King and patron.  

 

Dramatic Criticism of Macbeth and Banquo 

  From its beginning in Jacobean England, Shakespeare’s darkest tragedy has been 

scrutinized, dissected, and reconstructed by the greatest minds of theatre and literature.  

They have attempted to provide illumination into the complexities of character, structure, 

and interpretation.  The objective, here, is to sift through the overwhelming magnitude of 

criticism and supposition for clues and insights that concentrate on the character of 

Banquo.  Obviously, the bulk of criticism on this play concerns themes and structure as 

they relate to the two central characters of Macbeth and Lady Macbeth.  Therefore, it will 

be my primary intent to evaluate Banquo’s place in the analytical world of Macbeth and 

determine how that knowledge can assist an actor portraying the role.  

 Banquo has three central functions within the structure of Macbeth.  First, he 

serves as a purposeful connection between the royal past and King James I.  There is a 

certain amount of grandeur that lends itself to the role with this perception.  Historical 

facts must be taken into account when analyzing the character, but relying too heavily on 

the issues may prove detrimental to an actor.  Marvin Rosenberg elaborates on this 

concept of Banquo’s origin and suggests: 
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If Shakespeare had been intent only on pleasing James, he 
might indeed have cardboarded the kind of immaculate 
nobody whom Banquo’s extreme apologists discover;  so 
he is sometimes played as a plain, bluff soldier, stolidly 
loyal, unmoved by the uncanny, or by personal motivation. 
(108) 
 

 The moment in the play that illustrates this worship of James is the procession of 

Kings in Act IV, Scene 1.  In this scene, the last King “holds a mirror––presumably for 

the gaze of the King’s Men’s most exalted patron” (Maley 79).  It is clear that 

Shakespeare has weaved a correlation between his patron, James I, and the character of 

Banquo in his tragedy.  While knowledge of this element is important, an actor must have 

an action to perform and not a historical, applicable nuance.  The social and historical 

significance of Banquo is illuminating, but does not provide enough insight to build a 

complex characterization. 

 Banquo’s next key function serves the plot and action of the play.  After the 

murder of King Duncan, Macbeth is made King of Scotland and his primary motive 

fulfilled.  The action of the play could end here, but Shakespeare gives Macbeth another 

object to obsess over:  Banquo.  Macbeth could have been content to rule Scotland 

righteously.  Instead, his paranoia and fears begin to overwhelm him as he ponders the 

witches’ other reckonings.  They foretold that Banquo would be the progenitor of a line 

Kings, which makes him and his heirs a threat to Macbeth.  Now, Macbeth will focus all 

his efforts on eliminating Banquo.  Marvin Rosenberg suggests that, “in all of 

Shakespeare’s major tragedies, a middle crisis savagely challenges the protagonist’s 

heroic control” (462).  Banquo’s murder and the appearance of his ghost denote the 

‘middle crisis’ of the play.  This event also facilitates Macbeth’s murderous downward 
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spiral into darkness.  It is this darkness that becomes “deeper and deeper.  Macbeth has 

murdered for fear, and goes on murdering for fear” (Kott 93).  Banquo is a physical 

obstacle that, upon his murder, transforms into a damning psychological encumbrance.  

The appearance of his ghost horrifies Macbeth and unhinges him emotionally and 

mentally.  As a ghost, Banquo creates a climax midway through the play, which 

steamrolls the action towards its tragic conclusion (Rosenberg 468).   

 As with Banquo’s historical function, the knowledge of the character’s dramatic 

relevance and structural importance is helpful.  This can aid in crafting a performance.  

Noting the ebbs and flows of the dramatic action may provide clues of interpretation. 

Pivotal scenes necessitate a greater intensity from an actor.  Tempos can also be derived 

from structural analysis.  Yet, these are broad generalizations and can only serve to 

develop the overall shape of the performance, not its individual moments.   

 Ultimately, it is Banquo’s third function that fulfills the specifics of his character. 

This function is to exist as a foil to Macbeth himself.  Macbeth and Banquo are joined 

from their first appearance, but are set apart by their similarities and differences.  The 

foundations for the characters and their actions are laid out at the onset of Act I, Scene iii.  

They are both valiant soldiers and held in the utmost regard by their peers and leaders.  

They are comrades in arms and confide in one another.  Yet, we see them delineated by 

the choices they make throughout the play.  The witches appear to them both, but they 

react differently.  Macbeth is in awe of the sight of them and says little, while Banquo 

overcomes his fears and questions them.  In this scene, Banquo displays “the 

credulousness that will lead him to initiate discussions with Macbeth of this strange 
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experience” (Rosenberg 123).  The witches prophesize that Macbeth will be King and 

this declaration leaves him speechless.  Meanwhile, Banquo, in contrast, demands that the 

witches predict his future and this “bold, brave, final command seems again to glance at 

his rivalry with Macbeth” (124).  They predict that his descendants will be Kings and this 

divides the two friends permanently.  Both Macbeth and Banquo are haunted by the 

words of the witches, but their courses of action are blatantly different.  Macbeth gravely 

contemplates the predictions and these words become the impetus for all of his bloody, 

murderous deeds.  Banquo warns Macbeth not to believe the words of the supernatural, 

and he resists their temptations.  As a good foil should, Banquo illustrates the path that 

Macbeth could have taken after the witches’ prophecy was proclaimed.  However, it 

should not be perceived that Banquo is the good, mirror image of Macbeth.  The words of 

the witches haunt Banquo as well and bring him sleepless nights.  He is tempted by their 

predictions, but does not succumb to the dark emotions that they have raised.  

 Clearly, Shakespeare created Banquo as an antithetical device to countermand the 

actions of his title character.  Without this element, Macbeth is let off the hook, so to 

speak, and transforms into a mere victim of outside controlling forces.  Macbeth becomes 

a man simply possessed and overwhelmed by evil without the presence of Banquo within 

the play’s structure.  As Macbeth’s foil, Banquo confirms that Macbeth chooses his own 

path of self-destruction.  Outside forces do help propel him down this path, but 

ultimately, he is damned by his own decisions.   

 This function is the most helpful towards the development of a character.  For 

Banquo must counterbalance Macbeth.  If Macbeth is played as an innocent, noble man 
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who is tainted by evil forces, then Banquo must juxtapose that portrayal appropriately.  

This does not mean that if Macbeth is evil then Banquo must be good.  Banquo is 

tempted by the witches as well, and shows the burdens of those temptations.  Yet, 

tempering behavioral choices against the interpretation of Macbeth prevents Banquo from 

becoming a pale, clichéd reflection of his comrade.  Assigning significance to this 

structural aspect of Shakespeare’s Banquo will not guarantee an engaging performance.  

Rather, it can be used as a temperature gauge by which to evaluate the behavior and 

actions of the actor’s portrayal as they pertain to the text’s composition. 

 

Observations of Actors on Film and Video 

 Today, actors have access to a most effective resource, which was not available to 

the actors of the past.  This resource manifests itself in the form of recorded 

performances.  The mediums of film and video have created new artistic avenues and 

provided a manner in which to archive and preserve performances for posterity.  

Laurence Olivier was incapable of viewing the great performances of Garrick and Kean, 

but, today, the historical performances of Olivier, Gielguld, Branagh, and others can be 

viewed and critiqued with relative ease.  When evaluating the recorded performances of 

actors, the objective is not to achieve imitation or mimicry.  Instead, the aim is to gain a 

unique insight into a character that can only be observed through the individual 

performance of an actor.  Evaluating a recorded performance may shed light on a scene, 

monologue, or line that would have otherwise eluded the actor.  A good actor should use 

every resource available to him or her in order to obtain the desired outcome.   
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 All the versions of Macbeth that will be discussed here utilize the Shakespearean 

text and are direct interpretations of the Bard’s tragedy.  The only exception to this 

criterion lies in Akira Kurosawa’s 1957 film, Throne of Blood.  The significance of this 

film will be addressed, appropriately, in turn.  All the films will be analyzed in the 

chronological order in which they were produced.  The focus of the evaluation will center 

on the individual performances and interpretation of the character of Banquo.  This 

process is not intended to provide an overall insight and appraisal into of the films and 

videos themselves.  Some general criticism on cinematography and mise-en-scene is 

unavoidable and will be discussed as needed.  Nevertheless, the primary focal point of the 

observation will be the character of Banquo, the scenes in which he appears, and the 

nature of the actors’ individual portrayal.  

 The first piece to be discussed is Orson Welles’ 1948 film.  This film was the first 

widely produced, full length, talking version of Macbeth (Rothwell 70).  The movie, 

filmed in black and white, is comprised of Welles’ trademark use of extreme angles and 

dramatic manipulation of light and shadow.  He first directed this version on stage, in 

1947, at the Utah Centennial Festival.  To save on overhead costs, he borrowed the set 

from this stage production for the subsequent film (Guntner 124).  Welles described his 

film as a “violently sketched charcoal drawing of a great play” (Rothwell 71).  The movie 

is set in a nondescript, medieval Scotland and the actors speak with light Scottish 

dialects. 

 Welles cut the role of Banquo severely and many of his lines were distributed to 

other characters.  Banquo is played by actor Edgar Barrier who delivers a reserved and 
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subtle performance.  His Banquo is dressed as a wild, long haired Celtic warrior and at 

times resembles a poor man’s Genghis Khan.  Barrier displays little of the aptitude that is 

normally associated with the character.  He delivers his lines in a subdued manner, which 

suffers alongside the bombastic Welles.  He does show glimpses of ambition and seems 

to encourage Macbeth’s desire for power and the crown.  The most significant character 

choice made by Welles is to have Barrier deliver his Act III, Scene i soliloquy directly to 

Macbeth.  Instead of a private confession of Banquo’s fear and desires, the soliloquy 

enlists Banquo as an accomplice to Macbeth’s murderous exploits.  Banquo seems to 

acknowledge that Macbeth has murdered Duncan and is pleased with its outcome.  

Banquo is then murdered not as an innocent victim, but rather as a guilty accomplice of 

Macbeth’s treachery.  Banquo reappears as the bloody apparition in the banquet scene, 

but just sits, unmoving, covered in blood.  Traditionally, Act IV, Scene i is a pivotal 

moment within the play where the witches predict Macbeth’s downfall.  Banquo returns 

as an apparition foreshadowing the success of his descendents.  This scene was 

completely cut by Welles, and Banquo does not return in the film.  This movie is clearly 

about Welles’ vision and performance.  Welles finds a way to work Macbeth into almost 

every frame.  He takes Lady Macbeth’s opening monologue and performs half of it 

himself.  Banquo has been reduced to a bland, sneaky sidekick in this film, and evokes 

little inspiration.  

 The next film version of Macbeth to be discussed is Akira Kurosawa’s Throne of 

Blood.  Released in 1957, this adaptation swept the international cinema to critical 
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acclaim.  It has been described by some of the greatest Shakespearean directors and 

scholars as the best representation of Shakespeare ever put onto film (Rothwell 185).  

Kurosawa loosely adapted Shakespeare’s tragedy, while maintaining “the thematic and 

emotional world of Macbeth through indigenous aesthetic modes” (Prince 143).  The 

names of the characters are Japanese and the setting occurs in war torn medieval Japan.  

Kurosawa did not attempt to literally translate Shakespeare’s poetry into a Japanese 

facsimile, but “renders it as imagery” (Prince 142).  The Japanese title, Kumonosu-Djo, 

more closely translates to the Castle of the Spider’s Web, but is more readily recognized 

by its western moniker, Throne of Blood.   

 Macbeth is now renamed Taketoki Washizu, played by the outstanding Toshiro 

Mifune, and Banquo is called Yoshiaki Miki, played by Minoru Chiaki.  While their 

names have changed, their actions and relationships have remained intact.  Washizu 

(Macbeth) and Miki (Banquo) are both fearsome samurai warriors and steadfast 

compatriots.  After defeating their enemy in battle, the two warriors are traveling back to 

greet their Lord, when they become lost in a forest.  There, they are greeted by a single, 

androgynous witch who predicts that Washizu shall rule Spider’s Web Castle and Miki’s 

son shall also rule it someday.  These events correspond directly to the actions of 

Shakespeare’s tale.  Miki is portrayed as a valiant soldier, but with less passion than 

Washizu.  Washizu is constantly overwhelmed by his emotions, especially when 

confronting the witch.  Meanwhile, Miki keeps his head, questions, and assesses the 

demon’s purpose.  Minoru Chiaki also brings a great deal of humor to his portrayal of 

Miki.  He is consistently laughing in the face of danger and uses humor to set his friend 
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Washizu at ease.  When both men are promoted by the Lord, as the witch predicted, they 

are both equally stunned and frightened.  After the Lord is killed by Washizu, just as 

Macbeth murders Duncan, Miki is wary of his friend but does not vocalize his fears.  He 

still trusts his comrade-in-arms and believes that nothing would break their brotherly 

bond.  Washizu, of course, repays this loyalty by having Miki killed and beheaded.  

Miki’s ghost appears at a feast, just as Banquo’s does, to torment Washizu.  Here, Miki’s 

ghost is not the bloody specter mostly commonly seen, but a white, glowing vision of the 

afterlife.   

This masterful performance plays on many emotional levels and illustrates many 

aspects of the character of Banquo.  The soldierly facets can coexist with the humane 

facets of the character.  Miki is not to be trifled with in battle, and yet his countenance 

can shift to jocularity with ease.  He deals with the ominous predictions of the witch 

through humor and disregard.  This distinguishes him from Macbeth, who is 

overwhelmed by the prophecies.  I feel that studying Minoru Chiaki’s Miki is very 

enlightening for an actor engaging in the role of Banquo.  The attributes of the good-

hearted warrior are deftly crafted into his depiction.  Also, there need not be any 

apprehension about copying the performance for it is crafted in a different language and 

structure.  The essence of the portrayal, however, is completely captivating, regardless of 

the language.  It still manages to remain loyal to the character Shakespeare scribed in 

Elizabethan England three hundred fifty years prior to Kurosawa’s film.   

 In 1971, we were introduced to a violent, bloody interpretation of Macbeth, 

filmed in gritty color, by director Roman Polanski.  Polanski’s film strives for harsh, 
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bitter realism.  The film is set, as was Welles’ version, in medieval Scotland and shot 

almost entirely on location.  The landscape is primitive, sinister, and muddy, which 

transports the viewer to a darker time.  Macbeth is played by the young, brooding Jon 

Finch and Banquo by Martin Shaw.  Banquo definitely resembles an elder brother to the 

young, clean-shaven Macbeth that opens the film.   

 Martin Shaw’s Banquo is cautious and thoughtful.  He does not seem as vivacious 

or ambitious as his younger comrade.  It appears that he has grown weary of battle and 

his hard life has worn down a once vibrant spirit.  He, like Kurosawa’s Miki, laughs at 

the predictions of the witches and encourages Macbeth to do the same.  We also see a 

fatherly aspect to Banquo as he interacts with his son, Fleance.  This fatherly nature 

appears to reach out to warn Macbeth of the temptations furrowing his brow.  After 

Duncan’s murder, Shaw thinly masks his complete distrust of Macbeth and examines his 

comrade with a detective’s piercing gaze.  His monologue from the start of Act III is 

performed as a voice over as he gazes at Macbeth’s tainted coronation.  Polanski adds a 

scene where Macbeth has a nightmare of Banquo and Fleance killing him as he slumbers.  

This is an interesting device that illustrates Macbeth’s growing fears.  The murder of 

Banquo is an exciting, fully choreographed battle that involves arrows, horses, and 

swordplay. Shaw’s Banquo is a whirling fury and almost defeats his murderers, but 

sacrifices his own life to guarantee his son’s escape.  This is an extreme departure from 

the previous films, where Banquo’s death occurred off screen or out of frame.  Banquo 

appears disfigured and bloody at the banquet, displaying the gruesome wounds that ended 

his life.  The opening scene of Act IV is presented here in full psychedelic fashion.  
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While this is appropriate for a film made in the 1970’s, the scene does little to flesh out 

Banquo’s characterization.  Here Shaw’s ghost grins and taunts Macbeth throughout his 

hallucination.  

 Shaw’s Banquo exudes a quiet strength and an observant eye.  He appears to be 

constantly measuring Macbeth’s reactions and disposition.  His Banquo is a mature 

inquisitor who stands as a great foil next to the young, brash Macbeth.  Furthermore, 

Shaw brings a quality of calm attentiveness to his interpretation of the character.  This 

specific trait is a unique diversion from the stereotypical “good nobleman” and develops 

a hint of Machiavellian nuances.  An element of this nature could be most effective in 

scenes where Banquo is not speaking, but assessing the climate of his surroundings.  

Strong actions of this nature aid the actor in maintaining connectivity from one scene to 

another.  

In 1978, cameras recorded Trevor Nunn’s critically acclaimed minimalist 

production of the Scottish play.  Slight adjustments were made for the camera, but the 

video retained the simple structure that made this version a success.  All the actors sit in a 

circle that surrounds the acting space and enter the playing space as the action of the text 

dictates.  The modern costumes are limited to shades of black and white.  This stage 

version utilizes the majority of Shakespeare’s text, as most Royal Shakespeare Company 

productions do. 

 Master actors Judi Dench and Ian McKellen headline this production as the lead 

characters.  It falls to seasoned Shakespearean actor John Woodvine to create a Banquo 

who can coexist with these definitive performances.  Woodvine is substantially older than 
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McKellen and resembles a fond uncle more than an older brother.  Marvin Rosenberg 

praises Woodvine’s portrayal of a moral man who is whittled away by his desires (110).  

This is normally difficult to accomplish with Banquo because he does not have the 

quantity of lines that normally accompany Shakespeare’s complex characters.  Woodvine 

created a Banquo who “was evidently troubled by the same ambitious fantasies as 

Macbeth, but he tried to resist them, even sincerely to warn Macbeth against their 

implications, playing a restraining counterpoint to the faster moving Macbeth” 

(Rosenberg 110).  One of Woodvine’s most well crafted moments occurs right after the 

murder of Duncan.  Banquo is told by Macduff that the King has been viciously 

murdered and replies: 

Dear Duff, I pr’ythee, contradict thyself,  
And say it is not so. (Shakespeare 65) 
 

 The familiar reading of this line is apprehension and repulsion of the King’s 

murder.  However, Woodvine avoids the clichéd delivery and layers it in subtext.  His 

intensity and emotion is derived from the understanding that if the King was slain it must 

be by Macbeth’s hand.  Also, in Nunn’s production Banquo does not return, in any form, 

after he is murdered.  In addition, John Woodvine breaks new ground by displaying the 

darker aspects of Shakespeare’s Banquo.  We see that he too has been corrupted by the 

witches.  Layering this aspect onto the character brings depth to a predominantly one–

dimensional role. 

 In 1983, a made for television version Macbeth was produced for the BBC’s 

Shakespeare series and directed by Jack Gold.  The roles of Macbeth and Banquo were 

played by Nicol Williamson and Ian Hogg, respectively.  This low budget, studio 
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production sets the play in an ambiguous, medieval Scotland.  Hogg’s Banquo is a burly, 

rough man with a bold laugh and an untamed beard.  His performance resembles that of a 

young, Scottish Falstaff.  Hogg’s interpretation does not break any new ground and stays 

within the normal parameters associated with the role.  Banquo is a good man, who is 

caught up, unawares, in Macbeth’s treacherous web.  In this version, Banquo is very 

much a powerless, guiltless victim whose fate is unfortunate and inevitable.  

 The final film version of Macbeth to be discussed was produced in 1998 and 

directed by Michael Bogdonav.  This Macbeth is the most modern of all, set in a post-

apocalyptic future.  Swords are replaced with machine-guns and surroundings littered 

with the damage of modern warfare.  Actor Michael Maloney creates an intellectual and 

passionate Banquo who appears to be both Macbeth’s equal and confidant.  Bogdonav 

and Maloney return Banquo to his roots.  He is again the good, noble man who remains 

uncorrupted until his murder.  This is in strong opposition to Sean Pertwee’s tall, blond, 

and action-hero inspired Macbeth.  Banquo is quick to temper and loses any demure 

qualities with Maloney at the helm.  Here, as in many of the discussed films, soliloquies 

are presented as voice-overs representing the characters’ innermost thoughts.  The film 

tone is one of civil unrest, and Maloney’s Banquo exemplifies this quality.  Maloney 

always has a firearm at his side and is quick to pull it.  No trace of the joking nobleman 

who is oblivious to his surroundings is found in this performance.  Maloney is 

consistently on edge and trusts only a select few.  He becomes suspicious of Macbeth 

from the instant of Duncan’s murder and is looking over his shoulder for the remainder of 

his scenes.   
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 Physically, Michael Maloney’s average stature and demeanor resemble my own 

more than any of the previously observed Banquos.  The passion and intensity of this 

interpretation would transfer well to the stage and bring much needed energy to scenes.  

Maintaining a high energy level and rhythmic intensity is most desirable when 

performing Shakespeare in front of today’s modern audiences.  

 Evaluating these recorded performances has revealed many new aspects to 

Shakespeare’s Banquo than one might not glean from an initial reading of the text.  The 

character is much more complex than one might presume.  By viewing film and video 

performances, actors can learn from the artists who have already tackled difficult roles. 

This is a technological luxury of our day and age that should not be ignored.  The 

objective should never be imitation or mimicry when evaluating recorded performances.  

The aspiration is to discover the insight that a specific actor may bring to a role.  I feel 

after analyzing these individual performers that I have gained a greater understanding of 

the nature of Banquo and where my own portrayal might begin.   
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CHAPTER IV 

REHEARSAL PERIOD 

 

Rehearsals for Texas Tech University’s production of Macbeth began on February 

21st, 2005.  The first night began in the tradition of most theatrical rehearsals.  The 

director, Dr. Bill Gelber, and the designers presented their ideas and concepts for the 

production.  The overall objective of the production was to focus on the characters and 

the story of the play and not the spectacle.  The production was to be set in a pseudo-

Civil War or Crimean War era.  Dr. Gelber wanted to emphasize that the play occurs in a 

time of unrest and in the midst of a great battle.  All the men are soldiers and Macbeth, 

Banquo, and Duncan are their noble generals.  The costumes were not based on an exact 

year, but were more suggestive of a general era.  The set was going to be a multi-leveled, 

non-specific stage with numerous stairways and entrances.  The production staff chose 

not to emphasize any sense of Scotland or the historical context of the play.  They felt 

that the themes of the play might become more relevant to the audience if the story were 

placed within the context of a modern war.   

 After the directorial and design presentations, the cast began the initial read 

through of the script.  Most of the original text was retained and Dr. Gelber made only 

minor cuts and modifications.  However, there were significant alterations made by 

assigning different lines to certain characters.  Dr. Gelber chose to give the opening lines 

of the play, which are normally attributed to the witches, to Macbeth, Banquo, and Ross.  

Also, initially, I was to portray the messenger in Act IV, Scene ii as an undead Banquo.  
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This was a bold deviation from tradition and I was willing to explore the possibilities.  

While Banquo would return from the dead in this scene, it was decided to cut the ghost of 

Banquo when Macbeth is haunted by his specter in Act III, Scene iv, the “banquet” scene.  

I understood the logic of the decision that Banquo’s Ghost is not necessary; it is better 

interpreted as a trick of Macbeth’s guilty, fragile conscience.  Yet, as an actor, I was 

disappointed in the realization that I would not be participating in one of Shakespeare’s 

most well-known, dramatic scenes.  Dr. Gelber chose to present the supernatural aspects 

of Macbeth as necromancy.  The witches themselves were interpreted by the director as 

dead, possessed corpses under the thumb of Hecate.  Therefore, any character who 

returns from the dead is an automaton and empty vessel.  When Banquo returns in Act 

IV, it is as a reanimated shell of the character. 

 During the process, we did not have a period which consisted of any sort of table 

work or group textual analysis.  After the first read through, Dr. Gelber promptly jumped 

into blocking and addressed the textual choices when questions arose.  I support focusing 

on “doing” in rehearsals and not over-intellectualizing a scene.  It can be quite frustrating 

when too much time is spent talking about the thematic elements of a play, but not 

achieving tangible, physical results.  Yet, I am a strong proponent of table work when it 

comes to Shakespeare and other classical works.  Four days or so sitting, as an ensemble, 

at the table,  analyzing text, scansion, meanings, and the like can only help a cast in 

developing relationships.  I also feel that during table work actors are more at ease to ask 

questions and make mistakes than when up on their feet.  Table work sessions allow me 

the confidence to feel that I understand the script thoroughly and only then can I hope the 

 38



audience will relate to my performance.  While I had done much of this work on my own, 

I definitely missed the communal nature of the whole cast sitting at the table discussing 

ideas and concepts together.  However, Dr. Gelber provided that information in the initial 

blocking rehearsals.  As each scene was fleshed out, he addressed the text alongside 

staging the action and crafting character.   

 Special rehearsals were devoted to marching and formation training.  Again, Dr. 

Gelber wanted to emphasize the militaristic world of the play.  A member of the campus 

ROTC division, Mike Van Kleek, was brought in to instruct us on physical military 

protocol.  Our boot camp crash course was challenging for a group of oblivious actors.  

We were instructed in the proper techniques for saluting, stance, and marching.  In the 

play we would not be bowing to our superiors, but instead saluting them.  All entrances 

made by a large group of soldiers were in tight, choreographed formations.  This 

directorial choice definitely brought a specific look and feel to the production.  Also, this 

eliminated certain tangents for the character.  Within the parameters of this production, 

Banquo could not be a wild, highland chieftain, but instead evolved into an officer of a 

modern militia.  Therefore, this choice set precise limits and guidelines within which I 

could develop the physicality of Banquo.  A more rigid and formal physicality was 

needed to better suit the chosen environment.   

 In addition to boot camp rehearsals, we also took specific time to explore how we 

would physicalize possession.  The appearances of deceased characters were being 

interpreted as victims of witchcraft and necromancy.  Only selected actors were called to 

these rehearsals and they were lead by assistant director Mary Housewirth.  Mary’s 

 39



central objective was to develop a manner of movement that would indicate possession, 

but not resemble a bad horror film.  This small ensemble worked in pairs and simulated 

bodily possession through the manipulation of one another.  One member of the pair 

remained neutral and motionless, while the other manipulated his/her partner’s limbs and 

movement.  The exercise was creatively engaging and provided a tangible foundation for 

unnatural kinesthetic behavior.  This gave us, as actors, a more realistic resource and 

hopefully eliminated any comedic tendencies our characterization could demonstrate.   

 Special rehearsals were also allotted for fight choreography sessions.  While the 

time period of the play had a modern connotation, the fight scenes and weapons would 

not be updated.  Instead of using guns and period appropriate sabers, medieval style 

broadswords were utilized.  I believe this was done primarily out of practicality.  The 

theatre department had a stock of broadswords that were used in previous productions.  It 

was simply more cost effective to use the broadswords instead of spending thousands of 

dollars for weapons of a more appropriate period.  I have had previous broadsword 

training and was looking forward to partaking in stage combat scenes.  A professional 

fight choreographer was hired to choreography any scenes of violence within the show.  

Banquo is involved in two of these stage combat scenes. These rehearsals occurred within 

a time frame of one week.  We were taught very basic broadsword techniques and learned 

straightforward combat choreography for each scene.  Despite having actors skilled in the 

art of swordplay, the choreographer crafted simplistic and mundane fight scenes overall.  

This process was tedious and frustrating to the actors who believed a greater level of 

excitement and skill was possible with these scenes. 
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On average, each scene received roughly two to three individual rehearsals before 

the first off-book run-through occurred.  Dr. Gelber used his rehearsals to, in an efficient 

manner, block the actors and experiment with emotional choices.  Dr. Gelber has a 

particular method when approaching important and problematic moments and lines.  He 

directs the actor to perform a specific moment repeatedly with as many different 

interpretations as possible.  This rapid firing of alternate takes reminds me of how an 

actor might work on a film or television set.  A film actor can attempt to create many 

different interpretations, from which the editor and director can select the most 

appropriate for the final cutting.  Using this technique for the stage creates two 

predominant issues for an actor.  Often, the swift jumping from one acting choice to 

another can lead to a great, instinctive discovery.  Fresh and sincere possibilities often 

arise from the utilization of such techniques.  The technique can also have the opposite 

effect.  It can be overwhelming, specificity becomes muddled, and having too many 

options can lead to indecision.  Dr. Gelber usually leaves the decision of which version is 

most successful up to the actor.  I felt that the exercise was most effective in preventing 

overly clichéd, rudimentary acting choices. 

I began my individual exploration of the role of Banquo by analyzing the text of 

the character.  It has been established that an actor’s rehearsal process, for a 

Shakespearean role, should begin with scanning the text (Hall 30).  The following 

denotes the progression of my characterization through textual analysis and the rehearsal 

process.  All textual examples are taken from the Arden Shakespeare edition of Macbeth.   

In the following, I will break down, scene by scene, the development of my portrayal of 
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Banquo.  Elements of textual analysis, rehearsal techniques, and acting choices will be 

addressed and evaluated.  Hopefully, this will present an overall view of the manner in 

which I crafted my characterization. 

Banquo’s first entrance occurs in Act I, Scene iii after the witches have met and 

conspired.  The text in this section consists of regular blank verse lines with only a few 

instances of irregularity.  The use of shared lines between Macbeth and Banquo suggests 

that a sense of urgency should drive the dialogue.  It appeared to me that Banquo should 

not be apathetic in this first scene.  He must be as on edge as is the text itself.  The text is 

tightly wound and explosive, with few smooth or lyrical passages.   A brief example of 

one of Banquo’s speeches follows: 

How far is't call'd to Forres?—What are these, 
So wither'd and so wild in their attire,  40 
That look not like the inhabitants o' th’ earth, 
And yet are on't? Live you? or are you aught 
That man may question? You seem to understand me, 
By each at once her choppy finger laying 
Upon her skinny lips: you should be women,  45 
And yet your beards forbid me to interpret 
That you are so.  (Shakespeare 15-16)     
        

Irregular lines populate this speech and they appear throughout the scene as a 

whole.  While irregular, they do not disrupt the flow or pace of the spoken text.  

Banquo’s next speech to the witches elevates the intensity and assumes an almost 

pattering quality.  Shakespeare uses alliteration to create a speech with explosive 

tendencies.  This speech, lines 51 through 61, is presented below: 

Good sir, why do you start; and seem to fear 
Things that do sound so fair? I' th’ name of truth, 
Are ye fantastical, or that indeed 
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Which outwardly ye show? My noble partner 
You greet with present grace and great prediction 55 
Of noble having and of royal hope, 
That he seems rapt withal: to me you speak not. 
If you can look into the seeds of time, 
And say which grain will grow and which will not, 
Speak then to me, who neither beg, nor fear,  60 
Your favours nor your hate.  (Shakespeare 15-16) 
 

 With the disappearance of the witches, the excitement level subsides.  The 

entrance of Ross and Angus signals the return of Banquo’s text to normal blank verse 

structure.  The remainder of Banquo’s lines consist of a speech directed towards 

Macbeth, and intermittent dialogue during Macbeth’s aside.  The change in text implies 

Banquo’s emotional state has been modified in two specific ways.  First, he is not nearly 

as affected by the witches as Macbeth and manages to gather his senses with greater 

speed than his comrade.  Secondly, Banquo is more aware of the presence of Ross and 

Angus, and therefore behaves casually.  He does not want to alarm his fellow soldiers, 

and therefore masks any distress that the witches might have stirred.    

 The rehearsal process for this scene focused primarily on developing the 

seriousness of the witches’ appearances and Macbeth and Banquo’s reactions to the 

situation.  First, Dr. Gelber directed that scene with Macbeth and Banquo slaying the 

witches as they approached the duo.  The witches promptly rise, unharmed, from the 

ground and surround the characters.  Dr. Gelber believed this action had a greater 

dramatic effect and introduced the element of the dark arts.  I chose to make Banquo 

more defiant towards the evil witches in this scene.  As Macbeth’s foil, I believed that 

Banquo should not fear the witches.  While Macbeth becomes rattled, Banquo must 

appear confidant and strong.  Michael Maloney portrayed Banquo this way in 
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Bogdonav’s 1998 film.  At times, he almost laughed in the faces of the witches and at 

their accusations.  I utilized this attitude in my portrayal of Banquo in this scene.      

The next scene that Banquo appears in is Act I, Scene iv.  Banquo only has a short 

reply to Duncan within this scene.  The verse is regular here and does not indicate any 

unique character choices.  I chose to focus Banquo’s intentions on observing Macbeth’s 

actions and state of mind within this scene.  Here, I illustrated Banquo’s growing concern 

over the mental state and behavior of his friend Macbeth. This kept me focused as an 

actor and brought consistency to Banquo’s through-line within the structure of this scene.  

Dr. Gelber felt it was important to establish a strong, friendly relationship between 

Banquo and Duncan.  I attempted to portray a strong bond between a King and his 

subject here.  This bond was further developed in Act I, Scene vi.  Here, Banquo and 

Duncan hold a brief discussion over the appearance of Macbeth’s castle.  I have observed 

that Banquo’s brief speech is frequently cut in this scene.  In the majority of the films I 

viewed, this speech was omitted and sometimes the scene cut in its entirety.  Dr. Gelber 

chose to retain it, for it describes the atmosphere of Macbeth’s castle.  From my 

perspective, I approached the scene as a relaxed conversation between friends.  

Banquo does not appear again until Act II, Scene i.  This scene received special 

attention because it involves Banquo and his son, Fleance.  Dr. Gelber decided to address 

this scene early in the process.  He wanted the boy playing Fleance to have ample time to 

get comfortable onstage and with his text.  For the most part, the boy was attentive and 

easy to work with throughout the rehearsals.  I felt it necessary to look out for him and 

give him more attention, so we could begin to develop a relationship that would translate 
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onstage in our performances.  I was greatly influenced by the performance of Martin 

Shaw’s Banquo in Roman Polanski’s 1971 film.  He exudes care and a warm sense of 

fatherly love for Fleance.  This brought great depth to his characterization;  I attempted to 

capture similar qualities within my own performance.  I decided to portray a softer, more 

personal side of the character that also distinguishes him from Macbeth.  The remainder 

of the scene involves a confidential conversation between Banquo and Macbeth about the 

witches.  The dialogue between Macbeth and Banquo in Act II, Scene i heavily employs 

shared lines to create a tightly woven, intimate conversation.  However, these shared lines 

do not contain the same emotional intensity that they do in the previous scene.  Instead, 

the shared lines insinuate the congenial bond between these two soldiers.  I believed that 

Banquo is struggling with the predictions made by the witches within this scene.  Yet, as 

Macbeth’s foil, I chose to display his distress in a different manner.  Macbeth becomes 

energized and manically obsessed by their predictions.  Banquo should be at the other 

end of the spectrum on this issue.  So, I chose to portray Banquo as physically weakened 

and lacking of energy.  I feel this allowed me to both illustrate the difference between the 

characters and define Banquo’s individuality.   

Banquo’s individuality asserts itself again in his next appearance in Act II.  In 

Scene iii of this Act, Banquo is told of Duncan’s murder by Macduff.  Banquo’s reaction 

must be sincere and emotional.  I established a strong relationship between Duncan and 

Banquo in previous scenes, so a strong emotional reaction was warranted here.  In 

addition, Banquo’s behavior once again acts as a foil to the actions of Macbeth.  Dr. 

Gelber directed Kirk Davidson, the actor playing Macbeth, to play this scene with caution 
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and emotional restraint.  Macbeth does not want to be discovered as a murderer and 

carefully manipulates the situation.  I portrayed Banquo as Macbeth’s emotional opposite 

in this scene.   Banquo is overwhelmed with anger and fury which is converse to 

Macbeth’s calm, calculated demeanor.  Banquo also assumes control of the situation 

quickly, while Macbeth remains relatively passive. The scene contains one of Banquo’s 

most important speeches: 

And when we have our naked frailties hid, 
That suffer in exposure, let us meet, 
And question this most bloody piece of work, 
To know it further.  Fears and scruples shake us: 
In the great hand of God I stand;  and thence 
Against the undivulged pretence I fight 
Of treasonous malice.  (Shakespeare 67-68) 
 

Banquo pledges an oath to God to find and punish Duncan’s killers.  I chose to climax the 

volume and emotional intensity of the speech on the word fight.  Michael Maloney 

performed this speech as a rallying cry to his comrades.  I also employed elements of 

Maloney’s interpretation and used the speech to arouse the spirits and tempers of 

Banquo’s compatriots.  Dr. Gelber added a finishing touch to this speech.  He directed me 

to draw my sword at the end of the speech and present the hilt to the other characters of 

the scene.  All the characters then swore an oath of vengeance upon my sword--that is, all 

of them except Macbeth.  This simple gesture created a strong statement on the true 

nature of the title character within the scene.  

The strongest statement made by Banquo within the play occurs in his next scene. 

The statement is made through a most revealing soliloquy uttered by Banquo in Act III, 
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Scene i.  This is the only time the audience is privy to Banquo’s innermost thoughts and 

desires.  The soliloquy is presented as follows: 

Thou hast it now:  King, Cawdor, Glamis, all, 
As the weird women promised, and, I fear, 
Thou play'dst most foully for't: yet it was said 
It should not stand in thy posterity, 
But that myself should be the root and father   
Of many kings. If there come truth from them— 
As upon thee, Macbeth, their speeches shine— 
Why, by the verities on thee made good, 
May they not be my oracles as well, 
And set me up in hope? But hush! no more. (72) 

 
The text’s structure is regular blank verse with no extra syllables.  There are some 

possible deviations where certain stresses may be placed within the line, but it still 

maintains a consistent and even rhythm.  There appears to be a caesura written into the 

middle of the first line.  This pause is quite important because it lays the foundation for 

the argument Banquo sets forth in this soliloquy.  This creates a heightened level of 

urgency that is appropriate to the dynamics of the scene.  With this monologue Banquo 

appears calmer and more contemplative.  He is assessing the dubious ascension of 

Macbeth and harboring his own delusions of grandeur.  This is Banquo’s most personal 

moment in the play and should be played with a strength and steadiness that reflects the 

solid structure of the text.  Banquo is truly soul-searching as he addresses the audience. In 

his performance, John Woodvine emphasized the dark nature of Banquo’s temptations 

within this soliloquy.  I chose not to follow this direction, but instead determined that 

Banquo is more troubled by the premise that Macbeth murdered Duncan than he is 

excited by his own prospects.  Banquo only begins to question his own future in this 

monologue and never reaches a formative decision.  This speech appears to be the 
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character’s defining moment.  I did not want that moment to represent a man being 

corrupted, but instead a man brooding over a desperate situation.   

 Unfortunately, Banquo does not have much time to brood over these events, for 

he is assassinated in his next scene.  Act III, Scene iii is predominantly a stage combat 

scene for Banquo.  This scene was the most physical of any of the scenes I played.  The 

fight choreography for this scene was slightly more complex than the choreography in 

Act I.  As actors, we strove to create a realistic, violent scene.  None of the parties 

involved wished the violence to appear comical or amateurish.  Dr. Gelber could have 

settled for a very simple murder scene, but decided to increase the intensity of the play 

within this particular scene.  I feel it was an appropriate choice;  the death of Banquo 

should cost Macbeth greatly.  If the murder comes too easily then it looses significance.   

After individual scene rehearsals were finished, we began running the first half of 

the production, followed by the second half the next evening.  During these run-throughs, 

it was decided that Banquo’s returning as the messenger in Lady Macduff’s murder scene 

was not necessary and should be cut from the scene entirely.  It was a non-essential 

moment that slowed the pace of the scene significantly.  Also, I felt that Banquo’s 

presence here could confuse the audience and distract them from the important actions 

taking place.  The scene is about the murder of Macduff’s family, not the manifestations 

of Banquo’s corpse.  

The run-throughs lasted for about a week and were essential for obtaining the 

evolution of Banquo’s emotional journey.  Up until then, the scenes had been rehearsed 

separately and in a disjointed manner.  This was done in order to use the actors’ time 
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most efficiently and prevent any wasted rehearsal time.  As efficient as it was, this 

process hindered my development of Banquo’s character and through line.  Each scene 

was not linked to the other, which lead to what felt to me like many separate versions of 

Banquo within the same play.  Merging these variations of the character became my 

central focus at the end of the rehearsal process. 
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CHAPTER V 

PERFORMANCE AND PRODUCTION SUMMARY 

 

 Texas Tech University’s 2005 production of Macbeth opened on April 22nd and 

closed on May 1st.  It ran for two consecutive weekends, Friday through Sunday, for a 

total of six performances.  It is difficult to evaluate the overall success of a production 

when one is participating in it.  I never saw this production of Macbeth from an 

audience’s perspective and cannot fully comment on what was seen each night. 

Therefore, it is best that I limit my analysis and assessment of the production to my own 

acting and personal experiences within the context of the play.  First, I shall address the 

most successful and positive aspects resulting from my experience of acting the role of 

Banquo.  Second, mishaps and difficulties observed during performances will be 

addressed.  Finally, I will also address the impact that the design elements had on my 

characterization of Banquo.   

 It is complicated to objectively appraise one’s performance within a play.  It is 

perhaps more accurate to describe what felt right and what simply seemed awkward.  By 

the time the show opened, I felt very stable and confident with my acting choices and 

delivery of the text.  Even though some scenes were only briefly rehearsed, I was secure 

in my establishment of Banquo’s purpose and behavior within the context of the play.  

The most engaging scenes to perform each night involved Banquo’s interaction with 

Macbeth.  The scenes were constantly growing each night due to the strong rapport 

developed between me and Kirk Davidson who was portraying Macbeth.  These scenes 
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were never played exactly the same way twice.  Sometimes, the changes would be subtle 

and only apparent to a select few.  In other instances, major blocking and emotional 

choices were altered which created new dynamics. While some actors would find this 

frustrating, I found it to be exhilarating.  This is a more dangerous manner in which to 

perform, but it is much more rewarding for an actor and his/her audience.  The element of 

spontaneity is not only relayed between the actors, but it can extend out into the audience 

as well.  This creates a livelier and more exciting scene for all parties involved.  Kirk 

Davidson and I felt that by bringing a higher, intangible intensity to our scenes we could 

quicken the overall pace of the play.   

 Banquo has select moments in which he is the predominant focus within the 

play’s structure.  It is easy for an actor to focus on these moments alone and ignore the 

scenes where Banquo plays a more supporting role.  I feel I successfully balanced the 

climactic moments with the more subtle ones.  Banquo should be constantly involved in 

his surroundings and assessing his situation, regardless of how central he is within the 

actual scene itself.  Banquo is a thinker and I used this to my advantage in performance.  

Focusing on this aspect of the character, I could create a mental progression from scene 

to scene that maintained a strong foundation for Banquo’s actions.  These emotional 

guideposts helped me sustain the focus and intensity of my performance throughout the 

run of the show.   

 Consistency tempered with originality is an essential goal for any good actor 

when performing a role over an extended period.  Due to the nature of live theatre, no 

two performances are going to be exactly the same.  This rule became most evident due 
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to the unpredictability of performing with child actors.  As Banquo, my performance was 

closely intertwined with that of the young actor portraying Fleance.  Fortunately, on stage 

all the work we had done in rehearsal was not wasted and my scenes with Fleance went 

smoothly.  Making sure that Fleance would make it on stage in time for his scenes did not 

go as smoothly.  Theatre takes discipline and focus to bring all its diversified elements 

together successfully.  Discipline and focus are two characteristics that the average pre-

teen does not hold in abundance.  For the first few performances, Fleance was late for his 

entrance and prevented the scene from progressing.  Fortunately, his entrance began the 

scene and did not leave any actors waiting aimlessly, improvising in iambic pentameter.  

This was solved quickly by assigning an assistant stage manager the task of handling the 

young actor and guaranteeing his appropriate appearance.  This did not affect my 

performance greatly, but kept me aware of any developing situations backstage.   

 Scenically, the stage had numerous entrances and three distinct levels of playing 

areas.  These levels ranged from the stage floor to tall, eight foot platforms.  These levels 

created dynamic, physical relationships between characters that would not have occurred 

on a flat, one-level stage.  A stage of this design helps an actor with dramatic entrances, 

exits, and scenes.  The only disadvantage the different levels created was the loss of 

sound among actors onstage.  At times, it was difficult to hear cues if I was placed on an 

upper level and away from other actors.  This became problematic for me in Act I, Scene 

iii, where Banquo speaks many short, shared lines within Macbeth’s soliloquy.  I was 

upstage on the highest level, while Macbeth was downstage speaking to the audience.  It 

was difficult to hear my cue without making it appear that I was obviously listening.  
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This sequence of lines was awkward every night and presented a challenge for all the 

actors involved.   

 The use of lighting was most effective in emphasizing the moods and tones of 

many scenes.  The effects used in the witchcraft scenes were the most dynamic of the 

production.  A strong use of up-light and bold hues created a gothic, gruesome tone that 

aided my own imagination and brought validity to these mystical scenes.  These stunning 

effects allowed me as an actor to tangibly envision the strange, unsettling images that 

Banquo perceived.  Lighting also played an important aspect in establishing the tone of 

night scenes.  Two significant Banquo scenes occur specifically at night.  The first night 

scene occurs in Act II, scene i, between Banquo, Fleance, and Macbeth.  The gentle, 

moonlit ambiance helped create a serene mood that mirrored the relationship between 

Banquo and Fleance.  The lighting for the other night scene had the opposite effect by 

establishing confusion and chaos.  In this scene Banquo was murdered and the dark tones 

and stark shadows added to the sinister nature of the events.  The strong and bold lighting 

assisted me greatly in creating additional emotional layers and adding texture to my 

characterization.  

 Lighting elements can greatly influence the mood of a play, but few elements 

have as much direct influence on building a character as costuming.  The costumes 

chosen for the production suggested an Edwardian style.  All the soldiers, including 

Banquo, wore the same color and style of uniforms.  These uniforms were black and were 

reminiscent of the American Civil War.  All the male actors wore identical uniforms and 

that created a militaristic atmosphere and mindset.  The uniforms assisted me in 
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maintaining a sense of formal decorum.  However, they lacked any inspiration for 

individuality.  A costume has the ability to flesh out a character’s physicality and 

nuances.  Banquo’s uniform did not indicate anything unique about his behavior or 

physicality.  Instead, it served to establish the militaristic environment in which the play 

was set.   

 Overall, I believe the production was successful on many levels.  It accomplished 

several of the goals laid out by the director and the designers.  Plot and character 

remained at the center of the production.  The design elements were simplistic, but 

greatly contributed to the mood and emotion of the performance.  Also, the production 

successfully created a modern, familiar landscape while still remaining loyal to the text. 

These goals developed an overall, cohesive texture that was carried throughout all aspects 

of the production.  I believe my characterization of Banquo was a viable foil for Macbeth, 

but was also a complex character with specific needs and desires.  If my performance as 

Banquo was effective it was largely due to the strong foundation of text analysis and 

preparation I built prior to the rehearsal process.   
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CHAPTER VI 

CONCLUSION 

 

 Performing a Shakespearean role presents a unique challenge for the modern 

actor.  Many of the techniques and approaches that a modern actor is accustomed to 

utilizing are largely inappropriate when playing a Shakespearean character.  In modern 

plays, subtext and psychology are two of the predominate elements an actor addresses 

and analyzes when crafting a character.  In Shakespeare, subtext and psychological 

motivations are secondary to the most essential component, the text itself.  Most of the 

information an actor needs to reveal the identity of a Shakespearean role dwells within 

the structure of the text.   

 In my process, I began with text and scansion when developing the character of 

Banquo in Shakespeare’s Macbeth.  Also, I looked to historical and critical resources to 

learn more about the significance of the play and my character’s place within its 

composition.  This pre-rehearsal phase was completed by an evaluation and viewing of 

several performances of Banquo on film.   

All of this preparation allowed me to bring a great deal of knowledge and opinion 

into the rehearsal process of the play.  I believe the consolidation of the preparation and 

rehearsal processes resulted in a successful performance.  This thesis is not intended, 

however, to serve as a manual or guide to rehearsing and performing Shakespeare’s 

plays.  Rather, its central objective is to document the method in which a particular actor 

chose to create and perform the distinctive Shakespearean role of Banquo 
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