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STUDY GUIDE: A TRAGEDY OF AMBITION

How To Use This Guide
Work through the sections in order the first time, then use the revision tables and question sets on
their own. Every quotation reference points to the text itself; the guide never paraphrases a passage
as though it were a quotation.

Context
The play belongs to a tradition in which political ambition and moral collapse are treated as the same
process observed at different stages. Its original audience understood kingship as a sacred order
rather than an office, which changes the weight of every act of usurpation in the text. A modern
reader who misses this reads the central crime as a career decision rather than as a violation of the
natural world.

Structure At A Glance
Movement What happens What changes

Act I The prophecy and the invitation Ambition becomes speakable

Act II The murder Action replaces deliberation

Act III Consolidation and paranoia Safety becomes the new motive

Act IV Escalating violence Cruelty becomes routine

Act V Collapse The prophecy completes on its own
terms

Themes

Ambition as a process, not a trait
The text is careful never to present ambition as a fixed quality. It is shown as a sequence: a thought
that is entertained, then spoken, then acted on, then defended. Each stage makes the next one
cheaper. This is why the most important scenes are the deliberations rather than the murders.

Language as moral evidence
Watch what happens to the imagery of sleep, blood and clothing across the five acts. The protagonist's
vocabulary narrows as the play proceeds — abstract and conditional in Act I, concrete and imperative
by Act IV. The moral collapse is measurable in the syntax.

The natural order
Disturbances in nature accompany every major transgression. A modern reading may treat these as
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atmosphere; the text treats them as consequence. The distinction matters for any essay on
responsibility, because the play insists the crime damages more than its victim.

Key Passages To Know
Moment Why it matters What to notice

The prophecy Introduces ambiguity as a mechanism Nothing is commanded, only
suggested

The dagger speech Deliberation at its peak Conditional verbs, questions, no
decision

Immediately after the
murder

The irreversible threshold Sound imagery replaces sight

The banquet Private guilt becomes public Two audiences on stage at once

The final soliloquy Meaninglessness stated plainly Metaphors of performance

Character Notes
— The protagonist: articulate about his own corruption at every stage, which makes him tragic rather

than merely criminal.
— The instigator: the play's strongest voice in Act I and its most broken in Act V — the reversal is

structural, not incidental.
— The loyal companion: exists to be the version of the protagonist who declines the invitation.
— The avenger: deliberately thin in characterisation, because the play needs him to be consequence

rather than person.

Essay Questions
— Is the protagonist responsible for his actions if the outcome was prophesied? Argue from the text's

own treatment of choice.
— How does the play distinguish between ambition and desire? Use at least two soliloquies.
— To what extent is the instigator the tragic figure of the play?
— Discuss the function of the supernatural. Is it causal, or is it interpretive?
— Trace one image pattern across all five acts and argue what it records.
— Why does the play give its protagonist the finest language in the text?

Short-Answer Revision Set
— Name the three stages by which ambition becomes action in Act I.
— What is the first irreversible act, and why is it staged offstage?
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— Identify two ways the language of the final act differs from the first.
— What does the banquet scene reveal that no soliloquy can?
— State the play's position on whether prophecy removes responsibility.
— Give two examples of nature responding to human transgression.

Common Misreadings
— Treating the prophecy as instruction. The text is explicit that nothing is commanded.
— Reading the instigator as pure villain. Her collapse is given the same care as his.
— Assuming the supernatural is decorative. It is load-bearing for the theme of responsibility.
— Writing about ambition in the abstract. The essays that work quote the syntax.
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