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Abstract 
 

This essay concerns biblical references in Shakespeare’s Macbeth, translated into 
Modern English by Durband (1984). The aim is to clarify the differences between 
the original and the modernised references, and judge if the latter are more 
understandable to Swedish students in upper secondary school. Also, attempts are 
made to detect the purpose of Durband’s (1984) exercises, state whether they 
facilitate students’ understanding of the references, and describe the relation 
between the two versions in the exercises. The analysis shows that differences lie 
in word choice, word order, contractions, information presented in characters’ 
lines, and figurative language. Occasionally, the modernisations are more 
understandable than the original references, while at other times they are not. As 
for the exercises, their purpose is never explicitly stated. They hardly facilitate 
students’ understanding, and instructions on how to use the two versions when 
performing the exercises are rarely given. 
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1. Introduction 
 
Any reader of Shakespeare’s plays, including native speakers of English, is most likely to 

encounter some form of linguistic difficulties. Indeed, understanding Shakespeare’s use of 

Early Modern English may be a challenge for readers in the twenty-first century, but it is far 

from the only challenge. There are namely passages in Shakespeare that can be as difficult to 

interpret as unfamiliar linguistic forms, for example his frequent allusions to the Bible. These 

allusions may pose problems for a great number of readers, such as Swedish students1 in 

upper secondary school, who study English as a foreign language, and who, nowadays, 

generally have a very limited knowledge of the Bible. Therefore, they often fail to discover 

Shakespeare’s multitude of biblical references, and, as a result, lack understanding of a central 

aspect in his works. 

A play permeated with biblical allusions is the tragedy of Macbeth, which is believed to 

have been written in the beginning of the seventeenth century. The play is a dramatisation of 

historical events that took place in Scotland during the eleventh century, in which the rise and 

fall of the usurper Macbeth is portrayed. After plotting to murder Duncan, the rightful King of 

Scotland, Macbeth is encouraged by his wife Lady Macbeth to actually commit the deed, and 

he finally reigns as King of Scotland. Having ascended the throne, however, Macbeth’s 

paranoia increases, causing him to commit even more murders which lead to a disastrous 

outcome. 

How then, one may ask, can such a biblical play as Macbeth, echoing the Passion of Jesus 

Christ (Milward 2006: 11), be made more accessible to today’s students of Shakespeare? One 

solution is proposed by Durband (1984), who provides Shakespeare’s original version of 

Macbeth side by side with a Modern English version in prose.2 The book, which also includes 

exercises on the play, is part of a series entitled Shakespeare Made Easy. Thus, it is intended 

for readers who approach Shakespeare’s plays for the first time, and who may initially find 

the language an “obstacle to understanding and enjoyment” (Durband 1984: 6). The 

modernisation is to prefer, Durband argues, to the traditional approach to Shakespeare, which 

he believes consists of explanatory footnotes “missing when they are most needed” in 

combination with “a stern teacher” (ibid.). Through Durband’s paraphrase, in contrast, “the 

                                                 
1 The word ‘students’, when used in this essay, refers to Swedish students in upper secondary school unless 
otherwise stated. 
2 When needing to refer to Durband, the words ‘moderniser’ and ‘translator’ will be used synonymously. 
Similarly, ‘modernisation’ and ‘translation’ may both be used to denote Durband’s (1984) version of Macbeth. 
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key is provided for what has been a locked door to many students in the past” (1984: 7), he 

claims. 

As a future teacher of English, the author of this essay is not likely to omit Shakespeare 

when teaching students in upper secondary school, since he is undeniably part of the English 

literary canon. Yet, teachers should not only deal with his literature in the classroom, but 

certainly with his use of language as well. Consequently, Durband’s (1984) linguistic 

modernisation and approach to Shakespeare were of great interest. It was decided to focus 

particularly on biblical references, given that they may remain difficult for students to 

interpret despite linguistic adaptations. 

1.1 Aim 
 
The aim of this essay is to illustrate how a number of biblical references in Shakespeare’s 

Macbeth, as published in the First Folio in 1623, are translated into Modern English by 

Durband (1984). Also, attention will be paid to some student exercises of Durband’s (1984), 

which concern biblical passages in the play. The students referred to in this essay are Swedish 

students in upper secondary school studying English as a foreign language. 

The questions that will be answered are as follows: 

• How do the biblical references in the modern version differ from those in the original 

one? Are the modernisations more understandable to today’s students? If so, for what 

reasons? 

• What is the purpose of the exercises? Do they facilitate students’ understanding of the 

biblical references in the play? What is, in this case, the relation between the original 

text and the modern text? 

1.2 Method and material 
 
In order to compare a selection of original and modern biblical references, the two versions of 

Macbeth, both of which are provided in Durband (1984), were read in parallel. The selection 

of biblical references was made with the intention of presenting different strategies used by 

the moderniser. Naturally, it would have been possible to analyse a multitude of other 

linguistic modernisations, but the reason for biblical references being chosen was the fact that 

they may not only provide linguistic, but also interpretational, difficulties for modern students 

of Shakespeare. 
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Since dealing with linguistic and biblical matters in this essay, secondary sources included 

material on modernising Shakespeare, and on his use of religious language and the Bible. 

When analysing his religious language, an online version of the Bible proved to be useful, 

since there was frequent need to quote biblical passages. In order for the biblical language to 

largely coincide with the English used in Durband’s 1984 translation, the New International 

Version 1984 (NIV in references) was used in this context.  

Finally, since also being concerned with English didactics, some educational approaches 

to Shakespeare and Macbeth were studied. All of them were deemed suitable for students in 

upper secondary school, and could be applied when teaching English as a foreign language, 

although the authors’ target groups were English-speaking students. The approaches in 

general emphasised the importance of teaching Shakespeare’s use of language, and occasional 

exercises were centred on modernisation as a means of understanding him. 
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2. Background 

2.1 Religion in Shakespeare 
 
When considering Shakespeare’s entire work, his abundant use of religious language is not 

likely to pass unnoticed. In his literature, there are over 1,300 references to some form of 

God, over 750 references to heaven, and yet hundreds of references to damnation, sins, and 

devils (Hassel 2005: xix–xx). This great amount of religious language in Shakespeare has led 

scholars to draw conclusions about Shakespeare’s beliefs, but this is in fact problematic, since 

Shakespeare personally never speaks in his works (Hassel 2005: xxi). Rather, he expresses 

Protestant, Catholic, and Puritan notions as well as sceptical and irreligious ones through his 

characters (ibid.). On the one hand, however, it is possible to interpret these religious 

references “as a didactic reinforcement of Christian doctrine that utilizes the media of drama 

and poetry to support theological points” (Marx 2000: 7). On the other hand, it is equally 

possible to oppose this view (ibid.), and Hassel is one of the scholars who does so in claiming 

that religious words in Shakespeare’s plays are mainly used for dramatic tension or dramatic 

fun and not for making a theological point (2005: xxi). Sharing Hassel’s (ibid.) view is 

Daniell, who underlines that Shakespeare did not write theology, but was merely a poet and a 

playwright (2006: 29). Thus, the religious intentions in Shakespeare are debatable, which 

actually reveals his ambiguous use of language. Were it not for this linguistic ambiguity, 

scholars would not be able to have opposite opinions; Shakespeare’s texts provide evidence 

for both sides (Marx 2000: 8). 

Apart from whether Shakespeare was a religious writer or not, it is clearer that there are 

striking similarities between his works and the Bible. What Shakespeare and the Bible have in 

common more concretely “is that language, at the highest moments, of elemental simplicity, 

from the Gospels”, Daniell (2006: 33) remarks. Indeed, Wordsworth celebrates “the homage 

paid by him to Holy Scripture in a most remarkable degree” (1880: xii), and informs the 

reader that Shakespeare’s “works have been called ‘a secular Bible’” (1880: 2). Mabillard 

(2001) seemingly agrees, stating that “Shakespeare’s debt to Scripture is profound; biblical 

imagery is woven into every play”. Moreover, she argues that “[n]o writer has integrated the 

expressions and themes found in the Bible into his own work more magnificently than 

Shakespeare” (ibid.), which means that it would require volumes to fully examine 

Shakespeare’s use of biblical imagery.  
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In order for an author to use biblical imagery to the same extent as Shakespeare, much 

biblical knowledge is required, something that Shakespeare certainly did not lack (Daniell 

2006: 28). As concerns Shakespeare’s reading of the Bible, there is widespread agreement on 

the fact that he read the Geneva Bible (Marx 2000: ix), which was first published in 1560, but 

Mabillard (2001) deems it equally plausible that he read the Bishop’s Bible or the Great Bible. 

Regardless of the version Shakespeare read, he was not interested in simply dramatising 

Old Testament stories, which a great number of his contemporaries did (Daniell 2006: 27–28), 

nor did he join sonneteers in “Englishing some of the Psalms” (Daniell 2006: 28). Rather, it is 

usually stated that he was influenced by the Bible and interpreted it freely, but such a 

statement implies that the reader must be familiar with the Scriptures if wishing to understand 

the references in Shakespeare’s plays (Marx 2000: 13). Undeniably, Shakespeare shared 

biblical knowledge with his contemporary audience (Daniell 2006: 29), but to a modern 

reader, it may appear as if he refers to and quotes “places that are unfamiliar” in the Bible 

(Daniell 2006: 28). This, however, does not hinder one from reading Shakespeare and the 

Bible in relation to each other, that is, one could study the Bible in order to interpret 

Shakespeare, or one could study Shakespeare in order to interpret the Bible. This is possible, 

Marx observes (2000: 13), since “fresh and surprising meanings in the biblical text” are 

illuminated by Shakespeare. 

2.1.1 Macbeth – a biblical play 
 
An example of a play where the audience or the readers would benefit from being familiar 

with the Bible is Macbeth. “For those who have eyes to see and ears to hear”, Milward (2006: 

11) claims, biblical references “are everywhere scattered in the play.” More precisely, the 

biblical references in Macbeth echo the Gospel and the Passion to a great extent, as seen 

through the eyes of Elizabethan and Jacobean England (ibid.). Macbeth may definitely be 

described as a biblical play, Milward (ibid.) states, which he believes follows in the tradition 

of the mystery plays of the Middle Ages. Miola as well speaks of “native traditions of 

medieval drama, represented powerfully by Herod’s massacre of holy innocents” (2006: 58). 

This statement is, one must clarify, aimed at the Roman philosopher Seneca, but can also be 

applied to Macbeth, since Seneca especially contributed to the shaping of Elizabethan tragedy 

(Miola 2006: 57). 

Apart from being an Elizabethan, or, rather a Jacobean tragedy, Shakespeare’s Macbeth is 

“a drama of damnation that purposefully evokes and engages contemporary theology” (Miola 
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2006: 67), which particularly includes debates on divine foreknowledge, human 

responsibility, the nature of grace, and, lastly, the freedom of the human will. These 

“undeniably religious overtones” (Milward 2006: 11) in the play are naturally elucidated by 

the characters’ use of language. For instance, God, and not just any God, but “the just Judeo-

Christian God”, Miola emphasises, “makes a surprising number of appearances (fifteen total) 

in the language of Shakespeare’s dark, bloody play” (2006: 62). To mention a number of 

examples, His presence is shown by utterances such as standing ‘in the great hand of God’ or 

exclamations like ‘God save the King’ (ibid.). In addition, “Heaven often appears as a 

metonym for divine providence” (Miola 2006: 65–66), illustrated by wishes such as ‘heaven 

preserve you’, and the conviction that certain events will occur only if it ‘pleases heaven’ 

(Miola 2006: 66).  

Miola (2006: 66–67) elaborates further on the use of religious language in Macbeth, 

comparing the play to Dante’s Inferno. This comparison is made due to linguistic similarities 

between the characters: Shakespeare’s as well as Dante’s sinners remain “capable of every 

kind of speech-noise, eloquence and remorse”, except they cannot utter prayers (Miola 2006: 

67). In Macbeth’s case, as the title of Miola’s (2006) essay implies, he, as a murderer, cannot 

say ‘Amen’ in response to ‘God bless us’ in Act II Scene 2. This inability pinpoints “the heart 

of Macbeth’s tragedy”, which is his most desperate need of God’s blessing (Miola 2006: 59). 

2.2 Shakespeare in Modern English 
 
If asking scholars whether Shakespeare’s works need to be modernised or not, one will find 

that their opinions differ. Once again turning to the biblical aspects of Macbeth, Miola is one 

scholar who opposes modernisation, arguing that the play and its theology rarely survive 

translation or adaptation (2006: 71). To illustrate his point, he exemplifies with Davenant’s 

seventeenth-century version and Kurosawa’s 1957 film entitled Throne of Blood, or The 

Castle of the Spider’s Web (ibid.). Both of these versions, in Miola’s opinion, fail to convey 

Macbeth’s “vitality and eloquence […] or the full terror of eternal damnation” found in the 

tragedy (ibid.). It may seem, however, that Miola (ibid.) disregards cultural differences and 

freedom of expression; asking a Japanese director to incorporate Western religious 

assumptions with his version of Macbeth may be perceived as an unreasonable request. 

As compared to Miola (2006: 71), one may initially assume that Durband (1984) takes the 

opposite stand, that is, supports modernisations, since he has translated Macbeth into Modern 

English. Nonetheless, when studying his aim more closely, he emphasises that modern 
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paraphrases cannot substitute original Shakespeare, since they can never fully convey 

Shakespeare’s “untranslatable” poetic expression (1984: 6). Indeed, the purpose of the 

modern version is merely to “explain ‘what is being said’ if Shakespeare’s language is 

particularly complex or his expression antiquated” (ibid.). But if students are allowed to 

compare the original text with the modern text, Durband believes they will realise that “much 

more can be expressed in poetry than in prose” (ibid.). Thus, Durband implicitly, and it may 

seem paradoxically, regards his modernisation as an inferior version, at least linguistically 

speaking, and is possibly not to be viewed as an advocate of modernisation. 

If Durband (1984) only implicitly opposes modernisation, Crystal (2002) does so in an 

utterly explicit manner, while also quite thoroughly presenting both sides of the debate. On 

the one hand, there are those who argue that Shakespearean English is largely unintelligible, 

and, therefore, needs translation if it is to be understood by a modern reader (Crystal 2002: 

15). On the other hand, there are those who simply deny Shakespeare’s linguistic 

unintelligibility, disapproving of modernisations (ibid.). As in the case with Shakespeare’s 

religious ambiguity (see 2.1), evidence in his texts can be found to support either view: 

advocates of modernising frequently refer to complex sentences such as ‘super-serviceable, 

finical rogue’ (King Lear), while their opponents may turn to Hamlet’s strikingly simple 

contemplation ‘To be or not to be: that is the question’ (Crystal 2002: 15). Based on these 

examples, Crystal (ibid.) asks himself how much of Shakespeare’s language is similar to the 

former, and how much is similar to the latter. Ultimately, he concludes that a majority of it is 

in fact easy to grasp, stating that no more than approximately 5 per cent of Shakespeare’s 

vocabulary needs to be modernised (2002: 16). To put it differently, Crystal claims that 

Modern English speakers know 85 per cent or more of the vocabulary used in Shakespeare, 

and that over 90 per cent of Shakespeare’s English has not lost its meaning (Crystal 2002: 16–

17). 

Examples of words that have not changed their meaning in Modern English are classical 

allusions (Crystal 2002: 15). Crystal mentions a reference to Venus, the goddess of love, in 

Romeo and Juliet, illustrating that even though she is the same goddess as she was centuries 

ago, the reference cannot be interpreted if Venus is unfamiliar to the reader (ibid.). The main 

point here is, obviously, that difficulties when reading Shakespeare may not always be of a 

linguistic nature. As a matter of fact, Shakespeare frequently expresses “difficult and 

challenging thoughts” (Crystal 2002: 15), their difficulty having nothing to do with the 

language that is used to express them.  
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However, one must not disregard the fact that there are certain words which actually may 

provide difficulties to a modern reader. There are, firstly, words like ‘incarnadine’ which 

Crystal deems “totally opaque” (2002: 16). Secondly, there are words in Shakespeare that 

may appear to be intelligible, but which in fact are “seriously deceptive” (ibid.), such as 

‘merely’ meaning ‘totally’ or even ‘ecstasy’ for ‘madness’. Thirdly, there are instances where 

a word is intelligible at one level, but not at another, as is usually the case with Shakespeare’s 

insult-language (ibid.). Crystal does, in other words, acknowledge certain cases where 

translation is justified as a last resort (2002: 17). Such cases may be “where a really difficult 

word becomes the focus of dramatic attention” or “where there would be no poetic loss” 

(ibid.). But, according to Veidemanis (1993: 6), there seems to be no cases where there is not 

the risk of ‘poetic loss’: she is of the opinion that simplifying or translating Shakespeare, even 

minimally, is likely to destroy the poetry, which she regards as the essence of Shakespeare. 

2.3 Teaching Shakespeare and Macbeth 
 
Yet another case where Shakespeare’s language may require translation is in an educational 

context. Indeed, “the difficulty of his work” and “its layered, contradictory meanings” are 

often stressed by modernists (Kakutani 1999). These conceptions of Shakespeare may 

ultimately have consequences in the classroom: since it has never been easy to read 

Shakespeare, teachers could be deterred from approaching him with their students 

(Veidemanis 1993: 4). This may have been the case at the end of the 1990s, when two-thirds 

of leading universities in America no longer required readings of Shakespeare for English 

majors, and instead favoured courses on popular culture and gender studies (Kakutani 1999). 

As a result, there was a certain anxiety that Shakespeare “was becoming a has-been” (ibid.), 

but, as is evident from his contemporary prominence, he remains part of the English literary 

canon. 

As a canonical writer, Shakespeare is certainly studied in many schools around the world, 

and teachers of English are more or less forced to somehow get around his renowned 

complexity. When teaching students in Swedish upper secondary schools, the goal is of 

course not to make them arrive at a complete understanding of his plays, since this is not 

possible even for professional Shakespearian scholars (Durband 1984: 7). But if not 

understanding Shakespeare in the least, there is the obvious risk that reading him will not 

enrich students. “Generations of students have complained that ‘Shakespeare was ruined for 

me at school’”, as Durband puts it (1984: 6). 
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 Attempting to facilitate students’ understanding of Shakespeare, teachers often turn to 

various modernisations of his works. In Durband’s words, “fresh interpretations of the texts 

for new generations” (1984: 7) are constantly made by critics, researchers, actors, and 

producers. These people, to put it differently, “reinvent him continually in their own image”, 

and, furthermore, find new ways of illustrating his relevance (Kakutani 1999).  

Durband’s (1984) version of Macbeth is naturally only one example of how a 

modernisation may be done. It can, moreover, be compared to other approaches to 

Shakespeare, such as that of West (1995), which partly has to do with modernisation, seeking 

“to provide for young people an enjoyable means of becoming familiar with Shakespeare’s 

language, style and dramatic methods” (1995: vii). However, the treatment of Macbeth in 

West (1995) is in fact rather brief; only very general information regarding the play is given 

before turning to Lady Macbeth and her sleepwalking scene in Act V Scene 1 (1995: 6–7). 

The scene is presented in Shakespeare’s original language, and it is also the language used in 

it that a majority of West’s nine exercises are concerned with (1995: 8). For example, she asks 

students to explain some phrases used by Shakespeare in the scene, and to translate them into 

Modern English in order to grasp his “very unnatural language” (ibid.). Students are also 

encouraged to locate words and expressions which speakers no longer use and propose 

meanings for them. Thus, West (1995) problematises Shakespeare’s use of English, and 

reveals her belief that modernising Shakespeare for students may be necessary. 

Crystal as well gives his opinions on teaching Shakespeare, stating that, instead of 

modernising, it is preferable to make “people more fluent in ‘Shakespearean’” (2002: 17). If 

wishing to teach Shakespeare as one would “in the real foreign-language teaching world”, he 

underlines the need for appropriately graded syllabuses for Early Modern English and 

“carefully graded introductions, phrase books, and other materials” (ibid.). Native speakers of 

English, unsurprisingly, would “have an immensely powerful start” (Crystal 2002: 17) here, 

while the challenge of understanding Shakespeare would be greater for non-native speakers. 

Still, Crystal (2002: 17) emphasises that it is a challenge to be overcome, instead of a barrier 

to be evaded, and once this is done, it will prove rewarding whenever encountering 

Shakespeare’s plays. 

It is not only Crystal (ibid.) who stresses the importance of studying Shakespeare’s 

language in order to understand him. Veidemanis, for instance, states that it is crucial for the 

teacher to help students detect the way in which Shakespeare allows characters to reveal 

themselves through their speech; in their use of language, their true natures are always 

reflected (1993: 9). This may be why Veidemanis considers the language of Shakespeare’s 
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plays, that is, vocabulary, metaphors, images, motifs, and emphases, as absolutely basic 

knowledge for students (1993: 4). Comprehension of Shakespeare’s language, she argues, is 

also beneficial when studying the contents of a play: understanding the language will enable 

students to analyse four essential elements in his works, which are plot, character, structure, 

and theme (ibid.). 

Christenbury (1993: 31), in accordance with Veidemanis (1993), ardently advocates 

Shakespearean studies in the classroom, stating that Shakespeare is well worth the teacher’s 

time and that of the students. Her motive for praising Shakespeare is his language, which she 

notes endures even across the centuries, exemplifying with phrases, quips, and titles from a 

number of plays which occur in everyday conversation (Christenbury 1993: 31). Since 

Shakespeare’s language is quite frequently quoted by modern speakers and readers, it is not 

surprising that a majority of students, consciously or unconsciously, have some knowledge of 

Shakespeare (Christenbury 1993: 32). Presumably, English-speaking students have a greater 

amount of Shakespearean knowledge than Swedish-speaking students, but even Swedes are 

exposed to Shakespeare’s language, for instance through translations of his works. It is thus 

reasonable to imagine Swedish students having at least some knowledge concerning his 

language, which could, and arguably should, be acknowledged in school. Christenbury 

suggests an approach to Shakespeare based on using quotations when teaching him (ibid.), 

illustrating that quotations may be useful for a number of reasons, two of them being when 

teachers want students to concentrate on the specifics of his language, or when they want to 

encourage students to memorise it. 
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3. Analysis and discussion of Macbeth 
 

3.1 The Bible in the play3 
 

3.1.1 Golgotha versus Calvary 
 
As noted by Milward, biblical references in Macbeth are usually concerned with the 

“Christian mystery of the passion, death and resurrection of Jesus Christ” (2006: 11). An 

example of such a reference is found in Act I Scene 2, where a wounded sergeant, discussing 

a battle, comments on the bravery of the generals Macbeth and Banquo:  

 

Except they meant to bathe in reeking wounds, 
Or memorize another Golgotha. (Durband 1984: 24) 

 

In the Modern English version, this is translated into 

 

As if they wished to swim in blood or copy Calvary. (Durband 1984: 25) 
 

What may attract the reader’s attention here is ‘Calvary’, which could make one falsely 

conclude that the translator has altered a crucial content word: the place where Jesus Christ 

was crucified. Indeed, ‘Calvary’ is not mentioned anywhere in the Bible, while there are three 

instances of ‘Golgotha’ (NIV 1984). But these two words do refer to the same place, and 

appear to be treated synonymously in English. Mabillard, for instance, mentions “Christ’s 

death upon Mount Calvary” (2001), and in Hassel, ‘Golgotha’ is also referred to as ‘Calvary’, 

meaning ‘the place of a skull’4 (2005: 144). Hence, it is plausible that ‘Calvary’ would not 

confuse English-speaking students, while it is certainly unfamiliar to Swedish-speaking ones. 

Even though Kalvarieberget (‘Mount Calvary’) exists in Swedish, it is hardly ever used; the 

most common term here is either Golgata or Golgota (‘Golgotha’). In this respect, the 

modernised version is probably less understandable, but if the translator had not altered 

‘Golgotha’, chances are that it would have been clearer to students who are familiar with the 

place of the crucifixion. To be fair, however, non-native speakers of English are presumably 

not Durband’s (1984) main target group, which may explain why he seems to assume that 

‘Calvary’ will not provide any difficulties. Nonetheless, one may ask oneself why he has 

                                                 
3 See Appendix 1 for a list of the biblical references analysed here. 
4 Cf. the medical term ‘calvaria’, which is used to denote the upper part of the cranium. 
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favoured ‘Calvary’, a plausible explanation being that he has deemed it more modern than 

‘Golgotha’. Furthermore, another explanation could be the translator’s desire to render an 

alliteration possible (‘copy Calvary’). 

When studying the other words involved in the sergeant’s utterance, one could also ask 

oneself whether it is preferable to ‘memorize another Golgotha’ or to ‘copy Calvary’. Since 

‘memorize’ in this context may not be perceived as having a meaning similar to ‘copy’, it may 

be argued that it needs to be clarified. Also, instead of the utterance ‘Except they meant to 

bathe in reeking wounds’, it appears more direct to say ‘As if they wished to swim in blood’, 

but the former one is not particularly complex. ‘Bathe’, for example, should be perfectly 

understandable to students, and so should the verb ‘mean’. Still, it may be justified to translate 

‘except’ into ‘as if’, since the usage of ‘except’ in Shakespeare’s version may confuse 

students who probably would not use the word as it is used here. Finally, the ‘reeking 

wounds’ in the original version are simply translated into the graspable, but less informative, 

‘blood’. 

If the sergeant’s utterance is not linguistically difficult in either version, except for 

possibly ‘except’, ‘memorize’, and ‘Calvary’, the biblical allusion underlying it may not be 

well-known among students: in John 19:34, it is stated that during the crucifixion, “one of the 

soldiers pierced Jesus’ side with a spear, bringing a sudden flow of blood and water” (NIV 

1984).5 Thus, the sergeant describes people who are “as violent and remorseless as the 

soldiers who put Christ to death” (Mabillard 2001). Milward also claims that the sergeant 

introduces Macbeth “as one set to ‘memorize another Golgotha’” (2006: 12). Here, if not 

knowing about John 19:34, students will not map the soldier’s cruelty onto Macbeth, but if 

knowing about the crucifixion in general, they can assume that it was an act of cruelty. Their 

interpretation of Macbeth as a cruel character can, moreover, be aided by his alleged desire to 

‘bathe in reeking wounds’, or ‘swim in blood’, as in the modernisation. 

3.1.2 Macbeth as Judas 
 
On the basis of Macbeth’s cruelty and treason against King Duncan, it has been suggested that 

he represents the ultimate traitor, Judas Iscariot, while the king represents Jesus Christ 

(Milward 2006: 12). If accepting this interpretation, it is most natural that Macbeth’s language 

echoes Judas’ betrayal as well. Indeed, the beginning of his soliloquy in Act I Scene 7 alludes 

precisely to this biblical betrayal:  

                                                 
5 This can be seen in Mel Gibson’s film The Passion of the Christ, a modern reference which is possibly known 
to students. 
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If it were done, when ‘tis done, then ‘twere well 
It were done quickly. (Durband 1984: 54) 

 

In Modern English, Macbeth reasons as follows:  

 

If when it’s done, that’s the end of it, then the quicker it’s done, the better. (Durband 
1984: 55) 

 

One may notice a number of linguistic differences between these two versions. Firstly, 

students may presumably react to some contractions frequently used in Shakespeare, namely 

‘‘tis’ (‘it is’) and ‘‘twere’ (‘it were’), and find them confusing to a greater or lesser extent. 

These contractions seldom occur in modern texts, which is probably why they do not occur in 

the translation either. However, modern contractions used in everyday language, ‘it’s’ and 

‘that’s’, are to be found in Durband’s (1984) version, such as in ‘If when it’s done’ instead of 

‘when ‘tis done’. The use of ‘it’s’ in the modernisation further contributes to maintaining the 

alliterations found in the original (‘if’, ‘it’). Secondly, the original adverb ‘quickly’ is changed 

into ‘quicker’, resulting in the idiomatic phrase ‘the quicker it’s done, the better’, which 

seems to be a logical modernisation of ‘’twere well it were done quickly’. This choice of a 

Modern English idiom is a clever one, since Crystal states that any forms of collocations 

facilitate readers’ construction of meaning (2002: 16). Thirdly, the word ‘done’, which is 

repeated three times in the original, is only repeated twice in the modernisation, yielding a 

less rhythmical pace and drawing attention to the fact that it is a prosaic version. The prosaic 

aspects also become obvious, lastly, in what may be regarded as a major difference between 

the versions: the original ‘If it were done’ and the modernised, speech-like ‘that’s the end of 

it’. 

Formulations such as ‘that’s the end of it’, and the omission of Shakespeare’s contractions 

combined with the prosaic style, contribute to making the modernisation more 

understandable. Nonetheless, as is the case with the sergeant’s comment on Macbeth’s 

bravery (see 3.1.1), the beginning of Macbeth’s soliloquy is not too linguistically difficult in 

Shakespearean English. When regarding the original version, the words used in it are ‘easy’ 

words, which Crystal (2002) probably would have refrained from translating, and, as such, 

they should be understandable even to students who do not have a profound knowledge of 

English. A linguistic difficulty may possibly lie not in the word choice, but in the combination 

of the words to form a sentence, and also in the contractions; the former is important to keep 
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in mind especially when translating, since meaning does not lie within single words, but 

comes from the sentence as a whole (Crystal 2002: 16).  

Once again, there is also a biblical allusion to consider, which students may miss out on, 

even in the modernisation. Students may be able to interpret the utterance linguistically, but a 

full interpretation has not been made if not taking the biblical passage into consideration. As 

pointed out by both Mabillard (2001) and Milward (2006: 12), the utterance is a reference to 

John 13:27, in which Jesus shows awareness of Judas’ future betrayal: “‘What you are about 

to do, do quickly,’ Jesus told him” (NIV 1984). These exact words may not be something that 

students are acquainted with, while the betrayal of Jesus Christ is rather common knowledge. 

Yet, Macbeth’s utterance does not, it could be argued, refer to one of those totally opaque and 

unfamiliar passages of the Bible that Shakespeare used (Daniell 2006: 28). 

3.1.3 Lady Macbeth as Pilate 
 
If Macbeth represents Judas, his wife Lady Macbeth may in Act V Scene 1 remind the reader 

of Pontius Pilate, who authorised the crucifixion of Jesus, but signified his guiltlessness by 

washing his hands. This is a fact to which Shakespeare alludes, using the verb ‘wash’ for 

literally or symbolically ‘cleaning’ something (Hassel 2005: 385). An instance of the 

symbolical meaning is found where Lady Macbeth, walking in her sleep, is seized with 

remorse and believes she can never wash her hands of King Duncan’s blood:  

 

Here’s the smell of the blood still: all the 
perfumes of Arabia will not sweeten this little hand. Oh! oh! 
oh! (Durband 1984: 174) 

 

In the translation, her lament is presented in the following way:  

 

[Her hand to her nose] The smell of the blood is still there. All the perfumes of Arabia 
cannot sweeten this little hand. [She sighs deeply] Oh, oh, oh! (Durband 1984: 175, italics 
in original) 

 

Reading these two versions, they both appear quite simple linguistically and similar to each 

other, having the alliterations ‘the smell of the blood’, ‘still’, and ‘sweeten’ in common, while 

differing as regards ‘Here’s’, which in the modernisation is ‘is there’. The original word order 

may also, for natural reasons, strike one as slightly archaic in comparison with the 

modernisation. Furthermore, the latter part of the utterance (‘all the perfumes of Arabia will 

not sweeten this little hand’) is almost identical to the modern version, except for the fact that 
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‘will not sweeten’ is now ‘cannot sweeten’, and punctuation is used differently: instead of a 

colon, there is a full stop prior to the sentence (note the use of this strategy in 3.1.4 as well). 

Using a full stop here can render a more modern or prosaic impression, and the same effect is 

achieved in the ‘oh’ part: exclamation marks succeeded by lowercase letters may be archaic, 

which Durband solves by separating the ‘ohs’ by commas (1984: 175).6 

The differences accounted for above could be considered minor ones, but there is one 

major difference, which is the translator’s additional information given in square brackets 

(‘Her hand to her nose’, ‘She sighs deeply’). If only regarding the utterance quoted in this 

section, adding this information does not make sense, but if studying the scene as a whole, it 

does in fact. Witnessing Lady Macbeth sleepwalking are a doctor and a gentlewoman, and the 

former exclaims in the original: “What a sigh is there!” (Durband 1984: 174), which could 

explain one of Durband’s choices (1984: 175). As for the other one, putting her hand to her 

nose, the doctor also comments on “how she rubs her hands” (Durband 1984: 174), which, in 

combination with ‘the smell of the blood’, possibly is why the translator has added 

information concerning body language. These pieces of information may, in addition, serve a 

didactical purpose, since they can aim at underlining Lady Macbeth’s emotional state, thus 

facilitating understanding of her as well as the scene and other characters’ lines7. They can 

also be viewed as instructions for student actors if wanting to perform the sleepwalking scene. 

On the one hand, one may consequently claim that the additional information makes the 

modernisation more understandable than the original, to which the word order and 

punctuation contribute. It could, on the other hand, be challenging to deem the modernisation 

more understandable in this case, since the two versions bear many linguistic similarities. 

Students, even if understanding Lady Macbeth’s language, may not notice the biblical 

reference. As Mabillard (2001) points out, the passage alludes to Matthew 27:24, in which 

Pilate “took water and washed his hands in front of the crowd. ‘I am innocent of this man’s 

blood,’ he said. ‘It is your responsibility!’” (NIV 1984). However, Mabillard (2001) argues, 

since Lady Macbeth is fully aware of the impact of her crimes, one may recall Isaiah 59:2–3, 

depicting how sins separate one from God. Especially relevant is Isaiah 59:3: “For your hands 

are stained with blood, / your fingers with guilt. / Your lips have spoken lies, / and your 

tongue mutters wicked things” (NIV 1984). This Isaiah reference is almost certainly 

                                                 
6 This is the only instance in the analysis where punctuation is dealt with, since the use of it here may contribute 
rather significantly to giving a modern impression. Hence, the translator’s use of punctuation is deliberately 
omitted in other sections. 
7 It is not clear from Lady Macbeth’s utterance in the original that she actually sighs, unless assuming that the 
exclamation ‘oh’ is a sigh. Therefore, the doctor’s comment on her sigh may not seem to follow naturally. 
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unfamiliar to students, while they are more likely to know about Pilate’s crucial role in the 

Passion and the washing of his hands. Nonetheless, the biblical reference could, generally, 

remain difficult to discover in both texts, regardless of Lady Macbeth’s rather simple use of 

language. 

3.1.4 Man’s deception 
 
Describing Lady Macbeth as Pontius Pilate is not to her advantage, nor do Macbeth’s 

similarities to Judas represent him as anything but deceptive. In Act II Scene 3, King 

Duncan’s son Donalbain shows awareness of Macbeth’s deception and the hypocrisy of close 

relatives. In a manner reminiscent of a proverb, he expresses his thought to his brother 

Malcolm:  

 

There’s daggers in men’s smiles: the near in blood, 
The nearer bloody. (Durband 1984: 86) 

 

In Modern English, Donalbain speaks thus: 

 

Here, smilers have knives beneath their cloaks. Our closest relatives have most reason to 
murder us. (Durband 1984: 87) 

 

Before looking at the differences between these versions, one can notice that the translator 

once again makes use of alliterations (‘here’, ‘have’; ‘cloaks’, ‘closest’; ‘relatives’, ‘reason’; 

‘most’, ‘murder’). These alliterations are connected to the modernised figurative language, 

which is rather different from the language used in the original passage. Firstly, the metaphor 

‘There’s daggers in men’s smiles’, which is translated into ‘Here, smilers have knives beneath 

their cloaks’, could be regarded as less effective in the modernisation. While it is plausible to 

interpret the modernisation metaphorically, it may also evoke a literal interpretation, that is, 

people (‘smilers’) actually being equipped with knives, since the weapons here are assumed to 

be concretely hidden beneath clothing and not in the more abstract ‘men’s smiles’. Modern 

readers may even associate to gang or street violence, but if doing so, the word ‘cloaks’ could 

seem anachronistic; one would perhaps expect people to wear ‘coats’ or ‘jackets’ nowadays. 

‘Knives’, however, are more likely to be used as a weapon in modern times instead of 

‘daggers’, since today, one would surely not expect to encounter a great number of people 

being equipped with daggers, and, in addition, wearing cloaks. To put it differently, even if 

‘knives’ and not ‘daggers’ are preferable in the modernisation, ‘knives’ does not harmonise 
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completely with ‘cloaks’. But as for the original ‘daggers’, if combined with the modernised 

‘cloaks’, it may result in the word ‘cloak-and-dagger’ coming to mind, used for example 

when describing novels characterised by intrigue, mystery, and espionage. Secondly, ‘the near 

in blood, the nearer bloody’ is also less effectively translated as ‘Our closest relatives have 

most reason to murder us’, at the expense of the anaphoras8 (‘the near’, ‘the nearer’; ‘blood’, 

‘bloody’). Here, it is tempting to agree with Veidemanis when she claims that any simplified 

text or minimal translation of Shakespeare will result in, among other things, destruction of 

the original metaphor (1993: 6). But to be fair, replacing ‘near/er’ with ‘closest’ is suitable, 

since it is followed by ‘relatives’, which in turn is used to concretise ‘blood’ in the meaning of 

‘family’. Moreover, through the use of the original ‘bloody’, murder is merely implied, while 

it is most explicit in the modernisation (‘have most reason to murder us’). 

Figurative language such as that above could be rather difficult to interpret for students 

(Veidemanis 1993: 5), even if the vocabulary used in the two versions is not very advanced 

and should be intelligible. What one may observe here is that the translator could have 

attempted to simplify one of the challenging thoughts that Crystal notices in Shakespeare 

(2002: 15). In other words, it may seem that the translator’s direct and possibly over-explicit 

version aims at minimising students’ cognitive efforts, which suggests that the modernisation 

is more understandable than the original.  

The biblical passages connected to the utterance are not as clear as the language is, since 

they definitely do not constitute common knowledge such as the Passion. According to 

Mabillard (2001), references are made to Psalms 62:4, in which hypocrites “take delight in 

lies. / With their mouths they bless, / but in their hearts they curse” (NIV 1984), and to Psalms 

28:3, depicting “those who do evil, / who speak cordially with their neighbors / but harbor 

malice in their hearts” (ibid.). While it is almost definite that students are not familiar with 

any of these, the morality presented in them, and in Donalbain’s utterance, ought to be well 

known, since Christian values are usually prevailing in Western societies. Furthermore, 

Swedish students may detect the hypocrisy referred to by Donalbain due to the translator’s 

word choice: ‘smilers’ is similar to the Swedish verb smila (‘ingratiate oneself with’) and the 

nouns smilare and smilfink, both of which are used negatively to denote ‘smarmy types’. 

 

                                                 
8 The term ‘anaphora’ will be used to denote the repetition of the words in ‘the near in blood, the nearer bloody’. 
Since this line is preceded by a colon and contains a comma, it could be regarded as an utterance of its own, thus 
disconnected from ‘There’s daggers in men’s smiles’. 
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3.1.5 The fall of Lucifer 
 
In religious contexts, it is sometimes believed that mankind’s falsity and deceptive nature are 

caused by the Devil, commonly known as Satan or Lucifer. As Hassel (2005: xix–xx) notes, 

Shakespeare makes hundreds of references to some form of ‘devil’ in his works, and one 

such, rather delicate, reference occurs when King Duncan’s son Malcolm speaks on 

Macbeth’s treacherous character in Act IV Scene 3:  

 

Angels are bright still, though the brightest fell. (Durband 1984: 154) 
 

Also in the modern translation angels can indeed be regarded as ‘bright still’, since the two 

versions once again only differ slightly from each other (cf. Lady Macbeth in 3.1.3):  

 

Angels are still bright although the brightest fell. (Durband 1984: 155) 
 

The linguistic alterations here concern word order and word choice. Firstly, the moderniser 

has reversed the word order in ‘bright still’, resulting in ‘still bright’, which presumably 

appears more natural to speakers of Modern English. Secondly, the word ‘though’ is altered 

into ‘although’, but conveys the same meaning as the former. These adaptations are rather 

unlikely to be considered radical, and perhaps the clarity of the original sentence only 

motivates minor changes. In fact, the translation of this statement seems to represent the 

needless rewriting of understandable lines in Shakespeare, which is usually found in 

simplified readers (Veidemanis 1993: 6). In addition, the references in both versions can be 

compared to such ‘easy’ language used in Hamlet’s soliloquy (‘To be or not to be: that is the 

question’), an example pointed to by Crystal (2002: 15). As in 3.1.3, this linguistic simplicity 

makes it difficult to state whether the modernisation is more understandable to students than 

the original. In this context one may, instead of deeming the modernisation more 

understandable, simply wish to refer to it as being more modern: as has been shown, changing 

‘bright still’ to ‘still bright’ is in accordance with Modern English. Concerning the original 

‘though’, it would certainly not have puzzled students if used in the modernisation, but for 

some reason the translator has favoured ‘although’, perhaps for the sake of alliteration 

(‘angels’, ‘although’). 

As should be clear by now, underlying a simplified linguistic form may be one or several 

biblical passages, which possibly are unknown to students. This is naturally true when it 

comes to Malcolm’s comment as well, which is not surprising if one is aware of the fact that 
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Shakespeare used to describe Satan in terms of Scripture (Wordsworth 1880: 123). More 

precisely, Mabillard (2001) mentions three instances in the Bible that Malcolm may allude to, 

and these are Luke 10:18, Isaiah 14:12, and 2 Peter 2:4. In Luke, Satan is seen falling “like 

lightning from heaven” (NIV 1984), while the Isaiah reference is aimed directly at Lucifer, the 

fallen angel: “How you have fallen from heaven, / O morning star, son of the dawn!” (ibid.). 

Lastly, in 2 Peter it is clarified that “God did not spare angels when they sinned, but sent them 

to hell” (ibid.), which implies descending.  

Since the fall of Lucifer is quite common knowledge, as is also knowledge of the Passion 

(see 3.1.1–3.1.3), students do not have to be familiar with the three biblical passages in order 

to interpret Malcolm’s utterance. Thus, one may want to conclude that this particular 

reference is understandable to students in both versions, since the linguistic form is not 

complex in either case, and, as mentioned previously, the fall of Lucifer is a biblical story that 

students may very well be familiar with, even if not being profoundly acquainted with the 

Bible in general. 

3.2 The Bible in the exercises9 
 
The exercises, or activities as they are labelled in Durband (1984: 206), provide the 

opportunity to study a variety of aspects in Macbeth. There are exercises in which attention is 

paid purely to the contents of the play, while others focus on linguistic matters such as 

punctuation, similes, and rhyme. To summarise them more thoroughly, they concern major 

characters in the play, themes and images, and also allow students to engage in close reading. 

Moreover, Durband presents typical “kind of examination questions set by the major 

examining boards” (1984: 220), and, finally, a one-word-answer quiz and an exercise where 

students are asked to complete quotations from the play. Naturally, biblical references are part 

of these exercises, since there is such a multitude of them to be found in Macbeth. Note, 

however, that all biblical references analysed in 3.1 do not occur in the exercises; Durband 

(1984) has only included a small number of biblical references here, perhaps due to the fact 

that they are scattered everywhere in the play (Milward 2006: 11). 

When contemplating Durband’s (1984) exercises, it may seem that they are very diverse, 

but despite certain differences they can all be divided into two groups. The terms that are 

appropriate to use when denoting these groups are display and referential questions, where the 

former ones represent questions to which there is only one correct answer, while the latter 

                                                 
9 See Appendix 2 for a list of Durband’s (1984) exercises analysed here. 
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ones presuppose discussions in which students must take into consideration their personal 

values, experiences, and interpretations. Display questions can, in other words, be described 

as intellectually less challenging, and referential questions as requiring a greater amount of 

cognitive effort. Most of Durband’s (1984) exercises are referential questions, but in the 

following sections both types of questions will be analysed, starting with referential questions 

on passages containing biblical references. 

3.2.1 Close reading of three speeches 
 
Below, three of Durband’s (1984) exercises on close reading will serve to illustrate referential 

questions. In these exercises, a number of speeches and extracts from the play are the points 

of departure. Prior to performing any of the exercises, students are supposed to read the 

original version, and turn to the modernisation only if it is necessary in order to gain an 

understanding of the extracts. After having studied the extracts, the intention is that students 

should concentrate entirely on Shakespeare’s original version when answering the questions 

(Durband 1984: 216). Hence, this is the relation between the original text and the 

modernisation, at least in 3.2.1.1 and 3.2.1.2, since nothing else is mentioned in relation to 

those activities. The instructions are, accordingly, very clear, which cannot be said of the 

purpose of the exercises: the latter is not explicitly stated in any of these three cases. 

However, it can and will be assumed that the purpose is for students to understand the 

speeches and extracts, as is suggested in Durband’s (ibid.) instructions for close reading. 

3.2.1.1 Biblical proverbs in Macbeth’s soliloquy 
 
The first speech to be read closely by students is Macbeth’s soliloquy in Act I Scene 7 (‘If it 

were done, when ‘tis done …’), which is analysed from a linguistic point of view in 3.1.2. 

There are nine questions on this speech, one of which draws attention to biblical references in 

a very general manner: the task is simply to discuss the effect of the biblical references 

(Durband 1984: 216). Here, it seems to be taken for granted that students can detect the 

biblical references in Macbeth’s speech, which, according to Mabillard (2001), are three in 

number. The first one reveals Macbeth’s awareness of his bond with Judas (John 13:27), 

while the second one presents a common biblical theme well described by the proverb ‘as a 

man sows, so he shall reap’ (Galatians 6:7; Job 4:8; Wisdom of Solomon 11:13), and, lastly, 

the third one concerns human pride which is fiercely condemned in the Bible (Matthew 23:12; 

Proverbs 16:18; Proverbs 29:23).  
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As has been shown in 3.1.2, the first reference, John 13:27, is to Jesus’ words to Judas, 

revealing knowledge of his betrayal. In the same section, it is also stated that the betrayal of 

Jesus can be expected to be common knowledge, even among modern young students. The 

second reference, the proverb mentioned above, may also be common knowledge to students, 

as may the condemnation of pride: there is another proverb, in English and in Swedish, which 

teaches people that ‘pride goes before a fall’. Since both of these proverbs are quite frequently 

used in different contexts, it is not unreasonable to imagine that students have encountered 

them through idiomatic use of language, or even through Ancient Greek stories depicting 

hubris and its retribution. Yet, students may not be aware of the fact that the proverbs are 

actually derived from the Bible, even if knowing about them and using them. This can be 

compared to Shakespeare’s language being used by modern speakers, which allows students 

to know some Shakespeare unconsciously (Christenbury 1993: 32). But, if students 

completely lack awareness of the biblical origin of the proverbs, they are not likely to regard 

them as biblical references in Macbeth’s speech, but rather as some words of wisdom that 

may be well known. This is why the exercise on biblical references in the soliloquy, as it is 

formulated by Durband (1984: 216), will hardly facilitate students’ understanding of the 

biblical references; students would certainly have benefited from having them clearly pointed 

out. In this case, one may recall an issue noted by Marx (2000: 13): the fact that readers of 

Shakespeare may detect more meanings and interpret his texts more efficiently if having 

knowledge of the Bible. In a classroom, of course, teachers could assist students and point to 

the biblical references, but if students study the text on their own there is the risk that they 

will not be able to perform this particular task. Durband could have eliminated this problem 

by adding footnotes explaining the biblical references to be discussed, but, unfortunately, he 

argues that explanatory footnotes on Shakespeare have proven inadequate in the past (1984: 

6). 

3.2.1.2 At the gates of Hell 
 
Durband (1984: 219) labels the second speech ‘the Porter’s speech’, which occurs in Act II 

Scene 3. There are three questions for students in this case, in one of which Durband (ibid.) 

presents the line ‘If a man were porter of hell-gate’, and asks students to comment on this. 

Presumably, the rest of the speech should be commented on as well, since the line is followed 

by an ellipsis.  

The task to comment on the porter’s speech is quite similar to the one given in relation to 

Macbeth’s soliloquy in 3.2.1.1, that is, to discuss the effect of the biblical references. Being 
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referential questions, it follows naturally that both of them are open questions, but it is 

possible that the openness is a problem especially when it comes to the Porter’s speech. It 

ought to be difficult for students to decide exactly what is crucial to focus on if merely asked 

to ‘comment’ on something, since the word choice allows for a multitude of topics such as 

language, contents, characters, biblical references, and so on. The task of ‘commenting’, to 

put it differently, may confuse students and lead to the fact that they do not perform it 

thoroughly. Still, it is plausible that the task could yield a variety of comments on or 

interpretations of different aspects, in contrast to West’s (1995: 8) rather narrow exercises on 

the language used in Lady Macbeth’s sleepwalking scene. In addition, by choosing the verb 

‘comment’, Durband (1984: 219) avoids affecting students’ answers. Thus, there appears to 

be both advantages and disadvantages with Durband’s (ibid.) presentation of this exercise. 

When commenting on the Porter’s speech, one would arguably not wish students to 

disregard the biblical reference, which is revealed through the word choice ‘hell-gate’. 

Mabillard (2001) explains this further, stating that the gates of Hell were first mentioned by 

Christ in Matthew 16:18. If wanting students to become aware of this biblical reference, 

asking them to comment freely on the speech is certainly not effective; teachers would need to 

draw attention to the biblical reference. It is, on the other hand, reasonable to believe that 

‘hell-gate’ would make students associate to religion even if not being familiar with Matthew 

16:18: neither Hell nor the biblical passage can be deemed some of Shakespeare’s extremely 

unfamiliar or opaque references (Daniell 2006: 28). And indeed, one may ask oneself for what 

reasons students would benefit from knowing that the gates of Hell were first mentioned by 

Christ in a particular biblical passage. In conclusion, this biblical reference could still be 

interpreted as precisely a biblical or at least a religious one due to the word ‘hell-gate’, despite 

the fact that the exercise does not, and, perhaps does not even need to, facilitate or provide 

any profound understanding. 

3.2.1.3 The dangers of darkness 
 
The third speech containing a biblical reference is Macbeth’s in Act III Scene 2, referred to by 

Durband as the ‘Come, seeling night’ speech (1984: 219). Here, there is only one task for 

students to perform, which is to compare the two versions of his speech, that is, the original 

and the modernisation (ibid.). Evidently, this deviates from the overall instructions Durband 

gives for close reading, in which he explains that students preferably should make use of 

Shakespeare’s original, and only turn to the modernised version if it is absolutely necessary 

(1984: 216; see also 3.2.1). 
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In order to understand exactly what students should focus on when making the 

comparison, one has to take into consideration the exercise prior to the one concerning this 

particular speech. This exercise as well refers to Act III Scene 2, and the speech in question is 

once again Macbeth’s, beginning with ‘We have scotched the snake, not killed it’. Students 

are asked to closely examine his speech in the original version, and then compare it with the 

modernisation. The question they are supposed to answer is what they believe is lost when 

translating dramatic poetry into prose (Durband 1984: 219). Thus, the same question applies 

to Macbeth’s ‘Come, seeling night’ speech. 

Even if this exercise, comparing poetry with prose, definitely constitutes a referential 

question, there is the possibility that the moderniser expects students to answer in a certain 

way, in contrast to his strategy related in 3.2.1.2 (the verb choice ‘comment’). If having read 

Durband’s introduction, one has undoubtedly noticed that he favours original, poetic 

Shakespeare over prosaic modernisations (1984: 6). For this reason, it could be tempting to 

claim that Durband wishes students to depreciate modernisations of Shakespeare, and, 

conforming to his view, realise that “much more can be expressed in poetry than in prose” 

(ibid.). In other words, Durband seems to share Veidemanis’ (1993: 6) opinion on the fact that 

there is poetic loss at all times when translating Shakespeare, no matter how minimally. This 

is simply because the poetry, the essence of Shakespeare, is destroyed by modernisers, 

Veidemanis (ibid.) argues. A word choice of Durband’s reveals his support for this idea: 

looking for something that is “lost” (1984: 219) when translating poetry into prose indicates 

the superiority of the original version. 

Regardless of Durband’s (1984) personal opinions on modernisations, it is almost certain 

that teachers would find it beneficial for students to discuss differences between poetry and 

prose. However, it is not equally certain that this exercise will facilitate students’ 

understanding of the biblical reference in Macbeth’s speech, which Mabillard (2001) notes is 

an allusion to Psalms 104:20. In the biblical passage, it is stated that “all the beasts of the 

forest prowl” (NIV 1984) at night, and this is paraphrased by Macbeth. But, merely comparing 

the two versions does not result in an understanding of the biblical reference, which is not 

‘lost’ in translation. Moreover, this is a biblical reference that students hardly will detect, 

since one would probably not even regard it as biblical. Associating darkness and night with 

beasts or evil is very common, not only in the Bible, but also, for instance, in fairy tales. For 

the average student, it is hence not likely that biblical passages on good versus evil would 

come to mind when studying Macbeth’s speech. 
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3.2.2 Completing Shakespeare 
 
Having presented three referential questions involving biblical references, focus will now 

shift to display questions. These are constituted by a one-word-answer quiz and an exercise 

which Durband refers to as “What’s missing?” (1984: 223) where students are supposed to 

complete quotations from the play. In Swedish education, these types of exercises, especially 

one-word gaps, are frequently part of the National Tests of English, but in such a context the 

missing word is usually not to be found in any text, as is the case with Durband’s exercises 

(1984: 222–223). 

Starting with the one-word-answer quiz (Durband 1984: 222), there are two questions in it 

which allude to biblical references, and the first one concerns what Hecate, the goddess of 

witches, refers to as “a mortal’s chiefest enemy” (ibid.) in Act III Scene 5. Here, it is not 

entirely clear which version of the play students are supposed to use, since Durband (ibid.) 

quotes neither Hecate’s original nor her modernised utterance. However, one can assume that 

Durband (ibid.) has misquoted the original version, where one encounters the expression 

“mortals’ chiefest enemy” (Durband 1984: 126), while in the modernisation Hecate speaks of 

“man’s chiefest enemy” (Durband 1984: 127). If using the original version, which is most 

likely the intention, the answer to the question would simply be “security” (Durband 1984: 

126), a caveat discussed in Ecclesiastes 5:6 and also in 1 Corinthians 10:12 (Mabillard 2001). 

But, if using the modernisation the answer is no longer ‘security’ but instead “overconfidence 

and vanity” (Durband 1984: 127), conveying a rather different meaning than in the original. 

Perhaps this is one of the instances where discretion, as Durband (1984: 6) states in the 

introduction, can be used when deciding the best method to apply when reading Shakespeare, 

and, possibly, also when performing the tasks. Yet, Durband (1984: 216) does not refrain 

from carefully instructing students on how to use the original version and the modernisation 

when reading extracts closely (see 3.2.1).   

The answer to the question on Hecate’s statement is clearly dependent on which version is 

used, but to the second question there is definitely an unambiguous answer. Students are now 

asked to give the word which Macbeth is unable to utter in Act II Scene 2, and this word is 

‘Amen’ in both versions. To be precise, this is more of a religious reference than a biblical 

one, but the question on ‘Amen’ is included in this section as a complement to the question 

concerning Hecate; when answering the former, it does not matter which version students use, 

and any preferable procedure is not stated by Durband (1984: 222) either. 
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It is not only the use of the different versions that may seem unclear when it comes to the 

one-word-answer quiz. In addition, no purpose of these exercises is made explicit, and, thus, 

there is a lack of information prior to the questions. Since the display questions are indeed not 

challenging to answer, teachers may ask themselves why students should complete 

Shakespeare in this manner, that is, by occasionally answering with his exact words. 

Christenbury (1993) apparently believes that such strategies are useful in education, 

advocating the use of quotations when teaching Shakespeare. Teachers can naturally select a 

number of quotations from Shakespeare’s “universe of great lines” (Christenbury 1993: 37), 

but students could choose quotations as well, controlling the discussion when allowed to 

decide what is most important in Shakespeare. This, students are obviously not allowed to do 

in Durband’s (1984: 222) one-word-answer quiz, but it is still not unlikely that the short 

answers are found to be memorable and contribute to students’ knowledge of Shakespeare. 

But, even if the questions may slightly increase students’ Shakespearean knowledge, the one-

word-answer quiz does not facilitate understanding of the rather obscure biblical references to 

Ecclesiastes 5:6 and 1 Corinthians 10:12. ‘Amen’, on the other hand, should not be in the least 

unfamiliar, but learning to repeat or state a missing word is surely not a proficient means of 

understanding the biblical passages in the play. Furthermore, these questions, as display 

questions, are certainly not aimed at providing students with any genuine understanding. 

Instead, they constitute an exercise which most students could probably perform, regardless of 

their level of knowledge, if only managing to locate the correct act and scene. 

Moving on to the exercise referred to as “What’s missing?” (Durband 1984: 223), one can 

detect some similarities between this exercise and the one-word-answer quiz. In both cases, 

students could be said to be completing Shakespeare, but in contrast to the one-word-answer 

quiz students performing ‘What’s missing?’ reproduce Shakespeare’s exact language at all 

times, completing no less than 24 quotations from Macbeth. In the one-word-answer quiz, 

there is not always the need to quote Shakespeare, and the answers are not as elaborated as in 

‘What’s missing?’ but can be as general as a place name or a number. 

 The fact that students are now asked to complete quotations from Shakespeare makes it 

interesting to elucidate the relation between the original text and the modernisation. If turning 

to the two quotations in the exercise containing biblical references, this relation may be 

clarified through them. The first quotation is “Hear it not, Duncan, for it is a knell …” 

(Durband 1984: 223), and the second one is “All the perfumes of Arabia …” (ibid.). As 

regards the first one, it is the original version that is quoted; the corresponding phrase in the 

modernisation reads “Do not hear it, Duncan! It’s a bell […]” (Durband 1984: 67). 
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Consequently, the original version should undoubtedly be used when completing the first 

quotation. As for the second one, it is utterly difficult to decide which version students should 

use, since the phrase ‘all the perfumes of Arabia’ occurs in the original version and in the 

modernisation. However, when studying the 24 quotations, a great number of them seem to be 

original quotations, but there are some unclear cases, apart from ‘all the perfumes of Arabia’. 

An example of such a case is the quotation “Fair is foul, and …” (Durband 1984: 223), which 

is identical in the original version and in the modernisation. For this reason, one cannot 

definitely state, but only suppose, that it is Durband’s (1984) intention that students should 

solely use the original version here. 

Whether the original version or the modernisation is used, the biblical references in the 

two quotations remain. Firstly, ‘Hear it not, Duncan, for it is a knell’ alludes to Macbeth 

sending King Duncan to be judged before God; in Matthew 25:31 it is related that God will 

judge all people after they have died (Mabillard 2001). Secondly, the biblical references 

underlying ‘all the perfumes of Arabia’ are Matthew 27:24, depicting Pilate washing his 

hands, and Isaiah 59:2–3 (ibid.). This quotation is also analysed in 3.1.3 when focusing on 

Lady Macbeth’s linguistic similarities with Pilate.  

None of the biblical references is paid any attention to in this exercise, and the same 

applies to all exercises that have been analysed in this essay. In 3.2.1.1, on the other hand, 

students are assuredly encouraged to discuss the effect of some biblical references (Durband 

1984: 216), but they are not made aware of these references. As concerns ‘What’s missing?’, 

learning to repeat or memorise phrases is very unlikely to facilitate students’ understanding of 

the biblical references, even if the references were known to them. 

When teaching students to memorise Shakespeare’s quotations, the question arises for 

what purpose this should be done. Apparently, the exercise ‘What’s missing?’ is not presented 

in order to let students focus on biblical references, but, once again, no other purpose of 

Durband’s (1984) is explicitly stated. Above, West’s (1995) exercises on Macbeth are 

criticised for being too narrow, but at least her purpose is quite clear to the reader. Even if she, 

like Durband (1984), does not state it explicitly, it is intelligible that the purpose is for 

students to understand Shakespeare’s use of language by making comparisons with Modern 

English. In ‘What’s missing?’ there are no such opportunities, but the use of quotations in the 

exercise may suggest that Durband (1984) still aims at increasing students’ knowledge of 

Shakespeare. According to Christenbury (1993: 32), a majority of English-speaking students 

have some knowledge of Shakespeare since they are frequently exposed to his language even 

today. The amount of Shakespearean knowledge is presumably not as great when it comes to 
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Swedish-speaking students, which is why the ‘What’s missing?’ exercise could probably be 

used if wanting Swedish students to learn and memorise Shakespeare’s language.  

If memorising, or to increase students’ knowledge of Shakespeare’s language, is the 

purpose of the exercise one could discuss why certain utterances have been favoured by 

Durband (1984), and whether they are believed to be more memorable or important than 

others. Furthermore, the meaningfulness of memorising certain lines in Shakespeare could be 

questioned. Such a critical approach is not always found in Christenbury, since she claims that 

students should be encouraged to familiarise themselves with and memorise Shakespeare’s 

language, resulting in them ‘owning’ his words, “the effect of which can be long-range and 

electrifying” (1993: 32). Indeed, memorising could be justified if the students in question are 

going to perform Macbeth, but since this does not seem to be the intention with Durband’s 

(1984) exercises, merely memorising phrases is arguably not purposeful. If limiting students 

to reproducing Shakespeare’s language, there is the risk that no actual profound learning will 

take place. Plausibly, students who have memorised Shakespeare will be able to impress 

interlocutors by quoting him, or manage to fill in missing words and phrases in exercises 

similar to Durband’s (1984). But, they may repeat Shakespeare without even understanding 

the meaning of his words or quotations, which is why it would be preferable not to use these 

display questions alone with students. If necessarily wanting to include exercises like ‘What’s 

missing?’, teachers could elaborate on them by engaging students in further discussions on, 

for example, the language or interpretations of the utterances as wholes, or even let them act 

out quotations as is suggested by Christenbury (1993: 36). Nonetheless, it would have been 

most desirable for Durband (1984) to state the purpose of his display questions, so to motivate 

students and allow them to understand what they will learn from performing such seemingly 

aimless exercises. 
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4. Summary and conclusion 
 
The aim of this essay was, firstly, to compare some biblical references in Shakespeare’s 

Macbeth to those in Durband’s (1984) modernised version of the play aimed at students. 

When comparing the two versions, differences between the biblical references in the original 

and the modernisation were pointed to, and it was inquired whether for some reasons the 

modernisations should be deemed more understandable to today’s students. Secondly, some 

student exercises of Durband’s (1984) concerned with biblical passages in the play were 

focused on. Here, attempts were made to state the purpose of the exercises and clarify if they 

facilitate students’ understanding of the biblical references. Additionally, the relation between 

the original text and the modern text in the exercises was dealt with, since it was sought to 

conclude which version students should turn to when performing the exercises. Throughout 

the analysis, the students referred to were Swedish students in upper secondary school 

studying English as a foreign language. 

The linguistic analysis of the biblical references, five in total, showed that differences 

between the two versions generally are found in word choice or word order, use of 

contractions, the amount of information given in characters’ lines, and figurative language. In 

fact, Shakespeare’s figurative language appears to be less effective in Modern English, since 

the translations are done at the expense of his original anaphoras or yield rather vague 

metaphors which could also be interpreted literally. In the translator’s defence, he frequently 

makes use of alliterations as a stylistic device, examples of which occur in the original as 

well. 

That the modernisation is different from the original does not imply that the former is a 

more understandable text. It is far from certain that the modernised biblical references should 

always be considered more understandable to students, but there are examples where the 

modernisation undoubtedly can be regarded as clearer. This is due to word choice, and also 

due to a modernised word order or simplification of Shakespeare’s figurative language. 

Moreover, the linguistic form in the modernisation and in the original may at times be simple, 

while the biblical references are still challenging for students to detect. 

As for the biblical references in Durband’s (1984) exercises, divided into referential and 

display questions in this essay, they were represented by close reading of speeches and 

extracts, a one-word-answer quiz and an exercise called ‘What’s missing?’ where students are 

supposed to complete quotations from Macbeth. Even if these exercises differ from each 

other, they have a number of things in common: Durband (1984) never explicitly states the 
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purpose of any exercises, and none of them seem to facilitate students’ understanding of the 

biblical references in the play. The cause for this may be the unclearness of the biblical 

references; students would surely have benefited from having them pointed out. Hence, in the 

exercises students are not given the chance to acquire any genuine knowledge of the biblical 

allusions in Macbeth.  

In accordance with the purpose of the exercises, the relation between the original version 

and the modernisation often has to be inferred by the reader, while this relation is perfectly 

clear at other times. When performing exercises on close reading, for instance, students are 

asked to use the modernisation only if it is absolutely necessary for their understanding, and 

answer the questions provided using the original. But, when it comes to the one-word-answer 

quiz and ‘What’s missing?’ it is uncertain which version students should preferably use, and, 

sometimes, it is even possible for them to use both versions. 

If wishing to approach Shakespeare’s works from a didactical point of view, it would be 

interesting for future studies to compare English modernisations of Shakespeare with Swedish 

ones. One would not necessarily have to focus on biblical references, but could perhaps 

choose metaphors as the subject of study, since figurative language might be more difficult 

for students to interpret than non-figurative language. Finally, one could find it beneficial to 

compare different kinds of modernisations to each other, such as texts, films, and plays, since 

more than one of these media are normally used in education. 
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Appendix 1: Biblical references analysed 
 

Section Original version Modern version 
 
 

3.1.1 

 
 
Except they meant to bathe in 

reeking wounds, / Or 
memorize another Golgotha 

 
 

 
 

As if they wished to swim in 
blood or copy Calvary 

 
 

3.1.2 

 
 

If it were done, when ‘tis done, 
then ‘twere well / It were done 

quickly 
 
 

 
 

If when it’s done, that’s the 
end of it, then the quicker it’s 

done, the better 
 

 
 

3.1.3 

 
 

Here’s the smell of the blood 
still: all the / perfumes of 

Arabia will not sweeten this 
little hand. Oh! oh! / oh! 

 
 

 
 

[Her hand to her nose] The 
smell of the blood is still there. 

All the perfumes of Arabia 
cannot sweeten this little hand. 
[She sighs deeply] Oh, oh, oh! 

 
 

 
 

3.1.4 

 
 

There’s daggers in men’s 
smiles: the near in blood, / The 

nearer bloody 
 
 

 
 

Here, smilers have knives 
beneath their cloaks. Our 

closest relatives have most 
reason to murder us 

 
 

3.1.5 

 
 

Angels are bright still, though 
the brightest fell 

 
 

 
 

Angels are still bright although 
the brightest fell 
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Appendix 2: Exercises of Durband’s (1984) analysed 
 

Section Referential questions Display questions 
 
 

3.2.1.1 

 
 

If it were done, when ‘tis done 
(Act I Scene 7 lines 1–28) 

 
Discuss the effect of the 

biblical references. 
 
 

 
 
 

 
 

3.2.1.2 

 
 

The Porter’s Speech  
(Act II Scene 3 lines 1–18)  

 
‘If a man were porter of hell-

gate …’ Comment. 
 
 

 
 
 

 
 

3.2.1.3 

 
 

The ‘Come, seeling night’ 
speech  

(Act III Scene 2 lines 46–56) 
 

Compare the two versions of 
the ‘Come, seeling night’ 

speech. 
 
 

 
 
 
 

 
 

3.2.2 
 

 
 
 
 

 
 

What, according to Hecate, is 
‘a mortal’s chiefest enemy’? 

 
What was the word that 

Macbeth told Lady Macbeth 
he could not utter? 

 
Hear it not, Duncan, for it is a 

knell … 
 
All the perfumes of Arabia … 

 
 

 


