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Sleep is a period of rest and revitalization, without it, a person will become

very weak and start to go insane. The story of Macbeth, written by William

Shakespeare in the Elizabethan, tells the tale of a man who was tempted by

weird sisters to ambition and a greed for power. Macbeth killed the king to

gain  his  throne.  However  after  the  murder  Macbeth  is  unable  to  sleep

properly. Sleep is one of the key images which recur throughout the play. 

Sleep imagery in Macbeth is used to develop the theme of innocence, 

nature, conscience and guilt and reinforces the images of night, darkness, 

and evil. 

Sleep is a symbol of innocence and goodness, one of the main themes in the

play.  Since  Macbeth  has  done  a  deed  of  great  evil,  murdering  Duncan,

Macbeth is no longer innocent. And hence he is no longer allowed to sleep.

Macbeth also realizes this himself after the murder and says, “[Macbeth] has

murdered sleep, and therefore, Macbeth shall sleep no more” (II. 

ii. 39-40). Lady Macbeth is also an evil character and so she also can’t sleep 

properly. The actions which depict her as an evil character are beckoning evil

“ spirits/ That tend on mortal thoughts” (I. v. 39-40) and persuading her 

husband to kill Duncan after Macbeth has resolved not to do it after thinking 

it through. 

Macbeth and Lady Macbeth’s lack of sleep shows the guilt, which they are

feeling and how much the murder of Duncan goes against their conscience.

The lack of sleep is part of the punishment for Macbeth and Lady Macbeth

for killing Duncan, as there is always a penalty for evil actions. This penalty

was foreshadowed by the witches when they were plotting to punish the
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sailor by not letting him sleep and so “ sleep shall neither night nor day/

hang upon his penthouse lid” (I. iii. 19-20) meaning that the sailor will not be

able to sleep in the day or night. Lady Macbeth is so full of guilt that she

talks and walks in her sleep. She is always trying to wash her hands (V. i.)

due to the guilt she is feeling. Guilt is also what leads Lady Macbeth to lose

her mind and then commit suicide. 

Sleep reinforces the theme of nature. Sleep is the natural way of healing the

body.  Sleep  can  heal  the  body  in  many  ways.  It  can  “  knit  up  the

raveled sleeve  of  care”(II.  ii.  34),  which  means  it  can solve  problems  by

relaxing the mind. Sleep is “ the death of each day’s life” (II. ii. 35), meaning

it is the end of the day which follows the beginning of a new day. Sleep is

also able to ease the muscles and aches after a day from “ sore labor” (II. ii.

35). It is also the “ chief nourisher in life’s feast” (II. ii. 37), like food which

nourishes the body. Nobody can survive without food; neither can anyone

survive  without  having  to  sleep.  And  since  Macbeth  cannot  sleep,  he  is

forfeiting all of the advantages from a night’s rest. Lady Macbeth notices this

and points out “ You lack the season of all natures, sleep” (III. v. 142) 

Sleep imagery is also closely related to the night,  darkness, and evil  and

they often work together. Sleep mostly happen at night, so there are many

references  of  night  and  dark  imagery  when  sleep  is  mentioned.  Evil

characters do not get to sleep and on the rare occasion they do, they dream

many nightmares as “ wicked dreams abuse/ the curtained sleep” (II. i. 50).

Banquo are also getting the “ cursèd thoughts” (II. i. 8) when he sleeps and

so he resists the “ heavy summons” (II. i. 7) which call him to sleep. 
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Sleep is  used in Macbeth to support  many of  the main themes.  Sleep is

corresponds to innocence and goodness as the characters who do not fit this

description  are  not  allowed  to  sleep  as  they  are  constantly  haunted  by

nightmares. Lack of sleep is punishment for the evil characters, they often

become mentally disturbed, “ dwindle” and grow “ peak and pine” (I. iii. 14).

One of the main causes of this lack of sleep is due to the guilt the characters

are feeling. Macbeth and Lady Macbeth are feeling very guilty as the murder

of Duncan totally goes against their conscience. Sleep is also the natural

healer.  It  heals  all  parts  of  the  body,  the  mind  and  the  muscles  and  it

provides  the  person  with  energy  and  livelihood.  A  person  who  doesn’t

receive these advantages will  grow unstable and unhealthy physically and

mentally. 
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