
Macbeth – The fatal bellmen 

 
Consider the numerous birds in the play. Look at the following passages and 
speak about the symbolic meaning of birds in the play. 
 

Dismayed not this our captains, Macbeth and Banquo? 
Yes, as sparrows eagles 
(I, ii, 35) 
 
He brings great news [Exit messenger.] The raven himself is hoarse, 
That croaks the fatal entrance of Duncan 
Under my battlements. 
(I, v, 38-40) 
 
Unto our gentle senses. This guest of summer, 
The temple-haunting martlet, does approve, 
By his loved mansionry, that the heaven’s breath 
Smells wooingly here 
(I, vi, 3-6) 
 
It was the owl that shriek’d, the fatal bellman 
(II, ii, 3) 
 
I heard the owl scream, and the crickets cry. 
(II, ii, 15) 
 
New hatch’d to th’woeful time, the obscure bird 
Clamour’d the livelong night 
(II, iii, 58-9) 
 
Even like the deed that’s done. On Tuesday last, 
A falcon, towering in her pride of place, 
Was by a mousing owl hawk’d at and kill’d. 
(II, iv, 11-3) 
 
Which keeps me pale!—Light thickens; and the crow 
Makes wing to th’rooky wood; 
Good things of day begin to droop and drowse; 
While Night’s black agents to their preys do rouse. 
(III, ii, 50-4) 
 
If charnel-houses and our graves must send 
Those that we bury, back, our monuments 
Shall be the maws of kites. 
(III, iv, 70-72) 
 
 
 
 



 

Augures, and understood relations, have 
By maggot-pies [magpies], and choughs [jackdaws], and rooks, brought forth 
The secret’st man of blood. 
(III, iv, 123-5) 
 
Wisdom! to leave his wife, to leave his babes, 
His mansion, and his titles, in a place 
From whence himself does fly? He loves us not: 
He wants the natural touch; for the poor wren, 
The most diminutive of birds, will fight, 
Her young ones in her nest, against the owl. 
(IV, ii, 6-11). 
 
I take my leave at once. Sirrah, your father’s dead: 
And what will you do now? How ill you live? 
As birds do, mother. 
As birds do, mother. What, with worms and flies? 
With what I get, I mean; and so do they. 
Poor bird! thoud’st never fear the net, nor lime 
The pit-fall, nor the gin. 
The pit-fall, nor the gin. Why should I, mother? 
Poor birds they are not set for. 
(IV, ii, 30-6) 
 
He has no children.—All my pretty ones? 
Did you say all?—O Hell-kite!—All? 
What, all my pretty chickens, and their dam, 
At one fell swoop? 
(IV, iii, 216-9) 



 

The Raven 

The raven is a bird of ill omen, and Lady Macbeth means that the raven is hoarse 
from saying again and again that King Duncan must die. 
 
The Owl 

The cry of a screech owl was thought to announce a death, and a “fatal bellman” 
was a night watchman who rang a bell to call a prisoner to his hanging. Lady 
Macbeth is glad to hear the cry of the screech owl, because it means that Macbeth 
is murdering King Duncan. 
The owl is the “obscure bird,” because it flies in the night and can’t be seen. Per-
haps that owl was the same one that Lady Macbeth heard when Macbeth was kill-
ing King Duncan. Just after Lennox finishes this speech, Macduff comes rushing 
in with the news that King Duncan has been murdered. 
 
The Falcon 

The falcon’s “pride of place” is the highest point of its flight. And the owl, which 
usually catches mice on the ground, went up instead of down, and killed a falcon. 
Also, a falcon is a day creature, and a royal companion, while the owl is an un-
tameable bird of night and death. If things in nature stand for things in human 
life, King Duncan is the falcon, and Macbeth the owl. 
 
The Crow 

“Night’s black agents” are all things that hunt and kill in the dark, including birds 
of prey, including the crow. 
 
The Kite 

“Kites” are hawks, and their “maws” are their entire eating apparatuses—beaks, 
gullets, and stomachs. An ancient fear was that a person who was not properly 
buried would have his bones picked clean by birds. Macbeth thinks that the dead 
ought to stay where they belong; if the graves are going to send the bodies back, 
the kites, with their maws full of human flesh, are going to be the only real graves. 
 
Magpies, Jackdaws and Rooks 

Macbeth realises that a murder will always be discovered, sometimes in strange 
ways. “Magot-pies” (magpies), “choughs” (jackdaws), and “rooks” are all birds 
that can be taught to speak a few words. He fears that these birds will reveal his 
guilt. 
 
The Wren 

Lady Macduff compares her husband to a little wren that runs away because he is 
afraid of the owl. 
 
 
 


