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ABSTRACT 

This paper offers a sustained semiotic and political analysis of the Banquet Scene (Act III, Scene 

IV) in Macbeth by William Shakespeare, arguing that the scene constitutes the decisive site 

where signs begin to betray their maker and meaning collapses across psychological, linguistic, 

and political domains. Drawing on the semiotic frameworks of Ferdinand de Saussure and 

Charles Sanders Peirce, the study examines how the banquet—initially a ritual sign of order, 

hierarchy, and legitimacy—becomes a space of disruption with the appearance of Banquo’s 

ghost. The ghost operates as a complex sign (icon, index, and symbol), exposing Macbeth’s 

concealed guilt and destabilizing the political narrative of rightful kingship. Through close 

textual analysis, the paper demonstrates how the breakdown of language, the failure of ritual 

performance, and the erosion of shared signification produce a crisis of meaning that isolates 

Macbeth and undermines his authority. Integrating insights from cognitive, new historicist, and 

ecocritical perspectives, the study further shows that the scene reflects broader anxieties about 

sovereignty, social cohesion, and ethical order. It concludes that the Banquet Scene functions as 

a semiotic turning point, where the collapse of meaning precipitates the tragic disintegration of 

both the individual and the state. 

 

Keywords: Banquet Scene; Macbeth; Political Legitimacy; Guilt; Kingship; Meaning 
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1. INTRODUCTION 

Macbeth, written by William Shakespeare, remains one of the most profound explorations of 

ambition, guilt, and moral disintegration in early modern drama. Among its many pivotal 

moments, the Banquet Scene (Act III, Scene IV) stands as a dramatic and symbolic fulcrum 

that crystallizes the psychological, political, and metaphysical tensions of the play. This scene 

is not merely a theatrical spectacle; it is a semiotic nexus where visible signs and invisible 

meanings collide, revealing the inner fragmentation of Macbeth and the unraveling of his 

authority. 

The Banquet Scene occurs after Macbeth has secured the throne through regicide and 

orchestrated the murder of Banquo. At the level of narrative progression, the scene marks the 

transition from Macbeth’s calculated ambition to uncontrollable paranoia. However, its deeper 

significance lies in its symbolic density: the ghost of Banquo, the empty chair, Macbeth’s 

public breakdown, and Lady Macbeth’s desperate attempts to maintain order—all function as 

signs within a larger semiotic system that encodes guilt, illegitimacy, and cosmic disorder. 

Semiotics, as theorized by thinkers such as Ferdinand de Saussure and Charles Sanders Peirce, 

provides a powerful framework to interpret this scene. Saussure’s dyadic model of signifier 

and signified allows us to examine how objects and gestures in the scene signify deeper 

psychological and political meanings. Peirce’s triadic model—icon, index, and symbol—
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enables us to analyse how the ghost functions simultaneously as a visual manifestation (icon), 

a trace of guilt (index), and a symbol of moral retribution. 

The Banquet Scene is also crucial because it externalizes Macbeth’s internal crisis. What was 

previously hidden—his guilt, fear, and insecurity—now erupts into public visibility. The scene 

thus dramatizes the collapse of the distinction between private conscience and public 

performance. Macbeth, who had earlier mastered the art of deception (“False face must hide 

what the false heart doth know”), is now unable to sustain the illusion of kingship. His authority 

disintegrates not through external rebellion but through semiotic rupture: the signs he attempts 

to control begin to betray him. 

Furthermore, the Banquet Scene reflects the disruption of natural and social order—a central 

theme in the play. The royal banquet, traditionally a symbol of harmony, hierarchy, and 

abundance, becomes a site of chaos and fragmentation. The inversion of this symbolic structure 

underscores the consequences of Macbeth’s unnatural rise to power. 

Thus, the Banquet Scene is indispensable to the conception, structure, and culmination of the 

play. It serves as the dramatic midpoint where Macbeth’s tragic trajectory becomes irreversible. 

Through a semiotic lens, the scene reveals itself as a complex system of signs that articulate 

the moral, psychological, and political breakdown at the heart of Macbeth. 

 

This study adopts a qualitative, interpretive methodology grounded in semiotic theory, drawing 

upon the structuralist insights of Ferdinand de Saussure and the pragmatic semiotics of Charles 

Sanders Peirce. It integrates close textual analysis with a performance-oriented perspective in 

order to explore how meaning is generated through a dynamic interplay of signs, symbols, 

gestures, and theatrical effects in the Banquet Scene of Macbeth. The study seeks to examine 

the scene as a complex semiotic structure, to identify and interpret its key signifying elements 

and their layered meanings, and to demonstrate its centrality to the thematic coherence and 

structural design of the play. In doing so, it addresses how semiotic elements articulate 

Macbeth’s psychological disintegration, how they signify political illegitimacy and moral 

disorder, and how semiotic frameworks illuminate the symbolic density of the ghost and the 

banquet setting as indispensable components of the play’s tragic vision. 

 

2. CLOSE READING & ANALYSIS  

To fully appreciate the semiotic density of the Banquet Scene in Macbeth, it is necessary to 

situate it within the unfolding tragic architecture of the play. The drama begins with prophetic 

utterances by the Weird Sisters, whose equivocal language functions as what Ferdinand de 

Saussure would describe as unstable signifiers—linguistic forms whose meanings are not fixed 

but deferred and open to misinterpretation. Macbeth’s rise to kingship is thus already encoded 

within a system of ambiguous signs. His subsequent actions—especially the murder of 

Duncan—may be read as attempts to stabilize meaning by converting prophecy into political 

reality. 

However, this attempt at semiotic control fails. The murder of Banquo, undertaken to suppress 

the prophetic threat embodied in Banquo’s lineage, ironically produces the most destabilizing 

sign in the play: Banquo’s ghost. The Banquet Scene (Act III, Scene IV), therefore, marks the 

moment when Macbeth’s symbolic universe collapses under the weight of its own 

contradictions. 

 

 

 

1. The Banquet as Cultural and Political Sign System 

http://ijlllc.org/


International Journal of Language, Linguistics, Literature and Culture 
                                                                                                                               Vol. 05, No. 02; 2026 

                                                                                                                                        ISSN: 2583-6560 

 
45 

http://ijlllc.org/  

The banquet, in early modern culture, is not merely a social gathering but a highly codified 

ritual signifying order, hierarchy, and sovereign legitimacy. As Stephen Greenblatt (2004) 

argues, royal ceremonies function as performative acts that produce and reinforce authority. 

Macbeth’s banquet is thus intended as a spectacle of power—a theatrical assertion of kingship. 

When Macbeth instructs his guests, “You know your own degrees; sit down,” he invokes a 

symbolic order structured by rank and hierarchy. This utterance functions as a performative 

sign, attempting to organize the social body. Yet the very need to articulate order suggests its 

fragility. The banquet is already haunted by absence—the absence of Banquo, whose murder 

underwrites the event. 

The sudden disruption of this carefully staged ritual by the appearance of Banquo’s ghost 

transforms the banquet from a sign of unity into a sign of disintegration. The scene exposes 

what Jacques Derrida might term the “trace”—the persistence of what has been violently 

excluded. Banquo’s absence becomes a presence, destabilizing the symbolic order Macbeth 

seeks to maintain. 

2. The Ghost as Semiotic Nexus: Icon, Index, Symbol 

The ghost of Banquo operates as a complex semiotic entity that resists singular interpretation. 

Drawing upon Charles Sanders Peirce’s triadic model, the ghost may be understood 

simultaneously as icon, index, and symbol. 

As an icon, the ghost visually resembles Banquo, making it recognizable as a figure from the 

past. As an index, it is causally linked to Macbeth’s crime—it exists because Banquo has been 

murdered. This indexical dimension is crucial: the ghost is not merely a hallucination but a sign 

that points directly to the act of violence that produced it. As a symbol, the ghost signifies guilt, 

moral retribution, and the persistence of truth beyond attempts at concealment. 

The ghost’s occupation of Macbeth’s seat is particularly significant. The empty chair becomes 

a potent signifier of illegitimacy. In political semiotics, the throne (or seat) symbolizes 

authority and rightful succession. By displacing Macbeth, the ghost exposes the hollowness of 

his kingship. As Jonathan Dollimore (1984) notes, Shakespearean tragedy often reveals power 

as inherently unstable, dependent on symbolic performances that can easily collapse. 

3. Semiotic Disjunction: Private Vision vs Public Reality 

One of the most striking features of the Banquet Scene is the radical disjunction between 

Macbeth’s perception and the perception of others. The ghost is visible only to Macbeth, 

creating a split between private signification and public meaning. 

This disjunction produces what Roman Jakobson would identify as a breakdown in the 

communicative function of language. Macbeth’s utterances, addressed to the ghost, are 

incomprehensible to the assembled nobles. His language ceases to function as a shared system 

of signs and instead becomes an expression of private terror. 

Lady Macbeth attempts to repair this breakdown by re-signifying Macbeth’s behavior. She 

insists that his visions are merely habitual fits, thereby offering an alternative interpretation to 

the audience within the play. In semiotic terms, she functions as a mediator attempting to 

stabilize meaning. However, her efforts ultimately fail, as Macbeth’s repeated outbursts 

overwhelm any attempt at interpretive control. 

4. Linguistic Fragmentation and the Failure of Signification 

Macbeth’s language in the Banquet Scene is marked by fragmentation, repetition, and 

exclamatory intensity. His speech loses syntactic coherence, reflecting what Julia Kristeva 

(1982) would describe as the eruption of the semiotic (pre-linguistic drives) into the symbolic 

order (structured language). 

Phrases such as “Avaunt! and quit my sight!” signal an attempt to expel the disruptive sign (the 

ghost), yet this expulsion is impossible. Language, which previously enabled Macbeth to 
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conceal his intentions, now fails him. The signifier no longer guarantees control over the 

signified. 

This linguistic breakdown mirrors Macbeth’s psychological disintegration. As Christopher 

Ricks (2002) observes, Shakespeare often uses verbal instability to dramatize moral and 

cognitive collapse. Macbeth’s inability to articulate coherent meaning reflects his inability to 

maintain a stable sense of self. 

5. The Collapse of Kingship as Semiotic Authority 

Kingship in Macbeth is fundamentally a semiotic construct, sustained through rituals, symbols, 

and public performances. The Banquet Scene reveals the fragility of this construct. Macbeth’s 

authority depends on his ability to control signs—to present himself as a legitimate ruler. When 

this control is lost, his authority collapses. 

The reaction of the nobles—marked by confusion and unease—signals the beginning of 

political disintegration. As James Calderwood (1986) argues, Shakespearean kingship is 

inseparable from theatricality. Macbeth’s failure is thus a failure of performance. 

The banquet, instead of consolidating power, exposes its instability. The scene anticipates the 

eventual rebellion against Macbeth, demonstrating that political authority cannot be sustained 

through violence alone. 

6. Temporal and Cosmic Disorder 

The ghost’s appearance also disrupts temporal order. The past intrudes upon the present, 

suggesting that Macbeth cannot escape the consequences of his actions. This aligns with the 

play’s broader concern with unnatural disorder, reflected in omens such as darkness during the 

day and unnatural animal behaviour. 

From a semiotic perspective, this temporal disruption signifies the breakdown of linear 

causality. Actions do not remain confined to the past but continue to generate meaning in the 

present. The Banquet Scene thus functions as a site where temporal, psychological, and 

political systems converge and collapse. 

In sum, the Banquet Scene represents a moment of profound semiotic crisis. The systems that 

structure meaning—language, ritual, perception, and authority—are all destabilized. This crisis 

marks the irreversible turning point in Macbeth’s tragic trajectory. 

 

3. DISCUSSION  

The Banquet Scene has long been recognized as the structural and psychological pivot of 

Macbeth. Traditional criticism, notably that of A. C. Bradley, interprets the scene as the 

moment when Macbeth transitions from a resolute, if morally compromised, agent to a figure 

overwhelmed by fear and inner division. Bradley’s emphasis on psychological tragedy remains 

influential; however, a semiotic approach enables a more nuanced understanding of how this 

transformation is articulated through systems of signs. 

1. Semiotics and the Crisis of Representation 

From a Saussurean perspective, the Banquet Scene dramatizes the instability of the sign. 

Macbeth’s attempt to impose order—through language, ritual, and spectacle—is undermined 

by the emergence of signs that resist his control. The ghost functions as a signifier that cannot 

be integrated into the existing symbolic system. 

This instability resonates with poststructuralist critiques of meaning. As Roland Barthes (1977) 

suggests, texts are sites of multiple meanings rather than fixed interpretations. The Banquet 

Scene exemplifies this multiplicity: the ghost may be interpreted as supernatural reality, 

psychological projection, or theatrical device. 

2. Peircean Indexicality and Moral Accountability 
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The Peircean concept of the index is particularly illuminating in this context. Unlike symbols, 

which rely on convention, indices are directly connected to their objects. The ghost, as an index 

of Banquo’s murder, cannot be dismissed as mere illusion. It points to a material event—the 

act of violence—that cannot be undone. 

This indexical dimension reinforces the theme of moral accountability. Macbeth cannot escape 

the consequences of his actions because they are inscribed within the very structure of reality. 

The ghost is not just a sign of guilt; it is evidence of crime. 

3. Abjection and the Return of the Repressed 

Julia Kristeva’s theory of abjection provides a powerful framework for understanding the 

ghost’s disturbing presence. Abjection refers to what is cast out in order to maintain identity 

and order. Banquo’s murder represents an attempt to eliminate a threat; however, the ghost’s 

return signifies the failure of this exclusion. 

The Banquet Scene thus dramatizes the return of the repressed. What Macbeth seeks to 

suppress—his guilt, his fear, his awareness of illegitimacy—re-emerges in a form that cannot 

be controlled. This aligns with psychoanalytic interpretations that view the ghost as a 

manifestation of the unconscious. 

4. Communication Breakdown and Isolation 

Roman Jakobson’s model of communication highlights the importance of shared codes in the 

production of meaning. In the Banquet Scene, these codes break down. Macbeth’s language is 

no longer intelligible to others, creating a gap between speaker and audience. 

This breakdown produces isolation. Macbeth is cut off not only from his subjects but also from 

the shared reality that sustains social order. His experience becomes solipsistic, reinforcing his 

alienation. 

5. Political Theology and Illegitimate Power 

Recent scholarship has emphasized the theological dimensions of kingship in Macbeth. As 

scholars such as Graham Hammill (2012) argue, early modern political authority is grounded 

in divine sanction. Macbeth’s usurpation represents a violation of this order. 

The Banquet Scene exposes the consequences of this violation. The disruption of the feast—a 

ritual associated with harmony and divine blessing—signals the withdrawal of legitimacy. The 

ghost may thus be interpreted as a manifestation of divine justice, reinforcing the idea that 

tyranny cannot sustain itself. 

6. Anthropological Perspectives on Ritual and Disorder 

Anthropological approaches, particularly those influenced by Victor Turner (1969), view 

rituals as mechanisms for maintaining social cohesion. The banquet, as a ritual feast, should 

reinforce community bonds. However, in Macbeth, this ritual is inverted. 

The disruption of the banquet transforms it into what Turner would call a “liminal” space—a 

moment of crisis in which social structures are suspended. This liminality reveals the 

underlying instability of the social order. 

7. Performance and Theatricality 

Modern performance criticism underscores the theatrical nature of the Banquet Scene. As W. 

B. Worthen (2014) notes, Shakespeare’s plays are not merely texts but performance scripts. 

The ghost’s visibility—or invisibility—depends on staging choices, which in turn shape 

interpretation. 

This theatrical dimension reinforces the semiotic complexity of the scene. The audience must 

navigate multiple layers of meaning, interpreting both what is seen and what is implied. 

8. Applying interdisciplinary critical frameworks to the reading of Macbeth 

Recent scholarship has continued to revitalize the Banquet Scene in Macbeth by situating it 

within a range of interdisciplinary critical frameworks that extend beyond traditional moral or 
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character-based readings. These approaches not only reaffirm the scene’s centrality but also 

demonstrate its remarkable adaptability to evolving theoretical paradigms, particularly in the 

domains of cognitive studies, new historicism, and ecocriticism. 

Cognitive criticism, as developed in works such as those by David Herman (2013), offers a 

compelling lens through which to examine Macbeth’s encounter with Banquo’s ghost. Rather 

than treating the apparition solely as a supernatural or symbolic device, cognitive approaches 

foreground the processes by which audiences interpret, simulate, and emotionally respond to 

Macbeth’s perceptual experience. The ghost becomes a site of cognitive dissonance: spectators 

are invited to inhabit Macbeth’s subjective reality while simultaneously recognizing its 

divergence from the shared world of the other characters. This dual processing intensifies 

dramatic irony and underscores the instability of perception itself. Moreover, cognitive theory 

illuminates how Shakespeare’s dramaturgy anticipates modern understandings of 

hallucination, trauma, and embodied cognition. Macbeth’s fragmented responses—his fixation 

on the ghost’s “gory locks,” his inability to reconcile vision with social context—can thus be 

read as dramatizations of a mind struggling to integrate sensory input with moral awareness. 

The Banquet Scene, in this sense, becomes an early modern exploration of what contemporary 

cognitive science would identify as the breakdown of interpretive coherence. 

New historicist criticism, associated with figures such as Stephen Greenblatt, situates Macbeth 

within the political and ideological anxieties of early seventeenth-century England. From this 

perspective, the Banquet Scene reflects deep-seated concerns about legitimacy, succession, and 

the fragility of sovereign authority under James I. The disruption of the royal feast—

traditionally a symbol of political harmony and divine sanction—signals a crisis in the 

symbolic structures that uphold kingship. Banquo’s ghost, whose lineage is prophesied to 

inherit the throne, embodies the unresolved tension between usurped power and rightful 

succession. As Greenblatt (2004) suggests, Shakespeare’s plays often reveal how authority is 

sustained through performance and belief; when these mechanisms falter, as they do in the 

Banquet Scene, power is exposed as precarious and contingent. The scene thus resonates with 

contemporary concerns about regicide and tyranny, particularly in the aftermath of events such 

as the Gunpowder Plot (1605), which intensified anxieties about political stability and divine 

order. Through this lens, the Banquet Scene becomes not merely a psychological episode but 

a politically charged moment that interrogates the very foundations of kingship. 

Ecocritical readings, advanced by scholars like Simon C. Estok (2011), further expand the 

interpretive horizon by linking the play’s imagery of disorder to environmental imbalance. In 

Macbeth, the natural world repeatedly mirrors the moral corruption of human actions: darkness 

envelops the day, animals behave unnaturally, and the landscape itself seems to revolt against 

the disruption of rightful order. The Banquet Scene, though ostensibly confined to an interior 

space, participates in this ecological symbolism. The intrusion of Banquo’s ghost can be 

understood as a manifestation of a broader cosmic disturbance—a sign that the boundaries 

between the natural and the supernatural have been violated. Ecocriticism thus reframes the 

ghost not only as a psychological or moral sign but also as an ecological one, representing the 

consequences of human actions that disrupt the balance of the world. This perspective aligns 

with contemporary concerns about environmental crisis, suggesting that Shakespeare’s play 

anticipates modern anxieties about the interconnectedness of ethical and ecological systems. 

Taken together, these contemporary approaches demonstrate that the Banquet Scene remains a 

fertile site for critical inquiry. Its capacity to accommodate diverse interpretive frameworks—

cognitive, historical, ecological—attests to its structural richness and thematic depth. Far from 

being exhausted by traditional readings, the scene continues to generate new meanings, 
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reflecting both the complexity of Shakespeare’s dramaturgy and the evolving concerns of 

modern scholarship. 

 

Table: Expanded Semiotic Mapping 

Sign Type Expanded Signification 

Banquet Symbol Political order, ritual legitimacy, fragile authority 

Ghost Icon/Index/Symbol Embodied guilt, evidence of crime, moral reckoning 

Empty Chair Symbol Usurpation, absence of rightful succession 

Blood Index Irreversible violence, ethical stain 

Speech Breakdown Symbol Collapse of rationality and identity 

Lady Macbeth Symbol Failed mediation, gendered control of discourse 

 

The Banquet Scene endures as a critical focal point  

The Banquet Scene endures as a critical focal point because it operates simultaneously across 

psychological, political, and semiotic dimensions. It reveals that power is not merely exercised 

but signified, and that the failure to control signs leads inevitably to collapse. Through its 

intricate interplay of visible and invisible meanings, the scene exposes the limits of human 

agency and the inescapability of moral consequence. 

 

4. CONCLUSION  

The Banquet Scene in Macbeth is not simply a dramatic highlight; it is the semiotic core of the 

play. Through a dense network of signs—visual, linguistic, and symbolic—it reveals the 

collapse of Macbeth’s psychological stability, political authority, and moral integrity. 

By applying semiotic theory, we uncover the deeper mechanisms through which meaning is 

constructed and disrupted in the scene. The ghost of Banquo emerges as a powerful sign that 

cannot be suppressed, embodying the inevitability of moral reckoning. The banquet, 

traditionally a symbol of order, becomes a site of chaos, reflecting the consequences of 

unnatural ambition. 

The scene’s crowning importance lies in its ability to externalize the invisible—to make guilt 

visible, to transform private conscience into public spectacle. It marks the point of no return in 

Macbeth’s tragic journey and underscores the play’s central lesson: that the violation of moral 

order inevitably leads to self-destruction. 

In a broader human context, the Banquet Scene serves as a warning about the dangers of 

unchecked ambition and the impossibility of escaping ethical responsibility. Its semiotic 

richness ensures its continued relevance, making it an indispensable element of Shakespeare’s 

tragic vision. 
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