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Chaque homme porte en lui un monde composé
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et où il rentre sans cesse alors même qu’il parcourt et semble habiter

un monde étranger.
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Introduction

1 Scope and key questions

Gliding silently over the fields, flying across one cultural landscape to the other and back again, this book aspires to compare cross-culturally Western and Indian tragic views of the human condition. The wider scope of interest of the cross-cultural comparisons is marked off by a broad key question: Can tragic views of the human condition, as known to Westerners through Greek and Shakespearean tragedy, be identified outside European culture, in the Indian culture of Hindu epic drama?

This broad key question has to be narrowed down for practical reasons. For one thing, of the core texts that can be considered prototypical of Greek and Shakespearean tragedy, I will mainly concentrate on Sophocles’ Oedipus Tyrannus and Antigone and on Shakespeare’s Hamlet. These three texts are widely held to be among the best examples of what tragedy is about, as a literary genre. Hindu epic drama appears to be quite different as a literary genre, but the Mahābhārata epic, which includes the Bhagavadgītā, can be used to make a good comparison when it comes to issues regarding views of human nature. The anthropological issues seem much more similar cross-culturally than the literary genres which contain them might suggest. My main interest is in the anthropological issues.

Whether this first impression will hold remains to be seen, but it can serve to narrow down the broad key question of the wider scope of interest. The major key question limiting the actual frame of reference and guiding the cross-cultural comparisons can then be formulated as follows: in what respects can the Mahābhārata epic’s and the Bhagavadgītā’s views of the human condition be called ‘tragic’ in the Greek and Shakespearean senses of the word? There are no universal criteria to measure the extent to which views of the human condition in various cultures differ. However, this observation does not make the question altogether impossible to answer. It makes the question answerable in many different ways depending on the framing of the comparisons. Properly framing the comparisons is one methodological problem to be faced.

Taking seriously the generic variety of cultural sources is another problem at hand. Views of human nature are expounded in theories, condensed in concepts, imagined in symbols and embedded in stories. Tragic views of the human condition are primarily embedded in stories, the plots of tragedies. Only afterwards are these tragic views of the human condition expounded in theories of tragedy and in philosophical anthropologies. In order to trace tragic views of the human condition, the methodological starting point has to be the stories in which these tragic views of human nature are embedded. In the West, these stories and their dramatic performance constitute a specific narrative genre – ‘tragedy’.

2 Aspects of tragedy and embedded anthropological issues

In ancient Greece and in early modern England, the tragic genre represents an art form whose ‘tragic’ character is related to a wide range of aspects. In this book, I shall heuristically identify seven (clusters of) aspects of tragedy – narrative aspects (Chapter II), artistic–communicative aspects (Chapter III), socio-political aspects (Chapter IV), literary–cultural aspects (Chapter V), martial aspects (Chapter VI), psycho-ethical aspects (Chapter VII) and religious aspects (Chapter VIII). Why these aspects instead of other ones? How has the drawing of demarcation lines between these aspects come about? It was not inspired by a particular scholarly tradition or theory. In fact, the aspects and issues presented here could have been defined differently, and most likely would have been if the material at hand had been processed by a different mind. Those salient aspects related to Greek and Shakespearean tragedy that struck me as characteristic of the tragic genre had to be arranged and presented in a form that would both cover the most important anthropological issues raised and make for good cross-cultural comparison, enabling the reader to perceive more clearly some fundamental similarities and differences between Western and Indian views of (wo)man.

Each set of aspects of tragedy will have its own chapter. By devoting separate chapters to these seven aspects of tragedy, I try to cope with several methodological problems simultaneously.

First of all, by describing each cluster of aspects of tragedy in detail, I stay as close as possible to the Greek and Shakespearean cultural sources from which the embedded tragic views of human nature have to be extracted in order to be compared to their Indian counterparts. Embedded views of human nature are identified in terms of the anthropological issues raised in the stories (issues such as coping with evil, suffering, loss, death, power, gender, injustice, fate and freedom) and they are understood in terms of their particular settings before being compared cross-culturally. In my partly phenomenological approach to tragedy and to embedded views of human nature, I try to stay as close as possible to the phenomena at hand, that is to say, to the images of human nature as they are presented in the stories. Taking as their starting point ‘that which lights up and appears to us’, phenomenological approaches expect understanding to emerge out of the description of patterns, that is to say, they take their point of departure in the appearances instead of imposing thought on ‘objects’, attempting, as Douglas Allen puts it, ‘to uncover various structural differentiations within their data’.1 But, I hasten to add that I highly welcome the light that theories can shed on these images. Different theories enable different views of the same phenomena, which then appear differently under different angles. Different theories all cast some light, one way or another, and are presented in this study to do just that. Pure description does not exist, let alone pure understanding. More on that will be said in the following sections. At this stage, let me underscore that the focus is on the appearance of the phenomena themselves under the conditions of a variation in lightning. Basically, I am inclined rather to observe and show than to judge and argue for or against phenomenal patterns and theoretical views, to observe and show the particular ways in which anthropological issues are raised and understood culturally.

Secondly, doing justice to the richness and complexity of each set of aspects of tragedy also allows for a wide range of specific cross-cultural comparisons. Thus, generalizations are avoided. Each set of aspects of tragedy provides for a particular context within which specific anthropological issues will be treated and compared. In other words, each particular context (and thus every single chapter) constitutes its own frame for cross-cultural comparisons. The framing operates in two ways. On the one hand, a particular context raises particular anthropological issues. This enables comparisons with corresponding issues elsewhere. In India, for example, similar questions will be dealt with differently, depending on the cultural differences. On the other hand, the framing does not only enable comparisons, it also limits and specifies their scope. Western and Indian views of the human being will turn out to be strikingly similar when it comes to certain issues, yet very different when it comes to other issues.

Tragedy deals with issues it does not expound philosophically, politically or historically, but which it raises artistically. The main purpose of discussing several aspects of tragedy in some detail is to develop a sense of what the related issues (concerning human affairs) and the various ways they are dealt with are about. Methodologically speaking, I shall not be comparing texts, but the main issues the texts and contexts are dealing with. Of concern are the anthropological issues which the texts and contexts have in common cross-culturally and the respects in which they differ. The same species of dolphin jumping out of the water seems to generate fairly similar patterns of jumping and of waves on the surface in different oceans worldwide, but the same species of homo sapiens appears to generate fairly different patterns of expression and association when raising the ‘same’ anthropological issues in different cultures worldwide. The ‘same’ human suffering, for example, is not experienced and expressed identically everywhere. Similar issues are addressed differently to such an extent that the difference may strike one as more impressive than the similarity. In this study, common anthropological issues are described as embedded within their original cultural contexts before being compared cross-culturally.

A summary of the most important anthropological issues that will be raised in the following chapters is meant to convey a first impression of what one should expect in terms of points of cross-cultural comparison. Each set of aspects of tragedy raises certain issues dealing with human affairs. In the chapter on narrative aspects, attention is drawn to the extreme ways in which life stories develop into tragic life stories; disorder has to be rectified at terrible cost; suffering and loss determine the mood; a sense of unavoidable necessity takes over; evil and destruction have a long-lasting disturbing effect; and despair, obscurity and irony colour the world views of communities and individuals alike. The chapter on artistic–communicative aspects highlights the ways in which dialogues on the tragic stage seem doomed to fail. Audiences are not only influenced by the tragic effects of the representation of events, but also themselves influence the extent to which life stories, characters and events are perceived as tragic or comic. The chapter on socio-political aspects brings to the fore how the state, the family, religion and the theatre have been prominent institutional sources of legitimation and conflict, and how ‘serious’ tragedy was often, despite its democratic origins, expected to exclusively feature aristocratic characters and treat majestic affairs. In the chapter on literary–cultural aspects, it is shown that there are historical shifts in dealing with traditional norms and values, introducing critically reflective views of (wo)man in the transition from epic stories and heroes to tragic stories and heroes that are symptomatic of increased individualization and internalization. The chapter on martial aspects demonstrates some striking ways in which the martial values of warrior heroism have cross-cultural parallels in cultures that are separate in space and time, especially when it comes to status, honour and manliness. Also, the use of violence can be seen from a victim’s perspective instead of a victor’s perspective. The chapter on psycho-ethical aspects raises the issues of personal moral responsibility, individual freedom and social constraint, of the weight of human intention and action, of the power and powerlessness of passion, will and reason, of the available vocabulary for attitudes of mind and heart, and of the acquisition of human self-knowledge. The chapter on religious aspects touches upon the tensions and interactions between human freedom and supernatural necessity, fate and fortune, and upon the issue of divine intentions and interventions.

3 Definition and cross-cultural applicability of the notion of the ‘tragic’

To define what is ‘tragic’ about tragic views of the human being is not an easy task. It goes without saying that there is no one concept of the ‘tragic’. In fact, a wide range of aspects of the tragic genre has to be accounted for because each cluster of aspects generates its own definitions. Definitions of ‘tragedy’ and the ‘tragic’ will, therefore, be addressed in all chapters. Readers familiar with, say, philosophical definitions and approaches may appreciate and benefit from reading more on narrative or socio-political approaches, and vice versa.

In order to define the ‘tragicness’ of tragedy and consider the applicability of the notion cross-culturally, I shall, in the first instance, apply Benson Saler’s prototype approach of conceptualizing religion. Prototype theory exploits the practical competence of users of a category to distinguish between obvious examples and dubious examples of the category involved.2 All examples are more or less debatable. This ‘more or less’, however, is not considered to be the problem, but the solution. It allows for the broadening and application of categories beyond the initial prototypes from which they derive.3 In establishing resemblances, ‘unbounded’ analytical categories guide us from the better known to the less known or unknown.4

Sophocles’ Oedipus Tyrannus and Antigone and Shakespeare’s Hamlet are nowadays considered to be among the most outstanding examples of what tragedy is all about. It seems that these examples are already being recognized as such before scholars can prove whether this so-called ‘recognition’ is justified, but their recognition as prototypes depends on the cultural fashion of the age.5 Saler’s prototype approach suggests that we should take these plays particularly seriously as actual prototypes. What the three plays have in common is that they are about killing one’s own relatives and oneself. To turn against and kill one’s own relatives and oneself is widely considered a drama and a crime, but it is not necessarily considered a tragedy; if the killing is done inevitably and/or unwillingly, however, the event has turned into a tragedy. This intuitive insight into a good example of what tragedy is about can guide us in recognizing tragic constellations in the first instance, even if it does not exhaust the notion of the ‘tragic’.

The examples of Sophocles’ Oedipus Tyrannus and Antigone and of Shakespeare’s Hamlet are not on a par with each other if one takes the historical development of the Western notion of ‘tragedy’ into account. Saler suggests that history should be taken seriously as a matter of fact, as the actual starting point from which the specific meanings of categories have developed into broader ones. The history of a category does not just refer to its origin, but includes the very development of that category away from its origin, provided the later development has been recognized as such by dramatic practice or by a considerable number of scholars. Such a development is, in fact, illustrated by the plays of Shakespeare being called ‘tragedies’. The occurrence of the category ‘tragedy’ in early modern England marks a historical move of the genre from classical Greek culture (via Roman culture) to modern English culture, but the historical move is based more on literary links to Roman culture than on historical continuity with Greek culture, as we shall see. This invites us to undertake a first cross-cultural comparison within Western culture itself, before pushing the limits even further by comparing issues in two bodies of Western texts and their contexts with the corresponding issues in a body of Indian texts and their contexts. The cross-cultural move from Greece to England has become an integral part of the history of the development of the ‘tragic genre’. Hardly any scholar would deny that Shakespeare has written real tragedies. Since Gotthold Ephraim Lessing (1759), the neo-classic recognition of Greek tragedy at the expense of Shakespearean tragedy has been dismissed as false classicism.6 Whether the category of the ‘tragic genre’ can be extended beyond the borders of Western culture remains to be seen. Whatever the outcome, the category of the ‘tragic’, even broader than that of the ‘tragic genre’, still draws from the history of the genre for its distinctiveness, despite the fact that it is applicable to many more phenomena than to a dramatic or literary genre. Within that history, Greek tragedy continues to be the first point of reference. Greek tragedy remains the historical starting point from which the specific meanings of the notion of ‘tragedy’ have developed into broader ones.

Greek tragedy remains the first point of reference and Shakespearean tragedy complements and transforms the associations connected with the Greek notion of ‘tragic’ in ‘tragic views of the human being’. This picture should provide enough of a hold as an initial comparandum from where the challenge of cross-cultural comparisons beyond the boundaries of Western culture is taken up. Whether a Hindu version of Western tragedy can be identified remains to be seen. Issues related to Western tragedy and tragic views of the human condition function as a productive springboard for entering the cross-cultural stage of comparative research. That is to say, Western issues are ‘productive’ in the sense that they highlight certain points (of potential comparison) in the Indian material that come to our attention. These would be different from, say, if Chinese issues were being raised. But the cross-cultural comparisons will not be straightforward. The Hindu views of (wo)man under consideration do not emerge from Western tragic literature and drama, but from Indian epic literature and drama, and the socio-political, cultural and religious aspects will turn out to be very different too. The Indian cultural landscape has already constituted its own central points and patterns, thus marking and framing its views of the human condition accordingly. The central points and patterns in the Indian cultural landscape that are now highlighted by a Western interest in certain issues have nonetheless emerged from within the Indian cultural landscape. The reading of the landscape is a predominantly Western one, but the landscape remains a recognizably Indian landscape, a landscape whose patterns are sufficiently characteristic to resist Western reductions of the Indian landscape to a projection screen of Western wishful thinking. Central points and patterns can be recognized as formal structures, even before their meaningfulness is expressed in Western or Indian language games. Hindu views of human nature will be compared as such to certain Western counterparts, not as isolated cases, but as deeply embedded in their own Indian settings. In the second part of each chapter, the Indian tradition will be studied and presented as much as possible in its own terms before being compared to the Western tradition in the third part of each chapter. I realize, however, that this presents a problem in that the Indian tradition is submitted to a predominantly Western reading.

It takes a certain distance, a bird’s eye view, to engage in cross-cultural comparisons. It also takes time to fly across one landscape to the other and back again, building up a gradual picture of what the Western and Indian landscapes look like, especially if one wants to include the observations regarding historical developments within each of these regional landscapes. After all, these cultural landscapes are not static structures, but have taken ages to grow into their current state.

There is a tension in my method between moving through time and moving through space. In presenting the historical shift from Sophocles to Shakespeare as a move from one culture to the next, I take my starting point in Greek tragedy, move from there to cross the boundary of Greek culture and enter into English culture, but I then move further on, to a culture which is earlier in time – in fact, turning classical again – but remote, albeit still Indo-European – the Indian culture. On the one hand, my spatial imagery suggests a sideward movement at the expense of chronological considerations. On the other hand, I take my actual starting point in the oldest expression of tragedy, in ancient and classical Greek tragedy because that is where the category originally developed and because I agree with Saler that categories become more transparent if they are not taken as timeless, but are understood as part and parcel of the history of a specific culture where they have proven useful – which includes the extension to later times. The category of ‘tragedy’ is not a timeless notion. And yet, the notion of ‘tragicness’ or the ‘tragic’ may point to a human experience which is of all time, a human experience best exemplified in stories about killing one’s kin and oneself unwillingly, which is known beyond Western culture under different names.

4 The scholarly art of comparing cross-culturally

What it means to be a human being varies from one culture to another. Views of the human being differ from one religious or secular world view to another. To be human is something all human beings have in common, but cultures transmit different perceptions of what that commonness consists of. One method of developing a deepened understanding of human nature is to study several perceptions of the human being from different cultures, and to compare them cross-culturally. But this is easier said than done. How is one to find commonness cross-culturally if each culture has its own methods of identifying that very commonness?

The following comparative enterprise was initially triggered by the naive impression that cross-culturally, certain human issues which are presented in ‘tragic’ literature and drama are strikingly similar worldwide. I decided to submit this impression of cross-cultural similarities to a scholarly testing of its potential for new insights into the similarities and differences between cultures. These similarities and differences are likely to exist, but are hard to spell out.

Comparisons are born from the discovery and recognition of patterns in what seem, at first glance, incoherent and unrelated configurations. Basic patterns, such as ice crystals, are recognized without being meaningful in any narrative sense of the word. Ice crystals appear to present us with patterns that we can recognize. Their formal structures are seductively easy to use as projection screens for ‘recognizing’ (frost) flowers or other images. But they do not represent flowers. Cultural patterns too, can be discovered and ‘recognized’ as formal structures (full of unknown meaning), but although they tell a story, they do not necessarily tell your story. They may tell a different story unrelated to your own meaningful patterns, patterns of cultural expression and association. Cultural patterns are like landscapes. Cultural landscapes are difficult to identify and yet visibly bear the traces of cultural patterns manifest to those who have the academic skills to read them. Such patterns can only be seen from the air, or from a certain distance and angle, in a bird’s eye view, at a certain speed. Different angles or contexts enable different perspectives.

One of my main methodological assumptions is that views of the human condition cannot be depicted properly without depicting the specific cultures in which they emerge. Views of human nature are deeply embedded in their respective cultures and should be presented as such. Comparing views of (wo)man cross-culturally implies, therefore, comparing the cultural patterns or contexts that mark and frame these views.

I shall not put forward my own textual analysis of each of the texts concerned, but will present the outcome of exegetical and historical analyses done by well-known scholars who are specialists in their fields, and make explicit my personal preferences within the ongoing debate. All these scholarly commentators are extremely helpful in tracing the blinkers and blind spots that form our personal intuitions, preferences and conjectures. My assumption is that scholarly theories tend to shed light on issues more (often) than they cast shadows on them.7 Also, I assume that one single theory is less likely to shed light on matters than a variety of theories juxtaposed. The juxtaposition of a variety of scholarly theories has the additional advantage that scholars mutually criticize and complement each other’s approaches. This again generates the feedback scholarly debate needs in order to constitute a more reliable general impression of the issues being raised. The scholarly debate itself is more important than particular positions within it, in my opinion, because it is the broad debate that conveys a general impression of the issues at stake. Moreover, this general impression of the issues at stake, or rather, my version of that general impression, seeks to avoid getting too abstract and getting lost in details.8 In the humanities, a sophisticated general impression is as close as one can get to the truth or plausibility of cross-cultural comparisons. But as such, it is worlds apart from a casual first impression. Academic rigour in constantly re-examining the original appearance from different angles makes the difference. It takes time, patience and discipline to withhold from making comparisons until one has carefully charted each issue within its own context.9

The main question is a cross-cultural one, and it is a question pertaining to patterns. Such a comparative project presupposes, of course, the possibility and validity of cross-cultural questions. In that respect, much will depend on the reader’s affinity with cross-cultural questioning and with the balancing act that every comparative enterprise is. After all, cross-cultural comparisons are closer to impressionistic painting than they are to natural science.10 I can only offer my personal picture as an informed attempt to grasp some fundamental similarities and differences regarding certain views of human nature in classical Western and Indian literature, and speculate about the value of the picture.

5 Main purpose of the comparative enterprise

Admittedly, tragedies are not everybody’s favourite genre. One of my classmates in grammar school would compose her lists of works of modern literature in different languages for the exam by first quickly reading through the last chapter of a book in order to find out whether the plot had a happy ending. If not, she would decide without further consideration that the book would not become part of her reading lists. She did not like tragedies. I later found out that she had gone into business management.

The main purpose of my overall comparison is to extend the discussion, not of tragedy as such, but of (tragic) views of the human condition, beyond its Western origins and scope by including (parts of) the Hindu epic tradition of classical India in the discussion. That is one reason why the sections on the Mahābhārata epic and on the Bhagavadgītā are more elaborate than the sections on Greek and Shakespearean tragedy. The other reason is that the Indian literary and religious traditions are much less well-known outside Indian culture than Western tragedy is.

To identify how close the Mahābhārata epic’s and the Bhagavadgītā’s views of the human condition come to a tragic view (in the Western senses of the word) should serve the wider purpose of extending comparative exercises beyond the boundaries of the known and the familiar, and of appreciating to the full, among other things, what it means when a book like The Go-Between by Leslie Poles Hartley does not end, but begins, in the present tense, with this opening line: ‘The past is a foreign country: they do things differently there’.

But why would one want to extend the discussion of (tragic) views of the human being beyond its Western origins and scope? Shedding some extra light on what it means to be human, trying out different angles, tracing one’s own blinkers and blind spots, broadening one’s horizon, communicating cross-culturally, empathizing with fellow human beings elsewhere – those are the kinds of things one would wish to be the point of this academic exercise. In the end, the underlying question of this study is – are Indian views of human nature very different from Western views of human nature after all?
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Narrative aspects

PART I: GREEK AND SHAKESPEAREAN ISSUES

1 Introduction

The phenomenon of tragedy is related to a number of narrative aspects. Many scholars have made efforts to define the notions of ‘tragedy’ and ‘the tragic’ in terms of these narrative aspects. Scholars have asked themselves what exactly it is about tragedies and tragic stories that qualifies them as tragic. Is it the plot pattern? Is it the tragic end? Is it a perspective or a message? Is it a particular world view or a particular view of man? Is it specific topics? Is it the way the subject matter is being dealt with? Is it the combination of atmosphere, mood and tone? In this chapter, we will be looking at tragic plot patterns, tragic world views, tragic irony, tragic mood and tragic subjects. Three tragic stories will be highlighted in particular – for Greek tragedy, Sophocles’ Antigone and Oedipus Tyrannus; for Shakespearean tragedy, Shakespeare’s Hamlet, Prince of Denmark. The main question of this first part on Greek and Shakespearean issues will be – what is it about these and similar stories that qualifies them as tragic?

In the second part of the chapter, on Indian and Hindu issues, it will be shown which of these narrative aspects are present (or absent) in the Mahābhārata epic and the Bhagavadgītā.

The third part, on cross-cultural comparisons, will be dedicated to the task of comparing the Greek and Shakespearean material with the Indian or Hindu material. The main question of the third part will be – in what respects do or do not the discussed narrative aspects of Greek and Shakespearean tragedy have parallels in the Mahābhārata epic and the Bhagavadgītā?

2 Three tragic stories in particular

2.1 Introduction

As mentioned before, three tragic stories will be highlighted. Sophocles (496–406 BCE) wrote his Antigone many years before he wrote his Oedipus Tyrannus. His Antigone was performed in 442 BCE, while his Oedipus Tyrannus won the second prize at the Athenian festival in 425 BCE. In terms of the narrative, one might expect them to have been in reverse order since Antigone was Oedipus’ daughter returning to her father’s city, Thebes. William Shakespeare (1564–1616) wrote his own manuscript version, his ‘foul-papers’ (the completed draft as opposed to a fair copy submitted to his theatre company) of Hamlet most probably around 1600–01, during the final years of the Tudor reign of Queen Elizabeth I (1558–1603). Published text versions appeared in 1603 (an unauthorized, corrupt version), in 1604 (Second Quarto version) and in 1623 (First Folio version), during the first years of the Stuart reign of King James I (1603–25).1 We start with brief outlines of the plots of these tragedies.

2.2 Summary of the plot of Sophocles’ Oedipus Tyrannus

Sophocles’ Oedipus Tyrannus begins when the city of Thebes has been struck with a plague. Its king Oedipus does not know that he is the cause of this divine punishment. On his way to Thebes, he had unknowingly killed his father Laius, the previous king of Thebes. Moreover, on arrival, he had unknowingly married his mother, queen Iocaste, as a reward for having liberated the city from the Sphinx. Oedipus has sent Creon, Iocaste’s brother, to Delphi to ask the oracle what to do. Creon notices that the gods are angry at Thebes because a murderer is polluting the city, and that the murderer is the one who killed Laius. Oedipus vows to find the murderer and starts his investigations. He also questions the blind seer Teiresias who clearly knows more and is reluctant to speak, but gives in under pressure from Oedipus and mentions Oedipus as the pollution. Oedipus does not believe him and suggests instead that there is a conspiracy between Teiresias and Creon. Eventually, Teiresias plainly states that Oedipus has murdered his father and married his mother. The chorus pledges not to condemn Oedipus without evidence. Creon returns to defend himself. Iocaste tells how Laius was told by the oracle that his son would kill him, and how the baby boy had been abandoned, suggesting that the oracle must have been mistaken because Laius was supposed to have been killed by robbers at a crossroads. Uneasy about the crossroads detail, Oedipus questions Iocaste about Laius and starts to link this information to his own killing of an old man at a crossroads, to rumours in his youth that he was not the son of Polybus, king of Corinth, and his wife Merope, and to Apollo’s oracle telling him that he would kill his father and marry his mother. A messenger from Corinth announces that Polybus has died of natural causes, but also reveals that Oedipus is the adopted son of Polybus and Merope. The messenger had received Oedipus as a baby from a shepherd of Laius, who then shows up in person at the palace as the only surviving witness of Laius’ murder. Having fled the city when Oedipus became king, Oedipus has summoned this former servant of Laius to testify.

In the subsequent discussions, Iocaste is the first one to realize the truth. Oedipus learns the truth more slowly. Both run off-stage. The chorus sings about the transitory nature of human happiness, using Oedipus as an example. Out of the palace comes a messenger, describing how Oedipus, after discovering that Iocaste has hanged herself,2 gouged out his own eyes. Oedipus wants to face the citizens before retreating into exile, reappears with his eyes mutilated, sings in lamentation with the chorus and blames Apollo. The chorus suggests that Oedipus would be better off dead, but Oedipus counters that blindness is appropriate, since he cannot see the results of his actions. He tells them instead. Creon is now the new king. Creon refuses to exile him. Oedipus asks Creon to bury Iocaste and to let him touch his two daughters, Antigone and Ismene. They appear, are lamented by their father and commended to Creon’s care. While Oedipus goes into exile, the chorus pronounces the Solonian axiom that no one should be judged fortunate until after his life has ended.

2.3 Summary of the plot of Sophocles’ Antigone

Sophocles’ Antigone describes the conflict between Antigone and Creon. Preceding this conflict is the other conflict within the doomed family – the conflict between Eteocles and Polyneices, the subject of Aeschylus’ Seven Against Thebes. Oedipus had two sons, Eteocles and Polyneices, who agreed to rule Thebes in alternate years. Eteocles refused to step down at the end of his first year of rule, however. Polyneices then raised an army against Thebes. Both brothers are killed by each other’s hand. Creon now becomes the ruler of Thebes.

Sophocles’ Antigone begins when Creon declares that Eteocles’ body will be buried properly, that is, ritually, since Eteocles was the protector of the city, but that Polyneices, having attacked the city, will be left unburied on the battlefield. Antigone, in defiance of Creon’s edict, resolves to ceremonially bury her brother Polyneices. She is caught in the act by Creon’s watchmen and brought before the king. Her sister Ismene had refused to help Antigone for fear of the death penalty. Creon questions Antigone, who does not deny that she has buried Polyneices. She justifies her action, asserting that she was bound to obey the divine laws in spite of any human ordinance. Creon grows even angrier, suspects Ismene to have been involved too, and condemns both women to be locked up in a chamber. Haemon, Creon’s son and Antigone’s fiancé, seems initially willing to obey his father, but when he tries to persuade his father to spare Antigone by lecturing him on wise leadership, the discussion deteriorates drastically and the two men separate, bitterly insulting each other. Creon decides to spare Ismene, but to imprison Antigone in a cave – to bury her by sealing her underground. Antigone bewails her fate, but remains defensive of her act.

The blind seer Teiresias warns Creon that the gods side with Antigone. Creon will lose his child because of his mistakes, and the sacrificial offerings of Thebes will not be accepted by the gods. The chorus, terrified, asks Creon to take their advice to bury Polyneices and free Antigone. Creon finally relents, but it is too late. Creon decides to free Antigone, only to find that she has committed suicide. Haemon too, kills himself. Upon his return to the palace, Creon, carrying Haemon’s body, learns that his wife Eurydice has killed herself, having cursed her husband with her last breath. Creon blames himself for everything that has happened. The chorus closes by saying that the gods punish the proud, but that punishment brings wisdom.

2.4 Summary of the plot of William Shakespeare’s Hamlet, Prince of Denmark

The one Shakespearean tragedy that will take centre stage is Hamlet. The play begins with some guards talking about a ghost who resembles Hamlet’s father, the former King of Denmark. The ghost tells Hamlet that he was poisoned by Claudius, Hamlet’s uncle, who quickly assumed the throne and married Hamlet’s mother, Gertrude. The ghost instructs Hamlet to revenge his murder. Hamlet, however, delays doing so, and spends most of the play debating his inability to take revenge and acting as if he had gone mad (taking on an ‘antic disposition’). By mistake, he kills Polonius, the Lord Chamberlain, and is sent to England, supposedly mad. On his return, he fights a duel with Polonius’s son, Laertes, and is killed by a poisoned sword. But before he dies, Hamlet kills Claudius. Gertrude, drinking from a poisoned cup, also dies. Hamlet’s close friend, Horatio, is given the task of telling Hamlet’s story, while Fortinbras, the new King of Norway, takes over Denmark’s throne.

These summaries of the plots are meant to facilitate a closer look at some of the narrative aspects of these and other tragedies, such as the characteristics of tragic plot patterns, the roles of irony and of a tragic mood, the presence of a specific world view and the recurrence of specific subjects.

3 Specific plot patterns

One narrative aspect that has to be dealt with is the cluster of questions related to tragic plot patterns. What role does the plot pattern play in defining the tragic character of tragedies? Does a tragic plot have a specific beginning or end? Does it revolve around a specific conflict? Is ‘plot’ the soul of tragedy because of its movement to a promised (disastrous) end? Is a ‘tragic mechanism’ essential to turn a story line into a tragic plot? Different answers will be given for different Greek plays and it seems that even more answers will be given when it comes to Shakespeare’s Hamlet.

3.1 Tragic beginning and audience expectation

Every writer who shapes a tragic plot pattern faces the problem of ‘setting in motion and achieving the gradual narrowing-down from an opening situation, in which a wide range of alternative possibilities is available, towards the point where a destiny has taken its full shape’, as Michael Ewans puts it.3 How is a tragic plot set in motion? John Peck and Martin Coyle observe in Shakespeare’s case that, whereas in history plays, such as Shakespeare’s Antony and Cleopatra, the disruptive force is love, in tragedies, it is the overwhelmingly disruptive force of evil.4 The release of evil sets the tragic plot in motion. According to Ewans, one of the most common ways of shaping a tragic story (both ancient and modern) is:

to show a pattern of disorder rectified, but at terrible cost; for this reason, several Greek tragedies begin with a miasma, a literal and psychic pollution which indicates that the community has in some way violated the normal order of the world and incurred the displeasure of the gods.5

Ewans points out that this pattern is first seen in the Iliad (I.43.ff.). Sophocles’ Oedipus Tyrannus explicitly qualifies the opening situation of the plague in Thebes as pollution (miasma) in need of purification (catharsis).6 Shakespeare’s Hamlet reveals the same pattern:

of unlawful usurpation and eventual re-establishment of order; but it is grounded upon the concept of miasma, brought out in the early exchange between Marcellus and Horatio: ‘Something is rotten in the state of Denmark.’\‘Heaven will direct it’ (I.iv.90–1).7

The plot of Hamlet, Joan Rees observes, only gradually reveals a revenge pattern.8 Due to his encounter with the Ghost, Hamlet becomes ‘a man with a mission’ who must henceforward keep his distance from others, such as Ophelia, lest they weaken or contaminate his purpose, Rees notices. But there is not just one single revenge. Hamlet’s father, the Ghost, demands revenge for having been poisoned secretly by his brother Claudius. But Hamlet has been offended by his disappointing mother when she married Claudius overhastily and thus committed incest. Besides, Harry Keyishian argues, the revenge agenda of the Ghost and the revenge agenda of Hamlet do not coincide.9 The Ghost is focused on killing Claudius while leaving his former wife Gertrude out of the affair. ‘The Ghost has, in addition, political motives for desiring revenge. He is outraged by the contamination of the state by an unworthy usurper (I.v.36–8)’ and the court’s licentiousness.10

Hamlet wants to take revenge on his mother and Claudius for their marriage. The Ghost’s revelations turn him into a new person – a young man with a sacred mission. ‘The crucial thing is that Hamlet remember, that he honor his father’s cause by keeping it alive’, Keyishian emphasizes.11

3.2 Tragic development

If there is one category that overarches tragic plot patterns, it is conflict, the starting-point of all storytelling, Peter Burian contends. In general, tragic plots seem to require certain kinds of conflicts. Burian mentions three aspects of tragic conflicts. First of all, tragic conflict is extreme. Compromise or mediation are unlikely options, even though reconciliation between enemies or ‘late learning’ may occur afterwards or too late, ‘In Antigone, for example, Creon recognizes his mistake only after he has caused Antigone’s death, and Haemon and Eurydice have committed suicide’.12 Secondly, the conflict involves factors such as past action, ignorance and divine intervention, factors that go beyond choices, clashing between free human agents. Burian mentions the example of the maddening of Heracles in Heracles. In addition, one may also think of the religious curse that struck the entire Labdacid dynasty to which Oedipus, Eteocles, Polyneices, Antigone and Creon belong – a common fate which they re-enact over the generations. The third aspect of tragic conflicts is the community aspect – the whole city, the royal family, the ordering of human life. The downfall of tragic heroes such as Oedipus is never just a personal tragedy.13

In the case of Hamlet being a revenge tragedy, revenge itself is at the heart of the tragic conflict to the extent that it constitutes an immoral solution to a moral problem and is, therefore, part of the moral conflict of choosing between two evils.14 Thomas McAlindon does not focus on the revenge pattern in Hamlet, but on the psycho-social conflict in Hamlet, who is basically a loving person trapped in a situation of psychological and social chaos – fratricide, incest, sincere love and the call to violence and hatred.15 John Lee sees Hamlet’s psychic conflict as a conflict of identity. The real tragedy, Lee argues, is that Hamlet’s repetitive self-exploration does not lead to a consistent story that establishes a unified self. Instead, like Montaigne, Hamlet discovers, in his interior, a landscape of terrifying inner instability. Though the soliloquies, in creating a form of autobiography, give the Prince a story, it is a ‘failed story’.16

According to Burian, there is no specific plot pattern that could be called a ‘true’ tragic plot, just a number of plot patterns which involve a characteristic type of conflict – the retribution pattern, the sacrifice pattern, the supplication pattern, the rescue pattern and the return-recognition pattern.17 Burian’s recognition pattern recalls Charles Segal’s plot pattern of riddle and decipherment, which appeals to our desire for knowledge. Segal calls Oedipus Tyrannus the first detective story of Western literature, dramatizing the lonely path of self-discovery.18 Tragic plots, Burian observes, often combine two or more underlying patterns in unexpected and disturbing ways. In Antigone, a pattern of divine punishment involving Creon emerges from the action shaped by Antigone’s self-sacrifice.19

What strikes me in Burian’s list is the absence of the revenge pattern as a tragic pattern of its own,20 one that dominates Aeschylus’ entire Oresteia trilogy. According to Simon Goldhill, in the Oresteia, as in Shakespeare’s Hamlet, the narrative of revenge is used to explore the nature of human action and obligation, as well as the broadest ideas of justice and transgression (from which revenge draws its force as a principle). As in Hamlet, the Oresteia’s focus on revenge within a single household leads to the tragedy of intrafamilial violence and conflicting obligations. The structure of the Aeschylean trilogy, however, also links this pattern of revenge to a pattern of reversal, where the very act of taking revenge repeatedly turns the revenger into an object of revenge.21

Very influential in identifying basic characteristics of tragic plot patterns has been Aristotle’s Poetics. One of Aristotle’s ideas was peripeteia (tragic reversal), with Sophocles’ Oedipus Tyrannus as Aristotle’s model play.22 Bernd Seidensticker points to the feature of ‘dialectic reversal’, which intensifies the tragic effect of the plot and which gives a play its special tragic effect – the unexpected turn of events that develops paradoxically, but inevitably out of the nature of the dramatis personae or out of their intentions, plans or actions. He calls this unexpected turn of events, this Aristotelian peripeteia (‘reversal’), ‘dialectic’ reversal because ‘impending or actual destruction’ (Peter Szondi’s vocabulary) is not due to an external force operating independently from human action, but to a force arising in interaction (dialectic!) with these actions or intentions, bringing about ‘a switch of actions to the contrary’.23

Sophocles’ Oedipus Tyrannus exemplifies a perfect coincidence of this moment of dialectic reversal with the moment of ‘recognition’ (anagnōrisis) by the main character, who himself is not just overturned but turning round. This sudden change in attitude does not come about so suddenly in Antigone, or not at all. Ger Groot shows how the structure of Antigone deals with a possible reversal of events through a turnabout of its main characters. The crucial third episode shows a failed reversal, whereas the first and the fifth episodes show successful reversals. Interestingly, the second and the fourth episodes, featuring Creon and Antigone, show no reversal at all.24

Another element which is considered truly ‘tragic’ and which is part of the Aristotelian tradition, has been particularly dominant in tragic criticism. It emphasizes hamartia (mistake, tragic error) and its punishment – the tragic hero, although caught in circumstances beyond his ken and control, is finally to be understood as destroyed by the gods (or fate) because of his own failings. Burian points out that the search for tragic errors in tragic plots is doomed to fail because ‘this schema is inadequate and even irrelevant’ to many of the plays.25

If one is in search of tragic errors in tragedies, the case of Sophocles’ Oedipus Tyrannus is an interesting one because Oedipus does not make errors. He immediately acts upon and even anticipates the problems he faces, starting to investigate thoroughly the cause of the Theban plague. He is quick to respond and he takes the decisions needed and expected. And yet, his very choice to constantly opt for further investigation, time and again, turns out to be his fatal error. In fact, his conscious urge for knowledge, for truth and insight, could be interpreted as the fatal error defining human nature in general. But that need not be because a search for knowledge is disastrous by definition. Only the extreme pursuit of knowledge which knows of no boundaries seems to be. Defining human nature in terms of an unrelenting search for knowledge is very Greek. One is reminded of the Delphian oracle’s adage ‘know yourself’. In tragedy, this crucial characteristic of human beings turns out to be their fatal error. But it is also their greatness, not just their weakness. Oedipus is prepared to face the truth at the cost of his own suffering.

If, in the Aristotelian tradition, the plot pattern of a tragedy creates the audience expectation that a nobleman behaves like a nobleman, and that the audience is, therefore, surprised by vice and failure, Shakespeare’s Hamlet is certain to take us by surprise. As a nobleman, Prince Hamlet is expected to actively take revenge. The more active he becomes, however, the more (self)destructive his actions turn out. Final success coincides with final failure. Like a Greek fate, this outcome only gradually takes shape. It is fuelled by human action, but gets out of human control. The ironic-paradoxical structure of this reversal heightens the tragic effect of the plot pattern.

Peter B. Murray’s behaviourist approach allows him to draw attention to those aspects of the plot pattern that make Hamlet’s character or attitude change under the influence of his own ‘habits’ or behaviour. As an agent of sincerity and honesty, Hamlet becomes an actor fatally obsessed with his act, Murray argues.26 Hamlet has a disposition not only to be a noble and honest prince, but also to play roles (the ‘antic disposition’) and to reflect on his subjectivity. However, under the circumstances, Hamlet gets caught up in a vicious circle of obsession with his own sense of honour, honesty and self-reflection. He is even able to think about how his thinking may be in error. The audience can identify with the way in which Hamlet’s disposition gradually turns into a fatal habitus. But the dynamics of the plot pattern can only in part be described by tracing the consequences of Hamlet’s antic disposition:27

The Gravedigger is less a character than a figure whose primary function is to be a mirror held up to Hamlet’s antic disposition as this disposition fades. Thus the statement about the Gravedigger’s habituation leads to the question whether Hamlet now finds it easy to jest about death, too. If Hamlet comes to terms with death here, he does so on the basis of a hardening of his sensitivities in which he excludes awareness of matters that might cause him pain.28

His only regret seems to be that death ends all distinctions of social class.

One general theory of tragedy that focuses on a specific plot pattern (and specific subjects) as criteria for defining the tragic genre is offered by Clément Rosset.29 Rosset holds that a ‘typically tragic’ plot pattern in well-known plays develops in a direction contrary to the expectations or intentions of the agents involved, but not to their advantage. He calls this trap plot the tragic mechanism.30 His general analysis starts with the psychological observation that it is not the situation which is tragic, but the relationship between situations, the transition from one situation to the next. To be more precise, this transition from one state to the next that constitutes the tragic mechanism only becomes tragic when we have grasped it as such afterwards. Tragic is not the dead body that is now carried away, but the idea that this body of flesh and bones is the very same as the one which fell just a moment ago. We have to make the connection. There is nothing tragic about the realization that the body is dead. The tragedy lies in the fact that just a minute ago, the body was someone alive. This realization is horrifying for the intellect because the transition is an absurd identification of two utterly incompatible states in favour of the unfavourable one. At one moment, one is alive; at the next, one is dead. The realization is normally afterwards, but it may be anticipated by imagining its completion in advance. In that case, the tragic is felt at the very moment it takes place.

The imaginative realization of the tragic outcome of the unfolding event turns time as actually unfolding into essential timelessness. Tragic time is different from normal time in that it is tragedy in disguise. The tragic movement that unfolds does not, in fact, contain a development of something new. It is fixed, not mobile. It takes time, but it does not allow time to take place since, in essence, the movement is already completed. What we realize – and only after we realize it – is the immobility of the movement. It is the realization that the movement from one state to the next is a solidified mechanism following a rigid scheme, as if time did not exist. Realizing its outcome, we have already drawn up the balance when time starts running. That is why tragic time – our time-consciousness of the non-progressive impact of time proceeding – goes in the opposite direction from normal time, in the sense that it starts from the end, at the culmination point of the tragic movement, and then returns from there to its starting point. Rosset’s notions of mechanism, timelessness and immobility, all suggest that a tragic plot pattern is structured to the effect that the realization of incompatibility and necessity becomes a horrifying state of mind of the audience.

Rosset’s theory helps to explain why the plot pattern of Shakespeare’s Hamlet often evokes the question – why did Hamlet delay? By the time we realize that the play is a revenge play, we realize its outcome. Realizing its outcome, we have already drawn up the balance when time starts running. But the main character, who himself makes the decision to take revenge, starts running in all directions except towards his goal. He takes plenty of time before actually conforming to time’s inevitable, that is, non-progressive outcome.

The Elizabethan concept of revenge, David Margolies points out, has three components – the victim must not only suffer, but also know the reason for it, and the punishment should be appropriate to the original injury. The revenger, then, must be sure that the victim feels his guilt, without which the revenge would seem to be arbitrary. Hamlet has to wait for the appropriate moment, the moment when Claudius actually feels his guilt and ‘appears worthy of vengeance—which clearly is not when he is at prayers’. Hamlet’s delay is justified.31

According to Rees, the reasons for the delay may be many, but basically the delay relates to dramatic structure. The dramatic question is – how does Shakespeare fill the interval between instigation to revenge and execution of vengeance?32 Anthony Brennan too, focuses on dramatic structure. A constant aspect of Shakespeare’s dramatic method, he argues, is the development of plots that involve a separation of the major characters. Separation is a primary motif of the romance form, and romance is a major influence on Shakespeare’s drama. The action of Hamlet is developed around two characters locked in a deadly struggle who hardly ever share the stage together, but constantly spy upon each other through intermediaries and through acting as part of a game of hide-and-seek – Hamlet and Claudius.33 Claudius’ spies ‘have a vested interest in promoting their own theories’, Brennan suggests. ‘Through them Hamlet can encourage all the false speculative theories about his madness’. Claudius ‘serves agents like so many tennis balls and Hamlet sends them spinning back determined to keep them in play until it is time to bat them out of court’.34 Spying is about the acquisition of certain knowledge, Brennan argues, as is the play as a whole, ‘From the point of the Ghost’s appearance at the outset, all of the action is related to two urgent searches for certain knowledge: Hamlet’s need to know if the Ghost is honest, and Claudius’s need to know the cause of Hamlet’s antic disposition’.35 Brennan concludes that Shakespeare has imposed a ‘severe limitation on the face-to-face relationship with Claudius’. Hamlet only reveals their secret knowledge of the murder publicly in his last words to Claudius. When doing so (V.ii.314–15), Hamlet ‘has still spoken less than forty lines to Claudius’.36

Bert O. States maintains that it is quite easy to write a long revenge play without arousing suspicions of delay. It is basically a matter of the kinds of things Shakespeare put in Hamlet’s path. In fact, this is the dramatic function of the three members of the Polonius family. Instead of attacking Claudius directly, Hamlet follows the trebling device of anticipating the attack by repeating its rehearsal in a ‘series of surrogate or mini-revenges’ on Ophelia, Polonius and Laertes, the repetitive delays imitating the denouement before it actually takes place, much like the playing out of the murder in Murder of Gonzago, constantly ‘killing someone other than Claudius’!37

Keyishian concentrates on the dynamics of revenge – how revenge is provoked, justified, concluded. He defines revenge primarily as a psychic conflict, as a response to victimization. He focuses more on its psychological than on its moral and ethical dimensions. In fact, he stresses the potentially redemptive functions of revenge.38 Vengeful violence has its roots in humiliation and finds its solution in symbolically remaking the damaged self. Though ‘vengeance composes the plot of the revenge play, grief composes its essential emotional content’. Because victimization is related to the process of mourning, revenge may function as a remedy for grief, even though it is a remedy that risks madness.39

Shakespeare, Keyishian argues, distinguishes sharply between authentic revenge and vindictiveness. Authentic revenge is about just retaliations for real injuries. Characters like Titus Andronicus turn ‘to revenge because other avenues for achieving vindication, honour, and equity have been closed to them’. Vindictiveness is ‘a malicious state of mind that resembles authentic revenge like an evil twin’. Characters like Iago and Shylock ‘are moved to chronic resentfulness by a combination of envy, excessive pride, and self-loathing’. Mixed characters like Hamlet and Othello are problematic types ‘in whom conflicting, complexly textured impulses struggle for supremacy’.40

3.3 Tragic end and tragic mood

Well-known plays like Oedipus Tyrannus and Antigone give the impression that the difference between comedy and tragedy can be determined by the outcome – a tragedy always ends in tragedy. Aristotle’s examples of the tragic genre include Homer’s epics. The plot of the Odyssey is much closer to comedy – which ends in opposite directions for the good people and the bad41 – than it is to real tragedy, whereas the plot of the Iliad is real tragedy – good people ending up badly.42 According to A. Maria van Erp Taalman Kip, disaster is not the outcome of about one quarter of all the remaining plays. For the Greeks, Aristotle included, the catastrophic end is not a conditio sine qua non.43 She writes:

In Poetics 13 (1453a 27–30), . . . he asserts that when staged at the dramatic contests, tragedies ending in disaster prove to be the most tragic, and that Euripides, in this regard at least, proves to be the most tragic of poets. However, at 14, 1454a 1–9 Euripides’ Iphigenia in Tauris, a play which does not end in disaster, seems to be given preference even over Oedipus Tyrannus. I will not discuss here the relation between this passage and the earlier one, but I am fairly convinced that Aristotle would not have denied to Iphigenia in Tauris the predicate ‘tragic’ (tragikón).44

There is something to be said against this, however. First of all, the predicate ‘tragic’ could mean ‘dramatic’ here.45 Secondly, Iphigenia in Tauris may be much closer to ‘melodrama’ than it is to ‘tragedy’, but this alternative would not have been a category available to Aristotle. Taken seriously as a ‘tragedy,’ even if there is no actual destruction in the end, there is an impending destruction46 during the performance, which fully satisfies Aristotle’s need for proof of the pedagogic role of tragedy because it stimulates the moral imagination of the audience, which Aristotle considers necessary to avoid possible error.47 This impending destruction can evoke a long-lasting worrying effect, to the extent that the audience remains in a disturbed mood afterwards, beyond the initial cathartic relief at the end of the play. A future impending catastrophe is as horrifying as an actual crisis that pollutes the city and is overcome by a pyrrhic victory – both leave a sense of tragicness.48 In my opinion, the mood of plays is more decisive than the actual end. In the case of tragedy, from the overall mood, a tragic sense of unforgettable and disturbing suffering remains49 and turns a final victory into a pyrrhic victory. If my argument is solid, the difference between tragedies and comedies depends, at least in part, on the audience’s response, in particular, in doubtful cases. If the audience’s response is taken into account here, some tragedies can be marked as better examples of tragedy than other ones. The higher the price paid in suffering, the more intense the tragic effect.

A tragic mood is characterized by suffering, grief and mourning. Songs of lamentation, lamenting loss and death, were a formal aspect of Greek tragedies.50 In Hamlet’s case too, if
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