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From Orestes to Hamlet

Ivén Nyusztay, Myth, Telos, Identity: The
Tragic Schema in Greek and
Shakespearean Drama (Amsterdam:
Rodopi, 2002)

In the large body of scholarship de-
voted to the study of Shakespeare’s
classical sources, a relatively small but
distinguished segment deals with the
direct or indirect influence of Attic
tragedy on Shakespeare’s dramatic art.
In spite of or even in accordance with
the firmly established and widely ac-
cepted tenet of Senecan influence,
scholars never cease to surprise us with
new theories and findings about possi-
ble parallels between the tragedies of
Shakespeare and those of Aeschylus,
Sophocles or Euripides. The scope of
such research may range from a philo-
logically oriented critical revaluation of
Shakespeare’s reading to theoretical
surveys of structural similarities, often
within one and the same study as even
a brief look into Emrys Jones’s magis-
terial The Origins of Shakespeare will
demonstrate. Given the curious neglect
of Attic drama in Elizabethan (and, in
general, early modern English) litera-
ture (e.g. no English translation of Aes-
chylus was published before 1777), the
prevalence of this critical trend might
at first seem strange. Yet there are sev-
eral reasons why the questions and
doubts raised by such studies should
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persist, and one of these — if not the
chief one — may be found in the dis-
crepancy between the evaluation of
tragedy in general, and that of Shake-
spearean tragedy in particular, in the
early modern critical treatises. Putten-
ham, Sidney, and others all assign high
status and significant moral value to the
genre in the traditional hierarchy of
kinds only to point out that the con-
temporary, i.e. the English practice of
tragedy is far from satisfactory — a dual
tendency that will eventually reach its
climax in Milton’s preface to Samson
Agonistes where the poet follows the
“three tragic poets unequalled yet by
any” and at the same time attempts to
“vindicate tragedy from the small es-
teem, or rather infamy, which in the
account of many it undergoes at this
day.” Both the attribution of a moral
end to tragedy, and the “small esteem”
of contemporary tragic practice are age-
old critical commonplaces dating from
late antiquity, but while different varia-
tions of the former have continued to
crop up in literary criticism even up to
this day, with the obvious advantage of
hindsight, today’s critics would not
readily subscribe to the wholesale con-
demnation of late 16th and 17th century
tragedies. Already in Jonson’s famous
commendatory poem “thund’ring Aes-
chylus, Euripides, and Sophocles” are
called to life again together with the
Roman tragedians “to hear thy [Shake-
speare’s] buskin tread / And shake a



stage.” Vindicating Shakespearean
tragedy from the small esteem that was
originally allotted to common “Play-
makers” (Sidney) is thus present in the
reception history at a very early stage;
moreover, in the quoted case it is pre-
cisely by reference to the great Attic
tragedians that this vindication is per-
formed. Jonson’s poem is only one
example of the relatively early elevation
of the Bard to the rank of the ancient
classics: such contemporary responses
had certainly laid a solid foundation for
later scholarly endeavours drawing
parallels between, or comparing,
Shakespearean and Greek tragedy;
besides that, they may also have accel-
erated the rehabilitation of other Eliza-
bethan and Jacobean playwrights.

Ivan Nyusztay’s Myth, Telos, Identity
is one of the most recent contributions
to the tradition initiated by Jonson: the
neatly designed paperback volume was
published in 2002 in Rodopi’s “Studies
in comparative literature” series (No.
39). The coordination of the three
(rather “marked”) words in the title
may at first seem enigmatic; however,
one possible context for their interpre-
tation is provided in the book’s subtitle,
The Tragic Schema in Greek and
Shakespearean Drama. Indeed, it is
Nyusztay’s objective to expose with the
help of these concepts the “metahistori-
cal prevalence of the tragic” (13), that
is, the fundamental similarity of the
tragic experience in the two great ep-
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ochs of drama. Lest the elaboration on
the different tragic schemata should
remind us of traditional genre theories
(and structuralist enterprises), Nyusz-
tay is careful to point out several times
that he would like to avoid the fallacy of
generalization (or totalization) so char-
acteristic of these branches of literary
criticism. The author’s purpose is
rather the refinement of the existing
conception of tragedy, and with his
adopted method, the so-called architec-
tonic survey of Greek and Shakespear-
ean texts he sets out to draw a
significant distinction between “pure
tragedy” and “melodrama.” It is Nyusz-
tay’s contention, furthermore, that this
distinction is substantiated by the revi-
sion of those traditional approaches to
the genre that, from Aristotle to the
present day, have promoted interpreta-
tions of tragedy inextricably linked to
some system of ethics. The argument of
Muyth, Telos, Identity, therefore, is at
least as much concerned with the inter-
pretation of concrete instances of the
tragic in the dramas of the Greek trage-
dians and Shakespeare as with a gen-
eral critique of mainstream theories of
tragedy. Both tasks are arduous: the
Shakespearean corpus is large and di-
verse, while all that remained from the
Greek dramatists is extremely difficult,
not to mention the bewildering variety
of moral philosophy and literary criti-
cism (often muddled together in one
and the same work as, e.g. in the case of
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so many early modern critics) the con-
scientious researcher has to wade
through. Such projects usually take
long years, and, as Nyusztay hinted in
the “Acknowledgements” section, this
book, too, was in the making for quite
some time. So much the better for the
readers, one might add, since the
choices the author had to make, the
inevitable compromises he was com-
pelled to effect on the available material
are the result of a long gestation period:
one is confronted, in short, with the
close scrutiny of a careful selection of
plays and theories.

The book contains seven chapters,
preceded by an introduction explaining
the author’s purpose and outlining the
theoretical background, and followed
by an epilogue summarizing the main
argument, and a short appendix on
Richard II1. Whereas in the initial two
chapters (“Modes of the Tragic in Greek
Drama,” “Modes of the Tragic in Shake-
spearean Drama”) Nyusztay deals with
Greek and Shakespearean tragedy
separately, from Chapter III (“Charac-
ter and Identity”) on he adopts a per-
spective that accommodates both vari-
ants of the genre. It is in these
comparative discussions that some of
the most important concepts of tradi-
tional drama criticism are investigated
in the logical sequence of the argumen-
tation. The concepts which, according
to Nyusztay, underlie the structural
similarity of Greek and Shakespearean
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tragedies, i.e. myth, fate, telos, etc., are
thus problematized on a higher level in
the further sections making Nyusztay’s
line of reasoning more philosophical
than literary-critical, and proceeding
from a systematic critique of character
criticism to more complex problems of
dramatic action. The narrative is rather
thickly woven, Nyusztay’s style is strict,
but his constant anticipations and fre-
quent recapitulations of the argument
facilitate the reading of this otherwise
difficult book. Myth, Telos, Identity is
not for the common reader. The some-
times painstakingly meticulous com-
mentary of the actual plays and the
often contentious reflections on the
works of several thinkers from Aristotle
to Derrida presuppose an audience at
least moderately versed in Greek and
English literature, and deeply inter-
ested in philosophy.

Within the confined scope of this re-
view it is not possible to give a full ac-
count of all the aspects and possible
applications of the book’s wide-ranging
argumentation; however, a concise
summary of some of the main points
may be attempted. Thus, already at the
very beginning of the book Nyusztay
insists that “[t]he rootedness of tragedy
in myth renders attempts at the morali-
zation of the analysed modes [of the
tragic] questionable” (6). He then pro-
ceeds to amplify this claim in the first
two chapters by a close reading of a
handful of dramas inquiring into the












