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“To move in one stride from Sophocles to Shakespeare may seem… historically licentious, or else
merely silly. The not-so-covert presumption… that tragedy is somehow One Thing is at last
expostulated for the absurdity that it is.” (NUTTALL)

The sentiment of the Nuttall citation might lead us to believe that he agrees with Kitto’s proposal that
“there is no such thing as tragedy, there are only tragedies”. However, Nutall continues in the King
Lear chapter of his book Why Does Tragedy Give Pleasure?, “we misuse our intelligence if we always
look for difference and never for similarity”1, suggesting that as interested readers we ought to be
interested in the “overlap”2 between various manifestations of tragedy.

There is a trend in Shakespeare studies to understand the development of his tragic craft in relation to
a, potentially retrospective, concept of the dramatist’s career. This line runs strongly through Harold
Bloom’s book Shakespeare: The Invention of the Human in which the critic paths the movement from
the ‘Early Histories’ through ‘The Apprentice Tragedies’ to a culmination in ‘The Great Tragedies’.
His reading demonstrates a whiggish tendency to assume that Shakespeare’s career consciously
conceived itself as a progression towards Hamlet, Othello, and King Lear with earlier plays such as
Titus Andronicus and Romeo and Juliet operate as rehearsals, practice arenas where the playwright
honed his craft before writing ‘masterpieces’. This reading which identifies ‘great/high/mature
tragedies’ assumes a model of tragedy that Shakespeare was working towards. This essay will not
reject this hypothesis wholly as Shakespeare’s career does demonstrate a progression in his
understanding of ‘tragedy’, but this, in fact, makes it more problematic to make any broad
generalisations about Shakespearean tragedy. However, it will examine how Shakespeare’s notion of
tragedy appears to be tied to the theatrical context in which he wrote and consider how this makes our
understanding of Shakespearean tragedy different to that of the Greeks. Furthermore, Nutall’s concept
of ‘overlap’ will be used to consider the tragic features present in the history plays within Shakespeare
and how this might be reconciled with a Greek understanding of tragedy.

Adrian Poole alerts us to the fact that “the theatre and the conditions of live performance do exercise
an unalienable influence on the image and idea of tragedy”3 and in no context does this seem more
salient that in attempts to relate the tragedies of Shakespearean London and 5th century B.C. Athens. A
key factor in any understanding of tragedy (especially in drama) is the relationship between the
spectator and the action taking place on stage and the audience dynamic inherent in attending tragedy
is wildly different across the two eras. For the men of Athens attending tragedy was bound up with
civic and religious ritual obligation, the audience for Greek tragedy was the polis itself. Move forward
two thousand years to Elizabethan and Jacobean London and the business of attending tragedy is
elective, an audience is a self-selecting body who choose to go to the theatre. And, if Poole is correct
that an understanding of ‘tragedy’ is intrinsically linked to its circumstances of performance then this
shift in audience quality must have a significant impact on respective notions of tragedy.

This discrepancy is borne out in Shakespeare’s treatment of the word ‘tragedy’ itself which, for him,
becomes linked to the idea of stage performance. In 3 Henry VI or to give the play its 1600 octavo title
The True Tragedy of Richard Duke of York and the Good King Henry the Sixth, Warwick says amidst
the bloody scenes of the Battle of Towton:
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Why stand we like soft-hearted women here,
Wailing our losses, whiles the foe doth rage,
And look upon, as if the tragedy
Were play’d in jest by counterfeiting actors?

(3H6, 2.3)

There is a clear metatheatrical irony in these lines that arises from Warwick, a participant in the action,
aligning himself with the theatre audience who watch the violent action unfolding before them but
have no agency to intervene in it. The battle was fought in 1461 and therefore obviously predates the
appearance of London’s playhouses and the flurry of significant playwrights around the turn of the 17th

century, nevertheless, Shakespeare has one of the key personalities of the Wars of the Roses speak in
theatrical metaphor. This apparent anachronism foregrounds Shakespeare’s theatrical conception of
tragic events. Warwick’s speech, in order to achieve its metaphorical impact, assumes an audience who
themselves are familiar with watching tragedy in the theatre space. In likening himself and his allies to
the spectator of tragedy, Warwick draws attention to the genuine severity of the implied action around
him, the bloodshed at the actual Towton was neither in ‘jest’ nor ‘counterfeit’. However, for
Shakespeare to enable his audience to connect with the suffering he uses theatrical idiom that binds the
audience, players and playwright in a common enterprise. This idiom is less apparent in Greek tragedy
where the audience do not just share the theatre space but are also the people and the city; a play like
Sophocles’ Antigone drags the audience into its agon by foregrounding the conflict between family
and civic allegiance, a conflict that might resonate naturally throughout its audience.

Shakespeare uses the word ‘tragedy’ with the most frequency in his ‘history’ plays and when it occurs
it is always linked to the idea of tragedy as theatrical performance:

I live to look upon their tragedy.
(Hastings, R3, 3.2)

Edward the Black Prince
Who on the French ground play’d a tragedy
Making defeat on the full power of France.

(Canterbury, H5, 1.2)

It is interesting how the history plays use this association with the genre of tragedy to imbue their
events with a dramatic pathos. It raises the issue of the problematic generic classification of
Shakespeare’s plays in the Folio, Richard III, Richard II, and 3 Henry VI all include ‘tragedy’ in their
titles but are classified with the history plays, whilst in the quarto edition King Lear is labelled history,
but becomes tragedy for the Folio. Furthermore, Hamlet, Macbeth and various Romans, all, to an
extent, genuine historical figures find themselves in the tragedy section.

Another hotspot for the appearance of ‘tragedy’ is Hamlet, once from the mouth of Polonius during his
interminable list of dramatic types and, again, spoken by the Prologue who introduces The Murder of
Gonzago, both these occurrences are emphatically linked to the world of theatre and performance. My
purpose in highlighting these instances is to suggest that, for Shakespeare, tragedy is understood as a
particular mode of dramatic presentation. He and his audience are aware of what to expect from
tragedy from his predecessors and contemporaries (Marlowe, Kyd and Middleton to name three),
Shakespeare does not invent or reinvent tragedy. It exists as a model which he can use to structure his
plays or to undermine and interrogate. To return to Nutall’s leap from Sophocles to Shakespeare it



seems that their respective tragedies cannot be considered ‘One Thing’ because they inhabit utterly
different contexts. It is this awareness of contemporary tragic dramas allows Hamlet to be read as
parody of the revenge tragedy genre and the significance of the surrounding theatrical universe to
Shakespeare that lets an audience see Othello, Macbeth and Coriolanus as tragic protagonists who are
tested and are ultimately seen to fail in theatrical terms; and this is quite a different manner of ‘failure’
than that which is shown by the protagonists of the Greek dramas.

However, let us leave difference aside for a moment to follow Nutall’s advice and consider the
possibility of similarity between Shakespeare and the Greeks that might challenge the ‘absurdity’ of a
unified understanding of ‘tragedy’. Shakespeare first tetralogy of history plays (123 Henry VI and
Richard III) has sometimes been dubbed by critics ‘The English Oresteia’4. This does not assume that
Shakespeare in any way based his plays on Aeschylus’ work (Shakespeare’s familiarity with Greek
tragedy being an ongoing source of critical contention), but it is still inviting to draw this comparison.
Both series of plays deal with incredibly bloody sequences of events caused by the machinations of the
ruling figures following the success of an overseas campaign; they grapple with questions of rightful
leadership and the guilt associated with unnatural but potentially necessary murders (the Furies that
visit Orestes after the murder of his mother Clytemnestra, and the ghosts which haunt Richard III on
the eve of Bosworth after dispatching the two princes). Furthermore, both series conclude with an
optimistic projection towards the present day in the shape of Athene’s vindication of the Athenian
system of justice and Henry Richmond, later to become Henry VII, founder of the still ruling Tudor
dynasty. At this point it is worth being wary of the temptation to draw out pat comparisons between
the  Greeks and Shakespeare to support a universal hypothesis of ‘tragedy’ (Othello is Oedipus
because of their obsession with discovery; Timon is like Philoctetes in their shared pain of exile;
Coriolanus is Antigone because they are both too rigidly attached to a code of behaviour that is
irreconcilable with that of their city, and the list could, of course, continue). Nevertheless, the most
pertinent ‘overlap’ between the Oresteia and Shakespeare’s first tetralogy arises from an apparent
difference. Critics are happy to define the Oresteia as (even archetypal) tragedy, but the first tetralogy
is generically defined as history. The plays’ similarity, therefore, confirms how potentially misleading
these generic tags can be. It seems that what both series of plays present is history in the process of
mythologization; myths of a nation being generated through tragic happenings. Tragedy has its place
in constructing a picture of England in Shakespeare’s history plays.

However, tragedy, conventionally (if I might use this dangerous word with little qualification), focuses
on investigating the sufferering of an individual or, at least, a limited number of people. This is
certainly the case in the individual plays of the Oresteia, but this tight focus is impossible in
Shakespeare’s history plays that require large casts of various historical personalities and attempt to
cover actual events in history often separated by significant gaps of time and space. Is this the main
reason we are reluctant to call them tragedies?

Looking at Shakespeare’s early plays that constitute the first tetralogy there are a number of moments
that pre-empt the more wholly conceived tragic plots of plays from later in the dramatist’s career. The
scenes between the father and son Talbots in Act IV of 1 Henry VI are particularly rich in such
emerging tragic tropes. For example the paranoia to preserve male lineage and pressure to ensure
reputation that tragedies such as Macbeth, Othello and Julius Caesar are so interested in are
precedented:

That Talbot’s name might be in thee reviv’d
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When sapless age and weak unable limbs
Should bring thy father to his drooping chair.

(1H6, 4.5)

This patriarchal obsession is further present in the pathetic and tragic double death scene of the
Talbots:

Now my old arms are young John Talbot’s grave.
(1H6, 4.7)

These episodes represent moments of high sentimental tragedy, the son dying in the fathers arms, but
they are isolated in bloody dramas that are too full of incident and personalities to sustain a tragic
mode throughout. Shakespeare at this stage in his career seems to have a poetic and dramaturgic sense
of tragedy that will be expanded and deployed more subtly later in his career. The history plays show
both an awareness of tragedy as theatrical idiom to describe and portray potentially violent events from
the nation’s past as well as certain episodes that in their dramatic treatment of unnatural pain and
suffering pre-empt the agonies of the likes of Hamlet, Othello and Lear. However, it is not until the
arrival of these tragedies of the early 1600s that this theatrical consciousness and a sensitive treatment
of suffering are bound together cohesively. However, it would be fallacious to think that Shakespeare
was working towards ‘a Shakespearean tragedy’ from the moment his writing career began as it is only
with the benefit of history that we can track such a development. Yet these plays are significant
because they remind us that we should not think of jumps between “Sophocles and Shakespeare” as
though there were nothing in the interim, for even in Shakespeare’s own career we can witness the
playwright grappling with the genre, which for him was not yet fully formed.

Poole introduces his book on tragedy Shakespeare and the Greek Example with the warning that
“tragedy is intrinsically hostile to generalization”5 and, certainly, the danger of generalization seems to
be a problem that pervades so much writing about tragedy. Indeed, I am often tempted to qualify my
use of the word tragedy by putting it inside inverted commas; an admission of defeat almost that the
word cannot be used as a trustworthy signifier. This strange desire to achieve a unified and working
conception of tragedy is picked up in the Nutall citation in his mocking of his own theory of audience
response to tragedy. However, for me, there is one crucial difference that separates Greek and
Shakespearean tragedy, in spite of their many shared tropes and concerns, and that is how, for
Shakespeare, his audience, and the modern reader of his plays, tragedy is tied to the world of the
theatre and the tragic action of his plays (not just his ‘tragedies) is conceived through theatrical idiom.
The tragedies of the two eras can never be fully reconciled with each other because their audiences and
means of production are so different.
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