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Introduction

For almost 400 years the work of William Shakespeare has been a source of inspiration for many artists – be it poets, painters, composers or authors. Leonard Bernstein based his West Side Story on Romeo and Juliet, part of Disney’s The Lion King has its roots in Hamlet and William Blake and John Martin are only two of the painters who illustrated Macbeth. Many critics have discussed the Shakespearean influences in the literature and art of their times and each has come up with his or her own fascinating discoveries. However, it is also interesting to ask ourselves which sources were an inspiration to Shakespeare. Which artists, works and ideas inspired him in his writing and how did he incorporate these thoughts and ideas in his work? Shakespeare’s work is far too extensive to give a full and detailed answer to this question here. However, we can say that, of the many elements that recur in Shakespeare’s whole oeuvre,  classical mythology and the Holy Bible are probably two of the most important. Venus and Adonis, the first work the Elizabethan author saw into print, is only one example of a work inspired by a mythical story and there is hardly a book in the Old and New Testament that is not referred to in his plays. It is not strange that these two sources were so important in the works of the playwright: both were prominent factors in his upbringing and education. It is, however, interesting to ask ourselves what the effect is of the allusions to mythology and the Bible he uses and how they influence our perception of his work. 

Shakespeare and the classical heritage

Classical mythology – including not only the divinities, religious legends and practices of the Greeks and Romans, but also the heroes of the Trojan War and characters from Virgil’s Aeneid – has been influential in Western society for many centuries. The rediscovery of classical literature that started in the late Middle Ages persisted throughout the Renaissance and authors such as Homer, Aristotle and Plato became once more integrated into social life and literature. It is therefore not surprising that we find so many classical references in Shakespeare’s work. William Shakespeare did not go to university, but the classical education he got, presumably at the King’s New School in Stratford-upon-Avon, was extensive enough to be influential. In a discussion of his references to the classical heritage, we can distinguish between a clear, definite reference, such as a detailed description of one of the twelve labours of Hercules, and a vague, more general allusion, such as the mere mention of Hercules’ 
labours. The first type of reference may imply a more or less accurate acquaintance with the myth alluded to, whereas the second denotes certain knowledge of the myth, but that may not be an extensive one. The vague references prevail in Shakespeare’s works, although the number of complete allusions is still sufficient to be interesting. The majority of the detailed mythological allusions for which a definite source can be assigned are probably from Ovid and the remainder, with few exceptions, are from Virgil.
 With Ovid being one of the most influential antique authors for Shakespeare, Metamorphoses is one of the most influential works.


There has been a long-running discussion by critics about Shakespeare’s exact knowledge of classical literature. In his article “Shakespeare’s knowledge of Italy, the Classics and the Law” David Kathman notes that it must be kept in mind that the classical knowledge of the playwright may seem extensive for our times, but was considered as rather limited in Elizabethan days. In that era children read more extensively in Latin and Greek authors than most university classics majors today.
 A study of the classical references in Shakespeare’s work shows that only some of his references are detailed and imply a broad knowledge about the myth in question. As noted above, Shakespeare mainly uses vague, non-detailed mythological references and it could be said that these kinds of references could also have been made by a fairly intellectual man who had not read a line of classical literature.

Shakespeare and the Holy Bible

Whether or not he was a true Christian, it cannot be overlooked that Shakespeare incorporated the Holy Bible fervently into his work. As Amanda Mabillard puts it in her essay “Biblical Imagery in Macbeth”: “Shakespeare's debt to Scripture is profound; biblical imagery is woven into every play. No writer has integrated the expressions and themes found in the Bible into his own work more magnificently than Shakespeare.”
 As he was born in 1564 and died in 1616, William Shakespeare was probably exposed to the Geneva Bible, the Great Bible and the Bishop’s Bible. In Shakespeare’s days, other versions of the Bible were published in quick succession, but they differ so little it cannot be said that all of the biblical references Shakespeare uses can be traced down to one version. However, a close study of the use of 
biblical allusions in his work confirms that he most likely learned the Scripture through the Geneva version and that the majority of his references is taken from this bible.
 This version, published in 1560, was the first version to be divided into chapters and verses. Because of its relatively low cost, it was an extremely popular version, far over-shadowing the Great Bible from 1539. In his plays, William Shakespeare has quoted or referred to almost every book in the Old and New Testament. Some of his allusions are, however, rather detailed, while others are more general and this might suggest that his knowledge of some bible books was more extensive than that of others. 

Aim and structure of this thesis

William Shakespeare has been one of the most intriguing British authors for many people and also for me. However, I found it interesting to analyse which sources he found intriguing enough to integrate in his works. I will concentrate on two elements that were of great importance in Shakespeare’s life and work: classical mythology and the Holy Bible. In this thesis the emphasis will not so much lie on the instances where William Shakespeare has used allusions to mythological and biblical stories and characters, but more on why he has done so. The extensiveness of Shakespeare’s work makes it impossible to include his whole oeuvre in this research. A great part of his biblical and mythological allusions can be found in the tragedies and therefore, I have decided to apply my analysis to three of Shakespeare’s tragedies. At the end of this thesis, I will try to answer my research question: in what way did William Shakespeare use mythological and biblical allusions in Hamlet, Romeo and Juliet and Macbeth? I will also to try to answer certain questions that arose during my research and are connected with my main question. Is there a relation between the usage of biblical allusions and the references to mythology? Does Shakespeare show a preference for certain biblical and mythological stories in his allusions?

In the first chapter I will discuss one of Shakespeare’s most difficult tragedies: Hamlet. I will not only look at the effect of the biblical and mythological allusions on our interpretation of the main character, but also at the way they underline important themes in the tragedy. The second chapter will focus on Romeo and Juliet, the tragedy about the two Verona lovers. In what way do the two kinds of allusion underline the important love theme in the play and what other themes do they stress? Also, I will discuss how mythological and  
biblical allusions strengthen characterisation. Chapter three will be devoted to “the Scottish play,” Macbeth. We will discover not only how the biblical elements underline the clear distinction between right and wrong, but also the influence these allusions have on the mythological ones. In my conclusion I will give an overview of my observations and I will also try to answer the research questions. Also, recommendations for further discussion can be found in the conclusion.


Since Shakespeare himself probably studied the Geneva Bible and most of his references are taken from this version, I shall refer to the Geneva Bible as well. In the appendix a list of works consulted and cited can be found, including works from very significant Shakespearean critics such as Peter Milward and Jonathan Bate. Also, I will present an overview of all relevant mythological and biblical allusions found in my research, in the form of a table per play with references. 

Let us proceed to the interesting part of the discussion and try to find answers to the postulated questions. “To refer or not to refer,” that does not so much seem to be the question, but rather “In what way to refer or not to refer.” 

Chapter 1:

 Mythological and Biblical Allusions in Hamlet
Mythological and biblical allusions play an important part in Hamlet, Shakespeare’s famous tragedy about the even more famous Danish prince: when one reads through the text, 24 mythological and 11 biblical references can be found.
 The playwright uses the two kinds of allusion to illustrate significant elements in his tragedy, revenge, murder and suicide being three of the most important. These three themes are strongly connected with what we may call the “Old world” or the “Antique world”: the world as we find it in classical mythology. This society is a society of heroism, a world in which revenge is permitted and suicide is considered an honourable way to die. Hamlet longs to live in such a world and to illustrate this, Shakespeare interweaves allusions to myths and stories from the Old Testament in Hamlet’s speech. In mythology many stories can be found that deal with vengeance - one only has to think about the myth about Orestes, a myth that connects with Hamlet on the point of vengeance: Orestes too avenges his father’s death. In the Old Testament of the Bible there are also many stories that deal with revenge in one way or another – Samson avenges the cutting out of his eyes and Moses is even ordered by God to take vengeance on the Midianites. At this point, one could protest and say that in Deuteronomy the Lord says clearly: “Vengeance and recompense are mine.”
 However, this quote from the Old Testament still mentions vengeance, though it is vengeance by the Lord only. What is more, this is only one quotation in a book full of revenge, a book in which the notion “an eye for an eye and a tooth for a tooth” prevails. 

Mythology and biblical allusions are also used to describe and characterise the dramatic personae in the play. The use of mythology shows the reader that the speaker is a scholar, someone with enough education to use antique references. It is also evidence for the fact that someone considers himself a traditional-minded person. Biblical allusions are used to illustrate several aspects of a character. They show that the speaker is eloquent enough to use references to the Holy book and they also seem to show to us that the story takes place in a modern, Christian society. When an allusion to a biblical story or person occurs in Hamlet’s 
speech, it is mainly in those parts of the play where he can be considered less sane. Biblical references in his speech are also a sign of clinging to the concept “an eye for an eye and a tooth for a tooth.” By inserting mythological and biblical allusions in a character’s speech when the character is speaking about someone else, the author makes the dramatic personae describe and characterise each other in the play.
Before we can explore the above-mentioned aspects of the tragedy any further, it must be noted that the speech about Hecuba, which contains several allusions to mythological characters, will be seen as one reference in this discussion. In my opinion it is the speech as a whole and its purpose as a whole that is interesting for this analysis. Also, no distinction will be made in this analysis between the speech of the regular characters in the play and the speech of the players in the “Mouse Trap.” In his short analysis of Hamlet Robert Kilborn Root does find it necessary to make this distinction,
 but he does this without any valid reasons and I do not think it will contribute in a positive way to this analysis.

1.1 Mythology and Bible to underline ideas

Revenge, murder and suicide are probably the three most important themes in Shakespeare’s Hamlet. Throughout the play the title character struggles to decide whether he should avenge his father’s death by killing his uncle or if “'tis nobler in the mind to suffer / The slings and arrows of outrageous fortune” (3.1.65-66). He is torn between the two different societies that we find in the tragedy. Let me first briefly establish what the two worlds exactly are. The old world is a world often described in classical mythology and the Old Testament. It is a society in which revenge and suicide are not uncommon and considered acceptable. For example: Orestes kills his mother and her lover as an act of vengeance and most stories about Hera deal with her jealous revenge for Zeus’ many infidelities. In both Roman and Greek mythology suicide is seen as an honourable way to die. The Old Testament is also a book of stories often dealing with revenge: God frequently punishes the Israelites to avenge their faithlessness and biblical characters in the Old Testament take vengeance for any wrongdoings against them. One need only think about the many wars described in the first part of the Holy Book. It could be said that King Hamlet ruled in such a society, a world connected with mythology and stories from the Old Testament. The other world that Shakespeare introduces in his tragedy, the modern world in which Claudius is king and which seems to be a world of politics, is 
hardly marked by mythological or biblical references and this fact makes the aspect of the Old world stand out even more. What does become clear about this modern society, in which Hamlet is forced to live, is that revenge and suicide are not considered honourable.
The first time he speaks directly to Hamlet, the ghost of Hamlet’s father refers to mythology: "I find thee apt, / And duller shouldst thou be than the fat weed / That rots itself in ease on Lethe wharf" (1.5.33-34). In this quotation we recognise the reference to the river Lethe, one of the rivers that flow through the Underworld. The shadows of the dead had to drink from this river in order to forget about their past lives on earth. At this point, the reference to mythology makes us believe that Hamlet’s father is a symbol of antiquity and can perhaps be connected with its views with regard to revenge, murder and suicide. If not, he would have referred to weeds in general instead of weeds that everyone will connect to mythology, even if the myth belonging to the reference is not well known. However, the same ghost refers to purgatory, a Christian or, to be more specific, Catholic reference: “I am thy father's spirit, / Doom'd for a certain term to walk the night, / And for the day confined to fast in fires” (1.5.9-11). By using this specific Christian reference in the speech of the ghost, Shakespeare makes us doubt again whether the ghost really belongs to the old society. The fact that it is a Catholic reference made to someone who studies in Wittenberg makes it even more unclear.

It may be ambiguous whether Hamlet’s father still belongs to the old, antique world or to the new, Christian world, but in the case of Hamlet himself this is far less ambiguous: of the 24 mythological allusions in the play 14 are spoken by the Danish prince. It is true that in Hamlet’s famous soliloquy in act 3 scene 1 we find the internal conflict between the old world and the new one – Hamlet is struggling to figure out whether he should use his mind to overcome Claudius or whether he should resort to vengeance. However, the 14 mythological allusions may indicate that Shakespeare wants to illustrate that Hamlet does want to resemble that part of his father that is connected to the Old world: he wants to cling to revenge and suicide. The prince even more than once uses mythology to refer to his father. The first time he speaks about the late king, he compares him to Hyperion, a titan in classical mythology. Hyperion is the father of Eos, Selene and Helios, who represent light: Eos is the dawn, Selene is the moon and Helios is the sun. It could be said that Hamlet does not just connect his father to a titan, but also to the source of light and with that hope and happiness. As if the author does not want the audience to forget this, Hamlet uses the same simile again, although in different wording, halfway through the play. To clarify his view of his father, Hamlet goes on 
to compare his father to three other gods, Jupiter, Mars and Mercury, and he names their specific features that connect his father to them:

See, what a grace was seated on this brow;
Hyperion's curls; the front of Jove himself;
An eye like Mars, to threaten and command;
A station like the herald Mercury
New-lighted on a heaven-kissing hill;
A combination and a form indeed,
Where every god did seem to set his seal.

(3.4.55-61)

As if he wants to make his point extra clear, Hamlet does not only compare his father’s features with those of four gods, but he also goes on by telling how every god – implying thus all the gods - seemed to have set his seal on his father’s form. The last sentence of this passage emphasises even more the god-likeness of King Hamlet and his connection to the antique society.

In the language-usage of his father it is only a mythological allusion that leads us to believe that he belongs to the old world and can be connected to its views, but Hamlet also uses references to the Old Testament. In one of his conversations with Polonius in act 2.2, Hamlet cites a song about Jephtah, one of the judges in the Old Testament, and his daughter:



Hamlet

O Jephthah, judge of Israel, what a treasure hadst thou!



(…)

One fair daughter and no more,
The which he loved passing well



(2.2.368-373)

In the ballad the story is told of how Jephtah sacrifices his daughter because of a promise to God, a story that can be found in Judges 11:30-40. If Hamlet implies a comparison between Jephtah and his daughter and Polonius and Ophelia, he could do so to jibe on Polonius and imply that he will try to seduce Ophelia later and thus take her away from her father. The comparison could also be a foreshadowing of forthcoming events: like Jephtah’s daughter, Ophelia will die. By using a biblical story from the Old Testament to imply all this, Shakespeare shows his audience that Hamlet tends more to the views of the old world than to the views of the new world.

Other allusions to the Bible, spoken by Hamlet, seem to show that the protagonist himself is aware that he lives in the new society. This becomes very clear in Hamlet’s first soliloquy in act I, scene 2. He expresses his feelings of misery and says, “Or that the 
Everlasting had not fix'd / His canon 'gainst self-slaughter!” (1.2.131-132). Although he does not directly allude to a biblical person or story, Hamlet speaks about God and it is clear this is the Biblical God. After all, suicide was outlawed in Christianity. Nasheeb Shaheen says about this matter in Biblical References in Shakespeare’s Tragedies:

While there is no specific command in Scripture against suicide per se, the Sixth Commandment, “Thou shalt not kill” (Ex. 20:13) (…) was generally interpreted to also forbid self-slaughter. In the account of Razis’s suicide, the Geneva note at 2 Maccabees 14:41 reads: ‘As this priuate example ought not to 

be followed of the godlie, because it is contrary to the word of God, although the autor seeme here to approue it.’”

With this exclamation Hamlet shows that he is aware of the fact that he lives in a Christian society, in which suicide is not considered an appropriate way of ending one’s life. This quotation also expresses that he longs to live in the old world again, a world where suicide is perhaps permitted. Another passage of the play where the connection of the two worlds by Hamlet can be found is the beginning of act 3, scene 2. Here, the prince connects a biblical reference with a mythological allusion: ”It is a damned ghost that we have seen, / And my imaginations are as foul / As Vulcan's stithy” (3.2.71-74). Here the image of Christian purgatory, where the ghost of Hamlet’s father comes from, is connected with the realm of Vulcan, the Roman god of fire, which was situated far under Mount Aetna. Shakespeare lets Hamlet unite the two opposites as if to show the reader that the prince is forced to live in a Christian world, where he is forced to live according to Christian morals, but he really wants to live in the Old world, in which revenge is permitted.

Not only does Shakespeare’s choice of mythological references show that the antique is part and parcel of Hamlet’s behaviour, but it also shows that Hamlet himself makes a division between the world of his father and the world in which Claudius lives. ”So excellent a king; that was, to this, / Hyperion to a satyr” (1.2.139-140), says Hamlet about his father, contrasting clearly the godlike goodness of his father and the evil nature of his uncle. As Amanda Mabillard describes it in her analysis of Hamlet: 

The godlike view of his father is enhanced by the comparison of Claudius to Hyperion's antithesis, the satyr, a creature half-goat and half-man, known for its drunken and lustful behaviour -- the behaviours of the new king, Claudius.”

Horatio, Hamlet’s friend, also makes this division, be it only at the very end of the play, when Hamlet is dying and speaking about suicide. As Hamlet says implicitly in the beginning of the tragedy, he lives in a society that does not tolerate suicide because of what the Lord teaches. The Danish prince tends to prefer the antique world, in which it was permitted to end one’s own life. Horatio seems to agree with his fellow student: he states, ”I am more an antique Roman than a Dane” (5.2.320). This certainly is a classical cultural reference and from this it could not only be concluded that he too considers suicide a justified action, but also that he sees the Danish modern society as a complete opposition to the old world. 

It must be remarked briefly here that towards the end of the play, the two worlds seem to be less contrasting. Hamlet has his doubts about avenging his father, whereas Laertes wants to avenge the deaths of Polonius and Ophelia, although this is not honourable vengeance. The one time that Laertes uses mythology to express himself, it is at this point, at the end of the play, when he wants revenge. Together with the king and queen he stands at Ophelia’s grave and says, “Now pile your dust upon the quick and dead, / Till of this flat a mountain you have made, / To o'ertop old Pelion, or the skyish head / Of blue Olympus” (5.1.218-221). Up to this point, we do not know whether Laertes belongs to the antique society or to the Christian world – his attitude has not been marked by any specific references. However, at this point, he seems to be using a reference to the classics to show that after the death of his father and of his sister he does want to take revenge and that with regard to that point, he is now more connected with the classical world than with the modern society.

1.2. Mythology and Bible – two means of characterisation

Shakespeare does not only use mythology and biblical allusions to underline the important themes in his tragedy that are connected to the Old world, but also to describe the characters in his play. The first three references, of which one is biblical and two are mythological, illustrate this. At the beginning of the play Bernardo, Marcellus and Horatio are discussing the apparition of the ghost and Bernardo says, “It was about to speak, when the cock crew” (1.1.146). By adding “And then it started like a guilty thing / Upon a fearful summons” (1.1.147-148), Horatio makes a biblical reference of Bernardo’s description. This could show that he is learned enough to connect the events with the ghost to the biblical story of the apostle Peter, who denied Jesus three times and fled after the cock crew. Immediately after this biblical reference, we find two more manifestations of Horatio being a scholar from 
Wittenberg: he speaks the first two mythological references of the play. First he refers to Neptune and his empire (1.1.117-119) and then to “the god of day” (1.1.152). The first allusion makes clear that Horatio is educated enough to know who Neptune is and where his empire stands. In the same way, the second allusion shows the reader Horatio’s erudition: he does not simply allude to the day, but by saying “the god of day” refers implicitly to Apollo.  

The fact that mythology represents the scholar in this play is illustrated best when Hamlet’s speech is considered. As I have pointed out before, more than half of the allusions to mythology are spoken by Hamlet and this shows us that he is not only the son mourning for his father or a young man with a disturbed mind, but also still the scholar from Wittenberg. There are several references to mythology that, beside their main purpose, are there to prove that Hamlet is still a scholar, no matter how mad he is claimed to be. A good example is his reaction after the ghost has summoned him to go with him. Horatio tries to stop Hamlet from following the ghost, but the Danish prince says, “My fate cries out, / And makes each petty artery in this body / As hardy as the Nemean lion's nerve” (1.4.82-83). Hamlet shows here that he is educated enough to know the story of Hercules and the Nemean Lion. The whole speech about Priam’s slaughter could also be seen as proof of Hamlet’s erudition. He cites the first part of the speech with its many allusions to mythological persons and creatures and this shows he is learned enough to remember the speech. This is, of course, not Shakespeare’s main purpose in having the speech performed here, but it is one of the purposes. In instances such as these two his learned speech stands in contrast with the speech of Marcellus and Bernardo, who do not use mythological references or allude to biblical stories.

Queen Gertrude is one of the characters in Hamlet who hardly allude to classical mythology and this could say something about her character. She is, as Amanda Mabillard calls it in her article “Shakespeare’s Gertrude” on the Shakespeare Online website, “more so than any other character in the play the antithesis of her son, Hamlet.”
 Hamlet is the scholar, the philosopher, whereas Gertrude probably did not receive very much education. It was not common in those days for women to receive much education, so we can assume that Gertrude has not been to university and is perhaps not educated enough to refer elaborately to mythology. She does refer to a mythological creature once – a mermaid – but it is not specifically a classical mythological creature: mermaids can also be found in Northern mythology, for instance. According to Robert Root, Sirens, the fair women who try to entrap 
Odysseus, had in medieval England  ”become identified with the mermaids of Northern mythology.”
 So it follows that Root feels entitled to classify the comparison Gertrude makes as a classical mythological allusion. However, Root seems to be the only critic who believes that mermaids are part of classical mythology because they are connected to Sirens. I believe it should be said that mermaids are part of mythology in general and thus also part of classical mythology. What is remarkable, is that there is a connection between her only mythological reference and an allusion to mythology made by Hamlet. In act 4, scene 7 Queen Gertrude speaks about Ophelia’s death and briefly compares Ophelia to a mermaid: “Her clothes spread wide; / And, mermaid-like, awhile they bore her up” (4.7.175-176). In act 3, scene 1 Gertrude’s son makes almost the same comparison: “The fair Ophelia! Nymph, in thy orisons / Be all my sins remember'd“ (3.1.88-89). Hamlet compares Ophelia to a Nymph and a Nymph and a mermaid were often connected in mythology. Both creatures are frequently described as women who live in the water and can be both dangerous and life saving. On the website of the BBC it says about the connection between Nymphs and mermaids:

“Water-nymphs could be mistaken for mermaids; they were beautiful in their appearance and were also musically talented, which mermaids are well known for, be it through singing or playing of a musical instrument.”

Gertrude’s allusion is not as clear as the one of her son and this can perhaps be explained by the lack of proper education.

As said above, Hamlet uses  mythological allusions to describe and characterise his father. He compares him to several gods and this shows the reader that the former king had a good, noble and heroic character. He even mentions characteristics of a few gods and states that his father had them as well. However, Hamlet is convinced that he himself lacks these characteristics. In three of the 14 classical references Hamlet mentions Hercules and his twelve labours. In one of these instances the Danish prince compares himself directly to Hercules, and concludes that he and the hero from classical mythology have totally opposing characters. According to the Danish prince, Claudius is “My father's brother, but no more like my father / Than I to Hercules” (1.2.152-153). Some of Hercules’ actions might have been unjust – he killed all sons of the King of Troy but one -, but he is known for his heroic deeds and twelve astounding labours. The fact that Hamlet sees himself as weak and non-heroic is strengthened by the speech about Priam’s slaughter. In this speech we see how Pyrrhus kills 
Priam with considerable determination – there is only one moment of hesitation. By reciting this speech it is as if Hamlet wants to make it clear that this is what he wants to do, kill the murderer of his father, but he has not the courage to do it. He is not courageous like Pyrrhus or Hercules. We, as audience, will realise of course that it is doubtful whether Pyrrhus really is heroic and should be admired.


Although king Claudius only alludes to mythology once, it is in an admiring tone and that one instance underlines an important aspect of his character. In the seventh scene of the fourth act, Claudius talks about a gentleman from Normandy in an admiring way:

he grew unto his seat;
And to such wondrous doing brought his horse,
As he had been incorpsed and demi-natured
With the brave beast

(4.7.84-87)

King Claudius implicitly alludes to a centaur, a creature with the body of a horse and the head and torso of a human. The man whom the king refers to is considered a good horseman and this makes the reference to centaurs a positive one. This is remarkable, because centaurs are often associated with satyrs and with Dionysus and do not really have a positive connotation:

Most were known for being unruly and savage. In stories throughout mythology, they were involved in battles, brawls, and rapes, as well as other vile things. The Centaurs were often used by Zeus to send out punishment to those who offended him, and they worshipped Dionysus.

As described in this text by Tonya James, centaurs were symbolical for the unruly forces of nature and this image seems to suit Claudius’ character. Rather early in the play, Hamlet discusses the new king with Horatio and tells him:

The king doth wake to-night and takes his rouse,
Keeps wassail, and the swaggering up-spring reels;
And, as he drains his draughts of Rhenish down,
The kettle-drum and trumpet thus bray out
The triumph of his pledge

(1.4.8-12)

Hamlet thinks his uncle is nothing more than a drunk and this description may bring to mind the way centaurs are often described. Even though it is not a mythological reference here, it could bring mythology to mind when we read this passage again in the light of the first time 
that Hamlet refers to his father and his uncle in a mythological way: ”So excellent a king; / that was, to this Hyperion to a satyr” (1.1.139-140). Already in the first 140 lines of the play, Hamlet compares the present king with a satyr. This description fits the allusion that the king himself uses: like centaurs, satyrs are often associated with Dionysus and thus with drinking and lust.


It does not seem to be a coincidence that King Claudius is associated with centaurs, and not with another mythological character or creature that has a negative connotation. One of the three centaurs in classical mythology that are explicitly named in literature is Nessus. When Hercules and his newly wed wife Deianeira are on their way to Theban, they meet the centaur Nessus, who is a ferryman. He offers to carry them over the river, but is so overwhelmed by Deianeira’s beauty that he cannot keep his hands off her.  He tries to abduct her, as is beautifully illustrated by Guido Reni:
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Guido Reni, Deianeira Abducted by the Centaur Nessus. 1621

This mythological story does bear resemblance to the story of King Hamlet, Gertrude and Claudius. King Hamlet, who represents the heroic Hercules – and is seen as such by his son -, is killed by the centaur-like Claudius and with this, Gertrude is taken from him.

With regard to mythology and biblical allusions as means to typify the different characters, it is remarkable that one of the characters that only allude to mythology once, has a mythological name. Laertes, the son of Polonius, seems to be named after the father of 
Odysseus, who was the son of Arcesius, the king of Ithaca. The one time he does interweave mythology in his speech, it is an important reference. In the major part of the play Laertes does not mention mythological characters or stories, nor does he allude to the Old Testament, which makes it unclear whether he fully belongs to the Christian society or to the Old world in which revenge is considered a righteous thing to do. However, the death of his father and of his sister seem to have changed his character. Suddenly he alludes to mythology as if to say, ”Now I too think avenging my father and sister is the right thing to do.”

Clearly, Shakespeare’s usage of classical mythological and biblical allusions is not random. They underline the important elements in the tragedy, such as revenge, murder and suicide. Although these things are not permitted in the Christian society in which Hamlet lives, they are considered acceptable in what we may call the “Old world.” This world is the world often described in classical mythology and the Old Testament and can be well compared to the society in which King Hamlet ruled. Hamlet longs for this heroic world, a world in which the ideas of the antique society prevail. The characters of the play take part in describing their world by means of mythological or biblical allusions. Also, mythological and biblical references underline descriptions and characterisations of the different individuals in the tragedy: they clarify whether the character is a scholar or not. Hamlet, who is a scholar from Wittenberg, uses 14 mythological allusion, whereas his mother probably did not receive much education and does only refer to mythology once and that instance is not even clearly classical mythology. The allusions from the Bible and classical literature also underline the heroic or evil nature of a character: Hamlet’s father is repeatedly being compared to a god, whereas Claudius is associated with the centaur, a mythological creature with a negative connotation.  Shakespeare does not only characterise his dramatic personae, but they characterise each other as well by using biblical and mythological references. 

Chapter 2

Mythological and Biblical Allusions in Romeo and Juliet
When one says “Romeo and Juliet”, one almost always solely thinks about the famous balcony scene: two lovers declaring their ever-lasting devotion to one another.  However, there is more to  be said about this famous tragedy than “Romeo, Romeo! – wherefore art thou Romeo?” (2.2.33).
 Shakespeare has carefully interwoven allusions to classical mythology and to biblical stories in the speech of his characters to draw more attention to important aspects of his play. Love is the most important theme of the whole tragedy and a distinction can be found in the play between virtuous, thoughtful love and love guided by passion. The first type of love is stressed by references to the Bible or Christianity and the second kind is clarified by the multiple usage of classical mythological allusions. Shakespeare does not only refer several times to Venus and Cupid, but also to myths that are perhaps not so explicitly connected with love, but that do underline this important theme. Furthermore, with the usage of mythological and biblical allusions the playwright underlines the “light versus darkness” motif that is prominent throughout the tragedy. By not only simply referring to night and day or sun and moon, but also enhancing some references with allusions to classical mythology, the author tries to make the motif stand out more clearly.


Mythological and biblical allusions, and especially the latter, are also employed to clarify those points in the play where foreshadowing can be found. Shakespeare constantly refers explicitly or implicitly to future events in his story and the usage of biblical references makes those instances stand out more clearly. Lastly, Shakespeare interweaves biblical and mythological references in the speech of his tragic figures as a means to characterise them and let them describe one another. To clarify a certain quality of one of his characters the author often compares him or her with a person from a classical myth or biblical story. Also, the mythological or biblical names of some of the tragic figures denote certain characteristics.


Prior to elaborating on the above-mentioned points, it must be said that several mythological and biblical allusions serve multiple purposes. For example, the same allusion that is used to underline the theme of love and its consequences also stresses an instance of 
foreshadowing and seems to be used to characterise one of the tragic heroes. Therefore the allusion will mainly be discussed in that subchapter that is found most befitting for the allusion, although it may be touched upon in other subchapters.

2.1 Thematic illustration

No reader or spectator will deny that love is the most important theme in Romeo and Juliet. It could be said that with regard to love Shakespeare makes a distinction between passionate love that is guided by impulse and virtuous love that is not led by desire, but by thought. In classical mythology we often find the first type of love. Zeus is the perfect example of a lover who rushes into love because he is guided by passion, and he is by far not the only example. This is perhaps why Shakespeare chooses to illustrate this kind of love in his play with classical mythological references. The two most important allusions dealing with mythology and love are those to Cupid and Venus. Of the 16 mythological intertexts that can be found in the tragedy, 6 are explicit or implicit references to Cupid. Shakespeare does not only simply use Cupid to refer to love, as is often done in literature, but to make a statement about love that is guided by passion. “Blind is his love and best befits the dark” (2.1.32) says Benvolio about Romeo’s love and this is a remarkable quotation when one keeps the references to Cupid in mind. After all, in Greek and Roman mythology Cupid was commonly not blind. In Studies in Iconology by Erwin Panofski we find the following about Cupid and his blindness:

This little winged boy armed with bow and arrow was a very familiar figure in Hellenistic and Roman art. Only this figure was very rarely blind in classical literature, and it was never blind in classical art.

(…)

Discarding Theocritus’ jocular parallel between Eros and Plutus (Wealth) whose ‘blindness’ was proverbial ever since Hipponax had deplored the unfair distribution of worldly goods, there is only one little Latin poem in which Cupid is described as a blind person, and this poem is of very late date and somewhat dubious authenticity.

Shakespeare thus does not exactly use the classical image of Cupid, but rather the image that he perhaps found in contemporary literature and art to show his reader that passionate love is blind, that is to say: it is foolish and can be dangerous. That Shakespeare states this is strengthened by the fact that he separates Cupid and a torch. After all, in scene 4 of the first act Romeo wishes to carry a torch, but Mercutio says he must dance, because he is a lover. 
Cupid is often depicted with a torch, as can be seen on the picture below, a painting ascribed to Jean-Baptiste Greuze. Shakespeare, however, separates the two by implying that one cannot love and “carry a torch” at the same time.
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Ascribed to Jean-Baptiste Greuze, Flying Cupid with Torch, late 18th century

Another point about young love that Shakespeare seems to want to make clear is that it is reckless. The following mythological reference explains this. In the second scene of the third act, Juliet is waiting for Romeo and she expresses her wish for the day to end and the night to begin.

Gallop apace, you fiery-footed steeds,
Towards Phoebus’ lodging: such a wagoner
As Phaethon would whip you to the west,
And bring in cloudy night immediately.
(3.2.1-4)

The playwright interweaves the mention of Phaeton in Juliet’s speech and this is not a coincidence. After all, Phaeton is a paragon of recklessness: he wants to drive the cart of his 
father Apollo and because he is too thoughtless and wild, he crashes the chariot. The fact that this myth is connected with Juliet’s love for Romeo shows that her love is young, reckless love, guided by passion and that it is likely it will have a bad ending. This point connects well with the idea of blind love and the separation of Cupid and his torch. After all, if one does not have a “torch” to light one’s way, one can do dangerous things.

The second type of love that can be found in Romeo and Juliet is love that is guided by thought, virtuous and decent love. This love is underlined by the usage of biblical or Christian images. A good example can be found in the balcony scene. After Juliet has made her famous speech in which she asks Romeo to deny his name, he answers her, “Call me but love, and I’ll be new baptised” (2.2.50). Of course, the literal meaning of Romeo’s words is that he would gladly cast his name aside for Juliet. However, we can find a Christian allusion in this quotation, an allusion that is all about purification and that seems to imply that Romeo and Juliet’s love is still to some extent pure and virtuous. Although it is already in part reckless and guided by passion, they may not know it and want to believe it is a holy, pure love. Perhaps the clearest instance of a biblical or Christian allusion illustrating decent, virtuous love can be found in Romeo and Juliet’s first encounter. They share a sonnet, which focuses on the palmer’s kiss: kissing with not the lips touching, but the hands.

Romeo

[To Juliet] If I profane with my unworthiest hand
This holy shrine, the gentle fine is this:
My lips, two blushing pilgrims, ready stand
To smooth that rough touch with a tender kiss.

Juliet

Good pilgrim, you do wrong your hand too much,
Which mannerly devotion shows in this;
For saints have hands that pilgrims' hands do touch,
And palm to palm is holy palmers' kiss.

Romeo

Have not saints lips, and holy palmers too?

Juliet

Ay, pilgrim, lips that they must use in prayer.

Romeo

O, then, dear saint, let lips do what hands do;
They pray, grant thou, lest faith turn to despair

(1.5.93-104)

At this point, Romeo does not know who Juliet is and she does not know that he is a Montague. The two lovers are not yet guided by passion and Shakespeare uses this Christian reference to pilgrims and praying to clarify this.

The contrast between light and darkness is a motif that is of great importance in Shakespeare’s tragedy. The author underlines this motif by using allusions to classical mythology and to the Bible. In the beginning of the play, it is light that plays an important role. When Romeo first sees Juliet, he says about her, “O, she doth teach the torches to burn bright! / It seems she hangs upon the cheek of night / Like a rich jewel in an Ethiope's ear” (1.5.54-56). This quotation implies that Juliet brings light into Romeo’s dark world,  even though he does not know who she is. From this point in the play onwards, the idea of light in a dark world becomes stronger. Towards the end of the tragedy, however, it is darkness that is of more importance. The two lovers can only meet in darkness and at the end are united in a dark tomb. To clarify this “light versus darkness” motif to his reader, Shakespeare does not only use allusions to celestial bodies or other sources of light, but also comparisons from classical mythology. Already in the first scene of the first act a good example can be found. Towards the end of the scene Benvolio and Romeo’s parents are discussing Romeo’s state of mind and Montague says about his son: 

Many a morning hath he there been seen,
With tears augmenting the fresh morning dew.
Adding to clouds more clouds with his deep sighs;
But all so soon as the all-cheering sun
Should in the furthest east begin to draw
The shady curtains from Aurora's bed,
Away from the light steals home my heavy son,
And private in his chamber pens himself

(1.1.131–138)

The playwright could simply have used the words “morning” or “dawn”, but instead he refers to Aurora, goddess of dawn. This usage of classical mythology makes this particular piece of the play more dramatic: Romeo does not simply shun the day, but the goddess of dawn. With this dramatisation the importance of light and darkness is stressed.

Not only in the speech of Romeo’s father can we find allusions to classical mythology as a means of stressing the importance of the “light” motif, but also in the speech of his son. In act 1, scene 1 he says about Rosaline, his first love, “she hath Dian's wit” (1.1.209). In this comparison between Rosaline and Diana it is of course the chastity that is the main focus of this allusion. Rosaline is as chaste as the goddess Diana. However, Diana is not only the goddess of the hunt, known for her chastity, but also the goddess of the moon. In the famous balcony scene Romeo embroiders on this last fact by saying about Juliet:

Arise, fair sun, and kill the envious moon

Who is already sick and pale with grief

That thou her maid art far more fair than she

Be not her maid, since she is envious;
Her vestal livery is but sick and green
And none but fools do wear it; cast it off

(2.2.4-9)

It is remarkable that Shakespeare uses the same allusion, a reference to Diana, but that he refers to a different aspect. It is not so much the aspect of chastity that the playwright underlines here, but rather the element of brightness. Juliet is not merely better than the moon, but better than the goddess of the moon. It is interesting to remark here that this allusion could also imply that Romeo is saying here that he wishes Juliet to be unlike Diana with regard to chastity. He says to her that Diana’s “vestal livery is but sick and green / And none but fools do wear it / cast it off” (2.2.7-9). With  these words Shakespeare underlines how Romeo believes that Juliet should not be chaste and thus not be like Rosaline. His first love would not let him near her, let alone share her bed with him. The fact that Juliet is willing to let Romeo as near to her as her balcony could make Romeo express his wishes to be even closer to her.

Juliet’s soliloquy in scene 2 of act 3 provides a good example of how Shakespeare uses mythology to underline the importance of darkness in the second half of the tragedy. She is waiting for the Nurse to bring her news of Romeo and begins her soliloquy with: “Gallop apace, you fiery-footed steeds / Towards Phoebus’ lodging” (3.2.1-2). The image of Phoebus Apollo’s chariot, the wagon of the god of day, that is interwoven in this soliloquy underlines the fact that darkness is now important to Juliet: only when darkness comes will she hear from Romeo. The fact that Shakespeare has interwoven Apollo’s cart suggests how fast Juliet wants the day to end. The soliloquy goes on with the words: “such a wagoner / As Phaethon would whip you to the west, / And bring in cloudy night immediately” (3.2.2-4). By referring not only to the Apollo’s cart, but also Phaeton Shakespeare emphasises the importance of darkness to Juliet even more. She does not only implicitly evoke the god of day – after all, Apollo’s carriage cannot ride without the god himself -, but also needs Phaeton to whip the horses. As said earlier, the mention of Phaeton also says something about Juliet’s love for Romeo: it is passionate and, according to Shakespeare, will probably not have a happy ending.

2.2 Foreshadowing illustrated

From the beginning onwards Romeo and Juliet is permeated with foreshadowing. Already the opening chorus tells us how the story will develop and throughout the play directions, whether implicit or explicit, to future events can be found. To underline some instances of foreshadowing, Shakespeare uses mythological and biblical allusions. Especially the latter are used to make the reader aware of events that will occur further on in the play. A very good example is the implicit biblical allusion in Benvolio’s speech, in act 1 of the tragedy. In the first scene of this act, it comes to a fight between members of the two families. Benvolio comes between them and says, “Put up your swords; you know not what you do” (1.1.64). This quotation brings to mind two closely related biblical passages. The first one is a passage from Matthew, in which the author describes the arrest of Jesus. One of his disciples raises his sword to the guards who have come to arrest Jesus and Jesus says to him, “Put up thy sword into his place; for all that take the sword, shall perish with the sword.”
 The second biblical passage that comes to mind is the one in which Jesus, already on the cross, says, “Father, forgive them, for they know not what they do.”
 Shortly after his arrest and thus shortly after these two quotations, Jesus dies. The fact that Shakespeare combined the texts of these two biblical passages could mean that he wants to foreshadow Juliet’s demise. Like Jesus she will be dead for three days and those three days are followed by a resurrection that still leads to her ultimate death. It could be remarked that it is notable that Benvolio speaks those words and not someone from the house of Capulet, or even Juliet herself. However, the above-mentioned underlining of foreshadowing is strengthened by Juliet’s date of birth. In act 1.3 we hear from the Nurse, “On Lammas-eve at night shall she be fourteen” (1.3.22). Although the references to Lammas is not exactly a biblical one, it is a Christian holy day, the successor to Lugnasad, on which loafs of bread made of new grain are offered during mass. Perhaps nowadays this feast is not celebrated widely anymore, but it was a common holy day in Shakespeare’s days. The fact that Shakespeare lets Juliet’s birth coincide with a holy day connected with sacrifice, reinforces the idea that Juliet is, like Jesus, a sacrifice for the sins of her parents. Only after her death her and Romeo’s parents are able to bury the hatchet.

Foreshadowing can also be found with regard to the love theme which is of great importance in the play. When Mercutio, Benvolio and Romeo are, for instance, discussing the feast at Capulet’s house, Mercutio believes that Romeo should not hold the torch, but dance 
freely. He tells his friend, “You are a lover; borrow Cupid's wings, / And soar with them above a common bound” (1.4.17-18). This is, of course, in the first place a mythological allusion suggesting what Romeo should be like according to Mercutio. Notable here is that Mercutio believes that Romeo should act as a lover and not hold a torch, whereas in classical mythology Cupid was often depicted with a torch. This allusion could also be seen as an instance of the use of mythology to strengthen the foreshadowing. Romeo does not know it yet, but he will shortly be a real lover and even have Cupid’s wings. After all, when Juliet asks him during the balcony scene how he has found her, he is the one who says, “With love’s light wings did I o’er-perch these walls” (2.2.66). So the mythological allusion in Mercutio’s speech strengthens the foreshadowing that Romeo is soon to be in love.

The most extensive mythological allusion that is used to underline foreshadowing can be found in the fourth scene of the second act. Mercutio and Benvolio are waiting for Romeo and when he enters the street, Mercutio says to him:

Now is he for the numbers
that Petrarch flowed in: Laura to his lady was but a
kitchen-wench; marry, she had a better love to
be-rhyme her; Dido a dowdy; Cleopatra a gipsy;
Helen and Hero hildings and harlots; Thisbe a grey
eye or so, but not to the purpose

(2.4.38-43)

The fact that Shakespeare lets Mercutio name exactly these women from classical mythology is, of course, no coincidence. Like Juliet, Dido and Cleopatra both commit suicide. The story of the love between Pyramus and Thisbe strongly resembles that of Romeo and Juliet: two people who love each other but whose union is thwarted by their parents and who die because of a tragic misunderstanding. The story of Hero and her lover Leander also resembles Shakespeare’s tragedy with regard to the ending: Hero ends her own life when she sees that Leander is dead. Although Helen commits neither suicide nor dies together with her love, her story ends tragically too: she is killed. All the mythological stories that are referred to thus have, to put it euphemistically, an unhappy ending. This fact makes that the elaborate mythological reference in Mercutio’s speech underlines the air of foreshadowing that can be found throughout the play. Because we know how the stories of these mythological women ended, we can guess how this story will end. 

2.3 Using the Bible and mythology to characterise

The use of mythological or biblical references as a means to describe and characterise the dramatic personae in Romeo and Juliet is not uncommon. Shakespeare employs mythological comparisons to clarify the character of a person in his play. Often this is not done directly, but indirectly and a good example can be found in the way Romeo speaks about himself. In scene 4 of act 1 Mercutio believes that Romeo should act like a lover and he connects him to Cupid. Romeo answers to this, “I am too sore enpierced with his shaft / To soar with his light feathers” (1.4.19-20). From these words the reader can clearly deduce Romeo’s emotional state: he is not simply hurt by love, but by Cupid’s arrows, which makes it sound more dramatic and causes his melancholy to stand out more. The female protagonist also uses mythology in her speech to describe herself. In the second scene of act 2 we find Juliet saying to her beloved:

Bondage is hoarse, and may not speak aloud;
Else would I tear the cave where Echo lies,
And make her airy tongue more hoarse than mine,
With repetition of my Romeo’s name.

(2.2.160-163)

This quotation with the mythological allusion to Echo underlines how strongly Juliet feels towards Romeo and how prepared she is to do anything to make her love for him clear. Again, the usage of a mythological reference makes this quotation more dramatic and gives it more stress. It is as if Juliet’s determination is strengthened by the fact that Shakespeare lets her use a reference to Echo. Here we can clearly speak of a fortiori: if Echo is willing to pine away for an unanswered love, then Juliet will certainly be prepared to do anything for Romeo. After all, her is not an unanswered love.  Remarkable is that Echo is often described in mythology as being the favourite of Diana, goddess of hunting and the moon. Earlier we saw that Rosaline was connected with Diana and that Romeo thought Juliet was “far more fair than she” 2.2.6) and that he asked her to “Be not her maid, since she is envious” (2.2.7). It is striking that Romeo wishes Juliet to be less like Diana than Rosaline, whereas Juliet herself uses a mythological reference connected, although not very obviously, with the goddess of the moon. The reference to Echo also has the purpose of underlining foreshadowing. After all, Echo was so much in love that she pined away in her cave. In his notes to Ovid’s Metamorphoses Books 1-5 William S. Andersson remarks about Ovid’s description of Echo:

Ovid sketches out the main features of humiliation that result from spurned love. Echo hides herself from all contact with people.

(…)

The Nymph Echo decomposes into nothing but a voice…

The reader can almost expect Juliet to end the same way: dying in her tomb, waiting for Romeo.

Characterisation by using mythological allusions is also done with regard to the way a character loves or sees love. Rosaline, who does not appear as a character, but could be seen as a foil to Juliet, is connected strongly with chastity. She does not rush into passionate love and the following mythological reference underlines this. Romeo says about her, “She will not stay the siege of loving terms, / Nor bide the encounter of assailing eyes, / Nor ope her lap to saint-seducing gold” (1.1.212-14). Of course Romeo’s last words remind us of the myth of Danae, who had a child after Zeus came to her in the form of golden rain. She, Danae, was tempted by Zeus and, although her father locked her in a tower, could not resist the temptation of passion. The fact that Rosaline is explicitly opposed to Danae could mean at this point that the classical idea of love does not apply to her. She does not perhaps give in to passion and does not let herself be guided by impulse. Danae is also often seen as a symbol of love that can be bought. The implicit reference in Romeo’s speech suggest that Rosaline has been offered money for her favours, perhaps even by Romeo himself, but that she did not accept it.
A biblical allusion that is employed to characterise a dramatic person can be found in the speech of Juliet’s father. He and his wife are discussing with their daughter the prospect of her   marrying Paris. Juliet is being berated by her father, but the Nurse protests against Capulet’s harshness. He answers her, “And why, my lady wisdom? hold your tongue, / Good prudence; smatter with your gossips, go” (3.5.170-171). Capulet personifies Wisdom as a woman and this same personification can be found in the biblical book of Proverbs. It says there, among other things, “I Wisdome dwell with prudence, and I finde for the knowledge and counsel.”
 Peter R. Moore says in his article about biblical references in Romeo and Juliet:

Capulet’s sarcasm to the Nurse echoes the Geneva Bible’s translation of Proverbs 8:12.

(…)

Compare Capulet’s sequence, ‘Wisdom. . . Prudence. . . Smatter with your gossips’, to Proverbs’ ‘wisdome. . . prudence. . . . counsels’, reinforced by the marginal note’s ‘wisdome. . . prudent. . . couseller’. Note also the contemptuous parallel of ‘smatter with your gossips’ to ‘finde forthe knowledge and counsels’.

With this sarcastic echoing of the words in Proverbs, Capulet criticises the character of the Nurse on several points. As Moore puts it in his article:

Among her counsels, Wisdom provides guidance on raising children.

(…)

In other words, Capulet implies that the Nurse has failed in her duty as a duenna. Finally, Capulet puts the Nurse in her place socially by demoting her from Lady Wisdom to Good Prudence.

Some of the characters in the tragedy seem to be named after mythological or biblical characters. The first scene starts with a fight between Abraham and Sampson, both named for biblical characters. Although we do not find out much about Sampson, it is notable that Shakespeare has chosen a biblical name for this character that start the first fight of the play. His name could imply that he is a strong person, someone who does not shun a fight. It is remarkable that Paris, Juliet’s suitor, bears the name of the man who took away Helen from Menelaos in the myth of the Trojan war. His name seems to characterise him, although not very explicitly. Even though he is not aware of it, Paris has come to take Juliet away from Romeo, her first love. True, this does not start a war, like in the case of the mythological Paris, but it does start an argument between Juliet and her father. The remarkable difference between Paris and his mythological namesake is of course that the Paris in the tragedy comes across as a decent man, whereas this perhaps cannot be said so easily about the Paris from the story about Helen. 

It is clear that Shakespeare has used both mythological and biblical references to draw more attention to those aspects of the play that can be considered important. Mythological and biblical references underline the significance of the love-theme, where the antique underlines rash, passionate love and the Christian allusions stress virtuous, thoughtful love. The “light versus darkness” motif is another aspect that is prominent in the whole tragedy and that is underlined by the usage of classical and biblical allusions. Mainly biblical references, but also one important mythological allusion, are used to stress those points where foreshadowing can be found. Lastly, character descriptions are enhanced by allusions to both biblical and mythological stories and names from those stories. 

Chapter 3:

Mythological and Biblical Allusions in Macbeth
“Fair is foul, and foul is fair” (1.1.12)
 – without a doubt the most cited sentence and maybe one of the most discussed sentences of William Shakespeare’s Macbeth. It sets the tone for the rest of the tragedy: the audience will soon discover that some fair things are indeed foul and vice versa. This prophetic reading of this particular phrase does not only apply to the course of the tragedy with regard to the storyline, but also to the effects of the use of biblical and mythological allusions. Both the mythological and the biblical elements are very important in the play. In discussions of this tragedy, the biblical allusions are often seen as the most prominent element of the two and this is not without reason. The biblical elements underline the morality theme that is so important in the tragedy of Macbeth. Shakespeare uses biblical allusions to emphasise this moral element to his audience. A number of the biblical references that the playwright uses refer to Jesus Christ and his crucifixion. Some Shakespearean critics claim that Macbeth is, as Peter Milward calls it in the chapter about Macbeth in his book Biblical Influences in Shakespeare’s Great Tragedies, “…Shakespeare’s dramatic commentary on the actions of Judas in betraying Christ.”
 However, this seems only to be true to a certain extent. King Duncan can indeed be seen as a Christ-figure: he is the representative of the good in the play. However, whether Macbeth should be seen as Judas remains to be seen. The story of Christ’s crucifixion is not the only important biblical element in the play: other biblical references also underline the theme of good and evil. Calling the play a “morality play” is thus not strange. If we see Macbeth as such, then it follows that the title character should be seen as the villain of the tragedy and that he is punished for his crimes at the end of the play.

However, when one looks at the usage of mythological references, it could be said that “fair is foul”: the morality play seems less moral in the light of mythological allusions. We must ask ourselves whether Macbeth is really the villain, as he seems to be in the light of the biblical imagery, or the victim of Fate. It cannot be overlooked, after all, that prophesies and Fate play a very important part in Macbeth. The two kinds of prophetic elements used in the 
tragedy are clearly derived from classical mythology. The first type of prophesy is the one that is bound to come true and about which nothing can be done. The other one is the prophesy by which gods deceive a person or persons by stirring them into certain, self-destructive actions. Both types are ambiguous and are the kind of prophesies given by the Oracle of Delphi. The repeated appearance of the Three Witches, the most significant mythological reference in the tragedy, together with the appearance of Hecate, is strongly connected with the notion of prophesies. The Witches foretell that Macbeth will be king and this incites him to murder Duncan. In that sense, he could be seen as a victim of the Three Witches and their prophesy. Furthermore, in the classical world one could only be seen as great and important by doing great deeds. In that light, Macbeth’s murder on King Duncan can be seen as a step towards greatness. This does not justify his deed, but sheds a different light on it. 

In short, there seem to be two perspectives in the play that are diametrically opposed to each other. The first is the classical element of prophesies and how one can become a victim of the gods and Fate and the other is the Christian notion of good and evil. In the light of the many biblical references that occur in the play, the prophesies that are so important seem no longer to be classical prophesies, but are more portrayed as being diabolical messages.

3.1. Macbeth as a morality play

In the light of the many biblical allusions that Shakespeare uses in Macbeth, the play can very well be called a morality play, a play in which there is a clear distinction between what is right and what is wrong. A biblical story that is strongly connected with this tragedy and that underlines the morality theme, is the story of the crucifixion of Jesus Christ. Already the first obvious biblical mention that can be found in the play refers to Christ’s death. In the second scene of the first act, a Sergeant, reporting on the fight he has just witnessed, says about Macbeth and Banquo that it seemed as if “they meant to bathe in reeking wounds / Or memorise another Golgotha” (1.2.40-41). This biblical allusion reminds us of course of the death of Christ, as reported in Matthew 27:33: “And when they came unto the place called Golgotha, that is to say, the place of dead mens’ skulls.”
 On first reading, the reference to this biblical story in the speech of the Sergeant may just be seen as a compliment to the two 
generals: the Sergeant is complimenting Macbeth and Banquo on their determination and pugnacity. Shakespeare’s underlying meaning, however, may well be that this is a foreboding: just as Christ was put to death by the soldiers, Duncan will be killed by Macbeth. Although one cannot go as far as to say that Duncan is Christ, it could be said that he is a Christ-like figure: he is the representative of the good. This is underlined in act 1, scene 4, when Macbeth and Banquo return from battle and are received in audience by Duncan. The King himself says to them, “I have begun to plant thee, and will labour / To make thee full of growing” (1.4.28-29). The idea of “planting” men and “letting them flourish” can be found repeatedly in the Old Testament, for instance in Jeremiah 12:2, where it says about Jehovah: “Thou hast planted them, and they have taken root: they grow, and bring forth fruit.”
 Knowing that Macbeth will kill the King, this passage underlines how evil this deed will be. Macbeth will not simply commit murder, but will destroy his “roots”.

Some critics claim that, if King Duncan is seen as personifying Christ, Macbeth should be seen as Judas. In his work Biblical References in Shakespeare’s Tragedies Naseeb Shaheen bases his argument partly on a quote from act 1, scene 7, where Macbeth states about the murder he is about to commit: “If it were done when 'tis done, then 'twere well / It were done quickly” (1.7.1-2). Shaheen connects this passage, as Amada Mabillard does, to the passage in John 13, where Jesus tells Judas, “That thou doest, do quickly.”
 However, this seems the only important parallel between Judas and Macbeth and one could say that more examples can be found of non-biblical quotes with a similar wording. There is a plausible connection between Judas and Macbeth but the evidence is not overwhelming. 

A comparison that is more solid, is the one between Pilate and Macbeth. When we look at act 2, scene 2 - when King Duncan has just been murdered – we find Lady Macbeth saying to her husband about this murder, “A little water clears us of this deed: / How easy is it, then!” (2.2.66-67). The idea of washing unclean hands is, of course, biblical: we recognise the passage in Matthew 27 in this quotation, in which Pilate publicly washes his hands and says that he is not guilty of killing Jesus. Lady Macbeth states here with certainty that the “stains” will come off, implying that she is not guilty of the murders she and her husband have committed. However, using the particular biblical image of washing one’s hands also has the effect on the audience of thinking the opposite: like Pilate Lady Macbeth and her husband are of course guilty of murder. Remarkable is that Lady Macbeth’s “A little water” – 
a biblical allusion - stands in strong contrast with Macbeth’s “Will all great Neptune's ocean wash this blood / Clean from my hand?” (2.2.59-60) – a mythological reference. The implied similarity between Pilate and Macbeth and his wife emerges even clearer later in the play, in the famous sleepwalking soliloquy of Lady Macbeth: “Out, damned spot! out, I say!--One: two: why, / then, 'tis time to do't.--Hell is murky!” (5.1.34-35). She realises that she is guilty of murder and that “a little water” will not change that.

When we look closely at the biblical references that occur in the tragedy, we find that there seems to be a moral line in the play. At the beginning, Macbeth goes from killing because he follows orders – just like the soldiers who crucified Christ – to giving orders for murder and thus trying keeping his hands clean, like Pilate, but not really succeeding. At the end he has not only killed the King and Banquo, but also something precious in himself. As I have pointed out, the first biblical allusion is that to the crucifixion of Christ, which shows the audience both that Macbeth’s killings as an army captain seem to be heroic deeds, but also a foreshadowing of Macbeth’s sins. From the following scene onwards the protagonist ponders on committing murder and this culminates in act 2, scene 2, when the King is murdered and a sin is committed. When King Duncan’s body has been found, Shakespeare uses not so much a biblical reference, but certainly a Christian allusion to underline the immorality of this deed. Macduff returns from the King’s chambers and reports on what he has seen there: “Most sacrilegious murder hath broke ope / The Lord's anointed temple, and stole thence / The life o' the building!” (2.3.67-69). In 1 Corinthians we find a strong connection to this allusion:

Know ye not that ye are the Temple of God, and that the Spirit of God dwelleth in you? If any man destroy the Temple of God, him shall God destroy, for the Temple of God is holy, which ye are.

When one considers this biblical passage, the reference in Macduff’s speech emphasises even more the heinousness of Macbeth's crime against King Duncan, whom we may call God's consecrated sovereign.

As the play progresses, Macbeth's actions become more and more immoral. Through his many soliloquies the audience knows that Macbeth realises the magnitude of his crimes. However, there is one instance in the play where this is emphasised by a biblical reference. In act 3, when Banquo has been killed and the guests have left after the repeated appearance of Banquo’s ghost, Macbeth says, alluding to Banquo’s murder, “It will have blood; they say, blood will have blood” (3.4.121). This is a reminder of the biblical story of Cain who killed 
his brother Abel and echoes a passage from Genesis 9: “Who so sheadeth man’s blood, by man shall his blood be shed: for in the image of God hath he made man.”
 At this point, Macbeth has perhaps committed the worst crime possible: he has not only committed murder, but he has murdered someone whom he should perhaps have seen as a brother. When we consider this passage and the reference to Cain and Abel that goes with it, we can link it to the famous sleepwalking passage of Lady Macbeth. As I have said, in act 5, scene 1 she speaks of the “damned spot” that does not come out. If we connect this to the biblical allusion in the previously mentioned scene, we can compare the mark that is left on Lady Macbeth to the mark that God left on Cain after Abel was killed. Like Cain, Lady Macbeth is marked, but in her case it is not a mark given by God, a mark that will protect her. Maybe her mark should be seen as a demonic mark, a mark that causes her demise in the end.

Towards the end of the play, the other characters also recognise that Macbeth is perhaps past the point of redemption. In the third scene of the fourth act Malcolm and Macduff, who have both fled to England, are speaking about Macbeth and about returning to Scotland. Malcolm tries to test if Macduff is trustworthy and says that he is afraid that Macduff is only convincing him to return to Scotland in order to betray him and hand him to Macbeth. He says:

He [Macbeth] hath not touch'd you yet. I am young;
but something
You may deserve of him through me, and wisdom
To offer up a weak poor innocent lamb
T’appease an angry god.

(4.3.13-17)

If we see this phrase as being an allusion to the offering of Christ, who is, of course, often seen as the “lamb,” then Malcolm realises that Macbeth should be seen as an “angry god.” This concept of offering an “innocent lamb” also recurs in lines 50 to 56 of the same scene. Malcolm is trying to convince Macduff that he is as evil and sinful as Macbeth is:



Malcolm

It is myself I mean: in whom I know
All the particulars of vice so grafted

when they shall be open'd, black Macbeth
Will seem as pure as snow, and the poor state
Esteem him as a lamb, being compared
With my confineless harms.

Macduff

Not in the legions
Of horrid hell can come a devil more damn'd
In evils to top Macbeth

(4.3.50-56)

In this passage there is not only the clear distinction between a pure sacrifice and an “angry  god”, but also the notion of Macbeth being so immoral that he is darker than the devil himself. Whereas in the beginning of the play he is not so much evil, but rather kills because he follows orders, at the end he is as immoral as the devil. He is, as Malcolm says it, “ripe for shaking”, meaning that the time has come to conquer him. This phrase can be well compared to the biblical book of Nahum, in which we find: “All thy strong cities shall be like fig trees with the first ripe figs: for if they be shaken, they fall into the mouth of the eater.”
 In this biblical passage the “strong cities” refer to God’s enemies: the inhabitants of the city of Nineveh. These people are, like Macbeth, ready to be taken over. From Malcolm’s words we can deduce that in the light of the morality theme Macbeth gets what he deserves.
Perhaps one of the most subtle and remarkable biblical elements in the play that underline the good and evil theme is the name of Macbeth’s servant: Seyton. When one pronounces his name carefully, it must be admitted that it sounds oddly similar to “Satan”. This sheds a different light on summons by Macbeth such as, “Seyton!--I am sick at heart, / When I behold--Seyton, I say!” (5.3.18-20). Is Macbeth merely calling for his servant or does Shakespeare imply that he is evoking the Devil? The same goes for the line “Give me my armour” (5.3.33), somewhat further on in the same scene. One should wonder whether Macbeth is just asking for his armour or if Shakespeare has him implicitly asking for the help of Satan. The idea that he is not merely calling for his servant, but also evoking the devil himself, is strengthened by the fact that the character of Seyton is introduced towards the end of the play, in act 5. If we had been introduced to him at the beginning of the play, before Macbeth became a murderer, the connection between the servant and Satan would not have been as clear as it is now, when Macbeth is a murderer and has been compared to the darkest devil.

Although the theme of morality is mostly underlined by biblical references, there are two allusions to mythology that help shed light on good and evil. The first is a reference that 
can be found in scene 3 of the second act and concerns an allusion to the three Gorgons. Macduff has just discovered that King Duncan has been murdered and he remarks, “Approach the chamber, and destroy your sight / With a new Gorgon” (2.3.72-73). To Macduff the murder of the King is not just a  crime, but it is as bad as the three Gorgons from classical mythology. Of course, the Gorgons – of whom Medusa was the most famous -  are only associated with evil. In art they are depicted as monsters with hideous appearances and this, together with their terrifying abilities, made them the perfect evil enemies for a host of Greek heroes. The most famous aspect of the three Gorgons – and especially of Medusa – is that one turns to stone if one looks at them. This is probably the most important connecting factor between the myth and the reference in the tragedy. The effect of using this particular reference is that the depravity of Macbeth’s deed is made clearer to Shakespeare’s audience. The murder is not simply heinous, but as horrible as a fourth gorgon - it is monstrous enough to petrify someone. 

The second classical allusion that underlines the morality theme in the play is the reference to Tarquin. In act 2, scene 1 Macbeth, in one of the soliloquies before murdering Duncan, speaks about “Tarquin's ravishing strides” (2.1.55). Tarquin, king of Rome, raped Lucretia and that drove her to suicide – and with that, he committed a double crime. This reference does not only simply underline how sinful Macbeth’s deed will be, but also that he himself realises that he is, like Tarquin, about to commit a serious crime. 

3.2 Macbeth as a play of prophesies

Although only 9 mythological allusions can be found in the text of Macbeth, it must be noted that the classical heritage plays a very important part in this tragedy. Some important classical elements are very prominent in this play and in the light of the usage of mythology, Macbeth may well not be solely a morality play. From the beginning it may be clear to the reader or spectator that prophesies and Fate are an important factor in the tragedy. On their own, prophesies are not necessarily mythological – they can be found in the Bible as well -, but the way Shakespeare uses them is classical. We can distinguish two kinds of prophesy in Macbeth. The first one is the classical, mythological prophesy: a prophesy is made and nothing can be done to prevent the foretold events from happening. One of the most famous cases of this kind of prophesy in Greek mythology can be found in the story of Achilles. His mother tried everything to prevent his death, but in vain: her son dies in the Trojan war, just 
as was foretold to her. The other kind is what we might call the “self-fulfilling” prophesy. Because of a foretelling a person will undertake certain actions in order to make the prophesy come true or to prevent certain events from happening, but precisely in doing so, that person dooms his- or herself. It could be said that the gods themselves trick people in this kind of prophesies. In a way, this second kind of foretelling is also mythological: it can be found in the myth of Oedipus. In this light, Macbeth can be seen, not only as a villain, but also as victim of the gods in an unjust universe. Let us first explore the concept of foretelling and the idea of equivocation that goes with it and then the prophesies in the tragedy in the light of mythological allusions.

The concept of foretelling is mostly conveyed by the repeated appearance of the Three Witches, or Weird Sisters, and their appearance, together with the emergence of Hecate, is the most important mythological allusion in the tragedy. Although they are not depicted as classical mythological figures, but as typical Scottish witches with beards and withered skin, they do remind us of classical mythology – one only has to think of the three Gorgons. With their first appearance, the Three Witches bring the theme of foretelling to the foreground:

First Witch 

When shall we three meet again
In thunder, lightning, or in rain?

Second Witch 

When the hurlyburly's done,
When the battle's lost and won

(1.1.1-4)

In the essay “Equivocation and Free Choice in Macbeth” Faye Kiryakakis says about the appearance of the Three Witches:

The blending of right and wrong, good and evil, and a general equivocal position begins with the ominous appearance of the witches in Act I, Scene 1 of the play. For Shakespeare they serve the role of the Greek gods in ancient tragedy. With their comments “the battle's lost and won” (Macbeth 1.1.8) and  

“Fair is foul and foul is fair” (1.1.11), we are prepared for the equivocal uneasiness that pervades the entire work.

Kiryakakis points out that the audience, or at least a perceptive one, will already be aware of the fact that the play is full of ambiguity and that ambiguity can be found in the Witches’ prophesies. This makes us wonder how we should interpret the first words of the Witches. Is this indeed a foretelling? In their words, there is not only a sense of ambiguity, but, connected 
with that, something of equivocation. In the light of the classical tradition this makes sense: in mythology prophesies were often ambiguous of wording and could be interpreted wrongly. A well-known example is the story about Croesus, who was told by the Delphi Oracle that “a great kingdom would be destroyed,” should he fight Cyrus the Great. Croesus believes that Cyrus’ kingdom is meant by this great kingdom, but it is in fact his own empire that is destroyed. In the analysis of Macbeth by Jennifer Little on the website of Classic Notes we find the following on the meanings of “equivocation” in relation to the play:

The word “equivocation” has two different meanings, both of which are applicable to this play. The first, according to the Oxford English Dictionary, is: 

The using (a word) in more than one sense; ambiguity or uncertainty of meaning in words; also . . . misapprehension arising from the ambiguity of terms (vol.3, p. 266). 

This definition is the one that modern readers are most familiar with, and this kind of verbal ambiguity is a major theme in the play.

(…)

The second definition in the Oxford English Dictionary is:

The use of words or expressions that are susceptible of a double signification, with a view to mislead; esp. the expression of a virtual falsehood in the form of a proposition which (in order to satisfy the speaker's conscience) is verbally true.

As I have already pointed out, there are two different sorts of prophesy in Macbeth. One of the, what we may call, true predictions in the tragedy, is the one concerning Banquo. After telling Macbeth that he will be king, the Weird Sisters turn to Banquo and say:

First Witch

Lesser than Macbeth, and greater.

Second Witch

Not so happy, yet much happier.

Third Witch

Thou shalt get kings, though thou be none

(1.3.65-67)

This turns out not to be a prophesy that fulfils itself, but a prophesy about which nothing can be done. Macbeth tries to prevent Banquo from becoming the “father of kings,” but fails in the end. In act 3 scene 1, when Macbeth is king, he ponders on the fact that Banquo is a 
danger to him if indeed the second part of the prophesy were to come true. He says in his soliloquy there:

There is none but he
Whose being I do fear: and, under him,
My Genius is rebuked; as, it is said,
Mark Antony's was by Caesar. He chid the sisters
When first they put the name of king upon me,
And bade them speak to him: then prophet-like
They hail'd him father to a line of kings:
Upon my head they placed a fruitless crown,
And put a barren sceptre in my grip.

(3.1.53-61)

To stop the prediction of the Weird Sisters from becoming reality, Macbeth decides to have Banquo murdered. However, even when he is dead, Banquo is still the “father of kings”: his son escapes the assassins and we learn in scene 4.1 that his sons will indeed rule Scotland. This is a classical theme; in many myths characters try to avoid their fate, despite any foretellings, but they cannot succeed, because Fate has decided the course of their lives. This theme can be found in myths such as that of Achilles. His mother Thetis, who was a Nereid, was foretold that the judgement of Paris would cause the Trojan war and that this war would be Achilles’ death. She tried to prevent this from happening by asking Poseidon to send a storm to sink the Trojan fleet on its way to Sparta. However, Poseidon answered her that she could not intervene in what Fate has ordained. So, despite his mother’s efforts, Achilles died in the Trojan war. 

The most important example of a “self-fulfilling” prophesy is of course the first prediction in scene 3 of the first act. The Weird Sisters tell Macbeth, who is returning from battle with Banquo:

First Witch

All hail, Macbeth! hail to thee, thane of Glamis!

Second Witch

All hail, Macbeth, hail to thee, thane of Cawdor!

Third Witch

All hail, Macbeth, thou shalt be king hereafter!



(1.3.47-49)

This prediction does not seem very ambiguous: Macbeth shall first be Thane of Cawdor and later King of Scotland. We should wonder, however, if it really is a prediction. Macbeth is led to believe that it is: mere minutes after this prediction, he gets the news that he has been made 
Thane of Cawdor. The audience is aware of the fact Duncan has made this decision before the Witches foretold it, but Macbeth is not. When he hears the second part of the prophesy, he immediately starts to think about how he can become king. We must wonder whether he should have done the same had he not heard this prophesy. Would he have killed King Duncan, if he had not known that that would make him king? Is it not so that the Three Witches trick Macbeth into his deeds? The myth of Oedipus is one of the most famous examples in the classical tradition in which this same concept can be found. Oedipus, destined to kill his father, is given away by his parents, in order to try to avoid the prophesy. When he himself finds out what the Oracle has predicted, he tries to prevent events from happening by staying way from Thebes, but in vain: he kills his father and marries his mother without knowing it. We should wonder whether this is truly the fulfilling of a prophesy or a ploy of the gods. Oedipus might not have killed his father at all, if his parents had not heard the prophesy. Like Oedipus, Macbeth could be seen as a victim of the gods: the gods themselves have made plans for him and nothing can be done about this.

 Halfway through the play we find a few prophesies that will further determine the rest of Macbeth’s actions and with that, the rest of his life. In act 4, scene 1 Macbeth once again meets the Three Witches in the hope of hearing more about his future. They show him three apparitions and the second one tells him: “Be bloody, bold, and resolute; laugh to scorn / The power of man, for none of woman born / Shall harm Macbeth” (4.1.79-81). To Macbeth, this seems to mean that he has nothing to fear from Macduff or his other enemies: all men are born from women. The third apparition amplifies this idea. It tells him:

Be lion-mettled, proud; and take no care
Who chafes, who frets, or where conspirers are:
Macbeth shall never vanquish'd be until
Great Birnam wood to high Dunsinane hill
Shall come against him.



(4.1.90-94)

Macbeth believes he has nothing to fear; after all, a forest cannot move, so no one will conquer him. However, the audience knows that the Three Witches’ intention is to stir Macbeth into actions that will cause his downfall. Indeed, Malcolm and his men attack Macbeth from Birnam forest, using branches of trees to shadow themselves. Macbeth does not expect this and is caught unaware. He still thinks he has nothing to fear, because “none of woman born shall harm Macbeth.” However, it turns out that Macduff was born with a caesarean and is thus not “of woman born” and kills Macbeth. So in a way the prophesies can 
be seen as self-fulfilling. If Macbeth had not heard these ambiguous words, he would perhaps have been more wary of Macduff.

3.3 The mythological element influenced by the biblical imagery

Nothing is what it seems in Macbeth: fair things turn out to be foul and the other way around. This is also true for the effect of mythological allusions in the play. On their own, these effects are different than when seen in the light of the biblical allusions. A good example can be found in act 1, scene 2, where Ross speaks about how Macbeth fought the former Thane of Cawdor and he calls Macbeth “Bellona’s Bridegroom” (1.2.55). At first sight, this name need not have a negative connotation. After all, Bellona’s bridegroom is Mars, god of war. To the Greeks and the Romans, this god was not seen as particularly malevolent. It could be seen as a compliment for Macbeth: being compared to Mars implied that one has something of the god’s power. However, in the light of the biblical heritage that is so prominent in this play, it suddenly could be seen as something negative. Being compared to a heathen god – and the god of war for that matter - in a Christian society could be seen as negative. If, however, the audience should perceive this name as a negative one, it is thus because of the biblical element that is so important.


The most significant mythological reference that has a different effect when seen in the light of biblical allusions, is the reference to Hecate. In Greek mythology she is the goddess of magic, crossroads and the moon. Often she is described and depicted as having three faces and the infamous Medea was a priestess of Hecate. She is, however, not the evil hag that modern literature, and in this case also Shakespeare’s Macbeth, suggests. She does belong to the Underworld, but is connected with Persephone – a bright element in the Underworld – as can be seen on the vase painting. On herself, Hecate is not an outspokenly evil goddess, although she is depicted as such in Macbeth. When we examine her character in the play solely in the light of mythology, we find that she is indeed connected with magic, but that that does not need to have a negative connotation. However, in the light of morality and of the biblical elements in the tragedy, she could be seen as an evil witch and as an instrument of the devil. She, leader of the Three Witches, is the planner of all evil. In scene 5 of act 3, where she makes her most significant appearance, she calls herself “the close contriver of all harms” (3.5.8). In the same scene we clearly notice that she is indeed the source of all evil. 
She orders the Three Witches to show Macbeth ambiguous apparitions and this causes Macbeth’s death in the end.
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Anonymous Hekate leading Hermes and Persephone out of the Underworld. 

In the light of the biblical element that is so essential in Macbeth the deeds of the protagonist are downright evil. However, the mythological heritage that is also rather important, sheds a different light on it. As I have noted before, in the classical world murder was often seen as a step towards becoming great and important and being remembered. The story of Hercules is only one example of such a mythological story. Although he is a classical hero because of his heroic deeds, he did murder the King of Troy and almost all of his sons on his way to greatness. In this light, the murder on King Duncan and on Banquo could be seen as the steps Macbeth undertakes to be remembered. However, because the biblical and the Christian aspect is so prominent, this idea could go rather unnoticed. 
Shakespeare uses biblical elements to underline morality, a theme that is prominent in Macbeth. The biblical allusions clarify what is right and what is wrong and they underline the seriousness of Macbeth’s sins. The biblical story of the crucifixion of Jesus Christ is strongly connected with the tragedy: Duncan is a Christ-figure and a comparison can be made between Macbeth and Pilate. However, Shakespeare also uses allusions to mythological stories and characters and this sheds a different light on the morality play. Prophesy is an important 
theme in the tragedy and in that light, Macbeth can very well be seen as a victim of the Witches’  foretelling and Hecate’s plans. With their prophesies the Weird Sisters stir him into committing murder and the apparitions they show him on Hecate’s command and the ambiguous wordings that go with them cause his death in the end. 

The biblical elements in the tragedy shed a different light on the mythological allusions: Hecate is depicted as an evil witch, although she is not seen as such in classical literature and the murders Macbeth commits are only seen as sins and not as steps on the way to greatness. After this analysis, can Macbeth still solely be called the villain of the play? 

Conclusion

Shakespeare has been a source of inspiration for many authors, painters and poets, but we must not forget that he himself was inspired by other sources. The Holy Bible and classical mythology were two of the most important influential elements in the works of the playwright from Stratford-upon-Avon. Authors such as Ovid and Virgil had such an impact on him that he frequently refers to their works in his plays and sonnets and the Bible is the most quoted source in his work. Three of Shakespeare’s tragedies have been discussed in detail here in the light of their use of mythological and biblical allusions. I will first discuss some remarkable observations and then I will try to answer my research questions. To conclude my thesis, I will give some suggestions for further research.

Observations and conclusions

After this analysis, one thing is clear: both the biblical element and the mythological heritage are very important in the three tragedies. In Hamlet we find the largest number of both classical and biblical allusions: 24 of the former and 11 of the latter against 16 and 5 in Romeo and Juliet and 7 and 8 in Macbeth. This is not unexpected: Hamlet is the longest of the three tragedies. Also, the importance of the antique world in this play could explain the large number of mythological references. The classic ideas about revenge, murder and suicide play an important part in this tragedy and Shakespeare underlines these ideas with references to the antique world. A remarkable observation is that in the tragedy with the smallest number of mythological references, Macbeth, the mythological element seems to be most important. Macbeth has only 9 mythological allusions, whereas Hamlet has 24, but the mythological aspect, being mainly prophesies and Fate, seems more important than in the other two plays. Although critics have often shed insufficient light on the mythological aspect of Macbeth in their discussion of the tragedy, it should not be overlooked that Macbeth could in the light of the classical element be seen as a victim of the gods in an unjust universe rather than as a mere villain.

It is striking that in all of the three tragedies studied for this thesis Shakespeare uses his classical and Christian imagery to suggest an antithesis. In Hamlet we saw the contrast between the antique world and modern society, in Romeo and Juliet the difference between virtuous love and love guided by passion is very important and in Macbeth the playwright 
makes a clear distinction between right and wrong. In all three plays the author uses mythological and biblical allusions to underline this division. One of the general purposes of 

referring to classical mythology and the Bible could thus be to underline a contrast. This brings me to answering my research questions. In his tragedies Hamlet, Romeo and Juliet and Macbeth, Shakespeare has obviously used mythological and biblical allusions for certain purposes. The main function of referring to classical mythology and the Bible that applies to all three tragedies seems to be to underline important aspects. The stressing of an antithesis in each play is one of those important points, but more can be found. In Hamlet we find that the importance of the ideas of the antique world with regard to revenge, murder and suicide is stressed by the usage of classical references and in Romeo and Juliet the light and darkness theme is underlined by both mythological and biblical allusions. Furthermore, the good and evil theme that is so important in Macbeth is clarified to the audience by mainly biblical allusions, whereas mythological allusions stress the idea that man is born weak and is easily tempted by evil. 

In all of the three plays the two kinds of allusion are used for describing and characterising the dramatic personae, although in different ways. In Hamlet and Romeo and Juliet the allusions that characterise a dramatic persona are more often than not direct references: a character is directly compared or opposed to a character from mythology or the Bible and this helps the audience to see how evil someone is or that a character may not be what he or she seems to be. This characterisation by the usage of classical and biblical allusions can be found in Macbeth as well: the audience can draw conclusions about certain characters – mainly Macbeth and his wife – from the mythological and biblical allusions that are used in the play. However, in Hamlet and Romeo and Juliet the biblical and mythological allusions directly describe a certain character and the characterisation is thus much clearer. 


On the basis of these three tragedies, it cannot be legitimately claimed that Shakespeare had a preference for certain biblical stories. What we can notice, is that in all three tragedies the biblical story of the crucifixion of Christ recurs. At the beginning of Hamlet, when Horatio, Marcellus and Bernardo are speaking about the appearance of the ghost, Bernardo says about the spectre, “It was about to speak, when the cock crew” (1.1.147) and Horatio adds, “And then it started like a guilty thing / Upon a fearful summons” (1.1.148-149). This reference is a reminder to Peter’s betrayal of Jesus, as described in Matthew 26:69-75, a story connected to Jesus’ crucifixion. In Romeo and Juliet we also find a reference to this biblical story: Benvolio tries to stop the fight between Abraham and Sampson in the first 
scene of the first act and says, ”Put up your swords; you know not what you do.” (1.1.64) Jesus addressed his disciples with similar words when they tried to fight the soldiers who came to arrest him. In Macbeth too there is a reference to the crucifixion of Christ. The Sergeant, reporting on the fight he has just witnessed, tells King Duncan about Macbeth and Banquo that it seemed as if “they meant to bathe in reeking wounds, / Or memorise another Golgotha.” Golgotha was of course the place where Jesus was put to death. The “Scottish play” is the only of the three tragedies in which Shakespeare refers to the story of Christ’s crucifixion more than once: in the second act we find a connection between Macbeth and Pilate. The fact that the story of Christ’s crucifixion is so prominent in all three tragedies is not unexpected. After all, this story was and still is the central myth in Christianity and the touchstone of good and evil. 

If we compare the mythological allusions in the three tragedies, it cannot be said that there is a connection between the mythological references in the three plays. What can be said, is that each tragedy seems to have one mythological story or character that prevails. In Hamlet 5 of the 21 mythological allusions refer directly to Hercules and twice we find an allusion that is connected indirectly with this hero. Hamlet compares himself repeatedly to Hercules to express his feelings about himself and these references also underline that Hamlet longs for the old society, which was more heroic than the modern one. There is also a strong connection between the story of the abduction of Deianira, Hercules’ beloved, by the centaur Nessus and the murder on King Hamlet by Claudius. In Romeo and Juliet half of the mythological references is devoted to Venus and Cupid, something that is to be expected: love is the main theme in this tragedy. In Macbeth the reference to the Three Witches and their prophesies can be considered as prevailing. Connected with that is the allusion to Hecate, although there are only 2 direct references to her. She is, from the biblical point of view the planner of all evil. She schemes the events that will lead to Macbeth’s downfall and even calls herself the “close contriver of all harms” (3.5.7). Although she is not depicted as outspokenly wicked in classical mythology, she is depicted as such in the “Scottish Play.”

Suggestions for further research

It is obvious that one thesis is not enough to explore this subject fully. I have limited myself to these particular three tragedies from Shakespeare, because I thought them most interesting in the light of classical mythology and the Bible. However, it would be very interesting to 
extend the research to all of his tragedies or, in any case, his four so-called Great Tragedies (Hamlet, Othello, King Lear and Macbeth). Another interesting research topic would be the comparison between the biblical and mythological elements in Shakespeare’s tragedies and those elements in his comedies. It could be interesting to see whether there is a great difference in his usage in the two genres and how it can be explained, if it is there. A fascinating possibility is also to take one certain biblical or mythological story or character and explore the ways in which Shakespeare has used this story or character in all of his works.

Appendix 1: allusions in Hamlet:

Mythological allusions

:

	Place in the Play
	Reference

	1.1.117-119
	As, stars with trains of fire and dews of blood,
Disasters in the sun; and the moist star,
Upon whose influence Neptune's empire stands

	1.1.150-152
	The cock, that is the trumpet to the morn,
Doth with his lofty and shrill-sounding throat
Awake the god of day;

	1.2.139-140
	So excellent a king; that was, to this,
Hyperion to a satyr;

	1.2.152-153
	My father's brother, but no more like my father
Than I to Hercules:

	1.4.82-83
	My fate cries out,
And makes each petty artery in this body
As hardy as the Nemean lion's nerve.

	1.5.32-34
	I find thee apt;
And duller shouldst thou be than the fat weed
That roots itself in ease on Lethe wharf,

	2.2.134
	Ay, that they do, my lord; Hercules and his load too.

	2.2.404-406
	One speech in it I chiefly loved: 'twas Aeneas' tale to Dido; and
thereabout of it especially, where he speaks of
Priam's slaughter; 

	2.2.408-422
	'The rugged Pyrrhus, like the Hyrcanian beast,'--
it is not so:--it begins with Pyrrhus:--
'The rugged Pyrrhus, he whose sable arms,
Black as his purpose, did the night resemble
When he lay couched in the ominous horse,
Hath now this dread and black complexion smear'd
With heraldry more dismal; head to foot
Now is he total gules; horridly trick'd
With blood of fathers, mothers, daughters, sons,
Baked and impasted with the parching streets,
That lend a tyrannous and damned light
To their lord's murder: roasted in wrath and fire,
And thus o'er-sized with coagulate gore,
With eyes like carbuncles, the hellish Pyrrhus
Old grandsire Priam seeks.'

	2.2.426-440
	'Anon he finds him
Striking too short at Greeks; his antique sword,
Rebellious to his arm, lies where it falls,
Repugnant to command: unequal match'd,
Pyrrhus at Priam drives; in rage strikes wide;
But with the whiff and wind of his fell sword
The unnerved father falls. Then senseless Ilium,
Seeming to feel this blow, with flaming top
Stoops to his base, and with a hideous crash
Takes prisoner Pyrrhus' ear: for, lo! his sword,
Which was declining on the milky head
Of reverend Priam, seem'd i' the air to stick:
So, as a painted tyrant, Pyrrhus stood,
And like a neutral to his will and matter,
Did nothing.

	2.2.445-450
	so, after Pyrrhus’ pause,
Aroused vengeance sets him new a-work;
And never did the Cyclops’ hammers fall
On Mars’s armour forged for proof eterne
With less remorse than Pyrrhus’ bleeding sword
Now falls on Priam.

	2.2.451-455
	Out, out, thou strumpet, Fortune! All you gods,
In general synod 'take away her power;
Break all the spokes and fellies from her wheel,
And bowl the round nave down the hill of heaven,
As low as to the fiends!'

	2.2.457-459
	Prithee,
say on: he's for a jig or a tale of bawdry, or he
sleeps: say on: come to Hecuba.

	2.2.463-476
	'Run barefoot up and down, threatening the flames
With bisson rheum; a clout upon that head
Where late the diadem stood, and for a robe,
About her lank and all o'er-teemed loins,
A blanket, in the alarm of fear caught up;
Who this had seen, with tongue in venom steep'd,
'Gainst Fortune's state would treason have
pronounced:
But if the gods themselves did see her then
When she saw Pyrrhus make malicious sport
In mincing with his sword her husband's limbs,
The instant burst of clamour that she made,


Unless things mortal move them not at all,
Would have made milch the burning eyes of heaven,
And passion in the gods.'

	2.2.510-511
	For Hecuba!
What's Hecuba to him, or he to Hecuba,
That he should weep for her?

	3.1.88-89
	The fair Ophelia! Nymph, in thy orisons
Be all my sins remember'd.

	3.2.72-74
	It is a damned ghost that we have seen,
And my imaginations are as foul
As Vulcan's stithy

	3.2.136-137
	Full thirty times hath Phoebus' cart gone round
Neptune's salt wash and Tellus' orbed ground,

	3.2.233-234
	Thou mixture rank, of midnight weeds collected,
With Hecate's ban thrice blasted, thrice infected

	3.2.255-257
	O Damon dear,
This realm dismantled was
Of Jove himself; 

	3.4.55-61
	See, what a grace was seated on this brow;
Hyperion's curls; the front of Jove himself;
An eye like Mars, to threaten and command;
A station like the herald Mercury
New-lighted on a heaven-kissing hill;
A combination and a form indeed,
Where every god did seem to set his seal

	4.7.84-87
	he grew unto his seat;
And to such wondrous doing brought his horse,
As he had been incorpsed and demi-natured
With the brave beast:

	4.7.175-176
	Her clothes spread wide;
And, mermaid-like, awhile they bore her up:

	5.1.218-221
	Now pile your dust upon the quick and dead,
Till of this flat a mountain you have made,
To o'ertop old Pelion, or the skyish head
Of blue Olympus.

	5.1.247-250
	And, if thou prate of mountains, let them throw
Millions of acres on us, till our ground,
Singeing his pate against the burning zone,
Make Ossa like a wart!

	5.1.258-259
	Let Hercules himself do what he may,
The cat will mew and dog will have his day.


Biblical allusions:

	Place in the play:
	Reference:

	1.1.147-149
	It was about to speak, when the cock crew.

And then it started like a guilty thing
Upon a fearful summons

	1.1.159-161
	Some say that ever 'gainst that season comes
Wherein our Saviour's birth is celebrated,
The bird of dawning singeth all night long:

	1.2.131-132
	Or that the Everlasting had not fix'd
His canon 'gainst self-slaughter!

	1.5.9-11
	I am thy father's spirit,
Doom'd for a certain term to walk the night,
And for the day confined to fast in fires,

	2.2.368
	O Jephthah, judge of Israel, what a treasure hadst thou!

	2.2.371-372
	'One fair daughter and no more,
The which he loved passing well.'

	2.2.380-382
	'As by lot, God wot,'
and then, you know,
'It came to pass, as most like it was,'--

	3.2. 10-11
	I would have such
a fellow whipped for o'erdoing Termagant

	3.2.11
	it
out-herods Herod

	5.1.30-31
	What, art a heathen? How dost thou understand the
Scripture? The Scripture says 'Adam digged:'
could he dig without arms?

	5.1.64-66
	how the knave jowls it to the ground, as if it were
Cain's jaw-bone, that did the first murder!


Appendix II: Allusions in Romeo and Juliet
Mythological allusions:

	Place in the play:
	Reference:

	1.1.134-136
	But all so soon as the all-cheering sun
Should in the furthest east begin to draw
The shady curtains from Aurora's bed,

	1.1.208-211
	Well, in that hit you miss: she'll not be hit
With Cupid's arrow; she hath Dian's wit;
And, in strong proof of chastity well arm'd,
From love's weak childish bow she lives unharm'd.

	1.4.4-5
	We'll have no Cupid hoodwink'd with a scarf,
Bearing a Tartar's painted bow of lath,

	1.4.17-18
	You are a lover; borrow Cupid's wings,
And soar with them above a common bound.

	1.4.19-20
	I am too sore enpierced with his shaft
To soar with his light feathers.

	2.1.11-13
	Speak to my gossip Venus one fair word,
One nick-name for her purblind son and heir,
Young Adam Cupid

	2.2.4-6
	Arise, fair sun, and kill the envious moon 
Who is already sick and pale with grief 
That thou her maid art far more fair than she

	2.2.66
	With love’s light wings did I o’er-perch these walls

	2.2.91-93
	yet if thou swear’st,
Thou mayst prove false; at lovers’ perjuries
Then say, Jove laughs.

	2.2.160-163
	Bondage is hoarse, and may not speak aloud;
Else would I tear the cave where Echo lies,
And make her airy tongue more hoarse than mine,
With repetition of my Romeo’s name.

	2.2.190-191
	And darkness fleckled like a drunkard reels
From forth day’s pathway made bg Titan’s wheels

	2.4.41-43
	Dido a dowdy; Cleopatra a gipsy;
Helen and Hero hildings and harlots; Thisbe a grey
eye or so, but not to the purpose.

	2.5.7-8
	Therefore do nimble-pinion’d doves draw love,
And therefore hath the wind-swift Cupid wings.

	3.2.1-4
	Gallop apace, you fiery-footed steeds,
Towards Phoebus’ lodging: such a wagoner


As Phaethon would whip you to the west,
And bring in cloudy night immediately.

	3.5.19-20
	I’ll say yon grey is not the morning’s eye,
’Tis but the pale reflex of Cynthia’s brow;

	4.1.8
	For Venus smiles not in a house of tears.


Biblical references:

	Place in the play:
	Reference:

	1.1.64
	Put up your swords; you know not what you do.

	1.5.35-37
	‘Tis since the nuptials of Lucentio,
Come Pentecost as quickly as it will,
Some five and twenty years; and then we mask’d

	2.2.50
	Call me but love, and I’ll be new baptised.

	3.3.17-18
	There is no world without Verona walls,
But purgatory, torture, hell itself.

	3.5.170-171
	And why, my lady wisdom? hold your tongue,
Good prudence; smatter with your gossips, go.


\

Appendix III: Allusions in Macbeth
Mythological allusions:

	Place in the play:
	Reference:

	1.2.54-56
	The thane of Cawdor, began a dismal conflict;
Till that Bellona's bridegroom, lapp'd in proof,
Confronted him with self-comparisons,

	2.1.49-52
	Now o'er the one halfworld
Nature seems dead, and wicked dreams abuse
The curtain'd sleep; witchcraft celebrates
Pale Hecate's offerings, and wither'd murder,

	2.1.53-56
	Alarum'd by his sentinel, the wolf,
Whose howl's his watch, thus with his stealthy pace.
With Tarquin's ravishing strides, towards his design
Moves like a ghost.

	2.2.59-60
	Will all great Neptune's ocean wash this blood
Clean from my hand?

	2.3.72-73
	Approach the chamber, and destroy your sight
With a new Gorgon:

	3.2.40-43
	ere the bat hath flown
His cloister'd flight, ere to black Hecate's summons
The shard-borne beetle with his drowsy hums
Hath rung night's yawning peal, there shall be done
A deed of dreadful note.

	5.8.1-2
	Why should I play the Roman fool, and die
On mine own sword?


Biblical references:

	Place in the play:
	Reference:

	1.2.40-41
	Except they meant to bathe in reeking wounds,
Or memorise another Golgotha,
I cannot tell.

	1.4.27-28
	I have begun to plant thee, and will labour
To make thee full of growing.

	2.2.66-67
	A little water clears us of this deed:
How easy is it, then!

	2.3.3-4
	Knock,
knock, knock! Who's there, i' the name of
Beelzebub?

	2.3.19-21
	I had thought to have let in


some of all professions that go the primrose
way to the everlasting bonfire.

	2.3.68-70
	Most sacrilegious murder hath broke ope
The Lord's anointed temple, and stole thence
The life o' the building!

	3.1.67-68
	and mine eternal jewel
Given to the common enemy of man

	4.3.16-17
	To offer up a weak,  poor,  innocent lamb, 
T’ appease an angry god.
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