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SHAKESPEARE AND DOSTOEVSKY: THE HUMAN
CONDITION AND THE HUMAN AMBITION

The article considers W. Shakespeare’s influence on F.M. Dostoevsky in terms of phi-
losophical categories. I show that Dostoevsky viewed Shakespeare’s works as em-
bodying a particular type of human ambitions opposed both to Dostoevsky’s own
Christian ideal and to the atheistic worldview of his ideological opponents. Shake-
speare’s human being is a self-deifying individual who attempts, through an effort of
his will, to turn himself'in the center of the universe, possessing of his own, independ-
ent transcendence.
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Surprisingly, the subject of Shakespeare’s influence on Dostoevsky
is very little researched. When I started investigating this topic
about 5 years ago, I could only find an article on Stavrogin and Prince
Hal published in 1962, and a few short pages in general works and collec-
tions such as Shakespeare and the Russian Literature and Shakespeare
and the Russian Culture [8, 9, 13]. Recently, however, the subject is gain-
ing increasing popularity, and hopefully, this odd situation will soon be
properly rectified.

Such little interest shown by the academic community is all the more
surprising because Dostoevsky valued Shakespeare’s works almost as
highly as he did the Bible. In 1849, Dostoevsky writes his brother from
his prison cell in St. Peter and Paul fortress, “My dear brother, I received
your letter and the books (Shakespeare, the Bible, Ofechestvennye
zapiski)... Re-read the books you had sent. My special thanks for Shake-
speare. How did you guess?” [4. 28:1. P. 160-161)". Characteristically,
young Dostoevsky places Shakespeare before the Bible. Shakespeare
clearly is a great artistic and philosophical presence for Dostoevsky, and
maybe more philosophical than purely artistic, because Dostoevsky could
be also fairly critical of Shakespeare’s works; he certainly was not in any
blind awe of the Bard: “Shakespeare is said to have no corrections in his
manuscripts. This is why he has so many monstrosities and so much

' All the references to this edition are henceforth given in the text. The first number refers
to the volume, the number after a hyphen to the sub-volume if there is one, and the number after
the semicolon to the page.
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tastelessness, and had he worked more, things would have been better”
(28:1; 311). Yet Shakespeare truly does occupy for Dostoevsky a place
next to the Bible. Harold Bloom in his monumental monograph on
Shakespeare begins by attempting to explain Shakespeare’s timeless im-
portance by claiming that Shakespeare not only tells us who we are, but
he created us in his plays [1. P. XX]. For Dostoevsky, Shakespeare’s
works and characters evidently signified a certain key type of human am-
bitions and the outcome of the realization of these ambitions.

The word “ambition” itself seems to be one of the Bard’s crucial
words. It travels from play to play, and in each and every one, it is loaded
with heavily negative connotations, denoting false aspirations to a station
for which human beings were not even meant. The word “overreaching”
Harry Levin used to describe the characters of Christopher Marlowe is
even more appropriate for the characters of Shakespeare’s plays. For the
Bard, human ambition is inevitably overreaching and self-defeating in its
improper aspirations’. It is not accidental that the words “ambition” and
“ambitious” are used far more frequently in the histories and tragedies
with their incessant motif of overreaching (roughly 33 and 35 instances
respectively versus about 11 instances in comedies, depending on the
exact distribution of plays between the categories). Dostoevsky viewed
Shakespeare precisely as a poet who had, with the ultimate fullness, de-
picted this type of an ambitiously overreaching human being and ex-
plored philosophical and religious underpinnings of such ambitions. This
overreaching stretches into the metaphysical and the eternal.

It is worth noting at this point that both Shakespeare and Dostoevsky
create works that are deeply rooted in a specific time and place. Their
characters’ attitudes, behavior, mindsets, and decisions depend heavily on
specific political situations, on particular customs and traditions, yet at

' The pursuit of unduly ambitions was a problem for the Elizabethan age in general. See [5].
On ambition in Shakespeare’s work see also [7. P. 135-146]. Shakespeare’s clearly negative
attitude toward ambition may be interesting as yet another argument in the perennial question of
whether Shakespeare wrote what we today know as Shakespeare. In his recently published biog-
raphy of Shakespeare, Igor Shaitanov rightly remarks that taking sides in the Shakespearean
question is not a matter of convincing arguments, it’s a matter of faith [12. P. 11-12), and I
would also add that partly, it is a matter of ingrained social conventions when a less-than-stellar
social background combined with a lack of extensive formal education are taken to equal the
impossibility of actor William Shakespeare writing the plays attributed to him. Nonetheless,
Shakespearean works taken and analyzed together exhibit a remarkable consistency of thought
and mindset and a stunningly middle-class attitude to life: overreaching ambition is seen as the
root of all evil.
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the same time, both writers’ works are ultimately timeless. For both
Shakespeare and Dostoevsky, human actions and historical events tran-
spiring in our physical world are motivated and propelled forward by the
metaphysical engines determining people’s actions. It becomes particu-
larly clear if we compare Shakespeare to Dante or Albertino Mussato. In
both the Divine Comedy and in Mussato’s Ecerinis, the grand religious
and metaphysical subjects serve mostly as a commentary on topical po-
litical events, and not vice versa. In Shakespeare’s plays and Dosto-
evsky’s novels, on the other hand, metaphysics comes first, and transcen-
dence and history combine to charter the unchanging path overreaching
human beings take toward self-destruction, even if they do not think that
such is their destination.

Demons is Dostoevsky’s most openly Shakespeare-oriented novel.
Even in its genre, Demons is meant to be projected onto Shakespeare.
The novel is styled “a chronicle” (10; 7), the word used in Russian to de-
note Shakespeare’s histories. This is further emphasized when Varvara
Petrovna Stavrogina reads Henry IV, “the immortal chronicle” (10; 36),
to look for clues to her son’s behavior. One of the chapters is titled
“Prince Harry. The Proposal” referring to Prince Hal, and Verkhovensky
and Lebyadkin both claim that Stavrogin himself used to call Lebyadkin
“his Falstaff.”

Thus, we are invited to view Stavrogin as a sort of Prince Hal, future
King Henry V, the epic winner of a seemingly hopeless battle, someone
who in his youth explores the iniquities of the humankind to shine all the
brighter against the background of his previous unsavory exploits. In the
words of Prince Hal himself,

T'll so offend to make offence a skill,
Redeeming time when men think least I will.
(Part 1, act 1, scene 2)

It is noteworthy that the word “ambition” or “ambitious” is not once
applied to Prince Hal or Henry V, only to Percy in Henry IV (“lll-weav’d
ambition, how much art thou shrunk,” says Hal having slain the rebel-
lious Percy [part 1, act 5, scene 4]) and to king Henry IV himself in
Henry V. And indeed, Prince Hal does reform, and if we develop the of-
fered parallel between Stavrogin and Prince Hal, such a reading seems to
promise a glorious future for Stavrogin.



Shakespeare and Dostoevsky ‘ 75

Another Shakespearean parallel offered in the text is no less glorious,
at least in literary terms, it is a parallel between Stavrogin and Hamlet.
Varvara Petrovna bemoans the fact that her son has neither Horatio, nor
Ophelia. If the absence of a Horatio means the absence of a trustworthy
friend, the absence of an Ophelia means Stavrogin has not yet driven
anyone to suicide, be it deliberate or not. Ironically, Stavrogin has both,
and in abundance, too. Many characters vie for the role of Horatio in the
novel, and Matryosha, unbeknownst to Varvara Petrovna, is Stavrogin’s
Ophelia whose death, probably caused as unintentionally as Ophelia’s
death in Hamlet, is his final undoing. Then there is Liza Tushina, another
candidate for the role of Ophelia, as her involvement with Stavrogin also
ends in tragedy and death. The parallels with Hamlet are fascinating, but
for my present purposes, I will restrict myself to merely mentioning them
and will concentrate on Henry IV and its significance for the novel.

As I have already said, the most obvious reading showcases Stav-
rogin as a sort of a diamond in the rough, someone who will perform
great deeds in the future, despite his present depravity. Yet even before
the novel ends with Stavrogin’s suicide, there are indications in the text
that there should be another reading of Shakespearean parallels in the
novel, and, in a typically Dostoevskyan way, this hinted-at reading
emerges directly from the openly proposed one'. It does not mean that the
proposed one is untrue. Given Stavrogin’s significance for virtually every
character in the novel, the glory of the Stavrogin/Hal parallel is a “what
could have been™, while another Shakespearean allusion moves firmly
into the foreground.

" On Dostoevsky’s poetics of veiling his most important references see [10].

21t is unclear what exactly Dostoevsky read from Shakespeare’s works. He mentions a few
plays, but not Henry V, or Richard II which we will touch upon later. Prince Hal’s reformation
takes place at the end of Henry IV, part 2, so for that, Dostoevsky would not have needed to read
the following play. With that qualification in mind, it is interesting to note that Henry V’s mili-
tary victories could have been relevant for Dostoevsky with his attention to Russia’s military
campaigns, particularly those intended to help fellow Orthodox Christians in the Balkans living
under the Ottoman Empire. See The Diary of a Writer for March of the year 1877, in particular,
“The Russian People Has Grown Too Much Into a Reasonable Understanding From Their Own
Point of View” etc. (25; 65-74). Demons was published in 1971-1872. The interpretation of
Henry V’s glory, however, isn't quite as simple as it might seem. Some changes in the 20"-21*
centuries’ perception are interesting to trace. In 1944, the film based on Henry V was intended to
arouse patriotic feelings during World War II, and at the end of the play, Chorus’s final words
are cut to eliminate even the mentioning of Henry VI’s tragic reign and the bloody civil war that
followed the glorious victory at Agincourt. In 1989, Chorus’s words are left intact, but Chorus
himself is emphatically removed from the action, and his dampening short monologue doesn’t
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Prince Hal is to become King Henry V. Stavrogin also has royal pros-
pects ahead of him. In a feverish monolog where he describes his vision of
the future, Verkhovensky calls Stavrogin his future Ivan Tsarevich.

We will say he is “hiding,” Verkhovensky said quietly, in a lover-
like whisper, he sounded as if he were drunk. “Do you know what this
word ‘hiding’ means? But he will appear, he will. We will spread a leg-
end better than that of the castrates. He is there, but no one has seen him.
Oh, what a legend we could create! And the most important thing is, the
new power is coming. ...Listen, I won’t show you to a single soul, I will
show you to no one, it must be so. And yet, you know, we might show
you, to a single person out of one hundred thousand. And the rumor will
spread throughout the land: he has been seen, he has been seen. They
saw Ivan Filippovich, the god sabaoth, ascending to heaven in a chariot
before a crowd, they saw him with their own eyes. And you are not Ivan
Filippovich, you are beautiful, proud like a god, you do not seek any-
thing for yourself, you have the aura of a victim, you are ‘hiding.” The
legend is the thing! You will conquer them, one glance from you, and
you will conquer them. You bear the new truth and you are ‘hiding.’
... and the earth will moan in a great moan, ‘The new rightful law is
coming,” and the sea will rise, and the silly show-booth [balagan] will
collapse, and then we will think about building a new edifice of stone.
For the first time! And we will be the builders, we alone (10; 324-326).

Verkhovensky’s speech abounds in references, both direct and indi-
rect, to all types of texts, from folk legends (the castrates whose founder

diminish the overall feeling of triumph. In 2012, Chorus is one of king Henry’s men, one of
those who fought at Agincourt, and his final lines are delivered as he is all alone, thus, in the
viewers’ eyes, turning to naught the famous promise of “He that shall live this day, and see old
age, // Will yearly on the vigil feast his neighbours, / And say 'To-morrow is Saint Crispian.' //
Then will he strip his sleeve and show his scars, / And say ‘These wounds I had on Crispian's
day’” (act 4, scene 3). The glorious promise of eternal glory and brotherhood for the soldiers at
Agincourt seems futile.

Incidentally, Hamlet, too, was, politically speaking, far from a successful claimant to the
throne. Where his father and uncle promoted the greater good of Denmark, Hamlet essentially
eliminated the royal family and turned the country over to Norway. Even though Hamlet never
intended it, because of his revenge, Denmark as a kingdom in its own right was no more. A
somewhat unexpected and paradoxical praise of Claudius as king see [6. P. 298-325]t0 Knight
deliberately provokes us, inviting us to take a closer look at our customary assessments. There-
fore, even the parallel with Henry V might not be ultimately as flattering for Stavrogin as we are
invited to believe.
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and leader Kondraty Selivanov claimed to be both god the father himself
and also emperor Peter III who had miraculously escaped assassins sent
by his wife) to the Bible. The stone edifice sends the readers back to the
very beginning of the novel, where in Stepan Verkhovensky’s poem ren-
dered in a highly comical way, some athletes complete the building of the
tower of Babel and the inhabitant of, say, Mount Olympus flees, and the
humankind takes his place and begins a new life with new penetration
into things (“novaya zhizn’ s novym proniknoveniem veshchei” [10; 10]).
What had been comical in the almost make-believe, childish rebellion of
the father, has become far more sinister in the son’s ambitions. And there
is another reference here, a nod to Henry IV again, but not so much to
Prince Hal this time, but to his father, Henry IV, who compares himself
to his predecessor Richard II. Whether Pyotr Verkhovensky does know
Shakespeare’s history or not (he spoke about Falstaff as if he didn’t know
where the character came from [10; 148—149]), Dostoevsky certainly did,
and the proper mode for Stavrogin’s life Pyotr envisions is much the
same King Henry IV suggests to his wayward heir. This is the kind of
behavior he practiced himself, the kind of behavior, he claims, that
helped him win the crown:

Had I so lavish of my presence been,

So common-hackney’d in the eyes of men,

So stale and cheap to vulgar company,
Opinion, that did help me to the crown,

Had still kept loyal to possession

And left me in reputeless banishment,

A fellow of no mark nor likelihood.

By being seldom seen, I could not stir

But, like a comet, I was wond’red at;

That men would tell their children, ‘This is he!”
Others would say, ‘Where? Which is Bolingbroke?’
And then I stole all courtesy from heaven,
And dress’d myself in such humility

That I did pluck allegiance from men's hearts,
Loud shouts and salutations from their mouths
Even in the presence of the crowned King.
Thus did I keep my person fresh and new,

My presence, like a robe pontifical,

Ne’er seen but wond’red at; and so my state,
Seldom but sumptuous, show’d like a feast
And won by rareness such solemnity.

(Part 1, act 3, scene 2)
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Verkhovensky’s plans for Stavrogin are very reminiscent of this
proper behavior practiced by Henry IV who dethroned his cousin. Thus
the frame of reference encoded in the allusions to Henry IV leads not to
the theme of a future ideal monarch who currently explores all the ways
of humankind, but to the theme of usurpation.

The theme of usurpation and the related theme of impostorship run
through all the references mentioned before. The completion of the tower
of Babel is a usurpation of the place previously rightfully occupied by the
inhabitant of Mount Olympus. The leader of the castrates attempts to
usurp the place of the Lord Himself, and at the same time to present him-
self as a victim of usurpation, because if he is truly Peter III, his throne
was stolen from him by his treacherous wife. And Stavrogin, therefore,
turns out to be just another one in the endless line of usurpers claiming
the power both earthly and spiritual.

Since Shakespearean reference to usurpation and impostorship is not
the only one, and the legends of the castrates seems to provide both the
earthly and the spiritual frames of reference, the question naturally arises
why Dostoevsky needed yet another allusion to usurpation and impostor-
ship encoded in the nod to king Henry I'V.

Here we should keep in mind an interesting word that creeps into
Verkhovensky’s speech, namely, the word “victim,” an unusual word for
the future king of both heaven and earth, and turn to another reference to
Shakespeare made by Verkhovensky’s father, Stepan Trofimovich.

Unlike his son, Stepan is a lover of art. Back in his youth, he “agreed
unquestionably that the word ‘fatherland’ was useless and comical; he
agreed that religion was harmful, but he stated loudly and firmly that
boots were less important than Pushkin, and even much less so” (10; 23).
(The comparison of Pushkin to boots in importance once again refers to
Shakespeare, as it plays on the famous statement by the radically utilitar-
ian critic Dmitry Pisarev that boots are more important than Shakespeare,
sapogi vyshe Shekspira. 1t is interesting to observe how so many of Ste-
pan’s aesthetic statements turn out to be tied to the Bard, either openly or
covertly.) In his old age, Stepan continues in the same vein, and propos-
ing to give a speech on the necessity of art, he selects several symbols
forming a kind of philosophical shorthand for the various human condi-
tions and ambitions as Stepan sees them. In the final version, he posits the
following question: “What is more beautiful: Shakespeare or boots,
Raphael or petroleum?” The answer is: “Shakespeare and Raphael are
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above the liberation of the serfs, above the people’s national spirit
[narodnost’], above socialism, above chemistry, above almost the entire
humankind, because they are the fruit, the true fruit of the entire human-
kind, maybe, they are the highest fruit there can be” (10; 372-373).
Dostoevsky’s own high regard for Shakespeare and for Raphael’s art may
lead readers to believe that by making a reference to Shakespeare, Stepan
alludes to some kind of a positive program for the humankind, something
not only purely aesthetical, but also something deeply and correctly spiri-
tual, but this is not so. Spiritual revelation will only come to Stepan
shortly before his death. At the time when he makes the speech, he is still
much the same as he was during his younger years, and Shakespeare
stands for something that is not spiritual, it is, on the contrary, rebellious
and purely human. It becomes particularly clear when we turn to the
drafts for Demons.

In the drafts, Granovsky who will become Stepan Verkhovensky in
the final text, says, “So the entire question is: Shakespeare, or Christ, or
petroleum” (11; 369). The answer is, “Vive Shakespeare and a bas le
pétrole!” (11; 371). Characteristically, it is not “Shakespeare AND Christ,
OR petroleum,” but Shakespeare, OR Christ, OR petroleum. Shakespeare
is opposed to BOTH Christ and petroleum. Shakespeare is not the reli-
gious way emblematized by Christ, and not the atheistic, science-based
way emblematized by petroleum. This is the third way.

In order to understand this third way, we should turn to another
Shakespeare’s history, Richard II. Whether Dostoevsky read it or not,
Richard II simply encapsulates and explains best what is present, in my
opinion, in most of Shakespeare’s plays. In Richard II, the bishop of Car-
lisle, while consoling the King, says the following:

My lord, wise men ne'er sit and wail their woes,
But presently prevent the ways to wail.

To fear the foe, since fear oppresseth strength,
Gives, in your weakness, strength unto your foe,
And so your follies fight against yourself.

Fear and be slain — no worse can come to fight;
And fight and die is death destroying death,
Where fearing dying pays death servile breath.

Act 3, scene 2 (italics mine. — 7.K.)

Death destroying death is a Biblical reference to Epistle to the
Hebrews, “Forasmuch then as the children are partakers of flesh and
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blood, he also himself likewise took part of the same; that through death
he might destroy him that had the power of death, that is, the devil; And
deliver them who through fear of death were all their lifetime subject to
bondage” (Hebrews 2:14-15). The “He” of the quote is Jesus. Therefore,
Carlisle’s passage likens Richard to God, which is naturally part of
traditional medieval political theology, yet this likeness to Christ is not
achieved in a self-sacrifice, it is achieved in a fight, that is, in being ready
to not only die, but also to kill. This is no longer some kind of proper
imitation of Christ’s acceptance of God’s will, this is a sacrilegious view
of battle and killing as a proper way to godhood. This is more pagan than
Christian, yet it is stated in Christian terms, making Richard in both his
suffering and his struggle a new would-be Christ. This is why I called
particular attention to the word “victim” in Dostoevsky, for it is the link
to the pseudo-Christ-like ambitions of Verkhovensky for Stavrogin, and
another possible link to Shakespeare’s texts.

When giving the bishop of Carlisle these words which appear to be
absent from Shakespeare’s source, Holinshed’s Chronicle [1. P. 106—
107]", Shakespeare certainly had no inklings of ancient Germanic beliefs
that viewed death in battle precisely as a way to deification, yet in his
play, he almost miraculously resurrects this view: the ultimate human
ambition is to commit an act, usually a transgressive act of violence and
murder, that will turn a human being into a superhuman being,
essentially, into a god. This is what Macbeth ponders when he
contemplates Duncan’s murder.

I dare do all that may become a man;
Who dares do more is none.
LADY MACBETH. ...
When you durst do it, then you were a man,
And, to be more than what you were, you would
Be so much more the man.

(Act 1, scene 1)

This is the essence of the third way emblematized by Shakespeare.
This is human ambition to become more than a man by a single
transgressive action that establishes him as a superhuman being, as a god
in his own right. Shakespeare views human ambition as an ambition

! Unfortunately, with the full text of Holinshed being unavailable so far in the Russian li-
braries, that was the only source I had at my disposal.
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toward sclf-deification, an ambition that has existed in the human
consciousness for millennia, alternatively waning and waxing in
importance, and in Shakespeare’s plays, it assumes the central part in
human aspirations.

Thirst for breaking through the confines of the human nature with its
principal attributes of finality and mortality is evident in the European
and even Indo-European culture since its earliest extant testimonies.
Consider Gilgamesh where the gruesome reality of death drives
Gilgamesh to seek deification in which quest he fails. Germanic peoples
performed a neat philosophical' trick and turned death itself into the way
to immortality and divinity. Our knowledge of Germanic myths and
beliefs is sketchy at best, but we may assume that the idea of a fighting
death which leads to a glorious afterlife in the halls of the gods who are
as mortal as humans was common. From what we know from
Scandinavian sources, that afterlife led up to the second death in the
battle in the end of the world, ensuring the rebirth and continued survival
of the world [3]. Pagan self-deification, therefore, was a natural part of
human existence. It was accepted by all the parties, both gods and
humans alike. Pagan self-deification was achieved through a single act of
human will, a heroic decision to enter a hopeless fight to the death where
death itself meant more than what a victory could achieve. It is
particularly obvious if we consider examples from various Germanic
cultures. In Beowulf, the titular character’s final engagement with the
dragon is not necessary to secure him either fame or fortune, but it
secures him heroic death. In The Battle of Maldon, ealdorman Byrhtnot
completely botches his task of protecting Essex by letting the attacking
Vikings land on the mainland, yet he still earns praise from the poet, and
those warriors who fled and didn’t die in battle with him deserve shame.
Essex is lost, yet Byrhtnot’s deed is still heroic. However, in The Battle of
Maldon, we can already observe the evolution of the perception of such
heroic death since the poet explains Byrhtnot’s behavior with the word
ofermod meaning hubris(the devil is described in a manuscript as “engels
ofermodes”z).

' T don’t mean to claim that ancient Germans had anything by way of formal philosophy,
but, for want of a better term, I use that word to refer to the ways of making sense, and particu-
larly metaphysical sense, of human life, which ancient Germans certainly did.

2 On this subject see, in particular [11].
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When Christianity took over Europe, the heroic ideal was remolded
accordingly. Christian heroics are best embodied in the romances of the
Knights of the Round Table. Deification through death gave way to the
ideal of a Christian knight fighting for, and protecting those in need of
help. The pagan Celtic cup of plenty was transformed into the Holy Grail,
the cup holding the blood of Christ, and not the most powerful, but only
the most pure knight could reach it. The Christian knightly thread will
live on even after the end of the medieval romances, and death in a battle
fought on behalf of those who need protection and defense can be treated
not as self-aggrandizing self-deification, but as a selfless self-sacrifice.
However, the emerging Renaissance, along with branding the Middle
Ages as the Dark Ages, also brought with it the resurgence of the pagan
self-deification. Yet the notion underwent certain significant
transmutations. Death was no longer relevant as the means of achieving
self-deification. During the now-despised Dark Ages, the medieval
nominalists in their fight against universals, unintentionally pushed the
Divine into an unknowable beyond, and made the singular, the unique the
only perceivable thing in the world. Consequently, it was no longer
possible to even attempt to relinquish the self in the act of a death in
battle, since that self was the only knowable entity in the universe. Now
the need to overcome the human attribute of finality moved to the
foreground, and the new Renaissance hero sought to achieve divinity in a
single destructive act aimed against another human being. Now death
inflicted upon one’s neighbor was viewed as proof positive of the hero’s
achievement of divine status, of his substantial transformation into a
being of a different order, since another person’s death was the symbol of
the ultimate right to dispose of other people’s life as the hero saw fit.
Such a quest for self-deification was no longer an integral part of the
universe, on the contrary, it was one of the paths toward its destruction.

Shakespeare, probably like no other Renaissance writer, sensed and
put on page this dangerous ambitious yearning for what had never been
within human rights and within human reach. His world is the Christian
one, and in this world, such ambitions are transgressive and therefore
destructive, they destroy not only the characters themselves, but the
world around them. In Shakespeare’s tragedies or histories, there is no
possibility of being “reasonably” or “moderately” ambitious as we often
say about our aspirations today, drawing a line between permissible and
non-permissible ambitions. His characters can speak about of “the big



Shakespeare and Dostoevsky ‘ 83

wars // that make ambition virtue” (Othello, act 3, scene 3), but then the
warrior Fortinbras is described as “with divine ambition puff’d” (act 4,
scene 4), both the word “divine” and Fortinbras’s desire to fight for a bar-
ren plot of land not worth fighting over put a big question mark over the
goodness of his ambitions. One of Shakespeare’s most striking images in
this regard is the “ambitious ocean” repeated twice in two different plays
(Julius Caesar, act 1, scene 3; The Merchant of Venice, act 2, scene 7
where it is called “the watery kingdom whose ambitious head // spits in
the face of heaven”), which emphasized Shakespeare’s fascination with
the image. As a non-sentient element, the ocean cannot be ambitious by
definition, but there is an overpowering quality to it that nonetheless
makes it an apt entity to be described with the word. Such images of the
ocean call to mind the giant beast Leviathan, one, along with Behemoth,
of the two symbols of God’s creative power and abundance that He
speaks about while addressing Job from the whirlwind and challenging
his servant to rival Him (Job 41). The image of the ocean had some very
topical relevance in Shakespeare’s time. England was then becoming
a great sea-faring nation, having defeated the Spanish Armada in 1588
and having established the first colony in the New World. The ocean now
has both a historical meaning and a religious one, it’s the embodiment of
the present challenge to humans which they magnificently rise to in their
maritime expeditions, and it is also home to a primordial challenge to
humans’ created nature, the reminder of their ultimate inability to be true
rivals to their Creator. Characteristically, the word “ambition™ is usually
used in close conjunction with the word “pride.” Thus, Coriolanus is de-
scribed as “o’ercome with pride, ambitious past all thinking, // self-
loving”(act 4, scene 6), and in Henry VIII, ambition is synonymous with
pride: “Cromwell, I charge thee, fling away ambition: // by that sin fell
the angels” (act 3, scene 2). Lucifer’s foremost sin was that of pride, and
Adam and Eve were tempted by the promise of “ye shall be as gods,
knowing good and evil” (Gen 3:5). In all other plays, “ambition” is a
more indirect way to refer to the devilish pride of humans wishing to as-
sume the place and powers of God for those whom they deem the lesser
beings. (Characteristically, when acting God’s part for Rosencrantz and
Guildenstern and effectively sentencing them to death, Hamlet replies to
Horatio’s doubts with a dismissive “they are not near my conscience” [act
5, scene 2] as if they were not human enough to merit as least some
qualms over their certain deaths. To this, even the ever-faithful Horatio
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replies with a rather ambiguous “Why, what a king is this!” prompting
Hamlet into another recital of the justification for his revenge on
Claudius.)

Dostoevsky saw in Shakespeare that third human way, the way away
from Christ, yet the not the way of science either, the way of a human
yearning for unlawful self-deification and destroying themselves and the
world around them in the process. In his own works, Dostoevsky
continued Shakespearean tradition (Russian native tradition offered very
little, if anything at all, by way of heroic self-deification) and expressed it
with stunning and even painful clarity.

The transgressive and destructive nature of such ambitions is the
reason why in Shakespeare, as in Dostoevsky, they are doomed to failure.
As Macbeth says succinctly,

I have no spur
To prick the sides of my intent, but only
Vaulting ambition, which o'erleaps itself
And falls on the other.

(Act 1, scene 7)

This idea of overleaping and overreaching oneself is central to both
Shakespeare and Dostoevsky. Dostoevsky called Shakespeare the poet of
despair. This is the despair of his central characters who unfailingly fol-
low the same course of actions with predictable results. Similar divine
ambitions of Dostoevsky’s characters also emerge in a novel after a novel
with but slight variations.

By referring to Shakespeare, Dostoevsky places his characters, so
firmly rooted in the political, journalistic, and religious arguments of the
day, into a far greater context. They become another stage in the eternal
human quest for trying to break through their limited, finite humanity to
the infinite nature of a divinity. That quest also moves beyond Russia and
embraces the entire European civilization.

Russian Orthodoxy offers up theosis, deification, as the ultimate goal
of human existence. The same idea is present, although far less openly, in
the Western theology [14]. The path to theosis is a long and laborious
process of willingly subjugating one’s will to that of God. However you
describe the process, whether you call it attaining synergy of the Divine
and the human wills, it still involves submitting to the will of the Lord.
The way emblematized by Shakespeare’s characters relies on the willful
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manifestation of a human will which is the image and likeness of God
and which is used in a single transgressive act in order to make a human a
god. It is not accidental that Macbeth so easily believes the witches who
tell him that he will not be killed by anyone “of a woman born,” because
in his interpretation it means he can no longer be killed by a human be-
ing. As far as Macbeth is concerned, he is no longer human, he is super-
human. In the end of the play, he discovers, however, that he has become
subhuman.

They have tied me to a stake; I cannot fly,
But bear-like I must fight the course.

(Act 5, scene 7)

In a search of superhumanity and divinity, he lost that divine element
he had had, his freedom of will. He is now a captive and bound animal,
not an infinitely free god. The same fate befalls Dostoevsky’s characters.
Their transgressive actions separate them from humankind as subhuman
creatures: Raskolnikov, who also tried to prove to himself that he wasn’t
a creature, and if he wasn’t a creature, then he was logically the creator,
finds himself cut from other people not as some lofty being, but as
a hunted and haunted non-human. Their transgressive acts also render
Dostoevsky’s characters powerless to act like Stavrogin who, throughout
the novel, largely follows the course of action chartered by others.

Shakespeare’s humans and, by extension, Shakespeare’s works for
Dostoevsky stand for this transgressive human ambition towards divinity
achieved through an effort of one’s will which strives to take the place of
the divine will. This is the third way between atheistic science-based pe-
troleum and self-sacrificial Christ. Shakespeare is a poet of despair for
Dostoevsky, because his central characters inevitably and tragically fail
in their ambitions, just like Dostoevsky’s characters do, and instead of
great deeds they could have performed, they end up destroying what they
were called upon to protect. Shakespearean context helps place Dosto-
evsky in a long-standing tradition of which Dostoevsky’s himself is
anew pinnacle. Viewed in comparison with Shakespeare, Dostoevsky
continues to speak to his readers about the same types of human ambi-
tions and aspirations that were Shakespeare’s prime interest.
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KuaroueBsbie cioBa: Jocmoesckui, Lllexcnup, «becoly, «Puuapo 11y, «enpux IV», camo-
obodicenue.

B cratbe paccmarpusaercs Bausnue Y. lllexcnimpa Ha ©.M. JlocToeBCKOro, aHaIU3H-
pyeMoe B MHPOBO33PEHUYECKUX KAaTeropHuaxX. Takoe CpaBHEHUE aKTyaJbHO KaK B CHITy 3Ha-
YUMOCTH aHTJIMHACKOTO Apamarypra Uit JJocToeBcKoro, Tak M B CHJIy BeChbMa MallOd HC-
CJICZIOBAHHOCTH AaHHOI1 pobiemMsl. Ha Matepuane pomana «becb» B cpaBHEHHH C XPOHH-
kamu bapna nokaseiBaercs, uto TBopuecTBo Lllexcnupa JlocroeBckuil TpakToBal Kak sip-
KO€ XYIOJKECTBEHHOE BOILIOLIEHHUE ONPENEIEHHOIO THIA YEJIOBEUECKUX YCTpEMIIEHHI,
MIPOTHBOINOCTABJICHHOT0 KaK XPUCTHAHCKOMY HJeany camoro J{ocToeBckoro, Tak M aTeu-
CTHYECKOMY MHPOBO33PEHHIO €r0 UICHHBIX OMMOHEHTOB. YenoBek JlOCTOEBCKOro CTOUT Ha
pacnyTbe, Ta€ Ha QUrypalbHOM KaMHE eMy yKa3aHo TpH myTu: Xpucroc, win Illekcmup,
WK TETPOoJiei, KaKk TOBOPUT B uepHOBuKax K «becam» ['panoBckuii, Oymymuit Cremnan
BepxoBeHCkHiA.

XpHUCTOC — 3TO MYTh XPUCTHAHCKOT0 OpaTcTBa, BCeoOLIeH B3aUMOCBS3H, B3aUMO3aBHU-
CHMOCTH M OTBETCTBEHHOCTH BceX 3a BceX. [leTporeit — myTh aTencTHIECKOro aTOMHU3HPO-
BaHHOTO OOIIECTBA, W 3TH J(Ba MyTH OBUIM MPEAMETOM BHUMATEIBHOTO PAacCMOTPEHHS
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uccnenopareneid. OQHAKO 10 CHX MOpP HEU3YYEHHBIM OCTAeTCsl TPETUHl MyTb, 0003HAUCH-
Hblil cnoBoM «lllexcnp». B naHHOM craThe npezsiaraeTcsi NpounTHIBaTh yenoBeka Llex-
crupa Kak CaMOOOOXKAIOIIErocs HWHIMBHIYYyMa, IIBITAIONIETOCS YCHINEM COOCTBCHHOMN
BOJIM TIPEBPATUTH CeOs B IIEHTP MHUPO3aHUs], 00JIAJAIOIINI HOBOM, HE3aBUCHMOW TpaHC-
LEHJCHIMEeH. DTO HEe aTerCTHYeCKas aTOMH3MPOBAHHOCTH 0€3005KHOTrO OBITHS M HE BCe-
€IMHCTBO XPUCTHAHCKOI BEPBI, HO HOBAs, )KECTKO CTPYKTYPUPOBaHHAs KBa3HPEIUTHO3HAS
CTPYKTypa, TAe MecTo bora 3aHnMaeTr omHa-eAMHCTBEHHAS JIMYHOCTh, IPETCHIAYIOIUN Ha
caM0000KEHHE TePOii, KEeTAIOIINI CBOCH WHANBHIIyalbHON BOJIEH ONpPEAessaTh Kak coocT-
BEHHYI0 CyJb0Y, TaK U CybOBI IPYTUX JIIOEH 1 BCEro MUPO3JaHus.

TeMa peIHIHO3HOTO U MOIHTHYECKOTO CaMO3BAHCTBA MOJOOHOTO reposi pacKphl-
BaeTcs JIOCTOGBCKUM IyTEeM CIIOKHON CHCTEMbI OTCHUIOK KaK K PYCCKHM CEKTaM, Tak
u k xponukaM lllexcnupa, rue, BONPEKH NPSIMOMY YTBEPXKICHUIO «IpuHLA ["appu» B
KauecTBe CBOEOOpa3HOro mcropuyeckoro npororuna CraBporuHa, Ha MEpPBOE MECTO
BBIXOAUT He OyAyIIHuii MoOeZOHOCHBIH MOHapX I'eHpux V, HO y3ypHnaTop U BIOXHOBH-
Tenb youicTBa 3akoHHOr0 MoHapxa ['enpux IV. OqHOBpEMEHHO OTCHUIKH K TBOPYECT-
By lllexcnupa BbIBOAAT KOHMIUKT «becoB» 3a mpeaensl y3KOi, HCTOPUYECKH KOH-
KpeTHOIl TmpoOJieMaTHKH PYCCKOH IOJUTHYECKO-PEIUIHO3HOH JKU3HH CepeluHbI
XIX B. 1 mpeBpaIaT ero B yHUBEPCAIbHbIH KOHPIUKT CaMOO00KAIOIIETOCS Tepos 1
COIPOTHBIISIOIIErOCS TAKOMY CaMOOO0KEHHIO MUPO3/1aHUs, KOH(IUKT, BOZHUKIINH B
HoBoe Bpems 1 BIepBble C MAKCUMaJIbHON HATJISIIHOCTBIO BOILIOIIEHHBIH B paMaTyp-
run Yunbsama lllekcnupa.
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