Defining Renaissance tragedy - Hamlet, Othello and King Lear
Nigel Wheale analyses Shakespeare's plays in the context of classical and contemporary views of tragedy. He highlights their complex and challenging treatment of the genre.
Flying the black flag
It's said that Shakespeare's Globe Theatre touted for business each afternoon by flying a flag. The colour of the pennant advertised the kind of entertainment on offer - white for comedy, red for history, and black for a tragedy. Audiences to that extent knew what they wanted, and what they might expect to see on the stage, much as we know what to expect from film genres like 'road movie' or 'high school romance'. When Shakespeare's audiences saw the black flag flying for a tragedy, what sort of thrills were they anticipating? In more literary critical terms, what kinds of assumption about the content and form of the play would they bring to the performance?
Defining tragedy
Sir Philip Sidney's Apology for Poetry was published in 1595, when Shakespeare was already well into his stride. Among other plays, he had recently delivered Romeo and Juliet, A Midsummer Night's Dream, and was probably about to begin Richard II. In other words, Shakespeare was already producing masterpieces in the three main dramatic conventions - tragedy, comedy and history. Philip Sidney had written the Apology back in the 1580s as an eloquent defence of his ambition for English to be taken seriously as a literary language. Sidney surveyed the major genres of writing, including drama, and gave a powerful definition of tragedy, as the term was then understood:
the high and excellent Tragedy, that openeth the greatest wounds, and showeth forth the ulcers that are covered with tissue [flesh]; that maketh kings fear to be tyrants, and tyrants manifest their tyrannical humours, that, with the affects of admiration and commiseration, teacheth the uncertainty of this world, and upon how weak foundations gilden roofs are builded.
Shock and pity
Today, Sidney's definition seems almost medieval, and far removed from what we now expect of tragedy, or any event that we might describe as 'tragic' outside of literature, in the everyday world - the abduction of a young child, for example. For early modern ('Renaissance') theorists, truly tragic events could only happen to the most powerful individuals in society, whose sufferings were amplified by their status, and which could therefore have terrible consequences for everyone around them. But tragedy, in Sidney's definition, is also forensic, 'opening the greatest wounds', and the effect of this is didactic, such that 'kings fear to be tyrants'. The part of Sidney's definition which surely agrees with modern feelings about tragedy is the most traditional belief of all: that tragedy provokes 'the affects of admiration and commiseration' and so demonstrates 'the uncertainty of this world'. To put Sidney's phrase into contemporary terms, observing a tragic event chills us with shock and moves us with compassionate pity, making us realise the frailty and vulnerability of human life.
Hamlet's tragedy
Sidney here is paraphrasing the description of the tragic effect that was endlessly discussed in his own period, that of the classical philosopher Aristotle, who argued that 'Tragedy is the imitation of an action [...] exciting pity and terror' (Poetics, Book Six). This is a definition that Shakespeare must have known, even if only indirectly through the writing of critics and commentators. Hamlet's personal theory of tragedy, for example, seems to combine the ideas of Aristotle and Sidney. Towards the end of his soliloquy, 'O, what a rogue and peasant slave am I' (Act 2 Scene 2 ll. 584-8), the Prince devises a truly forensic plan to reveal the crime of Claudius and Gertrude in murdering his father:
I have heard
That guilty creatures sitting at a play
Have, by the very cunning of the scene,
Been struck so to the soul that presently
They have proclaim'd their malefactions.
Claudius certainly 'ticks all the boxes' of Sidney's definition - a tyrannical monarch full of hidden crimes, but because he is less than admirable, he cannot be given the status of Aristotelian tragic hero, and is no more than the antagonist who provides motivation for the truly tragic hero, Prince Hamlet himself.
Tragedy magnified
King Lear is surely the monarch who 'opens the greatest wounds' by bringing division and destruction on his entire kingdom: through him, an individual tragedy is magnified and overwhelms the entire society. Yet King Lear is the early modern drama that comes closest to 'democratising' the classical tragic experience because, through the role of Poor Tom, the action of the play embraces people of negligible social status:
the basest and most poorest shape
That ever penury in contempt of man
Brought near to beast
Act 2 Scene 3 l. 7-9
Productions since the mid-20th century have focused very creatively on this aspect of the drama. Grigori Kozintsev's 1971 film adaptation of King Lear, made during difficult times in the Soviet Union, movingly portrayed the Czar-King's fall from power. Kozintsev's Lear in his madness scratches for roots and gleanings in a bare field as Poor Tom and Kent look on, just one suffering individual placed among a mass of displaced and starving souls. (You can view a nine-minute extract from the film that shows this sequence on YouTube: see Kozintsev's King Lear, Act 4 Scene 6.)
It is difficult now for us to imagine the shock value of those scenes in Lear where the dispossessed monarch takes refuge in a hovel with only a Bedlam beggar as his court and companion. For the early modern audience this spectacle, at one level, could be seen as an emblem, a stark representation of 'the uncertainty of the world' and its weak foundations. And, of course, Poor Tom is a disguised courtier, not in fact 'the thing itself', a beggar; yet in their shared exposure and mutual danger, Lear and Edgar together have literally become 'unaccommodated men'.
Where tragedy fails
But surely these classical and early modern definitions of tragedy fail to define what must be for us the main focus of tragic experience? The most successful narrative structure these days is found in the 'classical Hollywood narrative', where plot 'invariably centres on personal psychological causes: decisions, choices, and traits of character' (Bordwell and Thompson). More than this, Aristotle's Poetics and Sir Philip Sidney's Apology do not seem to allow for the possibility of a tragic heroine. Why should the fates of Gertrude, Ophelia, Cordelia, and, perhaps most poignantly of all, Desdemona, not be deemed worthy of tragic status? Aristotle was pretty clear on the subject of gender and tragedy:
Even a woman is 'good' and so is a slave, although it may be said that a woman is an inferior thing and a slave beneath consideration [...] it is not appropriate for a woman to be manly or clever.
Poetics, Book Fifteen
Pushing at the boundaries
The playwrights of early modern London (like those of Madrid at the same period) were pushing the boundaries of what was expected of drama, and this was especially clear in the case of female roles. We are lucky to have a rare instance of an audience response to a performance of Othello, given at Oxford in 1610, that clearly demonstrates how powerfully the female tragic heroine could affect those watching. As Antony Dawson argues:
Desdemona, killed in front of us by her husband, although she acted her part excellently throughout, in her death moved us especially when, as she lay in her bed, with her face alone she implored the pity of her audience.
This early 17th-century response to Othello Act 5 Scene 2 is fascinating, not least because the boy player acting the role has utterly convinced a least one member of the audience of his femaleness.
No place for a woman
Classical theories that tried to define the nature of tragedy excluded female roles from heroic status because of their assumed feminine passivity. Aristotle emphasises that 'Tragedy is then a representation of an action that is heroic and complete' (Poetics, Book Six), and since only males deliver 'action', therefore women have no place in tragedy. He would have to exclude women such as the man-killing Clytemnestra from his definition, as a 'manly' female. In these traditional terms, it is the case that Gertrude, Ophelia, Cordelia and Desdemona are tragically 'acted upon' rather than being the mistresses of their own fates. They provide the focus for the most powerful (male) motivation of Renaissance tragedy - revenge.
From Seneca to Hollywood - the role of revenge
The most influential classical playwright for Shakespeare and his contemporaries was Seneca, whose austere plays were frequently acted in the (boys') grammar schools. Queen Elizabeth translated a passage of Senecan tragedy, and the first drama written by a woman (for reading or private performance only) was inspired by Seneca - Elizabeth Cary's Tragedy of Mariam, written around 1602. Hamlet also derives indirectly from Senecan tragedy, and the complex emotions that provoke an act of violent revenge - whether it is that of Hamlet or Othello - created roles that still influence the writing of 'classical Hollywood narrative' today, laying bare 'decisions, choices, and traits of character' in ways that even Aristotle would have approved.
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Answer the questions in full.
1. What do you understand about Aristotle’s definition of tragedy?
2. What does Sir Philip Sidney's Apology for Poetry add to your understanding of tragedy?
3. How does Hamlet combine these tow views of Tragedy?
4. How might both Aristotle and Sidney not fit with a modern audience? 




