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Introducing Hamlet in the Context of Tragedy

1 What do you understand by the term ‘tragedy ? Without talking to anyone
else, write down your own definition.

1 Take itin turns to read out your definitions and talk about the key ideas
underlying them.

In everyday life we use tragedy to mean something that shocks or horrifies us,
perhaps because it's not only sad but also unexpected. But tragedy also describes
aparticular type of play.

“This 215t-century definition of tragedy sums up ts different meanings:

Noun:
1. An event causing great suffering, destruction and distress

2. A serious play with an unhappy ending, especially one concerning
the downfall of the main character

Behind this simple dictionary definition, there is a ot of critical debate and
disagreement about exactly what makes a play a tragedy. When applied to
drama, ragedy can be a tricky, slippery term, not least because ideas about what
makes a play a tragedy have changed and evolved over time.

How did writers (and audiences) define tragedy around the time Shakespeare
was witing in the late 16th and early 17th centuries? (Hamlet was first performed
in 1600/1601) How has tragedy been defined in more recent times?

1 Read the definitions on page 20. What strikes you about them? Explore
whatthey have in common and any differences between them.

1 Now read the comments on tragedy on page 21. These were all written after
Shakespeare was writing. Think about how they relate o the early modern
definitions. Do they add to o complicate your understanding o tragedy?

After reading or listening to the play, you will have chance to engage in the
ongoing critical debates about Hamlet and tragedy, evaluating for yourself how
far they illuminate Shakespeares play.
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BEFORE READING

Definitions of Tragedy from the 16th to 17th Centuries

1. [.] high and excellent Tragedy, that opencth the greatest wounds,
and showeth forth the ulcers that are covered with tissue; that
‘maketh Kings fear to be tyrants, and tyrants to manifest their
tyrannical humours; that with stirring the affects of admiration of
commiseration, teacheth the uncertatnty of this world, and upon
how weak foundations gilden roofes are builded.

Str Philip Sidney: The Defense of Poesy, c.1581

2. The argument of Tragedies is wrath, crueltie, incest, injurie,
‘murther eyther violent by sworde, or voluntary by poyson. The
persons, Gods, Goddesses, Juries,friendes, Kinges, Queenes, &
‘mightie men.

Stephen Gosson, Playes Confuted in Five Actions, 1582

3. Tragédia: ] it beginneth prosperously and endeth unfortunatelie
or sometimes doubfullie and is contrarie o a comedie.

John Florio: English-Italian Dictionary, 1598

4. Tragedie, a solemne play, describing cruel murders and sorrowes.

‘Robert Cawdrey: A Table Alphabeticallof Hard Usual English Words,
1604
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STUDYING HAMLET

Definitions of Tragedy from the 19th to 21t Centuries

1. Tragedy delights by affording a shadow of the pleasure which exists
in pain.

Percy Bysshe Shelley: A Defence of Poctry, 1321

2. A tragedy Is astory of exceptional calamity leading to the death of a
man in high estate. What we do fel strongly, s tragedy advances to
itsclose, s that calamities and catastrophe follow inevtably from the
deeds of men, and that the main source of these deeds s character.

AC. Bradiey: Shakespearean Trageds, 1904

3. The emotional and intellectual power of tragedy stems from the very
diffcultyof its examples, The figures of tragedy are not black-and-
white villains and heroes, but complex charactes locked into double
binds of doubt and compulsion, wilfulness and loss ... Tragedy
Teads 0 self.questioning through the pain of others.

Stmon Goldhill: Love, Sex and Tragedy - Why Classics Matters, 2004

4. Tragedy s the art form created to confront the most diffcult
experiences we face: death, loss,injustice, thwarted passion, despair.

Jennifer Wallace: The Cambridge Introduction to Tragedy, 2007

5. Tragedy Is artat ts most profound and serious. Tragedy Is art
‘which confronts suffering, pain and death and attempts to craft
a tesponse o those things. It has been such an important part of
‘Western culture that there have been many attempts to impose strict
definitions on what can and what cannot be counted as tragedy, in
order to claim its status and power for one particular view of the
world.

Sean McEvoy: emagazine, 2016
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