Shakespearean Tragedy

Hamlet, Othello, Lear, Macbeth—Shakespearean tragedy involves solitary men struggling with the most basic fact of all: human experience.   Aristotle’s definition of tragedy and lofty rhetorical terms such as ‘denouement,’ harmartia,’ and ‘catastrophe’ are important in a study of Shakespearean tragedy but certainly not the most important.
Allow yourself to be moved: tragedy is defined not by what it does but by what it does to us.  We watch comedy but we experience tragedy.

In tragedy we are stripped of the defenses that keep us from looking at life’s dark underside.  In the process of watching a tragedy, we momentarily forget the details of everyday life, and a world of absolutes—mortality, time, death, decay, good and evil—is revealed.

Shakespearean tragedy exposes those dark impulses that lie below life’s smooth surface:   Shakespeare seems to take an X-ray of the soul.  He is “subconsciously aware of the subconscious” according to E.M. Forster which is evident in his tragedies in which he probes humanity’s deepest impulses, desires and fears.  

The heroes of his greatest tragedies are pushed to the furthest limits of human endurance: an exiled king wanders homeless to avenge the murder of his father.  They are lofty figures, princes or noblemen who live life to the fullest—and fall.  To the Elizabethans, the death of a salesman would not be tragic but commonplace.

These heroes’ lives are our own, magnified.  Most of us will never divide a kingdom, but many of us make a decision we regret.  He keeps his heroes anchored to the earth by adding subtle touches, words, or gestures, that make them human.  One moment Lear is a towering figure of fallen majesty, but then, turning to Kent, he asks, “Pray you undo this button,” and at once the powerful king has become a tired old man.
Aristotle said that the tragic hero is a noble man who possesses one fatal flaw.  It is this one imperfection in an otherwise perfect nature that leads to his downfall.  Shakespeare’s greatest tragic figures are fierce absolutists who find compromise impossible.  Once they have decided on a course of action, there’s no turning back.  As Gloucester says, “I am tied to the stake, and I must stand the course.” Lear divides his kingdom.  In comedy, characters can always turn back.  In tragedy, every move is irrevocable—a link in the chain of the hero’s doom.

Catharsis

The violence of tragedy must be transformed into the sublime, the most horrific suffering given a strange beauty.  The images that remain with us are Lear staggering with Cordelia’s corpse limp in his arms.  The nature of tragedy dictates that it do more than just depict agony and death; if adversity does not lead to redemption, the play becomes a pointless succession of cruelties, and we leave the theatre depressed rather than uplifted.  So the hero’s anguish must find release—or, at least, the relief of self-acceptance.  At the end, when the hero has lost everything, he must find himself.  Lear achieves self-knowledge.  The tragic hero gains insight that allows him to transcend his immediate situation.  IF he did not, Lear would remain a doddering old man.   The tragic paradox is that the hero rises to emotional and spiritual heights only as his earthly fortunes plummet.  Shakespearean tragedy takes place on an epic scale.  
Tragedy can be funny.  According to classical rules, tragedy should be uniformly sober.  But Shakespeare took some dramatic risks, sensing his audience needed a break.  The antics of Lear’s fool give spectators a chance to catch their breath and mentally prepare themselves for what follows.  





---Taken straight from The Friendly Shakespeare by Norrie 

                                                    Epstein

Definitions:

Tragedy:  a serious play representing the downfall of a central character, the protagonist whose death is one of the defining features.  The protagonist achieves a catharsis (purification) through incidents arousing pity and terror.  The protagonist is led into a fatal calamity by a harmartia (error) which often takes the form of hubris (excessive pride leading to diving retribution or nemesis).   The most painfully tragic plays, like Lear, display a disproportion in scale between the protagonist’s initial error and the overwhelming destruction with which it is punished.  
                                                 --from The Concise Oxford Dictionary of Literary Terms
Aristotelian tragedy. Making references to his favorite tragedy, Oedipus Rex by Sophocles, the Aristotle proposed that a tragic hero usually is

1. a leader in his society, exemplifying both the good and bad elements of that society ('a person neither wholly good nor bad').

2. disclosed to the audience at the height of his prosperity, power, and influence in that social group so that his fall from its favor will seem that much greater (and, therefore, more tragic).

3. driven to his fall (social alienation, suffering, death, or exile) by some innate flaw (Greek: hamartia) in his nature, yet appear to have the ability to alter his course. (In other words, he should appear to possess free will, and yet be a victim.)

4. made a scapegoat for the sins or errors of his people--and accordingly be exiled or punished by them in such a way that his suffering is irreversible (since Oedipus is blinded, his suffering cannot be reversed).

5. the cause of his own punishment through his own pride (hubris).

6. ready to take upon himself the burden of his society's (and hence the audience's) sense of guilt, shame, or short-coming.

7. grander and more noble as the result of his futile struggle with fate.

8. through his suffering instrumental in the resolution of a problem that plagued his society at the outset, and in the restoration of a harmony that was not present at the opening of the play. Our grieving over the destruction of the hero but our relief over the restoration of social harmony produces in the audience what Aristotle termed "catharsis" or "tragic satisfaction" through the purgation of pity and fear.

