TRAGEDY “101”

What you need to know about tragedy for Romeo and Juliet …

What is Tragedy, anyway?

Almost every traditional tragedy, whether Medieval, Greek or Shakespearean, tells the story of a GREAT MAN.  He is somehow “better” than others, and almost always has a high social position:  he may be a king, a great warrior, a prince, a general, or any other position which grants him power and influence over others.

He is not perfect, however, and always has some kind of a FLAW that brings him down.  This flaw is something specific to him and is a character trait.  He might be too ambitious, jealous, or impulsive; this flaw is inherent in his character and its presence cannot be blamed on anyone else.  This personality trait is known as his TRAGIC TRAIT or his TRAGIC FLAW.  It is considered “tragic” because this trait will help to lead him to his destruction or death… (If we’re talking about Shakespeare, it always ends in death).  
What else brings the tragic hero down?  The tragic trait alone is not enough to cause him doom.  Somewhere along the line, the tragic hero will make a HUGE MISTAKE.  This mistake is often the result of faulty logic, or an “error in judgment”.  This error in judgment is known as HAMARTIA in Greek Tragedies.  This error in thinking will cause the tragic hero to act in a manner which puts him directly on a path to his doom.  (Think of Romeo:  he believed Juliet was dead when she was really asleep).

What about fate or bad luck?  Although some tragic heroes will try to convince you they are complete victims of fate, their fatal flaw and hamartia are the primary causes of their doom.  Fate or the Supernatural will often play a role, and will often be blamed.  Romeo and Juliet were “star crossed lovers”, and Othello poignantly demands “who can control his fate” after killing his wife.  The point remains, however, that Othello himself acts to kill Desdemona, and Romeo’s impulsiveness causes him to act before he thinks.  (The role of Fate may take on many forms.  It is often presented as the Goddess Fortuna who steers a ship.  The ship’s wheel is the “Wheel of Fortune”.  So in essence, she drives the ship which is the life of the hero… or so he’ll try to tell you).  
What happens to his personality through the story?
The most notable change in the hero is the disintegration of his REASON. He will often succumb to the powers of emotion, madness, or instinct (often referred to as “WILL”).  It is important to trace the degeneration of his mind from the TURNING POINT (OR CLIMAX CRISIS) to the ultimate catastrophe which results in his death.  He will regain his reason near the end of the play (see Anagnorisis), but his lapse will result in the loss of respect and position which were associated with his ‘greatness’ in the beginning of the play.  

Does the hero ever recognize his flaw or his error in judgment?

In the end, the hero will always experience “Anagnorisis” or RECOGNITION.  This occurs in varying degrees for each hero.  Sometimes, he will simply become aware of his “hamartia” or mistake; other times, he will experience and ‘awakening’ and a growth through this ‘recognition’.  In this case, he becomes aware of this ‘tragic flaw’. 

Are tragedies depressing?

Tragedies are not supposed to be thought of as ‘depressing’ for a few reasons.  Firstly, the Tragic hero, because he is exceptional, should create in the reader a sense of ‘awe’ in the human race and in its potential.  Secondly, there is almost always a ‘restoration of order’ scene at the end of act five.  Usually the kingdom, which has been destroyed in the wake of the hero, is healed with the promise of better leadership. The ‘evil’ within the hero dies with him; he is replaced by a more moderate, and presumably morally fit, individual.

Information from A.C. Bradley The Shakepearean Tragic Hero.
