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What is Tragedy?

Aristotle defined tragedy as "the imitation of an action that is serious and also, as having magnitude, complete in itself."
It incorporates "incidents arousing pity and fear, wherewith to accomplish the catharsis of such emotions." The tragic hero
will most effectively evoke both our pity and terror if he is neither thoroughly good nor thoroughly evil but a combination of
both. The tragic effect will be stronger if the hero is "better than we are," in that he is of higher than ordinary moral worth. Such a man is shown as suffering a change in fortune from happiness to misery because of a mistaken act, to which he is led by his hamartia (his "effort of judgment") or, as it is often literally translated, his tragic flaw. One common form of hamartia in Greek tragedies was hubris, that "pride" or overweening self-confidance which leads a protagonist to disregard a divine warning or to violate an important law Definition of a Tragic Hero: A tragic hero has the potential for greatness but is doomed to fail. He is trapped in a situation where he cannot win. He makes some sort of tragic flaw, and this causes his fall from greatness. Even though he is a fallen hero, he still wins a moral victory, and his spirit lives on.

The "Tragic Vision"
· The conclusion is catastrophic. 

· The catastrophic conclusion will seem inevitable. 

· It occurs, ultimately, because of the human limitations of the protagonist. 

· The protagonist suffers terribly. 

· The protagonist's suffering often seems disproportionate to his or her culpability. 

· Yet the suffering is usually redemptive, bringing out the noblest of human capacities for learning. 

· The suffering is also redemptive in bringing out the capacity for accepting moral responsibility. 

The "Tragic Hero"

· Goodness: Only characters who are good can arouse pity. 

· Superiority: Only characters who are somehow superior or elevated seem tragic in their destruction. Usually the hero is of noble birth since often the fate of a nation depends on him. 

· Tragic flaw: Tragic heroes make fatal errors in judgment that contribute to their downfall; often the flaw is a traditionally admirable quality (such as bravery) carried to excess. Aristotle called the mistake, HAMARTIA. 

· Tragic realization: Tragic characters perceive, before their fall, how they have contributed to their own destruction. This is also called the Recognition or Discovery.

The "Tragic Plot"

Defined: tragedy is a work in which a strong but imperfect hero is engaged in a losing struggle with the overpowering forces of life.
All genuine tragedies arouse pity and fear in an audience: PITY, because the audience feels sorry for the tragic characters and hates to see them suffer; and FEAR, because the viewers realize that, if circumstances were different, they, too, could be caught up in a web of tragic events.
A tragedy purges (cleanses) an audience of pity and fear, a process that Aristotle called CATHARSIS.
There is usually a reversal or PERIPETEIA within the plot.
The plot generally has the following structure:
Exposition: This is usually all or most of Act One. The exposition introduces the characters, their positions and circumstances. Shakespeare usually begins a play with a short scene, often full of activity. Then, having captured our attention, he proceeds to conversations that provide a lot of information, accompanied by little action. The characters often talk about the central character before he or she appears.
Rising Action: Introduces the conflict and builds tension (usually Act II). This portion of the play focuses on the hero and his decisions or lack thereof. There is hope at this point.
Climax: the high point in the hero’s fortune. Here he meets with his first serious defeat, after which his fortune is on the downgrade (usually Act III).
Falling Action: The opposing force takes over and becomes more prominent than the hero. In Act Four, Shakespeare often introduces a new kind of emotion, a quiet, pathetic emotion that is usually painful.
Castastrophe: This is generally all or most of Act V. It involves a total reversal of the protagonist’s fortunes. In Shakespeare’s tragedies, the reversal always results in the death of the character, which is usually a brighter prospect for him/her than living in disgrace.
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Revenge Tragedy

Revenge tragedy is a genre of plays popular in the late 16th and early 17th centuries. One of the earliest was The Spanish tragedy (1589) by Thomas Kyd (1558-1594).

“Revenge tragedy usually concerns an individual faced with the duty of revenge in a society where the law is unreliable and within the control of the powerful and protected.” (Board of Studies, 2003, p. 27).

Common features of revenge tragedies include:
• ghosts
• a hero's quest for vengeance
• scenes of real or feigned insanity
• scenes in graveyards, severed limbs, carnage and mutilation
• a corpse-strewn stage
• the restoration of order after chaos.
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