
1 

o , 
" 

THE CRITlCAL PROBLEM OF MODERN DRAMATIC TRAGEDY 

Julie Adam 

A thesl.s subnu tted to the 
Facul ty of Graduate S tudies and Research 

in partl.al fulfilment of the requirements 
for the degree of Master of Arts 

Department of Eng lish 

McGill university 

Montreal March 19 BO 

....... ~- .. --~ ~.-- -~ .... _-_.---....-

'" 

1 , 

1 
\ 
t 

" 



, 

! 

o 

" ' 

4 

ABSTRACT 

This 1S an examination of a number of American and 

British crit~cal studies beginning with Joseph Wood Krutch's 

The Modern Ternper (1929) and continuing on to selecteâ works 

of the following four decades on the problem of the 

possibility and desirability of dramatic tragedy in the 

last 100 years. Four groups of critics are exarnined: one, 

those 'who take classical tragedy as the ideal fom and claim 

that i t has clisappeared from the modern world in which 

values have di~integrated; two, those who argue that 

tragedy is still possible sinee modern values are not 
\ 

morally inferior to those of past ages; three, t.J,.ose who 

look for a generic metarnorphosis of classical tragedy; and 

four, those who propose a èistinctly modern tragedy, 1n 

particular Raymond Wi lliams who offers a radi cal redefini t10n 

of tragedy. An attempt i5 made to subsume these critical 

tendencies under certain ideological currents and finally 

to suggest what the nature of modern tragedy might be. 
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RESUME 

\ 

Cette thêse a pour but d'analyser une serie d'gtudes 

\ cntiques atœrica~nes et anglaises réahsées ! par~ir de 

1929 avec le texte de Joseph WOQd Krutch, The Modern Temper, 

et qui se poursuivent jusqu'aux années soixante, et qUI 

posent le problême suivant: la tragédie dramatIque dans les cent 

dernIêres années est-elle possible et désirablè? Quatre 

groupes de cri t~ques sont examinées: premièrèment, ceux 

qui, considWrent la tragédie classique conune forme idéale 

et déclarent, qu'elle a fusp,aru du monde m9derne où les 
1 

valeurs ont d~s~nté9rêes. Deuxiêmement, ceux qUI 

maIntiennent que la tragédie est toujours possible parce 

que les valeurs modernes ne sont pas iQférieures moralement 

A celles des époques passées. Troisiêmement, ceux qui 

posent le probl~me de la transformation du genre de la 

t~agédie classique. Quatriêmement, ceux qUI présentent 

une tragédie vraiment moderne, particuliêrement Raymond 

Williams qUl cherche une red~fini.tion radicale de la tragéda. 

La thêse essaie &1 faire correspondre ces tendences crI tiques 

aux certains courants idéologiques et fini t par prendre 

position sur la nature possible de la tragédie moderne . 
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INTRODUCTION 

1 

This the~s proposes to examine a discussion the unit y 

of which is based on the continuity of argumentation--

indeed mo,t often of mutual reference. In the final ~nstance 

this means that the unit y of the whole discussion is based 

on a continuous r~ding public of English-speaking people 

concerned with the problem of modern tragedy and o~ sorne 

coherent ~ological traditions in the USA and OK. 

There 15, to my knowledge, no available systernat1c .. 
bibliQ~aphy on the secondary literature in English about 

modern tragedy. Bèsides basic handbooks and surveys of 

drarna and criticisrn, 1 had te rely Qn the bibliographical 

references which l foun~ in the studies on tragedy when l 

( first began to explore the topic. HowevEn", they ,all led to 

the sarne limited list of works, which l therefore take to be 

representative of the critical di~sion (or at least of~ 

the schelarly and public perception of that discussion--

which is for my purposes equivëïle·nt.) Apa.rt from 

the lBth and 19th-century speculations on the then 

modern drama and then on domestic tragedy by such people as . 
Diderot, Mercier, Beaumarchais, or Lessing, the 19th-century 

theoreticians from Hegel and Schopenhauer to Nietzsche and 

Bradley are often mentioned. 

Historically, almost everybody refers overtly to 

Aristotle and covertly to Plato. Further, some critics 

--------------.~. -, -. -_.~,-~----- ----""'"'----~-~_"'!!.,<":'.-:_~.-,.., ..... _---------------
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refer to the Renaissance and classicist discussions of 

Aristotle, from the Italians through Corneille, Racine, and 
(\ 

their 18th-century followers to Goethe and Schiller. 

But finally, the bulk of writin~on the topie, espe-

cially in English, seems to begin with the fin-de-si~cle 

and to intensif y in the late 1920's and the next three 
'\ 

decades, reappearing especially strongly in the 1960's. 

As a rule, the English language cri tics examined in this 

thesis refer to quite a few of their chronological pre-

decessors, thus helping to bring about consistency and a 

sequential unity. 

It is beyond the seope of this thesis to deal at Any 

length with pertinent writings on the problem in other 

languages, especially German and French, where there is a 
• 

great number of contributions in the 20th century. My 

study limits itself to a select number of critics writing 

in English whose arguments have engendered the most fruit-

ful debate. It purports to follow the views of these 

critics on the problem of the possibility and the desira-

bility of dramatie tragedy in our time, taking this to 

mea~ roughly the last 100 years. In order to situate their 

views, a number of earlier cri tics will be summarily 

gla~ced at in the second part of this Introduction. 

qhapter one will deal with the writings which, taking 
~ 

ela.sieal tragedy as the ideal form and value, diseuse 

tràqeay'. diaappearanèe fram the world in whieh values have 
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disintegrated. The main représentatives of this group 

are Joseph Wood Krutch, whose The Modern Temper (1929) 

gave the impetus to many of the following debates, Francis, 

Fergu~son in his influential The Idea of a Theatej, and 

George Steiner, whose more sophist~cated and historica1ly 

conscious The Death of Tragedy was one 'of the firet signals 

for a more fruitful discussion. In Chapter two l shall 

examine those cri tics who, while agreeing with the 

"classical" concept of tragedy, main tain that tragedy can 

'exist in mod~rn times. A number of these writers re-
.' .' 
spcnded directly to Krutch 's statement, Le. Mark Harris in 

The Case For Tragedy, E.E. Stoll in a chapter of 

Shakespeare and Other Masters, John 'Gassner in a-number 

of writings from 1954 to 1960, and EIder Olson in Trage6y 

and the Theory of Modern Drama. These writings, in opposi­

tion to the first group, insist on the existence of modern 
1 

values. They also hint that the genre of tragedy takes on 

a slightly different form in each age. What this form ie, 
( 

how, when, and why it came about, is not yet full~ explored. 

Chapter three will discuss writings concerned with different 

attempts to argue for a generic metamorphosis of cl~sical 

tragedy. Karl S.' Guthke's Modern Tragicomedy and J.L. 

Styan's The Dark comed~ maintain that comedy gradually 

took over the domain cf tragedy to produce the hybTid 

genre of tragioomedy 80 prevalent in the modern drama. 

Lionel Abel's at one time influential Metatheatre cla~ 
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that traqedy was a peeuïiarly Greek phenomenon and that 

it was replaced by metatheatre in post-Bellenie times. 

These writings attempt to transcend,or sidestep the direct 
~. L 

transferral of value-judgments about our times to traqedy , 

by the~ "conservatives ft of Chàpter one and the ft liberé\ls" of 
" 

Chapter two. Finally, Chapter four will explore the views 

of those cri tics who diseuss the historieal neces~ity of a 

distinctly modern traqedy, a forward-looking tragedy that 

would not take as i ts model the no lon~r ·relevant classical 

~nd Renaissance forms. ,After a-btlef consideiation-of 
-\. 

Herbêrt Muller's The Spirit of Tragedy wnieh, while pleading 
,. 'Il! '41 

for a distinctly modern traqedy, still ties it to a 

transcendental Fate, the radical redefinition of traqedy 

by Raymond Williams will be considered. The tonelu~ion 

of the thesia attempts to summarize the discussion, to 
~ 

analyze the tendencies of each group of cri tics, to sub­
.'-.../ 

surne them under certain ideological eurrents, and thus to 

sugqest what the nature of the modern traqedy might be. 
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In part Vaf TPe RePublic,l a very early state­., 
ment on mimel'ls anC! ,the dramatic arts, plato warn,s against 

. -
all forme of creative lylnç. He refuses the poets and 

" 

other im! tatora adm! t tan ee 1nto his ideal state '--bfacause ( 
r--, 

he aays, the y encourage irrationality and feed't4e passions. 

rather than restrain them. It is to this ascetic censure 

of the dramatic arts, to thi. indictment on the grounds of 
• their dangerous promotinç of irrationality, that Aristotle's 

Poetic8 is, in part, an_~8~er. 

Aristotle de'fines tragedy as the imf 1:ation of a ' 

COmpléte action of a certain magnitude dealing with the 
" downfall of a worthy peraon, . . 

\ 
. a ~ who ia not sminently good ~ 

.and juat, yet whose misfortune i8 .~ 
brought about not ,Dy vice or deprevity, 
but by seme error Or frailty. He must 
he one whCS il highly renowned and 
prosperous,--a ~"sona~ like Oedipus, 
Thy •• tes, or other illustrious men of 
such families. 2 \ 

In ankwér to Plato he explains that though tragedy 
l' 1 

excites pit Y and f.â., it ~urq •• men of these emotion. When 
~ 

it achievas ~~ "Oatharais." This muc~-debated term' 

according to som. commentators refera to a mor.l purgation, 

a kind of clean.lnq J.rou9h. ,u;;.-ttn9>, whil. according to 

,others it carri •• no"mb~al àO"bOtation, but ha. to 'do with 

humour, or wbat: one , 
\ 

1 , ; 
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thinks of Arlstotle's trageày as moral, ultimately àepends 

on one's definltlon of "catharsIs." 

In order for the tragic actlon to result ln catharSIS 

the catastrophe must strlKe close enough ta home to enllst 

the audlence's fear, yet must remain distanced enough for the 

audience to be able tQ enJoy i t. The hero of the tragedy must 

be almost, but not qUlte, perfect, otherwise one cannat 

pIt Y hlm; he must possess the "tragIc flaw" that will be 

hlS undolng. The flaw wlll make hlm prey to mlghty forces 

WhlCh are beyond hlS and the audience's understanding and 

are fInal and IrreversIble. 

Central to the concept of tragedy is the notIon of 

recognItIon, that moment ln the play when the hero galns 

awareness, or InsIght Into hlS situatIon. Wlthout thlS 

element the sufferlng 15 pure waste; with it, It galns 

meaning. 

In the llght of Plato's dIScussIon, Aristotle's 

statements attempt ta rationalize and justlfy the seemlng-

ly irrational elements of tragedy by.~howi n9 how fear, 

pi ty, and other passions i t engênders help the specta tar 

gain strength, confidenc;e, reasan. 

The history of Aristotle's influence on dramatic 

practice and cn ticism-daüng back ta the Renaissance­

is a history o~ continuaI attempts by writers of tragedy 

ta breaklout of the tight mold imposed upon it partly by 

Ariatotle and even more by the Aristotelians who often 

ft 
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d1d not read the orlginal wlth care. Or, to put lt 

dlfferently, lt lS the story of the drama struggllng to 

adapt itself to new social and hlstorlcal real1ties and 

undergol ng cons lderabl e changes.&n the process. Of specla l 

concern to poets and phllosophers allke were: flrst, the 

ques tlon of tragedy' s rroral purpose, answered ln the l 7 th 

century wlth "poetic justice," and second, the nature of the 

t:'raglC hero. W1th the rise of the nuddle classes, the role 

of the theatre, and especlally of ar1stocratlc tragedy, had 

'to be redefined. Diderot, Beaumarchals, and Mercler 

advocated the replaclng of a J aded drama founded on constn ct-

lng neo-classlcal rules by a threatre that would reflect the 

values of the bourgeoi~ie, portray ltS way of Ilfe, deal 

with lts daily concerns. "Serlous",drama," nudway betw~n 

tragedy and comedy, replaced the old fom Whlch, 1 t seerred, 

was now deflnltely on the decilne. 

The interest ln tragedy, ln partlcular Shakespearean 

tragedy, was revi ved ln the Romantl c era as leadlng phllo-

sophers returned to sorne of the questions raised by 

Aris totle, and a number of new and orlglnal theoretical 

approaches were undertaken. Hegel' s theory of tragedy ,!Las 

been called the most origlnal s inee Arlstotle, the only one 

to contribute anything valuable to ~e study of the genr.,.4 

Like Aristotle before him, Hegel conoentrates on the 

"-posltive outcome of a potentially negative situation, on a 

higher harmony. What seems like fear, is actually courage; 

=;=ne; = 
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what seems 11ke dlS0rder, 15 actually order. In Arlstotle, 

fear had becorne a necessary element ln the attalnrnent of~ 

ltS Opposlte; Slml1arly, ln Hegel dlsorder 15 the cruclal 

prerequisi te for order. As a means to an end, dlsorder 

becornes a posltlve value; pure eVll lS banlshed from 

tragedy. (ThlS 15 perhap5 Hegel's most lmportant contrlbu-

tlon. Whether It lS applicable to actual traglc drama lS 

another questlon.) 

Accordlng to Hegel, traglc sufferlng 15 a result of 

two forces both ln themselves good, but each 19norlng the 

rlght of the other. Tragedy resldes ln both these rlghts 

becomlnq a wrong because of thelr Implngement on each other. 

The two equally wlllful forces are reconclled by 

negatlng each other, and passlng through sufferlng and 

dlsorder - but all for the sake of a flnal hlgher order, 

the synthesls. The blind fate of Arlstotle becornes ratlon-

allzed, rnoralized. 

Tragedy 15, then, a check against imbalance and 

chaos. The problern wlth modern tragedy lS, says Hegel, 

that it emphaslzes character tao much: the hero becornes more 

individua}lzed and personallzed and not 50 much the expres-

. f . l . 5 Slon 0 a partlcu ar exceSSlve power. 

Unllke Hegel, Schopenhauer and Nietzsche do not dwell 

on the-ethlcal aspects. For them fate, though now secular-

lzed, retalns i~s classical essence as something above and 

beyond partlcular causes. Schopenhauer sees very little 

-.; . 

) 
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JOY ln tragedy, for tragedy ref1ects the worth1essness 

of 1nd1v1dua1 11fe: 

. . the end of th1S h1ghest poetica1 
ach1evement lS the representat10n Of 
the terrlb1e slde of 11fe. The un­
speakab1e pa1n, the wail of human1ty, 
the triumph of eV1l, the scornful 
rnastery of chance, and the 1rretrievab1e 
fal1 of the Just and lnnocent. 6 

Tragedy 15 the representat10n of the "str1fe of wl11 wlth 

1tself." The same Wlll appears ln US al1, but ltS 

phenomena f1g~t wlth and destroy each other. In the traglc 

hero the w111 appears rnost powerfully, but on1y to be flna1-

1y renounced as he resigns and glves up the w111 to 11ve. 

He dles purlfled by suffer1ng, after hlS w111 ta 11ve lS 

dead. Schopenhauer is almost cheerfully peSSlmlst1c: 

the demand for so-ca11ed poet1cal 
Just1ce rests on an entlre mlS­
conception of the nature of tragedy, 
and, lndeed of the nature of the 
wor1d 1tse1f . . only the du11, 
opti~St1C, Protestant-ratlonalistlc, 
or pecul1arly Jewlsh VleW of life 
will make the demand for poetical 
Just1ce, and f1nd satlsfact10n in 
1t. The true sense of tragedy is the 
deeper insight, that it is not hlS 
individua1 sins that the hero atones 
for but or1gina1 sin, 1.e.~ the cr1me 
of existence i tse1f. ., 

To say that Schopenhauer sees no arder, no des1gn ln 

tragedy, 15 ta interpret the se concepts too'narrowly: one 

can find a special lf misanthropic order here. 

p -r srnrs g rd t 
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Influenced to an extent by Schopenhauer, Nletzsche 

turned his pesslrnlsm into a positlve viSlon ln The Birth 

of Tragedy. He saved tragedy from Schopenhauer's absolute 

one-sldedness by showing that lt lS a blendlng of two 

Opposlte forces: the primltlve, collectlve, and intoxlcat-

lng Dionyslan elernent and the ratlonallst, phl1osophical, 
~ 

and indivlduallst Apollonian elernent. The dramatlc vision 

lS 

.. a V1Slon on the one hand completely 
of the nature of Apollonlan dream-lllu-
Slon ... but on the other hand, . the 
Ob]ectlflcatl0n of a Dlonyslan condltlon, 
tendlng toward the shatterlng of the 
lndlvldual and hi~ fusion wlth the 
orlglnal Oneness. 

The inevitable sufferlng and destructlon of the hero are 

pleaslng ta the spectator because the y assert the unlty 

of hfe. In tragedy negation leads to afflrmation, 

sufferlng leads ta ]ay. Tragedy lS dependent upon the 

balancing of these two opposing elements. However, accord-

inç ta Nletzsche tragedy is in essence unbounded, ecstatlc, 

and irrational, and thus becornes somethlng less than 

tragedy when the rational ~pollonian element lS allowed 

to predomin,?te. 

Even this very sketchy survey of sorne a~ttedly 

major theoreticians of tragedy reveals that there seemS 

to be little consensus on what tragedy is and what is its 

purpose. 

, 
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\ The death of tragedy ha~ been the subject of countles9 

discuss~ons not only on dra~a, but also on the spirit of 

the t~mes. This inqu~ry into crltical considerations on 

the possiblilty of modern tragedy beglns wlth the recogni-

tlon of the fact that something in the nature of traglc 

drama has caused writers, phllosophers, and critlcs to try 

and preserve it against aIl odds: cIearIy, tragedy holds 

a special fasclnation for a certaln class of crltlCS. The 

theslS wlll examlne a number of prominent 20th-century 

arguments, and attemrt, by followlng their strengths and 

weaknesses, to indlcate s~ provlslonal concluslons on 

whether tragedy lS posslble ln the modern age or whether 

lt has been burled beyond hope of resurrection. 

a sue - .... 
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Notes 

l Plato, The Republic, trans. F.M. Cornford (London: 

Oxford Un~vers~ty Press, 1975). The appea1 of dramat~c 

poetry ta the emotions 1S d~scussed in Part V. - "The 

Quarre1 Between Philosophy and Poetry," pp. 333-341. 

2 Aris totle, "Poetics," in Ar1S totle' s Theory of Poetry 

and Fine Art, S.H. B\.ltcher, trans. and ed., (London: 

Macmlllan and Co., 1902), pp. 46-47. 

3The "cath~s1s controversy" 15 brief1y dlscussed ln 

F.L. Lucas's Tragedy in Pelation to Arutot1e's PoeticSl, 

(London: Hogarth Press, 1949), pp. 23-26. 

Lucas mentlons LeSSlng' s lnterpretat10n of "cathars~s" 

as "purl flcation," a k1nd of correct1 ve that purl f1es men' s 

emotions, as weIl as the opposlng view that through 

"catharsis" p1 ty and fear are purified as the spectator, 

v~ewing the suffering of others, becomes d1sinterested 

ln hlS own suffering. Lucas dlsmisses both of these ~nter-

pretat10ns and contends that "catharsls" does not mean 

"purification," but rather "purgation." According to him, 

it is not that the passions are purged of impurit1es, 

but rather that men are purged of excessive emotions. 

In this lnterP.t;:8tat1on "catharsis" becomes a medical 
r 

metaphor and "Tragedy . . simp1y a means of get,ing rid 

of repressions." (p. 25). 
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4 A.C. Bradley, "Hegel 's Theory of Tragedy," Hegel 

on Tragedy," Anne and Henry Paol ucc~, eds., (New York: 

Harper and Row, 1975), p. 367. 

5 
Hegel On Tragedy, esp. pp. 97.-152. 

6 Arthur Schopenhauer, ftThe Platonlc Idea: The Object 

of Art ," ~n his The World as Wi 11 and l dea, trans. R. B . 

H al dan e an d J. Ke mp, vo 1. 1. (London: Trtlliner, 1803), 

p. 326. 

7 
Ibld., p. 328. 
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B Fnedr~ ch Nietzs che, The Bi rth of Tragedy and The 

1 
Genealoqy of Moral$, trans. FranC1S Golfflng (New York: 

Doub1eday, 1956), p. 56. 
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CHAPTER ONE 

Tragedy Dylng 

In 1929 Joseph Wood Krutch argued in hl.S book The Modern 

Temper, WhlCh had a great lmpact,that the apparent death of 

tragedy was one of the lnstances bf the inferlOrlty of the 

modern era. Thoug~ hlS book lS obviously a portralt of an 

age rather than a dlScusslon of tragedy, and though l t lS 

presented as a closed case, the baSIC argument encompasses 

much of the ratlona1e one encounters ln the subsequent 
l 

studies of tragedy. It 15 therefore worth outllnl.nq here. 

Krutch argues that manklnd gradual1y developed from a sense 

of securl ty and unquestlonlJt.Ç fal th ln the meaning of Ilfe 

to skeptlclsm and InsecurIty. Accordlng to hlm, man ln 

h.lS ratlonall ty has fail'ed to br.lng meanlng and confl.dence 

Into hlS l.lfe. The phllosophers were never of mueh comfort 

or he1p. 

Rrutch beglns h.l s en tique of the modern era by comparing 

the f ate of mankind .ln the 20 th cen tury ta the fate of the 

child who grows up and leaves innocence forever behind. 

Modern man 

. has exchanged the uni verse whi ch 
hlS des ires created, the uni verse made 
for man, for the universe of nature of 
which he is only a part. Like the child 
growing into rnanhood, he p~sses from a 
world which i8 fitted to him into a world 
for which he must fit himself. 1 

#, ==1 
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Th1s will be Krutch's cehtral metaphor throughout 

hlS illustration of contemporary man's sad state of affa1rs. 

Man in h1S infancy creates the world of poetry, mythology, 

and rel1gion, a world of his imagination and des1re, an 

illus1ve world to h1S llking; man 1n h1S maturity areates 

the monstrous world of bleak reality, the world of SC1ence .. 
and truth. From the unfortunate 1ntrusion of truth into 

the world of fancy spr1ngs what Krutch calls the "modern 

temper" : 

/ 

The structures wh1ch are var10usly 
known as mythology, re11g10n, and 
phllosophy, and WhlCh are alike ~n 
that each has 1 ts function the ln ter­
pretation of experlence in terms 
which have human values, have 
collapsed under the force of succeSSlve 
attacks and shown themselves utterly 
lncapable of assimilating the new 
stores of experience WhlCh have 
b~n dumped upon the world. With 1n­
cteaslng completeness SClence maps 
out the pattetn of nature, but the 
l~ter has no relat~on to the pattern 
~f human needs and f,eelings. 2 

/Science has been responsible for the great demystlfica-

, ~t~n that has occurred in all fields of human endeavor, bu~ 

man has had to paya rather high priee for this, Krutch 

laments. Science has managed to explain away our emotlonal 

lives, and what were previously realities - the ~xistence 

of a soul, a will, God - have become illusions we nonethe-

Iess desperately c1ing ta since our lives would be intolera-

bly barren wi thout them. Under the eold gaze of science, 

7 SM 
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previously absolute morality has become an arbitrary in-

vention of man. Without absolute ethics to guide us, we 

have become frustrated and have come to grope after some-

thing tangible to believe 1n though we are only too well 

aware that emptiness surrounds us. Man must 

. . . rest content wi th the admission 
that though the uni verse which 
science deals with is the real universe, 
yet we do not and cannot have Any but 
fleeting and imperfect contact with 
lt; that the most lmportant part of 
our lives--our sensations, emotions 
desirès and aSPirations--tEe.Plaoe 
in a uni verse of illusions hich 
SClence can at~enuate or d stroy~ but 
which it i5 powerless to enrich. 

ThlS then is the dolorous predicament of the "modern 

temper. " Can man handle this newly acquired knowledge? 

This is the questlon Krutch asks throughout his book and 

one that he answers in the negative. Science is not 

suited for human consumptlon, Krut~ seems to he saying, 
.J 

and his stance is decisively anti-intellectual. 

With the help of science, man has destroyed most of 

his illusions and fallacies, and, alas, there is no 

turning back. This i5 the case with tragedy too. The 

tragic vision is based on a view of man we now know to pe 

fallacious, and are therefore unable to recapture. Th~s 

sublime art-forro i8 tne brainchild of man's imagination. 

h. shows man Itt:'ruggling \agâinst forces above and beyond his 

understanding and control, being physically vanquished ~ 

, 
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the unequal struggle, but emerging ultimately the triumphant 

moral victor. Tragedy shows man willing te suffer for his 

ide as , enligh tened and ennobled by the knowledge gained 

through this sufferinq. 1 n order to produce a gen uine 

tragedy, Krutch arques, an age must believe in man's 
-,)" 

worthiness, in his 9.reatness. Our modern rational temper 
; 

has made it impossible for us to believe not only ~n God, 

but also in man. Man ~s no longer the mystery he was; 

every aspect of his body, mind, and soul has been explored 

by science. And since no illusions remain about man, he 

can no longer be thought of as noble. Therefore 

. . . though we still apply, sometimes, 
the adjective "tragic" to one or another 
of those modern works of literature which 
des cribe h uman mi sery and whi ch end trore 
sadly even than they begin,' the te.tnl is a 
misnomer sinee i t is obvious tha t the works 
in question have no~\'Üng in common with 
classical examples of thé genre and produce 
in the reader a sense of depression which 
i8 the exact opposite of the elation 
generated when the spiri t of a Shakespeare 
rises joyously superior to the ou~ard 
calamities which he recounts and celebrates 
the greatness of the human spirit whose 
travai 1 he describes. Tr~edies, in tha t 
only sense of the word which has Any 
diatinctive meaning, are no longer 
written .... It is the result of one 
of those enfeeblements of the human 
spirit ... and a further illustration 
of that gradual weakening of man' s con­
fidence in his abili ty to impose upon the 
phe.P0menon of life an interpretation 
accEtptable te his desi res whi ch is the 
subject of the whole of the present 
discussion. 4 
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Before the advent of rationalism (Krutch does not 

tell the reader how, when or why this happened), the \ 

dramatist saw man as a noble creature: therefore he was 

abl~ to represent his tragic hero as a man of high station, 

usually of aristocratie nobility. 'According to Krutch, the 

nobility of the tragic hero is symbolic, that is, it shows 

hi~ inward majesty; thus his gradual democratization points 

to a diminishing beliet in the greatness of man. The modern 

t~mper, with the help of scientist~ has come to see man 

as c~onplace and his emotions as petty. One would have 

to infer that this is why Ibsen, and all the more the lesser 

modern dramatists, are unable to represent their hero as 

anything more than an uninteresting, grey bourgeois--or 

worse yet, a mean member of the lOfer class. To this, it 
\ 

.. 

must be objected that it is true that we have come to think of 

"man" as an ordinary citizen, but that it is only Krutch's 

reactionary leap of logic which makes him conclude that 

therefore we have come to think of him as lees noble. The 

fact that an ordinary man is worthy of, for example, 

Ibsen's serious drama (whether that is in fact tragedy will 

have to be determined later) goes to prove just the 

opposite: that people, even if they are no kings or prin-

cesses, are worthy of our attention, that the exposition 

of the "common man's" problems is a valid cause . 

• For al1 his ta1k of symbolic greatness, Krutch 

basically endorses Aristotle's equating of nobility and 

• 
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greatness vith social station. It il then difficult not 

to suspect that it i8 at least partly the low station and 

social insiçnificance of the protagonists of modern serioue 

drama th~t irritates him. One could put up an interesting 
l' b 

argument to the èlfect that H~let's tragedy is more 

significant than Oswald'. (in The Ghosts) because it is 

also Denmark's tragedy. However, this is not Krutch's 

rationale for finding Oswald petty and insignificant. It 

is rather that he finds the exchanging of royalty for the 

"common man~ and gods for disease, or filial piety for 

filial syphilis, a sign of an.inslgnificant and meaning-

1e8s world. Of course, the fact that he is not a prince 

in ~tact with gods doe~ot make Oswald's suffering any 

less ~eute. Furthermore, anyone approachlng The Ghosts 
, . 

and its symbolic meaning with the same seriousness Krutch 

applie. to Sh~espeare, will realize that that play too 

has its "Denma~k" not only its anemic imitation of a Hamlet. 

It is simply that th~ nev symbolic system does not appeal 

to Krutch. 

the single l'DOat important idea around which 

jcussion revol~.s la the notion of tragedy as 
~ 

the optimis ic éxp~e.Bion of a confident age, an age 

revellinq in ~ cèlebration of its own qreatness, an age 

satisfied with what it sees when it looks in the mirror. 

7
The unhappy endlnq in tragedy 

be 9 the restoring of or4er, 

" 

i. a meana to an end, the end 

the,satisfaction that cornes 

• 
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fram seeIng the herOlC exerClse of the wlli. If Hamlet's 

llfe was sacrlficed, hlS death was ultimately not depresslng 

because It was for a noble cause, and ln the end Denmark 

was cured of lts rottenness. Today, Krutch afflrms, there 

are no noble causes, no noble men. The modern age 15 

lnferior because people are lncapable of the,optlmlstlc 

vISIon tragedy presupposes. The Infancy of mankind ylelds 

myths and fables ln whlch the good always trlumphs ovet 

the ev 11. In the adolescent, no longer naive but stlll 

hopeful stage, man produ~s tragedy. And finally ln full 

maturlty, the modern temper prevents man from comlng up 

with anythlng but gloorny Images of hlS own lnslgnificance. 

Accordlng to MIguel de Unamuno's work Thè Trag~ Sense 

of Llfe a people acqulres that sense when lt bEcomes 

aware of the gap between what It deSlres and what It 

actually achleves, and of the dlscrepancy between the 

actua! material order of the world and a preferred ldeal 

order; thlS speclal sense of Ilfe lB opposed to ratlonallsm 

and to the sClentific spirit. It combines an acute 

awareness of one' s ~ssa tlsfactlon and an occaslonally na'ive 

faith that something cah be don~ about It. Once the 

scientlflc spIrit enters man's life, sorne of the discrep-

ancies and gaps are explained and others accepted as truths. 

Thus man loses his qu~xotic tendencles and so, too, the 

"t of 11' fe. ,,5 raglc sense Tragedy is the unlntellectual 

manl.festatlon of man's frp~rat~ons and at the same time 

'. 
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a cure fo/ them. This 15 baslcally Krutc~'s vlew tao, 
0( 

except that he downplays the frustratlons of adolescent 

manKlnd and presents them as the typlcal attrlbutes of 

modern man. Tragedy, for hlm, lS not despalr, but an 

escape from It, and 1tS 1rratlonallty 1S preferable ta 

modern man's ratlonal Inabillty ta rlse abave hlS frustra-

tlons and gloom. 

Ta modern man It can no longer be a comfort that he 

must undergo sufferlng ln order ta transcend and achieve 

order and harrnony. He has lost the traglc falth. 

tragedy 

We accept gladly the outward defeats 
WhlCh It de5crlbes for the sake of 
the Inward Vlc~orles WhlCh It 
reveals. 6 
Thus for the great ages tragedy 15 
not .n expreSSIon of despalr but 
the means by wh~ch they saved them­
selves from It. 

In 

Krutch lS too blinded by hlS hatred of the modern era ta see 

any positIve value in people's unwllllngness to accept 

sufferlng and preference to look for solullons. He does not 

reallze that thlS tendency in the modern age mlght be a 

proof of people's optimlsm rather than of their pesslmism. 

" Hls own pessimism gets in the way and thus he does not con-

sidér the possibllity that bes1de acceptlng defeat and 

com~orting oneself with tragedy there just might be other 

ways to reveal Inward victories - not to mention th~t one 
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mlght strlve to achieve outward victories as weIl. 

Whereas Krutch's Ideal tragedy appeases (as accordlng 

to Arlstotle, tragedy should), an Ibsenlan, or lndeed a 

post-Ibsenlan play, may arouse. In that sense lt would be 

dangerous from the pOlnt of Vlew of the status quo. (Plato 

probably would a150 have obJected to It.) ThlS lTlay even 

be the source of Krutch' 5 feellng that claSSlcal tragedy 

15 optlml~tlc and the modern play 15 pesslmlstlC. One woul d 

have to aoree wlth Rrutch that an Ib5enlan play dlsturbs, 

that there 15 an open quallty about It everythlng 

"vulgarly" hangs out at t,h.e.- end, nothlng lS tucked ln, 
1 

nothlng resolved. But 15 thlS a slgn of man's 10ss of 

confldence ln hlS own greatness? Or 15 It that the functlon 

of the arts, and wlth It of drama - lncludlng traglc drama-

has changed? Vnfortunately, Krutch, and others llke hlm, 

do not recog'r'llze or accept thlS new functlon, or see 1 t as 

valuable. In 1929 Krutch was as appalled by The Ghosts 

as audiences were almost half a century earller . 
• 

Krutch lS rlght ln saylng that we have lost our sub-

hurnan confidence ln 11fe, our naïve faith ln the world and 

in man, but he forg~ts that we have gained a dlfferent 

kind of confIdence, a knowledge of and sometimes certainty 

in a complex order less sophlsticated ages dld not even 

drearn of. The problem wlth Krutch's analysis does not Ile 

ln hlS estimation of modern man as skepticai and at times 

despairing, but rather ln his outline of the development 
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from absolute fal.th to absolute despalr WhlCh refuses to 

see any pOsltive values ln the modern tendency to que!;jtl.an 

rather than aecept. H1S study 15 a reaetl.onary plece of 

nostalgla, a bltter glance baek to the God-fearlng, non-

SClentlflC era when such now outdated notl.ons as lave or 

tragedy were stlll posslble. 

Llke Kruteh, FrancIs Fergusson ln The Idea of a Theater 

(1949) Vlews the sltuatlon froJTl the vantage palnt of an 

Imaglned Sophoclean or Shakespearean "ldea of a theater"-

the eorrunon understandlng of a people, a shared set of 

bellefs and values upon WhlCh the dramatlst could bullel. 

Modern SOCl.etles lack thlS unl fled V1S10n and thus the 

drama,'they create necessanly falls short of the ldeals 

of hl gh tra gedy : 

In splte of the lntelleetual and artl.stlc 
trlumphs of the modern wrl. ters, we cannot 
say what relation they have to the modern 
world. What relatlon lS possible to a 
soelety with no actual foeus of under­
standIng, responsible power, common 
values?8 

Fergusson's d.1.scussion rests on two basle statements: 

one, that a "central ldea of a theater" 15 misslng, and 

t .... o, that social reall.sm lS too narrow for a satlsfactory 

drarnatlc convention ta be built on It. Though sueh giants .. 

.. - .. --~~--_ .. ----- -----" ( 
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of modern drama as Ibsen and Chekhav took the challenge 

of placlng theIr dramas in thlS resctrlctlve settlng, the 

result was far fram satlsfactary. In other words It fell 

short of the Ideal, I.e. the tragedy of Sophacles and 

Arl statle . 

Thaugh he 18 much more appreclatlve of Ibsen and Chekhav 

than Krutch, Fergussan glves llttle chance ta modern draIna. 

Already rus deflnltlan of modern reallSTIl as "photographIe 

lITUtatlan of the human scene" IS Ilmlted, ta say the least. 

One of the maJor problems of real1sm, accordlng ta Ferqussan, 

lS that It InsIsts on glvIng precIse answers and cOmlng up 

wIth Solutlons-ali ta the detrIrnent of the pateT"tlallv 

traglc farm. Speaklng of the Ghasts he says: 

At the end of the play the tragIc rhythm 
of Mrs,.~lvlng's quest 15 nat sa much 
comp leted as brutally truncated, ln 
obedl ence ta the requl remen ts of the 
thes l s and the' th rlller .. from the 
pOInt of view of MIs. AlVlng's tragic 
ques t as we have seen i t develap through 
the rest af the play,. [the] con-
cluslon concludes nothlng: It lS ~rely 
sensation al. 9 

Fe~gusson is right in seelng none of the clean-cut 

resolutions Nere that one finds ln Hellenic tragedy. ThIS 

is of course a1so Krutch 1 s complaint. However, the i'n-

conclusiveness of plays such as The Ghosts, feedIng back 

into tJ1e audience's reality, can equally weIl be seen as 

/ ; :::::zn 71; • s 
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testlfylng to thelr rlchness rather than to thelr Ilnltatlon. 

But for such a Vlew one must stop lookln~ back ta anClent 

models. 

The problem 15 that nelther Krutch nor Fergusson makes 

a dIstInctIon between Hellenlc and RenaIssance tragedy. 

They use the two forms of the genre almost Interchangeably 

to help them demonstrate the lnferlorlty of modern drama, 

and thlS, l thlnk, goes to dlscredlt many of their arguments. 

Already ln Renalssance tragedy, for example, the resolutlon 

IS not as clear-cut as l~ anClent tragedy. For example, 

the order that lS restoreà at the end of Hamlet (Fortlnbras) 

lS not the sarne arder that was lost at the beginning 

(Harnlet's father.) 30th Krutch and Fergusson Ignore thlS 

Important Element. 

Slnce the whole of Fergusson' s (and to an extent 

Krutch's) argument rests on thlS notIon of SocIety with 

"conunon values," It might be useful to establlsh what 

exactly the phrase entalls. Does Fergusson thlnk that a 

fIxed system of values 15 preferable to the modern plurallty 

of values? He hlmself never puts the questIon ln that way 

--he is s~y ÈIsturbed by what he considers ta be a chaotlc 

SItuatIon. He more or less.lgnores the fact that the Idea 

of an art-forro for a particular élIte or small segment of 

the population is nothlng new, that ln fact it 15 encoutered 

more often than oj a theatre for "everyone." Of course, there 

must be sorne common ground of understand'ing between the 

• 
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playwrlght and h15 publlC, however 5mall t.."lat publlc rru.ght 

be-otherwlse 1.t 15 absurd to speak of theatre. The fact 

that we 5tll1 create art, and even have theatre, lS proof 

that there must be groups who share sets of values. Even 

the eXl5tence of Broadway 15 based on a conmon under5tandlng, 

as 1.5 the prevalence of Clnema or teleV1.S10n over theatre 

ln a g1.ven soc.lety., It 5eems to me that Fergusson, under 

the pretext of dlscusslng the eJUstence of shared bellefs, 

15 actually crltlcally alludlng to what he takes ta be 

modern values and wlnclng ln dlspleasure. Modern bellefs 

slmply do not measure up to hlS est1.mat1.on of what values 

should be. 

Llke Krutch, Fergusson draws morals frofT' the regrettable 

condl tlon of the theatre: 

And when the ldea of a theater lS l.nadeguate 
or lacklng, we are reduced ta speculatlng 
about the pllght of the whole culture. 
Unles s the demorali zlng power of modern 
industry 15 unders tood ln sorne perspectl. ve, 
how can human life itself be seen as any­
thing more than a by-product (marketable 
or unrnarketable , proletar1.an or capitalistl 
of its developing rnachinery? Unless the 
cultural components of our melt1.ng-pot 
are recognized, evaluated, and understood 
l.n sorne sort of relationship--our religious, 
racial, and regional tram tions al"tà our 
actual habi ts of mind de ri ved from apph ed 
science and practical poli tics, seen a$ 

mutually relevant-how can we hope for a 
public medi um of cormnunication IOOre t 
significant than that of our move-palaces, 
induction-centers, and camps for displaced 
persons? 10 

-_._-_ .... --... _--------------------
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Too many Cl1Chês, too many assumpUons and short 

C1rcu1ted conclus1ans, not enough preClse argumentatlon and 

factual 1nform.t1on are to be found ln studles of Krutch 's 

and Fergusson's l<lnd. And Ln most cases such stud1es do 

not beg1n approach1.ng the analyt1cal depth of The Modern 

Temper and The Idea of a Theater. 

For th1.S reasan, Georqe Ste1.ner's The Death of Tragedy 

(1961) 1.S very refreshlng. Though he stlll works from the 

Anstotel1an def1nltlon of tragedy, he does not shut out 

ferule dlScusSlon by assurung as an und15cu55ed and In-

dlsputable premi$e that modern theatre 15 Inferlor to ItS 

clasS1cal or Renalssance predecessors. H1S book chronlcles, 

ln a h1stor1cal survey, the changl.ng values of Soc1ety as 
J 

man1fested ln the development and decllne of the traglc 

mode. Though the~ lS ln h1S analy~ls a good deal of 

value-]udgment, 1t does not beg1n to approach Krutch's or 

Fergusson's axe-grinding partlsanshlp. He examInes the 

theatre .6rom the pOInt of Vlew of the pub,lic and-proceeding 

from the econo~c factors Influenc~ng the r1se and fall 

of a partIcular type of audience as well as the phllosophlcal 

background of the age-the world-view that created and 

later ki lIed the SP1ri t of tragedy . 
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The democratlzatlon of the publlc ln the 18th century 
.. 

was accompanl ed by a lowerlng of dramatl c standards; 

melodrama became extremely popular. Furthermore: 

The French Revolutlon and the Napoleomc 
wars plunged ordlnary men Into the stream 
of h1story. They la1d them open to 
pressures of exper1ence and feel1ng Wh1Ch 
had in earlier times been the dangerous 
prerogatlves of princes, stat~smen and 
profess1onal sold1ers. Once the great 
levles had marched and retreated across 
Europe, the anClent balance between 
pnvate and publlc hfe had altered. An 
Increaslng part of prlvate llte now lay 
open to the clalms of hlstary. 
The new "hlstor1cal" man . caIlV!' ta 
the th reatre w l th a newspaper ln hlS 
pocket. In lot nught be facts more 
desperate and sen tirren ts more provoca tl ve 
than many a drarnatlst would care to present. 
The aud1ence had wlthin ltself nO qual1ty 
of sllence, but a surfeit and turnult of 
ernot1on.. . How was the playwright ta 
satlsfy 1t, ta rlval the draIna of actual 
news? Only by crying even louder havoc, 
~y wr1tlng melodrama. l1 

The new bourgeo1s audIence asked to be entertalned, and 

theatre now had ta compete W1 th other forros of lelsure 

activities. The publlc was no longer touched by the sub-

hru ty of classical tragedy; l ts i nteres t lay ln realism. 

Thence the decllne of the serious draIna and the rlse of the 

novel, the new art form of the rapidly growIng middle class. 

Unlike tragedy, it dealt with the prosaic everyday world, 

the world the new public was rnost_ farniliar wi th. Steiner 
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considers thls t~n from serlOUS drama to the novel one of the 

most lmportant occurences ln the hlstory of the lmaglnatlon. 

Whether One agrees or not, one must adrolt that the nature 

of the theatre and drama ln any age cannat be understoad 

wlthaut reference to audlence dernand and ta the other 

avallable sources of informatlon and entertalnroent. A 

dlScuSSlon of the role of the theatre ln North Amerlca 

today wlthaut a mentlon of the Importance of mOVles and 
~ ç 

televlslon would remain meanlngless. Creatlve energy has 

not, one hopes, dlsappeared; It has anly been channeled 

Into ather forros of art or pseudo-art. A study of the death 

of tragedy wlth no reference ta the fate of the theatre 

ln general and of other literary forros must necessarlly be 

shallow. Slmilarly, by not roentl0nlng the lmportance of 

the novel from the l8th century on, crltlcs llke Krutch 

and Fergusson tell only half the story. 

SteIner examlnes sorne of the maJor beliefs of Enllghten-

ment and Romanticism ln order to determ~ne to what ex~ent 

the spIrit of the age was, or was not, tragic. Two elernents 

are ernphasized as essentlal te tragedy: catastrophe--

tra~edy always ends badly--and irrationalitY--lt deals ,with 

mysterious forces. 

. . . any realistic notion of tragic 
drama must start from the fact of the 
catastrophe. Tragedies end badly. 
The tragic personage i8 broken by 

~rces which can neither be fully 
underBt~od nor overcome by rational 

.. m~ 
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prudence. Where the causes 
of dlsaster are temporal, where the 
conflict can be resolved through 
technical or soclal means we may 
have serious drama, but not tragedy. 
More pllant divorce laws could not 
alter the fate of Agamemnon; social 
psychiatry is no answer to Oedipus. 
But saner economic relatlons or 
better plumblng ~ resolve the 12 
gravft crises ln the dramas of Ibsen. 

Whereas ln Krutch's The Modern Temper the lrrat10nallty 

of tragedy takes on an alr of pleasant naïvet~ and lnnocence, 

ln Stelner's study lt becomes a dark, mysterlous force that 

haunts man and is flnally defeated ln the Age of Reason. 

With thls defeat tragedy dles. Accordlng to Stelner,as 

saon as man stops bellevlng ln the absolute, the lneVl table, 

the predetermlned, he can no longer create tragedy. Thus 

the age of Enllghtenment, wlth the Rausseaulst bellef ln 

the perfectlblllty of man, marks the beglnnlngs of the death 

of tragedy. Born innocent, corrupted anly by h15 enVlron-

ment, man 15 no longer responslble for hlS actlons. ThlS 

can make for morally flabby drama, as some have argued, 

but it can also, Steiner says,engender a drama of endless 

possiblllties. Man's fate 15 no longer predetermined by 

incomprehensible forces, he is his own rnaster. The almost 

overbearing optimism and self-confldence of the era leaves 

no room for the tyagic ides 01 hopelessness, for the re­

cognition that tlere fs no way out. The Romantic temper 

always sees a way out, and in drama there will be a way out 

... 
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till one gets to people such as Beckett who wlll show 

again the hopeless, the absolute, the liloglcal, and the 

absurdo 
"\ 

Unlike Krutch, Steiner sees the overt confldence 

in man as an obstacle to the tragic vislon. It must be 

• added that what Stelner talks about 15 a ratl0nalizlng 

confidence, the confldence of an age that 15 unwilling 

to accept for a fact thé ~navoldable unive~sality of 

sufferlng. Krutch, on the other hand, calls for an ir-

ratlonal confldence, a confldence based on a lack of under-

standlng, on bllnd falth. The former 15 an actIve con-

fldence; the latter a passlve one. 

Another of Stelner's reasons for the Ramantlcs' fallure 

ta revive traglc drama is thelr ObseSSlon wlth the self, 
( 

once agaln the result of thelr brand 0\ confldence. The 

narC1Sslst tendencies of the Romantics are best expressed 

in lyric poetry and not ln the publlC, necessarily more 

objestlve, genre of drama. 

As Steiner shows, tragedy seems to go against the grain 

of the Romantic temperi and yet, strangely enough, the 

mind of the time 15 immensely attracted to tragedy, possibly 

to i ts sublime eloquence an41 to what the age interprets as the 

magnification of tfie tragic hero. We must still be romantics 

at heart, for these are the elements, l suspect, that many 

of our critics are attracted to in tragtdy and because of 

which they cling to it so desperately. 

: 
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Steiner devotes a generous portion of the book to the 

failure of modern dramatists to employ language suitable 

to the loftiness of tragedy. His assumption is that only 

verse is deserving enough: 

Verse. is not only the special -guardian 
of poetic truth against the crifique of 
empiricism. It is the prime dlvider 
between the world of high tragedy and 
that of ordinary existence. Kings, 
prophets, and heroes speak in verse, 

,. thus showing that th' exernplary par50nage5 
in the commonwealth communicate ln a 
manner nobler and more ancient than 
that reserved to cornroon men. There 15 
nothing democratic in the vision of 
tragedy. The royal and heroic characters 
whom the gods honer with their vengeance 
are set higher than we are in the chain 
of being, and their style of utterance 
must reflect this elevation. Cornmon 
men are pros aie, and revolutionaries 
write their manifestoes in prose. Kings 
answer in verse. l3 

, 

This is certA~nly ~rue of Hellenic and Shakespearean 

tragedy, but the question te be asked is: is this the sine 

qua non of traqedy? Ooes all t,ragedy require an anti­

denocratic, ~litist vision? ls there Any reason why only 

princes may be considered tragic material? As to language, 

there seern to be also no good reasons why suffering, or a 

sense of the inevitable, could not he expressed through 

prose--if our modern temper does in fact reject verse. 

One reAson for ~e decline of tragedy that most cri tics 

men tion is A "decline of the organic world view and i ts 
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attendant context of mythodological, symbo1ic, and r~ual 

reference. &14 As was shown, Fergusson's who1e study 

revo1ves around this idea, and Rrutch must be taken as 

being concerned wi th the crumb1ing of values resu1 ting from 

a simi1a~ dec1ine. According to Steiner, the more successful 
~ 

of the modern serious playwrights-Ibsen.,Jor examp1e-

developed a coherent mythology to fit the new vision of 

~n and of his world; but on the whole, there has been a 
/ 

continuous splintering of value',;: a universai set of values, 

a clear rneaning to concepts, a larger reference, a "conunon 

ground; a kind of preliminary pact of understanding ... 

J
1c!rawn up b~~n ... [the p1aywrightJ and his 

are 1acking. 
. . 

society" 15 

1 

'rtt;è idiosyncrati c wor1d image, wi thout an 
o~thodo~ or public fabric to support it, 
is képt in focus only by virtue of the poet's 
present talent. It does not take root in 
the common soil. . When the classic 
and Christian world order entered into 
decline the consequent void could nOi be 
fiiied by acts of private invention. 6 

And all this maltes for an ailing drama, and the death 

of tragedy. 
/ 

Critics such as ~rutch tell their readers that 

" 
p1aywrights are no longer able to produce tragedies be-

cause the modern aqe is pessimistic, 1acking in faith and 

confidence, 7 i8 too resigned. Others, such as Steiner and 
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ta an exten t Fe rgusson, ln f orm them tha t tragedy l s dead 

because the publlC 15 tao optlmlstlc, has too much con-

fldence ln man's perfectlblilty, and IS not reslgned enough. 

The only "facts" they aIl seem ta agree on are that our age 

lS (too) ratlonal, and that l t possesses no common basls 

of values and understandlng. The latter lS, as l have 

suggested, a soroewhat dublOUS notlon and one that needs 

to be explored ln greater detall. As for the former, sorne 

crl t1.CS se€\.rat1.onall. ty as a bad omen (Krutch and Fergusson) , 

whlle.others View It Impartlally or even Wlth enthuslasm 

(SteIner) . Those who say that there lS no tragedy because 

people are too optlmlstlc, flnd tragedy to be an expressIon 

of pesslmlsm - for them ratlonallty leads ta an o~tlml.stlc 

viSl.on and therefore lS ta be welcomed. Conversely, those 

who clalm that there 15 no tragedy because people are too 

peSS1.mlstlc, c~sider tragedy to be an expressIon of 

opti~sm -- for them rationallty results 1.n a pesslffilstle 

outlook and thus Its advent 1.S ta be lamented. 

What is one to make of these contradlctory statements 

beyond the trlte reflection that crl.tl.es are bound to dl.s-

agree? Perhaps a provislo~al conclusl.on m1.ght be that the ... 
nature and existence of tragedy are contentl.OUS 1.ssues which 

cannot be resolved tlll one sees what the opponents - those 

who still believe in the eXl.stence of modern tragie drama---­

"' have to say. 
.... 

" 



35 

1 

Notes 

1 Joseph wood Krutch, The ~dern Temper (New York: 

Harcourt Brace, 1929), p. 8. 

2 
Ibl d. , 12. p. 

3 Ibld. , 72. p. 

4 
Ibld. , ll8-1l9. pp. 

5 
Mlguel de Unamuno, TraSlc Sense of Llfe, trans. 

J.E. Crawford F11tch (l\lew York: Dover Publlcatlons, 1954). 

6 
Krut ch, op. Cl t., p. 125. 

7 
Ibld., p. 126. 

8 
FranclS Fergusson, The Idea of a Theater (Prlnceton, 

N.J.: Prl.nceton unlverslty Press, 1949), p. 65. 

9 
Ibld., pp. 151-152. 

10 
1 b l d ., pp. 2 26- 2 2 7 . 

\ 

Il 
George Ste~ner, The Death of Tragedy (New York: 

Alfred A. Knopf, 1961), pp. 116-117. 

12 Ibl.Q., p. 8. 

13 l b id., pp. 241- 2 4 2 . 

14 Ibid., p. 292. 

15 Ibid.,p.320. 

( ) 16 
Ibid., pp. 322-323. 

• g 1 , & • d •. 2 :r S' es -



1 

( ) 

1 

36 

CHAPTER TWO 

Tragedy Contlnulng 

ThlS chapter presents the Vlews af those crltlcs wha 

attempted ta show - often ln reactlon to the precedlng group, 

and sometlmes lndependently- that tragedy lS posslble ln the 

modern age. 

In 1932 Mark HarrlS ln The Case for Tragedy challenqed 

the assertlon made by Krutchtand others l that tragedy lS no 

longer posslble because men have lost aIl sense of values. 

'H1S study attempts to place each traglc perlod ln lts proper 

soclopolltlcal a/nd cultural perspectlvei l-iarrls lS lnterested 

ln dlscoverlng what he rather vaguely calls the "soclologlcal" 

value of drama ln arder to lllustrate that each perlod had 

ltS own type of tragedy to WhlCh lt could relate, and ta which 

c~nsequent eras are not able ta relate ln qUlte the same way 

because they are prevented from doing so by "soclologlcal" 

barrlers. The concluslon lS that our era, too, must have ltS 

own partlcular set of values and a body of drama ta sUlt lt. 

Harrls draws a pattern of changlng societles, cultures, and 

tragem es ta show that the modern age, in not belng able to 

fully penetrate the tragedies of the ancients, lS not that 

different from previous eras. It is all a matter of natural 

f development, but not necessarlly the sort of decadence Krutch 

referred to. 
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In the chapter deallng W1 th moqern tragedy- "The Renas-

cence of the Undlst1ngu1shed"- HarrlS attacks Krutch's theory 

of tragedy, "a theory of unagl na tl ve reconcil ~a tion dependent 

2 on an herolC Vlew of human nature." First of all, the Idea 

of reconcl1iatl0n as natIve ta Greek and Renalssance tragedy 

seems dublOUS to h~m: 

The essence of Mr. Krutch's Idea of re­
conc~1~at1on ~s to be found, not ~n the 
class1c1sm of the f1fth century B.C., 
nor ~n the glgantlsm of Ellzabethan 
trag1c poetry, but ~n modern skeptlcism. 

A conceptlon of the un1verse as 
suff1c~ently hostIle to warrant such a 
Vlew would more probably belong ta Mr. 
Krutch's tlme than ta the ages of human­
lSt1C strength. 3 

It 15 certalnly true that Krutch ~s too peSSlmlstlc but 

Harr1S'S loglc lS guest1onable: though the El1zabethans had 

a klnd of fa1th ln mank1nd that people today lack and con-

versely, people today possess another klnd'of fa~th that they 

lacked- they were ObV1ously aware that the world d1d not a1-

ways function as they wou1d have deslred lt ta, and ln th1s 

sense they mlght have been ~n need of reconc11lat1on. 

Taking hlS eues from Krutch, Harris dlscusses natural1sm 

at sorne length, ln part~cular 1ts treatment of the protagonist: 

Naturalism is first of a~l lndifferent 
ta the concept of the no~le protagonist. 
In many instances the ac~ua1 position 
of the leading character or characters 
15 low on the soclal scale. . The 
more important respect in which the 

___________________ -.."'"" .. ~ "L_~'~_..:..__ 
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naturallst hero departs from tradltlon 
15 ln the d1rectlon of character. He 
15 no longer a lofty and powerful per­
sonality fatally flawed through enfeebled 
Judgment or ancestral curse. He lS 
rather the representatlve f~gure of 
democracy, sharlng man's collectlve 
med~ocrity and even h~s occaslonal de­
generacy. In any case, he lS slgnlf~­
cant through representatlon rather than 
through indlvlduallstic superlorlty.4 

ThlS lS, of course, some~hlng Krutch was weIl aware of-

lt was the source of h~s d~ssat~sfactlon. Harrls goes on 

to pOl nt out where the new protagon~st's rnagnltude or traglc 

slgnlflcance may Ile. He lS here referrlng to Hardy but thlS 

may Just as weIl be appl~ed to Ibsen, aIl the more Slnce lt 

15 addre5sed to Krutch: 

\ 

Hardy saw man as exceed~ngly small when 
rneasured against the un~verse, but he 
also knew him ta be capable of suffer­
~ng, through h~s sentiency and aspira­
t~ons. Such a creature ~s not for us 
tao mean a sacrlflce upon the altar 
of the tragic muse. 5 

Clearly, Krutch would d1sagree with this last statement 

because he lS work~ng wlth a definltlon that 15 considerably 

d~fferent from that of Harrls and others who argue for the 

possib~lity of a modern tragedy. Though Harris at first gues-

tioned Krutch's notion of reconciliation, he now d1stlnguishes 

between the old type of tragedy, the tragedy of reconciliation, 

and the new type, the post-Ibsenian tragedy of "suffering with­

out hope," a "tragedy of'the irreconcilable.,,6 This com-

_____ ~.J.-___ _ 
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;t pronuse would hardly appeal ta Krutch for whorn there IS no 
~\ . 

tragedy wlthout reconclllatlon. 

HarriS'S wllllngness to extend the deflnltlon of tragedy 

to lnclude modern drama 15 tYPlcal of those who clalm that 

tragedy lS stlll possIble. The fact that the classlcal de-

finitlon must be stretched and viewed more Ilberally lS proof 

that the old forms are not sUlted ta the new way of thlnklng. 

It 18 ln the reaction to thlS apparent impasse, that the 

crltlcs' opinions diverge: sorne throw up thelr arms ln d~ 

spalr ,ot.hers look for a new deflnltlon of tragedy. In the 

case of the latter group there seems to be a tendency to 

further elaborate UPQn the observatlons of the tradltlonal-

IStS, to ratlonallze them, offer explanatlons, and hopefully 

ta come to dlfferent, more posltlve, conclusIons. Complete 

dlsagreement wlth Krutch and hlS group on all Issues, a de-

nlal of all thelr assertlons, lS ha rd ta flnd. It would seem 

that cri tics who thlnk llke Harrls, whlle argulng wlth Krutch, 

Fergus80n, etc., on a number of pOInts, also agree wlth them 

on a list of other, often fundamental points. 

Elmer Edgar Stoll devoted the chapter "Tragic Fallacy, 

So Called"- in his Shakespeare and Other Masters (1940)--to 

answering Krutch. Stoll's flrst contention 15 that Krutch 

confuses art with life. He is referring ta Krutch'5 tenden-

cy ta deduce facts about Ilfe from art, ln partlcular ta his 

Tm, IF , sr 
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concludlng that Slnce our art no longer portrays heroes llke 

those of the past, we cannot posslbly thlnk of man as herolc. 

Art lS no document, argues Stoll, and 50 Krutch's rea50nlng 

from modern plays to modern soc1ety lS unwarranted. Further-

more, Stoll r1ghtly doubts that, for example, Shakespeare's 

tragedy was aIl that opt~nQstlc as Krutch flnds. Nonetheless, 

he agrees wholeheartedly wlth Krutch that the maln characters 

of Ibse,~an drama are unappeallng, and he trles to explaln, 

wlthout Krutch's brand of hostll1ty, why th1S should be 50: 

as a result of thelr newly ga1ned knowledge about man play-

wrlghts have come to value reallsm too much to be able to 

represent man as absolutely good or abs~utely eVll. Granted, 

a certa1n na~~et~ and even a great deal of lmaglnatlon have 

been lost, but: 

It lS a dlfferent conceptlon of the 
senre that lS now prevalllng, WhlCh 
has borne sorne good fruit and will, 
no doubt, bear better. It lS not 
thùt . . . of a tragedy lifted above 
or~nary experleAce, on the wings of 
poesy hlgh in alr. The prevalling 
conceptlon is that of tragedy h 1n-
herlng in the nature of things rather 
than in the deeds of man", or in men's 
relation ta their physical and SOClal 
environment, rooted in the earth. 
Poverty and ugliness, humble and low 
llfe, hovels and disease are a part 
of lt, and in the right hands .. 
are sometimes made to yleld situations 
which nevertheless elicit pit Y and 
terror, as a potentate deposed or wail­
ing in a prison cannot now. . An 
ano~nted and sceptered monarch i5 an­
other bit of tragic furniture, like 

59' 'M:!' 
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fate, ghost, and vllialn, weIl stored 
away ln the theatrlcal l~er-room; 
but are we splrltually Or lmaglnatlvely 
rnuch thç poorer for tha~77 

• 

The present dlScusslon revolves around thlS baslc questlon: 

Are we poorer for lt? The answer a crltlc glves usually colors 

hlS Vl€W of tragedy, hlS attltude toward the modern protago-

nist,and lt determlnes whether or not he wlll Vlew tragedy 

slrnply as a genre that can undergo change, or also as a flxed 

value- that lS, whether he wIll Vlew the lack of an Ideal 

tragedy as a slgn of decadence ln our moder~ age. 

When Stoll agrees that modern drarnatIc heroes are less 

llkeable than the classlcal traglC heroes he flnds a reason 

for that (lt lS never clear whether reason equals Justlflca-

tlon) ln the publlC'S and playwrlght's demand for 1) reallsm, 

2) psychologlcal veraclty, and 3) clrcumstantlal probablllty. 

ThlS Inslstence on reallsm, or truth, lS somethlng Krutch 

saw as one of the major shortcornlngs of our era; yet Stoll 

fInds that ln the best modern plays even that WhlCh 16 mean, 

low, and ugly adds somethIng to the overall aesthetlc effect. 

Here lt rnlght be useful to mentIon brIefly Aldous Hux-

8 
ley' s essay nTragedy and the Whole Truth." Huxley sets 

tragedy up as diametrically opposed to a Ilterature that en-

compasses the "whole truth." Tragedy deals wlth carefully 

selected extremes, with exalted one-slded personages; the 

banalltles of everyday llfe and dlstracting details are not 
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lncl uded. By contrast, "who le'f"'t ruth " 11 tera ture mlxes the sub-

Ilme and the ordlnary, the traglc and the comlC, lt lS the 

genre that prevalls ln modern llterature because of ltS ln-

slstence on "reallsm." The poslt1on Huxley presented ln h1S 

essay of 1931 has been rather common. Most of the cr1tlcs 

d1scussed here have, to lesser or greater extent, felt that 

tragedy and realIsm were Incompatlble. ThIS was qUIte often 

the case regardless of whetber they consldered modern drama 

petty, sordId, unlmaglnat1ve, pesslmistlc, and lrrelevant, or 

-r-Slgn1flcant, Imag1natIve, optlmlstlc, and hlghly relevant. 

As shall become eVldent later, only occaslonaJly has there 

been an attempt to suggest that reallsm mlght ln fact lead ta 

an enrIched type of tragedy wlth a very speclflc contemporary 

slgnlflcance. Whereas Krutch and Fergusson Vlew the fallure 

due to reallsm as more or less flnal and lrreverslble, Stoll 

never completely glves up hlS fa1th ln tragedy. He asserts 

that man stlll has dlgnlty and a set of values, though he 

never elaborates upon what these values might be. A llKlng 

for reallsrn 15 about the only value Stoll assigns ta modern 

SOcIety, but he does not say anythlng about the nature of thlS 

modern realIty. Furthermore, Stoll lS not totally convinced 
l 

about the eXI stence of tragedy today: 

In tragedy we are not reminded of the 
world about us except enough to be lost 
in its own. In our serious drama, in 
our literature generally, the world 
about us engrosses us, presses upon us; 

--
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the trag~c mach~nery, the superst~tlons 
and convent~ons, whereby it was kept 
afa~, has broken down; and perhaps tragedy 
ma~never fit ln w~th contemporary sub­
Jects- among the Greeks and Elizabe~ns 
themselves, as ln the Oed~pus and Harnlet, 
~t was generally not meant ta do so!9 

The lOglC ~n th~s passage 15 sa tWlsted that lt needs sorne 

clar~fylng. Stoll beglns by saying that tragedy rem~nds one 

Just enough of one's own world 50 that one wants to be lost ln 

the world of tragedy. (ThlS 15 already rather dublOUS.) In 

other words, tragedy 15 a mode of escape from oppresslve da~ly 

eXlstence. Today playwr~ghts are unable to bar the realltles 

from drarna- they no longer have the necessary superstl tlon 

and lmaglnation, the "traglc machlnery" that 15 needed to 

create a drama of escape. 50 ~t would seem that tragedy 15 

dead. The last statement l take to Mean that contemporary 

realltles are always lncompatible wlth tragedy, they were 

meant to be so. ThlS brlngs one back ta Stoll's lnltlal state-

ment. The argument runs ln a clrcle. What Stail seems to be 

saylng is that the traglc vision never dealt with reallty. 

The lmplication 15 that the plays that deal with reality are 

not tragedles- playwrights have lost the ability to escape 

reality, ta rise above it. This is not that different from 

Krutch's assertions. He, tao, claimed that playwr~ghts today 

insist too much on the sordid truth to be able to lroagina-

tively soar above it. 

Stoll complains about sorne cri tics' tend~ncy ta confuse 

t 
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art and llfe; however, the very fact that the Greeks were 

satlsfled wlth produclng drama that was not a dlrect plcture 

of thelr Society, reflects upon thelr SOciety. In other words, 

l would argue that art and llfe are mu ch more related than 

Stoll would have one thlnk. ~here rnay be truth ln hlS 
\ 

statement that slmply because modern playwrlghts represent 

men diffèrently than ln classic tragedles, does not mean 

that they or thelr audlences value hlm less; however, he gets 

hlmself into dlfflcultles when he tries to prove that art 

does not refract life and tragedy does not deal wlth reallty. 

It must be admltted that Krutch and Fergusson see the whole 

problem more clearly when they pOlnt out that when artlsts 

today lnslst that thelr art mlrror llfe (rather than lmprove 

on lt) th~s goes to show that they thlnk of both art and Ilfe 

dlfferently than artists ln other ages dld. 

Stoll end~hls dlScussion by saylng that the traglc 

sp~rit 15 too lmportant for man to surrender, and that ln the 

modern era it can find an outlet ln adaptatlons of "old 

" 
familiar legendary storles, with their bold contrasts and 

sharp simplificatlons, thelr large masses and ample lmproba­

bilities"lO- Slnce after aIl, that lS where the Greeks and 

Elizabethans got their inspiration. Ultlmately, howev~r, 

Stoll's arguments with thelr vague generalizatlons do not 

seern very convincing. 

++ rz -
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EIder OIson, ln the last chapter of hlS Tragedy and the 

Theo!)' of Drama (1961) discounts all the reasons usually given 

for the death of tragedy. The ordinary man, the man of low 

station, IS Just as suitable a subJect for tragedy as a klng, 

Slnce "it is not the natural subJect which makes tragedy or 

comedy, It 15 the conceived subject matter, the dramatic 

conceptlon, and the kind of art which is exerted to realize it.,,ll 

The fact that we are stlll attracted to the tragedies of the 

past, Olson argues, dlsproves~ assertion that we have no 

sense of standards, no set of values. ThlS, l would say, 15 

faulty 10glC: even If one were total1y cynlcal and lacked 

all marals, one could stlll flnd a certain kind of nostalgIe 

pleasure ln wltnesslng the art of a society wlth a very 

strictly defined moral code. 

OIson acknowledges the rlchness and variety of modern 

drama and the obvious gains that have resul ted from i t, but 

he i s not blind to the los ses. He l amen ts about the "language 

of the inarticulate," Whlch 18 quite impotent to express 

subtle or profound thought, and about the tendency toward 

realism: 

AB a proçram f~rt, realism wa. 
undoubtedly f rui tful . . . i t extended 
the arts of .fiction and drama. But i t 
WèlS never in tended as, and cannot 
possibly serve as, _ a program for all 
art. Neverthe less, that is the role i t 
is gradually coming ta fill-quietly, 
unofficially, as a matter of assump­
tion and custom rather than of rational 
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decision. In th1s role it may became 
quite as tyrannical for t~e drama as 
the conventions it was devised to at­
tack. 12 

OIson does not see much meri t in the modern drama- 1n 

order to heighten the significance and the stature af the 

"ordinary.man," it 15 prone to fal11ng into sentimentality, 

morbidity or violence. And yet, he still feels that tragedy 

wauld be posslble if only it did not portray the ordlnary 

man 1n an ordinary manner. This can only happen 1f poet and 

dramatist wl11 aga1n c01ncide. 

~Unfortunately OIson does not say why they have not coin-

cided ln modern theatre, and how, beyond pure acc1dent, that 

coincidence might be brought about. 

The general 1ack of confidence in most cr1t1cs who study 

the possibility of modern tragedy 1S weIl represented 1n John 

Gassner's protracted waverings on the subject. 

In 1954 Gassner devoted a chapter in The Theatre in O~r 

T,imes l3 to modern tragedy, focusing on what he cal1ed "tragic 

enllghtenment" (a principle first considered by him in 1937.) . 
In tragedies, purgation is not enough: the hero, and through 

him the audience, must reach a recognition, an understanding, 

otherwise the suffering will be futile. Gassner defines this 

en1ightenment as 1) clear comprehension of forces involved in 

the struggle, 2) understanding of cause and effect, 3) judg-

f 
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ment of what we have witnessed, and 4) achievement of 

order within ourselves. The problem of modern would-be 

tragedy, Gassner says, is that it fails to achieve a 

combination of catharsis and enlightenment. The charac-

ters are unconvincing, often mere mouthpieces for the play-

wright's ideas, w1th low levels of emotion and 1ntellect. 

The heroes of modern "tragedies" do not gain enlightenment 

because they are mentally and spritually impoverished. In 

th1s sense-he expressly concedes to Krutch-their lack 

of stature constitutes a problem even for the crlt1c who 

favors the democratic representation of man. Equally the 

audience will find it impossible to gain en11ghtenment 

through such a hero. 

The failure to achieve enlightenment 1S not a strictly 

post-Ibsenian phenomenon: 

The decline started when the moralizing 
and sentimentali!ing middle-class drama­
tlsts of the eighteenth century began ta 
substitute noble or moral sentiment for 
tragic enlightenment. The deeline was 
hastened by the romantic playwright who 
reduced enlightenment to a drum-roll of 
revol t or idealism. And the devaluation 
was completed, actually before the advent 
of distinctively modern drama, by Seribe, 
who put hokum into both historieal 
costume and modern dress drama, and by 
his fellowers, the writers of the "well­
made" (that i8 contrived) problem plays.14 

Gassner rejects the reasons usually qiven for the 

decline of tragedy. Perhaps his most important contribution 

ta the debate i8 a refusaI to make the UBual sharp ctistinction 

1 
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between the supposedly "unlversal" values of classlcal 
1 

and Renalssance tragedy and the "soclal" values of 

contemporary drama. He makes the useful pOlnt that what 

1.S often ha1.led as purely "un1.versal" \/Jas at one tlme very 

contemporary, posslbly even toplcal, and It was o.nly , ... ith 

tl.me that ltS strlctly momentary relevance lost Its mean1.ng 

and it carne to ap~e~r as unl.versal. Lack of unlversallty, 

t then, 15 not what 15 am15s wlth modern tragedy, accordl.ng 

to Gassner. 

He takes The t~05tS as hlS ex~mple and shows that 

Mrs. ~lvlng 18 practlcally but not traqlcally enllghtened. --
What she le~rns ln the course of the play has the "lOqlC of 

1'5 
soclology and medlcal SClence of a partlcular perlod," ,\,-

not of hlgh tragedy. Practlcal enllqhtenment offers a ,. 
preclse thesl.s grounded ln soclal reallty. 

An alternative between traged, and a 
thorough physical checkup 5uggests 
itself· ln The Ghosts, and this lB a 
patently absurd notion to the traglc 
sense of life that Vlews the rea11ty 
of man, ~orality, and fate in an 1n-
fln1.tely harder light. 16 . 

\ 

However, here we are, once aga1n, back at the notion of 

the unlversal,absolute statement in old forms of tragedy, 

versus the social, relat1 ve or "practicAl" staternent of 

modern seriouB drama. In the end even Gassner cannot 

escape ttJ'le distinction. 
,A 

Finally Gassner suggests that what is abundant in 
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modern theatre lS "traglc non-tragedy," a play that has 

element5 of tragedy but 15 ultlmately non-traglc, because 

of lts rel~ance on soclal and/or psychologlcal expllcatlon: 

In 50 far as the world-v~ew is omltted, 
dlmlnlshed or obfuscated by modern reallsrn, 
soclology, or psychological SClence, 
modern drama cannot at best rlse higher 
than "low tragedy." The characters of 
the drama may struggle ~ntenèely, but thelr 
stakes and the author's gamb~t ln treatlng 
them are llkely to be limlted. They may 
suffer acutely, but they are unllkely to 
somehow lnvolve the unlverse ln thelr 
angulsh. 17 

In 1957, Gassner agaln took up the prob1em ln "The 

P0551bllltles and Perlls o~ ~1odern Tragedy,,18 and began 

wlth a dlScus~lon of crltlcal Ilterature, WhlCh he usefully 

presented as a contest l1etween the "llberals" (those who 

clalmed that tragedy was posslble) and the "tradl tlonallsts" 

(those who said that tragedy was dead.) Accordlng to 

Gassner, the latter were usually guilty of "genetlc 

fallacy" - that lS, the ldea that someth1.ng must rerna1.n 

the same throughout its existence, that it cannot undergo 

change, and of the restrictive argument of a community of 

values. They adhered rigidly to Aristotle's definition 
~( 

of tragedy, which in their hands became a yardstick for 

measuring all consequent drama. 

Gassner dismisses the traditionalists' list of modern 

drama's characteristics supposedly incompatible with tragedy 
.. 

and outlines the opposing and not 50 frequently rna1.nta1.ned 
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Vlew that tragedy, rather than re)ectlng modern values, 

should atternpt to enter the modern conSClousness. 

He rfcognlzes the nurnerous problems modern tragedy 

faces and lS wl1l1ng ta agree on many pOlnts, at least 

partlally, wlth the tradltlonallsts: ltS characters do 

lndeed lack "tragic stature," a mental and splrltual 

rnagnltude. The plays are topical rather than unlversal 

(Gassner flnally concedes) and they are depresslng. What 

15 more, often there i5 a note of "false traglcallty" 

WhlCh has led many to belleve that they were deallng wlth 

genUlne tragedy rather than wlth a drama borrowlng certaln 

elements from tragedy ln a dis)Olnted manner whlle lacklng 

the accompanylng traglc sense. Returnlng ta hlS dlstlnc-

tlon between "hlgh" and "low" tragedy Gassner thlS tlme 

goes beyond the argument by suggestlng that: 

We may also arrive at the concluslon 
that there is really no compelling reason 
for the modern stage to strain toward 
tragedy. There are other ways of 
responding to the human condition. l9 

He opts for eomedy and drame (i.e. serious non-tragic drama) 

and for the impure genres, "amalgamations of grave and 

comie writing,,,20 and seems to be less and less sure of 

the possibility and now even of the necesslty of tragedy. 

In "New Tragic Perspectives? "21 (1960) Gassner aga in 

tak.es direct issue with Krutch 1 s notion of "tragic fallacy." 

First of all, man 1 s st'udy of sciences, his greater under-

----------------------------------------------------------------------
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stand~ng of nature, and the result~'ng conf~dence have not 

destroyed values such ·a.s love or moral~ ty. Nor ~s human 

d~gn~ty dependent upon any liluslons of man's greatness, 

Gassner argues. He cr~ tlclzes the tendency to turn ''ttagedy 

lnto a value, rather than a genre, by equat~ng superlo~ 
qual~ty with tragedy, and calls for a new defln~t~on of 

tragedy that would take ltS inSplratlon from the modern 

era rather than shun l t and look back to the allegedly more 

glorlous past. 

The new sc~ences of psychology and soclology could 

enrlch traglc drama' 

Cornb~ned wlth the greater courage 
demanded of men depr~ ved 0 f comfortlng 
l gnorance, the Increase ln men' s awareness 
of themselves should make t~~g~c art more 
poss~ble, rather than less. 

Theoretlcally speak~ng then, tragedy should be posslble 

today more than ever. As te the problem of drama deallng 

too much w~th remediable social problems: 

50 long as the individual is not 
dwarfed by soc~al analysis or transformed 
into the puppet of social forces, theme 
ln social drama i8 ln litt le danger of 
being reduced to thesis. 50 long as theme 
15 not whittled down to thesis, there i5 
li ttle danger of the characters being 
reduced to puppets. The réal impedirnent& 
to writlng of social drama on leveis higher 
than ~hoBe attained by the problem-play 
or thesis drama are want of talent and 
want of imaginative intelligence. 23 
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The problem seems to be, Gassner says, that ~n the~r 

soc~al plays playwrights never get b~yond be~ng ~nd~gnant 

about soc~al inJustice, the y do not get beyond the 

lmrnediate lssue ta larger questlons. This complalnt lS 

not that d~fferent from the trad~t~onallsts' complaint 

about modern tragedy lacklng unlversallty, and indeed, 

Gassner's development seems to be toward the traditionallsts: 

Anather di fficulty has been the tendency 
in thesis drama, ~f not ln aIl soclal 
drama, to regard error and sufferlng 
as wholly eradlcable by leglslatlon 
or by a formal change of oplnlon, custom, 
or education. Playwrights have tended to 
dlsregard human nature itself as an 
obstacle to reform and to ignore nonSOCl0-
logical factors ln human destiny, lncludlng 
those ironie and ~rratlonal elements that 
abound in the tragedies of Sophocle~ 
Eurlpides, Shakespeare, and Raclne. ~ 

Tragedy deals wlth the imposslbilitles of Ilfe; soclal 

drama usually offers posslbllltles. 

And yet Gassnér challenges those critles who would 

have it that modern realism has destroyed tragedy. 

Verlsi~litude does not have to be antltragic, answers 

Gassner. Meanness and evil are not somethlng pecullar to 

modern drama - Renaissance tragedy also had i ts own 

ignobilities. To the crities blinded by the glory of 

past ages, meanness is synonymous wi th the modern era and 

• is usually just anather ward for the democratic vision of 

contemporary times. 

., 
1 

1 
! , 
1 
1 
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F1nally, ln the address "The Drama tl c V1 51 on," 2 5 

de1lvered ln 1960, Gassner rev1ewed hlS Ideas, retracted 

Sorne of hlS Vlews, rev1sed others, but bas1cally never 

left hlS positlon that tragedy should be, at least on the 

theoretlcal leve1, posslble. On the other hand /1n thlS 

artlcle he lS harsher on the hero of modem tragedy than 
1 

ever before and has the follow1ng to say about modern 

reallsrn: 

The law-grade reallsm that prevalls 
on our stage whlttles down the dramatlc 
s~re of the lndlv1dual untll he 
becornes tao trlfllng or banal to exh1bIt 
hurnan1ty on SOrne appreciab1e elevatlon 
of mlnd and spirIt. 26 

He closes wlth the remark that, thaugh the prospects for 

hlgh tragedy do not seem ta be better than they were a 

few decades ago, the "trag1c visIon" 15 not entIrely 

27 unavallable. .. What 15 more, the nature of tragedy 15 

not fixed. 

It must b~ said that, whl.le the "tradi tlonalist Il 

critlcism praclaimlng the death of tragedy waS-ln Spl te of 

lnner contradlctlon - on the whole stateà wi th a great 

deal of convlction, the "liberal" studies expoundlng the 

existence of rnode~ tragedy are hardly persuasive. Where 

the proponents of the decline of tragedy are firm and 

state their case adarnantly, their oppanents tend ta waver 

and even partially glve in. Try as they may, they usually 
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return to the problem of the restrlctlYe nature of reallsm, 

the meanness of the hero, and the lnartlculateness of the 

l prose, Though they expand the definl tlon of tragedy, they 
, . are often l.ll"Iable to conVlnce themselves that modern drama 

lS worthy of belng des 19na ted as tragi c, but at the same 

t1.me they desperately cllng to the notion that tragedy is 

sti 11 ali ve, 

Perhaps the reason that thelr pleas are less than 

convinClng lS that their deflnltl0n of tragedy, while more 

elas tl c than tha t of Krutch or Fergus son, 1. s s tlll no t 

radl.cally enough changed, lt stlll leans too heavlly on 

An.stotellan tenets, on past exarnples, and depends on 

rnaking tao rnany frultless comparlsons. A need for an 

entlrely new definl tlon has been hin~d at ln these s tudles, 

but not satlsfactorlly artlculated. 

.. 

c\ 

1 
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:HAPTER THREE 

Tragedy Metamorphoslzed lnto Another Genre 

The critics examined in the precedlng chapters felt 

elther that tragedy had d~ed and no drama of any value had , 
replaced thlS superlor genre, or that tragedy was allve, 

though not always well. A further group of crltlcs flnds ln 

the modern thea'tre alternatlves of sufflclent value ta 

classlcal tragedy. 

Thelr most common opinion has been that playwrlghts 

have abandoned the strict neo-classlcal separation of genres 

and introduced elements of comedy lnto tragedy or elements 

of tragedy into comedy-and thus "traglcomedy" came lnto 

being. 

Karl S. Guthke in Modern Tragicomedy (1966) presents the 

argument for traglcomedy as the dl-stl.nctly "modern," post-

Enlightenment phenomenon: 

In our own time, the "death of tragedy" 
has all but become a household phrase • . 
one wonders how it happens that even now 
50 many plays are sent out into the world 
proudly bearing the ti~-honored title 
of "tragedy. ft The point is, of course, 
that only . . . that tragedy which pre­
supposes an essen tially unshakable 
metaphysical world order instituted by 
the supreme powers variously called god, 
gods, fate, providence, or the like [has 
disappeared) •... As a result, man i8 
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no longer seen ~n h~s relation to God or 
sorne metaphysical realm WhlCh ~nvests 
him with dlgnlty but, rather, as a vlctlm 
of his psychic determination and soclal 
condition ... ~ In other words, the 
theological dimension of tragedy 15 lost; 
the drarnatic god lS dead; man as purely 
psychic and social being no longer 
commands the reverence he used to command 
sub specie aeterni. l 

By the same token comedy, the nslster genre," also seems lost. 

Like tragedy, lt is not possible ~n a world wlthout absolute 

values, without a cornmon understanding. But, paradoxlcally 

enough, a genre grow~ng out of a blending of the two,accord-

lng to Guthke, is and has been possible. 

Guthke brlefly traces t~ history and development of 

trag~comedy from its supposed origlns ln a facet~ous utterance 

of Plautus to its adaptatlon in modern tlmes as the qUlntes-

sentlal contemporary genre. There are four crlteria, he 

says, for distinguishing between tragedy and comedy, and 

therefore four guidelines for definlng tragicomedy. These 

are: 1) the mingling of dramatis personae from all stations 

of life; 2) a mixture of styles proper to tragedy and to 

comedy: using comic language to deal with tragic subject-

matter, and vice versa; 3) the mixture otcomic and serious 

incidents; and 4) the happy ending of a serioue and poten-

tially tragic play. We can, l think, conclude that tragi-

comedy cornes about when a play i5 neither sufficiently 

tragic (because comie elements keep intruding) nor sufficient-

~ 
~ 
l 
i , 
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ly cemic (because lt is in parts too tragic.) The ma~n 

logical problem thus becornes that the inslstence on 
.. 

Aristote1ian differentiation between the two diametrlcal1y 

opposed drarnatic genres, is accompanied with an attempt at 

fusing them when they no longer seern to function ln the pure 

form. The theory begins wlth an acceptance of strict 

dlit~nction between tragedy and comedy, and ends by denylng 

lt. Somewhat confusingly, the existence of a traglcomedy is 

dependent on both the Aristotellan separation of styles and the 

negatlon of .th~s separatlon. 

In The Dark Comedy (1961) ~L. St yan a1so dlscusses the 

development of modern tragicomedy, but he calls lt "dark 

cornedy" to emphasize the prevalence of the coml.C tone and 

"" manner. The starting pOlnt of his argument is the sarne as 

Guthke's, and his assumptions about the modern tl.mes are 

reminiscent of those of Krutch, Fergugson, Steiner, Gassner, 

and ethers: 
, .. 
1 

Our present-day mongrel conventions, 
interbred with the spirit of naturalisDJ, 
can better do otper thi~gs [i.e., other 
than tragedy), and do not encourage the 
exclu,ive consistency of purpose we ask 
of tragedy. Twentieth century currents 
of contradictory thought and the mood of 
audience. do not permit it; the laws of 
tragedy belong to a world which is 
reliqious in Its affi~ation of hum«n 
greatness. . . . In an age when tragedy 
is submerged in moral indifference, we 
May expect a ~ind of tragicomedy to come 
into its owo. ' 

f 

i 
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Tragicomedy, then, ~s tragedy modified by realism ~d 

by the comie elements that rea~m often bringe Along, as 

weIl as by the inablllty of. the modern playwright to create 

a pure form. This alleged inability is a result of the 

prevailing "moral indifference," we are told by Styan--as by 

a hast of other crities before him. 

The theory of Guthke and St yan, which takes the tradi­

tiJnal definition of tragedy for granted, i5 ultimately a 

poor compromise that evades the real issue of whether or not 

tragedy is possible. The conclusions that Krutch and other 

traditionalists come ta at least grow naturally out of their 

initial assumptions. They do not necessitate the contortionist 

logic of the more liberal critics--whether they be like 

Gassner who tries to fit the new drama into the old fo~ or 

like Guthke who shelves the problem by having a hybrid forro 

rime out of the Ashes of the now defunct form. 

Another, much more original, though not necessarily 

more convincing,view of the development that tragedy under­

went is to be found in Lionel Abel'. Metatheatre (1963).3 

According to Abpl, all seriou. drama fram Ham1et on ha. 

undergone a metamorpholis corresponding to the hew vision of 

man, and as a result can no longer be ca1led tragedy. His 

hypothesis is that as man-and al80 the tragic hero-became 

aelf-conscious, it was impossible for the protagonist in a 
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ô .-
serious drama ta act ~n a trag~c manner. The hero of late 

Renaissance drama was no longer the blind man moved Py 

myster~ous forces that he had been in class~cal tragedy; he 

became fully ConSClOUS of h~s own actlons and ex~stence, and 

this at t~mes ~revented h~m from actlng dlrectly and with 

determination. ~or Abel the guintessentlal modern hero ls 

Hamlet, who 16 cont~nually drarnat~z~ng himself and others, 

watch~ng himsclf think, and ~s therefore unable to act. ThlS 

consclously theatrlcal theatre IS a radlcal departure from 
, 

classlccri tragedy where the hero stumbles to his death ~n the 

da~k, and therefore i t deserves a new narne-Abel calls ~ t 

metatheatre. His guidellnes for distlngulshlng a "metaplay" 

tram a tragedy are as follows: 

Tragedy 

\ 

- sense of reali t~ of the 

world 

- glorifies structure ~ 

world } 
( ~ -.. ,'--------

- shows vulnerabl ~ ty of 

mAn' s existence; fàte 

as absolute 

- tries to mediate between 

world and man 

- ul timate order 

, 

Metaplay 

world as proJection of 

human consclousness 

- glorifies unwillingness of 

ima~ination to regard any 

~ge of world as ultimate 

- shows human existence as dream­

like: fate can be overcome 
--" 

- no world except that created 

by human striving, human 

imagination 

- order as something improvised 

by men 

" 

• 

, 



t
, 

. i 
, 

1[:-,'" 

o 

• 

63 

Unl~ke tragedy, such metatheatre lS a work of lmaglna-

tlon that does not try ta d~sguise the fact that lt 15 a 

work of the imagination. Tragedy deals Wlth reallty, Wlth 

life as lt lSi metatheatre deals with man's fancy and probes 

aIl possibilltles--nothing is f~nal or absolute for ~t. 

Except for Ibsen and the whole school of 19th and 20th-cen-
• 

tury real~sts and naturallsts, aIl western drarna from 

~ 
Shakes~eare on (and ~ncludlng many of h~s playsl has been 

metatheatre. 

Abel's argument may be or~glnal, but lts fundaments are 

dubious and require sorne problng lnto. Flrst, though he 

does not satlsfactorlly define tragedy, the lmpllcatlon 15 

that slnce--ih splte of what the crltlCs, playwrlghts, and 

phllosophers have been tell~ng us-Chrlstian or Western 
i 

drama is rlot tragic, only Greek drama lS tragedy. J Aberfs 

tragedy i5 orthodoxly Ar~stotellan: he does not admit the 

bulk of Renaissance drama into the tragic realm, and when he 

does, lt is only as failed tragedy. By calling drama 

"me tatheatre," Abel in fact equates Greek tragedy with 

"theatre," the original level, and Renaissance and post-

Renaissance draIna with an art fOrIn that transcends lt by 

moving beyond the concernS of "tragedy" or "theatre." Secon~, 

he dismisses the bul~ of drarna between Shakespeare (if not 

the Greeks) and modern self-consciaus theatre, especially 
\ 

19th-century naturalism as misguided in its attempt ta create 

tragedy when the contemporary world-view demandad metatheatre. 
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\ 

Thus ~n Abel we once aga~n have a bas~cally ahlstor~cal 

cr~tle, who Judges everythlng startlng from one absolute and 

can coneelve of new forros only ln referenee, or in reaetlon, 

to the orlglnal, basle form taken out of a h15torlcal frame-

work lnto a purely forrnalistic realm. 

The hypothesis about the self-consclousness of the hero 

engendering theatre that does not deal with real~ty but wlth 

fantasy and dream lS agaln based on a total separation of 

reallty and lmaglnatlon, ratlonality and self-awareness. 

Are self-examlnatlon or self-consclousness exclus~vely 

conJo~ned to dreamlike relat~vlsm? Further, when and why 

exactly dld the dramatic hero become 50 self-consclous? 

These are questions Abel never even attempts to answer. 

J Something of the Krutchean argument 15 ta be found here 

ln the statement that ratian~lity, awareness of one's condl-

tlon, led to the death of tragedy. This part of Abel's 

thes~s lS still acceptable; but the part where bllndness and 

an almost instinctual behaviour are related to tragedy and 

to realistic representation, to "theatre," wh~le rationality 

i8 related to the lack of tragedy and to arama of the imaglna-

tion, to "me~trel" does not carry conviction. Ulti­

mately, Metatheatre does not say much about tragedy and the 

modern time8; it cannot say much about it because its defini-

tion of tragedy is sa narrow. 

• • 

\ 
\ 

l 

l 
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CHAPTER FOUR 

Tragedy Redef~ned 

One of the maJor problem5 w~th the theories d~scu5sed 

in earlier chapters is that the cr~tics never venture far 

enough from Aristotle's def~n1tion of tragedy. Sorne do not 

even define tragedy: they take ~t for granted that there 

15 taclt agreement on the nature of th~s genre. 

Herbert Muller, in The Sp~r1t of Tragedy (1956), was 

one of ths-f~rst ta see modern tragedy ~n a new l~ght. In 

part~cular, he saw sorne poss~bil~t~es for drama becom1ng 

enr~ched by what has tlme and t~me aga~n been cr~t~cised as 

restr~ctlve realism: 

It is my thes~s that the reallsm WhlCh ~s 

the obvious source of the limitations of 
modern tragedy lS also the chief source 

.of ibs strençth. . . . The responsible 
modern writer cannot escape the radical 
and continuous change that the political, 
industrial, and scientific revolutions 
have brought about. He cannot blink 
the new knowledge about the nature and 
history of man of the universe, cannot l 
evade the terms of life in a mass society. 

Muller i8 not diaturbed by this state of affaira and reminds 

the reader ~at periods of tragedy were brief; they were 

the rare exceptions, rather than the rule. He responds to 

Fergusson's complaint about the lack of common values ~day 

~~------~-------------------------------------

\ 
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by po~nt~ng out that a "cornrnon" understandlng lS usually not 

as unlversal as Fergusson would have one thlnk. In fact, 

"the rlse of an éll te lS the norm in the hl..story of 

2 
11 terature" ; even Dan te 1 s Dl Vlne Comedy was dependen t upon 

the shared values of an éllte, not of the whole commun~ty. 

He answers Krutch by pOlntlng out that man's loss of faith 

may make hlm more self-Important than before and may lead 

to optlffil.Sm rather than to pessi~sm. 

Muller Indlca tes that drama as weIl as belng "unl versaI" 

must at the sarne tIme have a relatIon to the contemporary 

problem5, must reflect actual condltlons in arder to he 

VI tal: 

The most ObVIOUS tragedy of our t~me 15 
that mllli~ns of people have been help­
less VIctime of still more terrible 
historlc fatallt~es, ln economic depres­
sions and world wars. 3 

Thus he admi ts lnto the realm of tragedy experlences that 

the previous crltics have tried to shut out. The problem is 

that he does not take the next logical step and attempt to 

revise the Aristotelian definition of tragedy. It seems to 

me that without thiB crucial step it iB impossible to speak 

of a new tragedy, just as it is difficult to understand 

Renalssance tragedy solely with the Aristotelia~ definition 

in mind. The Hellenic definition shows the hero defeated 

by Fate, and though cri tics during the past four centuries 
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have pOlnted out that the hero mu~t also be the cause of hlS 

own undolng--that somethlng ln hlS character must drlve hlm 

to hlS downfall--, most of them have ultlmately accepted 

the Ar~stotellan emphasls on Fate. And yet for these 

crltlcs the maln obstacle ln conslderlng modern drama as 

traglc has been the playwrlghts' refusaI to Vlew Fate as 

bllnd or the human condltlon as absolute and unchangeable 

and thelr tendency to look for explanatlons, Solutlons, 

alternatlves. ThlS epoch-maklng shlft ln serlOus drama calls 

for.a SUl table deflnltlon. 

The proper alternatlve, lt lS becoming more and more 

clear, lS to re-deflne tragedy as the chronlcllng of a 

signlflcant, lndeed symbollcally "noble" protagonlst defeated 

by contlngent, but ln a glven nexus of preclse clrcumstances ( 

unavoldable forces wlthln hlstOry. In thlS way even the 

alterable can be traglc--ln fact lt 15 supremely traglc that 

it i5 alterable and yet stlll unaltered. The fact that the 

avoidable 15 often, for various reasons, not avolded, that 

it persists and i5 the cause of repeated suffering, lS as 

tragic as anything Aeschylus or Shakespeare knew. 

The cri tic ~that represents this sophisticated alternatlve 

is Raymond Williams. 

Raymond Williams firet outlined his ideas on modern 

tragedy and speculated on what constitute5 the tragic elements 

o 

:r < 
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ln "Dla1ogue on Tragedy" (1962) 4 
He expanded upon these 

ldeas at book 1ength ln hlS Modern Tragedy (1966). He 

acknow1edges there a debt ta, among others, Fergusson and 

Stelner, but hlS ana1ysls of the prob1em dlffers marked1y 

from that of any other crltlc heretofore d15cus5ed. 

W1IIlam5 15 concerned Wlth the "extraordlnarlly power­

fuI attachment to an abso1ute meanlng of tragedy,,5 whl.ch has 

prevented crltl.C5 from seelng tragedy ln a hlstorlcal llght. 

He argues that thelr deflnl.tlon of what tragedy was ln any 

glven perlod 15 usuaI1y fl1tered through thelr modern ldeas 

and tradltlons, 50 that they end up attrlbutlng qUl.te 

anachronlstlc characterlstlCS to tragedles of prevlous ages. 

As dlfferent from them, Wllllams lS lnterested not ln 

measurlng modern drarna agalnst older forms but rather ln 

ll.be ratl.ng l. t from the ll.ITU tl.ng subsumptl.on under wha t lS 

thought of as an unchanglng tradltlon of traglc drarna. He 

finds that the tendency to select a partlcular age as havlng 

the ideal tragedy, and mea~ure all subsequent drama agalnst 

it, is debilitating. 

Wllliams emphasizes the changes rather than the stabil-

ity, the flexibility rather than the ngidity of th~tragic 

form. He outlines the changes undergone by the concept of 

the'tragic downfall and concentra tes particularly on the 

typical Neo-cla5sical· accent on formai digni ty and decorum. 

This redistribution of accents shifted critical concern from 

1 
i 
î 
i 
~ 

~ 
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the traglc hero and content to the traglc re5pon5e and form, 

and lt 15 responslble for the emphasls of a number of modern 

crltlcs on the necesslty of a hlgh style and the unsultabllltyj 

of "low" subJect matter. At thlS pOlnt, ranI< became important 

for purely styllstlC reasons rather than for lts pollt~cally 

representatlve lmpllcatlons, and tragedy was dlscussed from 

the p01nt of V1ew of the effect lt was to have on the 

audlence. ThlS, accordlng to Wllli~, was a 

. radlcal d1splacement of lnterest. 
Its lack of lnvolvement wlth an actlon, 
lts hrrutation of particlpatlon to tne 
reglsterlng and balancing of emotlons, 
are characterlstic marks of a culture 
Wh1Ch, havlng separated the traglc hero 
by lsolatlon of dlgnlty and ranI<, cornes 
lnevitably to see the spectator as a 
detached and general1sed consumer of 
feel1ngs. 6 

W111iams ernphasizes the change tragedy has contlnually 

been undergoing ln response to the chang1ng times. In spite 

of thlS, some critics insist on outl1nlng a continuous 

tradition of trag~ li te rature , with a hiatus ,here and there, Î 

but wi th no change in the genre. Ih particular, this entails 

the identification of Greek and Elizabethan tr~gedy as the 

same tradition. A first reason of such criti'cs for dwelling lY 

on the continuity of tragedy i5 to emphasize the sense of 

order as the essence of tragedy in bath the Greek and 

Elizabethan forms; a second and different reaaon ia a concept 

of humanism which assimilates, in such theoretical specula-

J 
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t~ons, Romant~c to El~zabethan tragedy--the El~zabethan 

tragedy be~ng the fulcrum ln both cases. 

l thlnk, rather usefully what the cri tics l have dlscussed 

have been dOlng--somet~mes consciously, sometlmes unconSClOUS-

ly and simply following a crlt~cal tradltion. He lmplles 

that their speculations and their insistence on a mostly 

homogenous continuity have ended ln an lmpasse by shroud~ng 

the whole lssue ln a ve~l of mystery. 

Furthermore, Wlll~ams pOlnts out, thelr def~nltlons of 

tragedy depended upon a conceptlon of a statlc human nature 

and on "habltual moral and soc~al codes WhlCh, while ln fact 

7 
part~cular, were taken as absolute." Crlt~cs were then led 

to reject modern tragedy because lt no longer conformed ,to 

the codes they took for absolute values. 

Wliliams disagrees w~th the constantly echoed ldea that 

tragedy i8 dependent upon a stability of beliefs. Critlcs 

often cite the Ellzabethan and Jacobean age as the example 

of a society with stable beliefs and with a common understand-

ing, but strangely enough, says Williams, they ignore the 

fact of mounting tensions in this period of history. He 

then proceeds to an ~ntirely different view of the matter: 

societies with really stable beliefs produced no tragedy, nor 

did those in which the old ballefs had fully collapsed. 

~ther: 

ISSE 1 - ~ - ~ - __ -"O.... • 
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... [tragedy's] rnost common hlstorlcal 
s~~tlng lS the period preceding the 
substantlal breakdown and transformatlon 
of an important culture. Its condition 
is the real tension between old and new: 
between rsceived beliefs, embodied in 
institutions and responses, and newly 
and vividly experienced contradlctlons 
and possibl1ities. 8 

Thus, ln order for tragedy to come about the old beliefs must 

still be ~gnificantly present, yet questloned and challenged 

by experience. The resulting intensifled sufferlng and 

resolvlng of disorder lS in fact what makes for tragedy. 

Accordingly, willlams has no ~fficulties in envlsaglng 

the existence of modern tragedy. However, hlS notion about 

what tragedy is, dlffers radlcally from ,the notions of the 

critics discussed earlier. He dwells on the importance of 

under,tanding a continually changing history and on the 

illogicality of the idea of an unchanging, absolute tradition. 

Central to Williams's argument lS his objection against 

~ 
the mddern separation of tragic sufferlng from "mere suffer-

i~g," and indeed trom accident. (His seminal article in the 

New Lett Review unfolds from the motorcycle death of a friend , 
of the discussants and a debate on whether this "accident" is 

in tact a tragedy.) When certain actions and types of 

suffering are no longer d~signated as "tragic," there develops 

a concept of the 5uperiority of certain kinds of suftering 

over others. Furthermore, 
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... events,which are not sean as tragic 
are deep in the pattern of our own cul­
ture: war, famine, work, trafflc, po1itle!. 
To see no ethical content or human agency 
in such events, or to say that we cannat 
connect them with gereral meanings, and 
especjally with permanent and universai 
meanings, is to admit a strange and 
particular bankruptcy which no rhetorlC 
or tragedy can finally hide.9 

The suitability of suffering was traditlonally deter-

mined by the identlty of the hero--a notIon rarely questioned 

ln the past ages. Even the rebellion of middle-class cul-

ture in the 18th century agalnst the neo-classical guidellnes 

for the tragic protagonist, says Williams, only asked that 

tragic suitability and dignlty be extended to Include the 

new class, rather than that thlS whole êlitist idea be done 

away with. While the categorIes were extended, the traglc 

experience often became liml. ted: 

There was then both gain and loss: the 
suffering of a man of no rank co~ld be more 
seriously and more directly regafded, but 
equally, in the stress on the fate of an 
individual, the general and public char­
acter of tragedy was lost. Eventually 
..• new definitions of general and 
public interest were embodied in new 
kinds of tragedy. But, meanwhile, the 
idea of a tragic order had to coexist 
with the 105S of Any Buch actual order. 
What happened, at the levei of theory, 
was then the abstraction of order, and 
its mystification. lO 

Williams also objects to the critical emphasis on death 

as the main staple of tragedy and on evil as irre~arable. 

• 
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.' 
After aIl, ln most tragedles Ilfe continues after the death 

of the hero. In fact, this is what rnakes tragedy upllftin~ 

and--in sorne of thern--restores, or at least suggests, an 

order'of sorts. However, in individuallstic tragedy the 

death of the hero ends the action. Thus the hero becomes 

the rnost important element in tragedy, and the modern cri tic 

very often treats this. very particular understanding of the 

tragic experience as a universal one. 

Williams rejects the commonly held opinion that tragedy, 

unlike realism, should deal with what is transcendent, 

irreparable, and absolute.· Instead, he calls for n~ guide-

lines for modern tragedy. Tragedy should reflect contemporary 

historical, 80cia1, &nd political conflic~, it shodld not 

avoid "ordinary" suffering; it has already evaded it and 

ignored contemporary 'reality much too often, both in the 

practice of tragic theatre and in dramatic criticism. 

Cri tics have managed and still manage to separate tragedy 

from the societies which are their actual context. But 

modern tragedy in particular cannot exist without referenee 

to eontemporary crises. The separation that has been 

frequently made between the immediate historieal problems of 

society and the ahistorieal, aupposedly deeper and universal 

problema of man, not only makes no senae but (he implies) is 

also h~rmful to one'a view of tragedy, one'B view of men in 

the modern world and its repreaentation in art. In this 

, , 
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s~arch for the meaning of modern tragedy: 

We are not looking for a new universal 
meaning of tragedy. We are looking for 
the structure of tragedy in our culture. ll 

A ve~ important contribution by Williams to the whole 

discussion under examination is the relationship he sets up 
, 

between revolution and tragedy, that is between the struggle 

to change one's environment and the expression of this 

struggle in dramatic arts. The frequent separation of 

social and tragic thinking, William arques, has been respon-

sible for the ahistorieal interpretation of tragedy as well 

as for the a-tragical interpretation of hi.tory. The latter 

especially ls an entirely new notion in this discussion and 

is indicative of Williams's concern with dramatie and 

literary forma in per.manent i»teraction with the nature of 

historical and politieal experienee. He proeeed. to,qive 

the aBtute diagnosie that it i. not only the ahi.torieal 

eritie. that have been re.pon.ible for the .tultifying 

diehotomy between tragedy and revolution, but a180, and 

importantly, the most soeially con.cious writera that have 

often rej.cted tragedy as fataliatic, barbarie, irrational, 

and,a. perpetrating the vety idea. th.y were out to de.Uey. 

It il time, Williams conelud •• , te aCknowl"dge th. 

r 

modern version of .uff~ring, ta .ee tragic po •• 1biliti •• in 

the representation of social and political realitt •• impinging 
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on people. RevO\Lutions, 
1 

the processes df change, 

of suffering and are acc"Ompanied by suffer~ng, and 
; 

8 

are tragic. Viewed in this way, a .modern tragedy, 

to the mode~n "structure'of feeli~," is poss~ble. 
\ 

grow out 

as g'uch 

related 

Ln the seco~d part of the book, Wililams outlines the 

development of "11beral tragedy", fro~,its origin in bourgeois 
~ 

drama to what he èonsiders its final stalemate in the post-
B 

World-War-Two era. 

• 
Throughout this discussion, the driving force i~ his 

assertion that the greatest cr~s~s ~n the litera~ur~ under 
- 1 /' 

.. 
" ., 

the influence of liberal ~eology is the graduaI separat~on 

of ~ivate cau~e and social order. ~he emphas~s on class 

ralher than rank im bourgeo~s tragedy ~d the w~dening gap 

b~tween privat~ sympathy for the individual'e suffering and 

public order.were accompanied by a."loss of dimension and 

" réference" : 

'fi' 

Bourgeois' tragedy ha~ been blamed for 
being too social, fo~ excluding the 
univeraal reference of Renaissance and 
humaniBt tragedy. ~~er way o.putting 
the matter is that i~ is ttbt so6~1 enough, 
for with its pdvate ethic of pit}lt and ( 
Bymp&thy it could not nego~te the real 
cQ,ntra4ict.ions of i U own time, bet;ween il> 

human deairf' &hd the now social limita 
Be t o~ i t. 12 / \ 

.... 

1 

In Ibsen's tragedy, and in libera~tragedy in~gene~al, 

the conflict was" ~tween the\J.n~v;dual hero and ~e- ~ost~lÉ~ 
, l 

tradi~inal' society ~jt .~t~atened his indiv~dûality, and 
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$-,\ restr~cted h~s des1res. In Ibsen, the false soc~ety appears 

in th~ forro of the lie which the characters live and which 

• 

. \ 

fihally destroys them. 
.. 

Self-fulfilment is the ultimate goal 

of the liberal hero and it i8 in the assert~on of the r~ght 

to self-fulfilment that he is flnally defeated: 
~ 

What happens, again and ag~in in Ibsen, 
is that the hero defines an opposing 
world, full of lies and compromises and 
dead posi~ions, only to find, as he 
struggles pgainst it, that as a man he 
belongs to this world~a ci has l'ts 
destruct1ve inher1tan 'n himself. 
Ibsen turned this way a d that, looking 
for a way out of this tragic deadlock. 
but normally he returned to it. 13 

The f1nal tragedy of this position is the tragedy of 

the divided self, the self agatnst.self. This last phase of 

liberalism, ~ith "the &elf-enclosed, guilty and isolated . 
Id th .\ f h' .." 14 t' t t ' wor ; e t~me 0 maIL- ~s own v~ctlm, cons l. u es 1. ts 

breakdown. There is no way out of this recognition, William 

asserts,within the liberal consciousness, that lS, as long 

as desire is seen as individual with~no relation to the 

desires of other indlviduals and to.the social order .• In 
>\'Ii 

" this interpretation, liberal tragedy ends in its own dead- 7 

lock, in the realization of tWe separateness and isolation 

of the sutferin<!1individual. ,. 

A fur1ther developm"nt of Uberal tragedy Williams calls li 

"private tragedy." It begins with the 'deadlock of liberal 

tragedy, that ~s, with bÀre, isolated man, and presents the 

, " 
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,Jstt'\lggle between the isolated indl.Vlduals. In this Vl.ew 

f 

man's fate and his relationships are l.nherently tragic, 
1 

because men are aIl individuals with no connections to each 
. \. ~ '" 

other and therefore any attempt at a connection must 

necessarily end i~ dlsaster: 

This i5 not a tragedy of man and of the 
universe, or of man and society. It is 
a tragedy tha t has got into the blood­
stream: the final and lonely tragedy 
tnat is beyond relatlonship.s and lS ln 
the living process i~self. 15 

In other words, the condi tion presented ln this kind of 

drama----often, in fact, autob~ographical--is presumed to be 

general and absolute. 

Thus Williams traces the deterioration of "liberal 

tragedy" from what was a genuine concern for the individual's 

rights and liberty ~hough from the beginning misdirected, 

because aimed'against society as such) to a complete isola­
tif 

tion of the individual in his own private suffering. "The 
"" l,' 

deepest crisis in modern literature i8 the division of 

experience' into social and ~sonal categories, ft 16 William 
l , 

argues, and\tragedy has been p~ticularly affected by this 

division: 

The tu+ninq away from the social dimension 
\1s also, and inevitebly, a turning away 
from persons. tt_ia an attempt'to crea~ 
the individual perB~n without ~ny relation­
ship.. AlI those elements of personality 
which lie in relationship--not only the 

\ 

,~ 
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formal relat~onship of the family, but 
between Any persons and especially 
between a man and a woman--are ulti­
mately suppressed in the name of 
personal fulfilment. . . . Yet when 
we arrive at that final di vision 
between society and 1ndividual, we 
must know that an assertion of belief 
1n either is 1rrelevant. What has 
actually happened is a loss of belief 
in both, and this is our way of saying 
a 109s of belief in the whole experi­
ence of life, as men and women can 
live it. This is certainly the deepest 
and most characteristic forro of tragedj 
in our century.l7 , 

The complete reject10n of "reall.st1c" veris1militooe 1n 
1 

a t leas t one ma j or cur:r:en t ~of modern drama has led to a 

further stalemate, W11liams argues. In this developrnent 1t 

was not only that the individual was set up against society 

as such, but his Alienation was followed by a complete with-
• 

drawal from reality into the world of illusion and fant~sy~ 

In playwrights such as Pirandello, Ionesco, ang Pinter,toJfor~ 

exarnple, the common reality becodts an illusion, communica-

tion between individuals impossible, even the existence of 

the self ia no longer certain. This then i6 the final 

crisis of individualism, sprpassi~g even the deadlock of 
, . 

·liberal tragedy. ~li&ms, however, lifts one play out of 

this tradition--Beckett's Wa1ting for Godot--as transcending 

the inherent impasse. The worl~ represented there ia almost 
Iv 

wholly st~t~c, but the main originality of the play, he 
, 1 

argues, is its faith in personal relationships: the two 

, 
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tramps stay together under pressure, ,there lS a compasslon 
~ 4 

ln thelr degradat1on, a frlendshlp whlch cornes from common 

sufferlng and thus an "old and deep traglc rhythm lS 

recovered. ,,18 

Wllllams auggests then, tha~ even ln the stalemate of 

Ilbe~al tragedy there is a ~osslble way out, but thlS can 

only come through the recogn1tlon of common humanlty, 

." shared sufferlng~ and--by lrnplicatlon--the understandlng of 

men ln thelr relatlon to fellow men, to soc1ety as a whole. 

Flnally, ln the c-hapter on Brech t, Wllll ams 1ntroduces a 

different kÙ1d of modern tragedy--the modern serl.OUS drarna 
\ 

of traglc soctety, as opposed to the cla#slcal drama of the 

tragic unl.verse and the l.nd1Vldual1stic drama of the traglc 

hero. He thus reopens the possibll1ty that tragedy could 

again grow believable for those who believed that tragedy 

mystifies soc1.al rel~tionships by sticklng ~o the long out-
or 

; , 

dated Vlew of man as dl.rectly and exclusively related to the 

'P'''" uni verse and i ts forces and therefore thought of 1. t as 

primitive, dark, barbarie, and doomed t6 extinction. In 

Williams's rehabilitation,'a new type of tragedy remains 

useful to the anti-fatalistic modern drarnatist and modern 

audience, and the concept and tradition Q~ the genre do not 

ha~e to be totally discarded. Even in a playwright such as 

Brecht, WilliamS fin&rtragic elements. Though he entitles 
~ 

the chapter on Brecht nA Rejection of Tragedy," he ends by 

, 
, 
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ana1ysing the Brechtian trag1C exper~nce. And 1t must be 
L 

added that Brecht hirnse1f admitted, 1n h1S guise of the 

Ph1losopher in The Messingkauf Dialogues, that tragedy can 

be re1nterpreted to suit our needs: 

THE PHILOSOPHER: The ancients thought 
that the object of tragedy was ta rouse 
pit Y and terror. That could still be a 
desi~able abject, if pit y were taken to 
mean pit Y for people and terror terror 
of people, and if ser10US theatre accord­
lngly tried ta help elirn~nate those 
clrcumstances which make people fear 
and pit Y one another. l~r man's fate 
has becorne man himself. 

In fact, the very terms that Ar1stotle used can serve 

a radically modern, non-determlstic purpose. The process 

of demystification is also a purgation of sorts: if people 

come to understand their condition, to see th.t it is, 

irtdeed, alterable--they will be purged of fear and terror. 

This kird of modern tragedy deals with the unjust and 

unnecessary suffering of individuals in the1r relat10nship 

to society. Classical and Renaissance tragedy also dealt 

with unjust suffering: though cri tics in s~sequent ages 

have thought of the suffering as necessary, it i8 question­

able just to what extent the andents really tho~r"SO. 
Sirnilarly, though critic8 such as Williams argue that tragedy 

must show sufferin~ as avoidable, man's condition as alter-
l' ~ 

able, evil 8.j repa.able, tlley a180 see a \ degree of necessi ty 

~~ the suffering. Even from a historical and sociopolitical , 
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point of Vlew struggle lS ac!ompanied by sufferlng, a 

certain amount of WhlCh was--at least ln the long run--

"necessary" or historlcally unavoldable. However, even lf 

lt all were avoldable and alterable ln principle or ln the 
4, 

J 
long run, that would not hold for the present condltlon--and 

~ 

this fact is traglc. The 51 tuation of Brecht' s Mother 

Courage, for example, 15 :.Dot transcendentally fated, but ln 

fact a large and extremely ponderous framework would have 

to be altered before her cond1tion could change. Further-

more, though th1S framework seem5 beyond her control, she 

too con tribu tes to l ts perpetua tlon: in the Brechtlan 

parabolic ,-drama she 15 the buslnes5 of war. And the tragedy 

of her si tua tion is in the fact that she does not realize, 
, 

and never learns, that 5he lS part and parcel of the frame-

work control~ing her. It is this new awareness Wh1Ch was i 

not present in the older forms of the genre that modern 

tragedy can offer. There is still suffering in the modern 

version, but there is also--at lea5t in the audience if not 

in the protagonist(6)--the awareness that whatever situation 

i6 being represented i8 not eternal. 

From the point of view of the discuss~on in this thesis, 

the most importan'l:- contribution Williams makes is to rid (il, 

tragedy of the ri9idity and absoluteness assigned to it by 

the conservatives and thus open the vay for new interpreta­

tions. When tragedy is being seen as nct having changed in 

\ 
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the past, lt cannot be seen as changlng ln the pres&nt--and 

Vlce versa. Williams outllnes the changes that tragedy 

underwent and relates them to each histarlcal epoch. Simi-

larly, then, modern drame must be related ta our epochi and 

our epoch has had Its share of tragedy with lts wars, lts 

revolutions, lts mass ~llllngs, its politlcal and personal 

dlSllluSlonments. The fact that in spite of the modern aware-

~ess thathuman condltlon ln any age is not absolute and that 

~ 

men are the fate of ather men, there is sufferlng, thè tact 

that the alterable daes not alter or is altered very slowlYt 

or altered in a palnful process WhlCh casts man y Ilves, is 

ln itself quite sufficlent basls fqr tragedy. 

Williams refuses to classify sorne kinds af suffering as 

unimportant and sorne as genuinely tragic: ail sufferlng can 

he thought of as tragic. ThlS, in a way, is the most 

sensitive and radically egalitarian view of tragedy that has 

been encountered in this discussion, anQ one that puts 
t 

forward a strong case for ~enuine tragedy not having ta be 

aristocratic. 
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CONCLUSION 

Most of the cri tics discussed in this debate are strongly 

concerned wi th drawing consequences for society from the 

v s ta te of the theatre (even though they do not rlErsort ta the 

kind of historical and political terminology that Will~ams 

does). Their arguments in most cases are essent~ally of a . 
social, ethical, and poli tical n~ture. Moreover, the state-

ments 'Of the two basic groups of cri tics d~scussed in my 

Chapters one and two can be subswned, as Gassner suggested, 

under the ideological debate between traditionalists (con-

4 servatives) and lib~rals. Thus the whole discussion on the 

possibility of modern traqedy ultimately revolves around 

the problem of order versus freedom. 

The origin of controversy in such political, clearly 

defined terme dates back to the En li glrtenmen t and the French 

Revolution with ita notions of liberty and equality, and the 

reaction against it in the conservative answer of hierarchi-

cal order and preservation of the old 8yl~. 

The source of the conservative ho.t1lity to change 

and innovation is • respect for the put beoause of the 

aenae of historieal continuity and.quidance it offers and 

beeauae the prelervation of iU values ia aeen .s enauring 

the organic wJaolenus of society, which ia' needed if society 
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is to survlve. Preservation of a hierarchical order, with 

little' change or mobility, was the conservatives' main aim; 

lt was motivated by fear of the emerging power of the im-

patientlower classes. While there are, of course, variations 

on the conservatlve ldeology in the 20th century, order lS 

still the overrlding coneern of this group, and distrust 

of man's rational abillties one of its basic characteristics. 

The adherence to a very strict set of traditional 

values and the SUsplClon of the "common man" whleh cha-

raeterize the first group of eritics diseussed lS typical 

of the eonservatlve ideology. These crltics' outlook lS 

clearly traditionalist, backward-looking, êlit1st, 
\ 

aristocratlc - in short, one that favours an established 

(usually past) and fixed hierarchicallfrder in aU domains.\. 

They view the mode~n plurality of values and ideological 

decentralization as evidence of chaos and look to ti~es of 

allegedly absolute beliefs for inspiration . 

What are the implications of tbis view for tragedy? , 
Only plays which glorify the r1gid order the conaervatives 

cherish, whièh do not make a hero out of ordinary man, 

deserve what becomes the almost honorific title of "tragedy." 

Plays dealing wi ~ what to ttlem are unworthy values­

usually liberal values --such as democracy, skepticism, 

reform, and so on inVarjàblY fall short of ~e tragic 

ideal. The plays of Ib •• n~ wi~ their call tor reform and 

their recognition of the tradition,l society as the source 

f 



c 

1 

·1 

--
1 , 1 C) 

-4 

• 

BB 

of all evil and the ghosts of the past as the ma~n burden 

stifling man, are necessarily offensiv~ to the conservative 
r-.. 

cri tics. The very past and traditions they value, the 

order they try to preserve, are being questioned and 

a t tacked in these plays. 

Tragedy, the conservative critics maintain, must end 

wi th the reatoration of order - of a hJ,erarchical system 

of values that endows the hero's death w~th meaning. To 

or dubious reform is neither noble nor uplifting for 

audience, nor i8 it worthy of tragedy's inherent 

nity. 

The notion of order 19 maintained at the price of a 

mystifying disregard for human suffering-- that ia, the 

'suffering of the common rnaft. These critics frequently argue 

that what ia wrong with modern drama is that it looks for 

solutions, questlo~ng the necessity of suff.~in9 rather 

than âccepting i t a8 inevi table and as the very souree of 

the tragic sense of life. Tragedy 'and aocial explanatio~ 

are incompa tibIa J tragedy deala wi th the eurnal probltems 

of Man and that is precisely ~here ita "universality,· its 

Buperiority over other forma of l~ter.ture li •• , tbey streas. 

It ia on1y natural that the co~.ervat~ve critic. wou~d shun 

the mo4ern aearch for eqlanation and oal1 for reform- , 

they endanger the con tinUi ty of the order. R~ver, wbile 
.J 

on the one band these cr1tic.lcom~lain about modern drama', 
~ \ . t 

tendeney to offer soluttona, on the other they are disturbed 

1 
f 

• 



, 

1} 

89 

by lts lack of resolutlon. In each case, however, lt lS 

the lack of fixed and hierarchic order that perturbs them. 

Both the quest for solutions and the lack of resolution 

are Indlcatlve of the open-endedness of modern drama, of 

the changeabllity of the order it presents, and this ls, of 

cour&e, not acceptable to the conservative critic. 

Rather than reaffirming the old, accepted values and 

trying to appease the audience's suffering, the modern 

dramatist whoro the conservatlves crlticiz~ agitates, pro-

vokes, and doubts or even attacks the existing order. By 

exploring the nature of the suffering the ~ern play-

''''' ,. wright dzmystlfies; the conservative critics, on the ~ther 

hand, dlsplay a strong preferenèe for leaving the suffering 

unexplained, for preBerving the order at all costs. 

The liberal ideoloqy i5 theor~tically in direct 
§ 

opposition ta this: it i5 characterized by faith in the 

perfectibillty of man and human 'Progre,~, ~nd by empha"is 

on reforming'traditional institutions. The main thru s t 

behind the beliefs il the supremacy of tPè individual and 

the nead to liberate him from the tyranny of society. If ~ 

l " the individual la given the freedom to pur8ue his intereBt8, , - \ 
Ir' the well-being of the social whole wil~ automatically be 

... enhanced. 'l."hUB' order come. about ,natw;~lY U only the.­

individual 18 qiven free rein. The bas~ liberal outlook , 

~. ..--.. --......... --.......... ------------------------------
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it~nStitutions mu~e reformed in order to enable the 

individual te fulfill hi~elf. 

The liberal cri tics discussed in this thesis usually 

begin b~disagreeing with the cons~rvati~es. Their battle­

cry'is democratization,'secial improvement and representa-

tion ot the ordinary citizen and his problems in a serious 

light in the drama. However, in most cases they also 

proceed to acknowledge and lament the result of the di-

minishing status of the tragic hero. The liberal cri tiFs • 

as . a.lrule proceed in a see-saw fashion. The~ attempt to 

vindicate their actual society from the censure brought 

against it by the conservatives, to s~w that it has va~ues 
J 

worthy o~ b~~ng compared with those of previous ages; but 

ul timately Ithe need for hierarchic order overrides the calI 
o 

for democra~ic freedom and makes for t~e Iack of conviction 

in their ar'umentation. They end up agreeing with the 

conservativJs,in spite of themselves, ~at the modern hero 

is mean and uninteresting, that modern realism is con­

'strictive, 1nd even that' there has not been much modern 

drama that deserves to be called tragic. Finally they 
1 

attempt to et out of this bind by suggesting that the 

fauit lies ith lack of talent. Whr this alleged lack of 

The 

ultimate 

that if 

\ 

about is seldom explained. 

critics' constant wavering an~ their 

success should ~e sufficient indication 

begin with basically similar assumptions on 

__ ... ,.-.:-_-_ ... _ * ___ nmlllllf _____ -'! __ '!"_ -\-); ~_~o~.l.----~--::;.-:;;- .... _f" ....... "'~_ ,... ___ -::~~_ "::'.!"'; ~. ___ -----... _ ... _ .. IIiIIII1.r ... .-:~-:::::.._ 
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thQ necessity of a hierarchic social order as the conser-

v~ti ves-despi te their arguments about the need for 

democracy~and reforrn--then L~ey must logically come to the 

same conclusion: i. e '., that tragedy i5 not poss ible. The 

liberal critic5 se4m to be afraid of following their argument 

to i ts logical concl us'ion: the drama that takes into , 
consideration the radical implications of their own ideals 

finally does not appeal to thern. 

In the light of the foregoing, a cri tic such as Steiner, 

though his conclusion--that tragedy is dead--is the same as 

that of the conservati ve cri tics, is in sorne ways significantly 

different, First, he is the only one in their grou.p to offer 

a historical argument. Second, unlike the others ~ seems 

to prefer the rationali ty of modern drama to the irrational 
~ 

and rnysterious forces that governed the action in ancient 

and partially in Renaissance tragedy; even more significantly, 

he demonstrates tPe place in history of both the irrational, 

r~tualistic drama, and the socially conscious, rational 

modern theatre. Unlike the orthodox Iconservatives, he does 
i> ' 

not uncritically look back to the past, he explàins iti 

unlike the liberal critics he does not shun the conclusio~ 

the evidence points to. Nonetheless, he is probably still 

bes~ categorized with my first group in that he does not 

• draw the conclusions inheren't in his method because he i9 

working wi th the same defini t\on of tragedy as the con­

servatives are. 

9 " 
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Steiner's study is a useful indication of the necessity 

for historical explanation. In this sense, it throws a .l 

çri tical light on both the 'conservati ves and the liberals: on 

the former by putting the past ages into a historical 

perspective which they repe~tedly'fail to do~ on the latter, 
~ , , 

by showing that if one ,respects ard understands the historical '1 

evidence, it becorne~ ... impossible to fit a conservative definition 
• 

of tragedy into liberal illusions about mo'dern society. 

In s'Um,either one believes, 'in a conservative manner, 

that the old hierarchical, rigid order must be rnaintained 

or restored--in which case the bulk of modern democratic 

drarna.is unacceptablei or one believes ip democracy, equal 

opportun~ ty for all" indi vidualism, and what follows-an~ 

then one must not r~ly on the Ari.stotelian defini tion of 

tragedy, which is 9bviously the proçuct of an age whose 

values are incompatible wi th· those advertised by the liberals. 

. What,are the rea~ons for the inability or unwilling­
/l! 

'neas te aban"!:ion the Arilstotelian interpr~tation of tragedy 

noted through most of this thesis? The first reason is 

most probably inertia and confonuism. It i8 always 

easier to take as one 's, starting point sorne well-establishèd, 

generally accepted and respected· defini tion than to 
J 

begin with assumptions which the public might .reject f-rom 

the onseti choosing à saf~ tradi tioh provides a strong 

pres~mption that 'the, arguments will be accepted. Second, 

'\ 
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the ancient definition of tragedy clearly appeals to the 
~ , 

sensibility that seeks a hierarèhical order and traditi~n. 
" 

Though the rigidity of the Aristotelian guidelines is 

oftèn poi~ted out, one should not forget their vagueness, 

the room for interpretation inherent in them. What is) a 

"wortq.y" person? What is a "complete" action? What are 

"pit y" an4 "fear," what is meant by "purgation?" While 
, ' 

most cri tics ,in -the period and place under examination cling 

to the Aristot'lian definition, there seems to be no con-

sens us as to the precise nature of that d~finition. What 

is more, in sorne cases these contemporary critics clin~ to 

the in terpretation that the followers of Aristotle have 

created during the intervening centuries. Thus even those 

who demonstratively use the Aristotelian definition and 

openly- judge drama by it, rarely admit that this definition 
> 

i tself is no absolute sinee controversy still rages about 

Aristotl~ s real meaning. 

The third group of cri tics discussed (Abel and those 

who subscribe to the tragicomedy theory, with their ba~ically 
. 

formalistic or technical analyses) seems to stand at a 

tangent to this whole controversy. These critics evade 
• the traditionalist censure of the sudden decadence by 

pointing to a graduaI developm~nt, a metamorphosis whose 

seeds were contained in tragedy from the very beginning. 
\ 

Though their open-mindedness toward new values might 

classify them as liberals, they in fact r~cognize, in a 

-------------~------------
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conservative manner, the, lack of order and the death of 

tragedy, and look for.alternative solutions. ~Like both of 

these groups, they tao rely on hierarchical order for their 

explanation of the continuing tradition of tragicomedy and 

(in the 9ase of Abel) metatheatre. The homogeneity of 

tradition is restored in these theories and the specifie 

problem of modern tragedy denied. However, just as the 

liberals - though in a formally more, sophisticàted-

sounding manner - they want ta have i t both ways: even the 
narnes they give to the new genre refnder the' "tragedy~ebate" 

obsolete and are an indication of this. As l pointed out 
". 

earlier in thè discussion of thèse cr\tics, the whole 

notion of tragicomed~ iS,based on taking certain illogical 

liberties with very traditional and clearly defined con-

cepts. In particular, Abel's thesis is 50 unconvincing that 

it indicates a certain specifically post-World-War-Two 

thirst for originality' at any cost. His attem~' ta outline 

a continuous post-Hellenic tradition of metatheatre and 

to sever it from the less sophisticated theatre of the' , 

Greeks is also an ahswer to the conservative apprehension of 

lack of arder and tradition. As for tragicomedy, it too 

answers the need, in the mind of these cri tics, for a 
-

continuing tradition by ignoring the historical development 

of tragedy. 

Tc this ~~lict bet~ee~ freedom and order W~lliams~ 
brings the basically socialist·concern with exploring the 

{ \ " :1 
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nature of men in their r~lationship to society and ta the 

movements of his~ory. 

By showing the stalematè of liberal tragedy, Williams 

is in fact painting ta a stalemate in the ~beral world. 

Wil.liams's answer to thi's impasse in literature and to what 
" 

he views'às the most unfortunate consequence of a de?adent 

liberalism- the separation of private and public life-

is the engagement of drarna in specificall~ contemporary 

issues, particularly his brand of struggle ta ch~nge one' s 

condition. Brecht's drama, a possible way out of the dead 

end in the theatre, ls shown as fulfil1ing thi$·~(ieed. 
/ 

Williams calls not only for social awareness in serious 
, 1 

draIna, but aiso, 1in a humanist Marxist waV 1 for the rJ-" 
'1 

cognition of a tragic suffering in the modern struggle to 
1 

change one's 'environment. \ 

Williams rejects the rigiq 

\1 
1 

, . 
( _.J, 

hietaichical arder of the 

.- . conservatives on the grounds that it is unegalitarian and 

oppressive for the ordinary individual. But he also 

realizes ,that absolute freedom, the unmediated supremacy 

of the individual without regard to his connec~on with 

other individuals and to society as a whole, issues, at 

least in the dramatic expression of this ideology, in the .. 
inévitable stalemate of liberal tragedy, and ultimately in 

.. the denial of not only the role of ~Jociety but of the 

individual's hurnanity as we~. Therefore, Williams re-

places, in a syn esizing manner', the traditional, vertical 

7 ms. • kil 

• 



\ 

" . 

\ 

, \ 

\ 

96 

order of the conservatives and the egati~tic, unordered 

individualism of the liberals with an egalitarian, 

hori'zontal ,<?rder ~ that is consonant with indi'vidual freedom 

as guaranteeà by and interacting wi~'~hat society as a whole. 

ls modern ~amat~c tragedy, thén, possible to~? Cer-
f ~ 

tainly -not if one accepts t.~e nosta1git: s tatements of Krutch, 
, 1 

wri ting at a Ume of disillusion (and conservatism in the 

United States, and of other mar~lizing critjcism in the 

,,~ USA and the UK that is ultimately more a censure of the 

'contemporary world than a sch~lar1y discussion of a genre. 
(, 

Looking at i ts own times through dark glasses, this criticism 

has a vested interest in seeing a rasy picture back in the 
f 

pasto Unable ta recaptur~ this rosy past, it then returns 
~ 

to triumphantly herald the arrivaI af a cold, cynica1, un-

happy age in which ~ tragedy - that sign that aIl is 

weIl wi th the world - is lost. Insisting that the only 

change in the world,is its growing increasing1y more'~­

bearable in 6ompar~son to an .absolute ideal, it simila~ly 
1 " , 

vièws tragedy in relation to an idéal and absolute form, 
~ , 

so that each subsequent departure from this form is under-

stood as an aberration ?r a sign of deca~ncè. In that view 

tragedy becomes impossible. Nor does modern tra~edy seem 

feasible if /one ynaintains ,wi th Fergusson, in a vein 

simi1ar to that of Krutch, that an "idea of the theater" 

has been lost with the unfortunate modern 10ss of va1ues. 

,..." ..z "'._" ... 'if r, ou 
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The liberal critics take sorne first steps toward the 

direction of a specifically mod~rn dramatic criticism of 

tragedy, a cr~ticism that would recognize certain not 
f 

necessarily only unwo,rthy factors in contemporary life such , 

as democratization of the last two centuries, increased 

w~lfare, and 50 on. However,' as l tried to point out, they 

also illustrate the impossibility of forming a genuinely 
1 

yseful-definition and theory of mode~n tragedy without 

abandoning, or at least radically re-exam~ning, the 
t, 
Aristotelian tenets. The uncritical clinging to the 

. \ 
Aristotelian definition is a serious o~stacle which these 

? • 

critics were not able or willing to overcome. Moreover, 

sorne of thern did not transc~nd the conservatives' a-

historical analysis of the dramatic tradition and their 

definition of order. Therefore, ultimately their arguments 

fail tO'convince.' As for the third group of critics, their 

starting point, based on esscentially conservative assumpJ 

tions, was the impossibility of a modern tragedy. Tbeir 

analysis of the situation, however, managed to evade---
. 

as it was probably roeant to ,--the central issues. 
r-

Raymond Williams, with his demystifyingfistorical 

analysis of the dramatic ~radition,has opene~ew possibili­

tie~or understanding tragedy. In fact he has,through a 

discussion of change and development, provided a sense 

of continuîty -'something neither the conservatives with . 

their rigid adherence to the past and disregard for the , 

?re~ent nor the liberals with their compromising and 

___ ~.!_~ll~r'~§~MI~P~7~;~.t~.~: .. ~ .• )~J~I".l."I.n"I"" •• "".T""----~~----- -~"""""' •••• ".I.I.,,""""""MMh~œA.'_ 
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wavering have succeeded in daing. Para.daxic~lly, i t is his 
1 

~rxist humanisl!1 and rad.ical egalitarianism that managed ., 
ta at, least indicate how a respect for tradition ard a 

respect for democra ti zation can coexist. 

... 

Finally, th en : why tragedy at aIl? r- hope the answer 

has already béen hinted at: while there is seriaus suffering 

and ial3tice, there has to be sorne expression of .u: in the . 
1ft arts. The moment i t ~gins ta be expressed, the fi rst s tep, 

however tiny, i5 being taken: to b~gin with towa~ its 

understanding, and eventually-one hopes-t9Ward i ts 

partial or total elimination. This, surely, is a worthy 

cause. 
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