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Preface


What is it that matters about Shakespearean tragedy and in particular the four great tragedies: Hamlet, Macbeth, King Lear, Othello? Perhaps that tragedy exposes in one form or another, from one ideological viewpoint or another, issues relating to individual identity within or as framed by the society which produces it and participates in it as performer, reader, student, actor or audience.


Through the genre of tragedy Shakespeare poses many questions which he does not answer. It is the questioning which matters, challenging us to enter a dialogue with each play, its author and others who have encountered the tragedies down the centuries. The approach here to entering this dialogue is similar to that in the companion volume on Shakespeare’s Comedies. We do not ask what the tragedies mean, we ask how they work. Through an understanding of the mechanics of the plays and the art of the playwright, we engage with the questions contained in the plays. Different meanings emerge depending on the predilictions of the audience or reader, or the artistic vision within the corporate and collective experience of a theatrical performance. It is this malleability which ensures the plays’ continuing success.


Quotations from the works are taken from The RSC Shakespeare: The Complete Works, edited by Jonathan Bate and Eric Rasmussen (Basingstoke: Macmillan, paperback edition, 2008), and based on the First Folio (1623).
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Introduction: Shakespeare and tragedy


Remember the life of these things consists in action.


John Marston, ‘To My Equal Reader’, The Fawn (1604–6)





Shakespeare’s plays, particularly his tragedies, resonate with antecedents in Roman and Greek theatre. Neoclassical criticism has traditionally defined the structure of tragedy and applied it from Greek tragedy to Shakespeare. In such readings drama depends on conflict, and the plot of the play is as a knot which the dramatic action proceeds to unravel. The structure, however, is like a pyramid. This has exposition, rising action, climax, falling action, catastrophe.


Structure is important. Shakespeare was aware of the Roman Seneca, but he may not have been so familiar with the Greeks Aeschylus, Sophocles or Euripides. Nevertheless, the main plot of Hamlet, for example, can be related to the classical structure described above. In such a reading, the climax of the play, the turning point, is when Hamlet fails to kill Claudius at prayer (Act 3 Scene 3). The plot rises to this point and then falls towards the catastrophe, the deaths in Act 5 of Hamlet and several others. The problem with this definition, however, is that Greek tragedy is also tied to the classical notion of ‘the unities’: the three unities derived from Aristotle’s Poetics implied that the duration of the dramatic action must take place in a single day (Time), in a single location (Place), and must contain a single plot (Action). For Aristotle, ‘character’ was a secondary device, an instrument used to carry the ‘plot’ of the action.


Neither Hamlet nor the other Shakespearean tragedies conform to this strict model. In Hamlet, Shakespeare spreads the action over a much longer time span and the play has a series of parallels and sub-plots involving, for example, Fortinbras, Ophelia and Laertes, all of whom have lost their father and are portrayed as coping with their loss in different ways. So the sub-plots are parallel plots: Fortinbras threatens the Danish throne; Ophelia, it is suggested, commits suicide; Laertes’ rebellion, prompted by the death of his father, is turned by Claudius into a form of revenge, which is then folded into a larger plot engineered by Claudius to protect his own position as king. This is one of many forms of repetition in the play, all of which expand the material of the main plot and increase the complexity of the action.
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Despite the image of a pyramid, the imposition of the traditional structure is defeated by the complexity of the plot. Some 20th-century critics, most notably Northrop Frye, have offered alternatives, Frye discerning six phases of tragedy, moving from “the heroic to the ironic”1 and five ‘modes’ or ‘categories’ integral to tragedy. It must be doubtful that Shakespeare worked in this way, and I prefer to look at a less complex structure underlying the four great tragedies, and to organize the action of these plays in terms of the following themes.


1  Problems: are set which relate directly to the protagonist, who must be of significant standing in the social order, but the problems may affect that social order by involving more than just the protagonist or a single plot. In the opening scenes of each of the four great tragedies more than one problem is described, and although there is a central narrative, integrated sub-plots are developed that contribute to the pattern of the play. This allows a play to be the sum of its parts rather than to follow a single linear narrative line dependent on the ‘character’ of the protagonist.


2  Journeys: the solutions to the problems involve the protagonist and other characters who undertake mental journeys. This may also involve geographical relocations, which expose ambitions or anxieties.


3  Arrivals: during these mental and/or physical journeys, self-enquiry leads those with ambitions or anxieties to arrive at some form of self-knowledge, found in recognition scenes.


4  Complications arise which may postpone the path from self-recognition to satisfactory resolution.


5  Silence: through the death of the protagonist (and sometimes his antagonist) is the usual result.


So in Hamlet, for example, this basic five-part structure emerges as follows.


1  The problems initially set at the beginning of the play relate to the death of King Hamlet, exemplified by the Ghost’s revelations concerning the “incestuous” marriage of the queen to the late king’s brother, Claudius, who has committed fratricide in order to achieve his ambitions. But there is a second, more pressing political problem that endangers the new king’s regime: the threat to Denmark of an attack by the Norwegians, led by young Fortinbras, whose father was killed in combat by King Hamlet.


2  Hamlet embarks on a ‘journey’ to test the veracity of the Ghost’s claims, and he determines, on the instruction of the Ghost, to solve the problem by vengeance at whatever cost. He also embarks on a psychological journey since the events in Denmark appear to disturb his mental equilibrium. The new king sends emissaries to the king of Norway in order to avoid invasion and, with the queen, attempts to appease her malcontent son.


3  The king’s emissaries return having secured peace, but for Hamlet various actions occur, including a brief moment of introspection from Claudius and Hamlet’s chastising of his mother. At this meeting Polonius is accidentally killed and this leads to Hamlet being forced to take a physical journey not of his own choosing, from which when he returns, he asserts his identity, “This is I,/Hamlet the Dane” (5.1.210–11).


4  A further complication occurs with the return from Paris of Laertes, determined to revenge the death of his father, Polonius. His sister Ophelia’s lapse into madness and ultimate ‘suicide’ adds further impetus to Laertes’ desire for revenge, and this is exploited by Claudius.


5  These ‘plots’ all come together in the final act of the play, and the silence comes through multiple deaths, including Hamlet’s own. At the end, Hamlet acknowledges Fortinbras’ entitlement to the throne of Denmark: “he has my dying voice” (5.2.305). Hamlet dies with the words “The rest is silence.” (307)
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Having considered the structure of tragic plays, we might ask what ‘tragedy’ is. Traditionally critics look back to the classical stage and to Aristotle, who wrote:




Tragedy is an imitation of an action that is admirable, complete and possesses magnitude; in language made pleasurable, each of its species separated in different parts; performed by actors, not through narration; effecting through pity and fear the purification (purgation) of such emotions.2





This concept refers to the emotional state in which the audience finds itself at the completion of the tragic action. Through the play, feelings of pity and terror are created in the spectators, and at the end those emotions are released, purged, purified and brought back into balance. This release (catharsis) can allow the audience to feel elated at what they have witnessed while simultaneously relieved that they experience the tragedy vicariously through the fate of the protagonist. The protagonist, the main character in the play, is usually someone of high rank who suffers a reversal of fortune, sometimes brought about by his own pride (hubris) and his refusal to compromise. He is blind to the consequences of his pride and the actions that lead to his downfall, but towards the end of the play there is a moment of recognition (anagnorisis) in which the blindness is lifted and he achieves a modicum of self-knowledge that comes too late for him to avoid the consequences of his actions. Thus in the face of defeat the protagonist reveals admirable human qualities, something that led the critic A. C. Bradley to lament the inconsolable sense of ‘waste’ that we are left with at the end of the tragic action3.


In Shakespearean tragedy, the recognition scene is thought to be as poignant as in Greek drama, as, for example, in King Lear Act 4 when the king ‘discovers’ the magnitude of his errors. Anagnorisis, or discovery, begins with the king articulating his pain, “but I am bound/Upon a wheel of fire”; then he confesses his confusion, “Where have I been? Where am I? Fair daylight?/I am mightily abused”; and finally he acknowledges his own frailty, confessing the foolishness of his age as he recognizes Cordelia, the daughter whom he has wronged:




Pray do not mock me:


I am a very foolish fond old man,


Fourscore and upward, not an hour more nor less,


… Do not laugh at me,


For, as I am a man, I think this lady


To be my child Cordelia.





Cordelia answers simply, “And so I am, I am.” (4.6.62f.)


In many productions this is a highly charged emotional and cathartic moment and one which 18th-century critics would have wished to see as the natural end to the play. But Shakespeare frustrates this desire by producing further, harrowing complications. The play follows through the consequences of Lear’s errors by producing further calamities and the result is the death of Cordelia, following Lear’s recognition of her quality. In Act 5 Lear is left with nothing but death as he holds the lifeless body of his youngest daughter in his arms:




Why should a dog, a horse, a rat have life,


And thou no breath at all? Thou’lt come no more,


Never, never, never, never, never!


Pray you undo this button: thank you, sir,


Do you see this? Look on her, look, her lips,


Look there, look there! [He dies.] (5.3.323–8)





Does this intensify the cathartic effect that criticism teaches us is appropriate at the ending of a tragedy, or does it frustrate our expectations of the play? To Nahum Tate (1652–1715), and Samuel Johnson (1704–84), it was beyond the realms of sensibility or decorum. In 1681, Tate adapted the play, cutting out the final act and producing a happy ending in which the protagonist and Cordelia remain alive. This was the only version of the play performed until the 1820s.


For 20th- and 21st-century audiences, Shakespeare’s original ending has come to express the vacuity of existence and the violent barbarism of contemporary experience. In its structural form, King Lear debates other classical themes, such as the nature and purpose of divine intervention or retribution (nemesis), which comes in the form of divine punishment for human error – as in Gloucester’s horrifying blinding, which leads paradoxically to his ‘insight’ into his own plight (“As flies to wanton boys are we to th’gods:/They kill us for their sport”: 4.1.41–2) – or reversals of fortune (peripeteia), such as when the villain Edmund seeks to halt the execution of Cordelia but the letter of pardon arrives too late to prevent her death. Some modern critics have credited Shakespeare with pushing the genre much further in depicting the vacuous bleakness of existence in the face of the finality of death. In Act 1, King Lear foreshadows what is to come when he instructs Cordelia that “Nothing will come of nothing: speak again” (1.1.82). Act 5 ends in the silence of their deaths, echoing, perhaps, the irony of Hamlet’s final words, “The rest is silence” (5.2.307).


For much of the 20th century, A. C. Bradley’s views provided a philosophical basis for the concept of Shakespeare’s tragedy. In contradiction of Aristotle, who held that “Tragedy is not an imitation of persons, but of actions and of life”4, Bradley insisted on the primacy of character. He pointed towards the unity of feelings in the plays and he saw the structure of the plays as mirroring what is known as a Hegelian dialectic, in which a thesis and an antithesis come into conflict with each other but a resolution occurs by a synthesis of the two at a higher level, which constitutes the close of the play. In this analysis of Shakespeare’s tragedies, two polarities expressing good and evil each destroy one another in order to produce a new situation. For Bradley, character is the determining factor, while for Aristotle it is “the events, i.e. the plot, [that] are what tragedy is there for, and that is the most important thing of all”5.


As the 20th century progressed, critics began to challenge Bradley’s approach to Shakespeare. In a famous essay 6, L. C. Knights exposed the absurdity of thinking of Shakespeare’s characters as having an independent and individual Iife outside the play. He insisted, however, on the close examination and appreciation of the language of the plays, although he widened this critical emphasis to take into account historical, social and political issues7. Such issues have grown in importance and have, in contemporary criticism, challenged Aristotelian notions of tragedy and the way in which we regard the plays. In a seminal work that in 1980 inaugurated a new critical school of thought known as New Historicism, Stephen Greenblatt called for an emphasis on the literary text in its social and cultural context. He directed attention towards language as the primary means of accessing and shaping “the world”.




Language, like other sign systems, is a collective construction; our interpretive task must be to grasp more sensitively the consequences of this fact by investigating both the social presence to the world of the literary text and the social presence of the world in the literary text.8





The twenty years from the 1980s onwards was a time of heated debate and discussion. New Historicist critics saw the need to locate dramatic texts in the culture of their original creation in terms that Greenblatt advocated, but this was taken further by more politically conscious critics, the Cultural Materialists, who drew on a long tradition of Marxist and socialist thought. The Cultural Materialists questioned the fundamental emphasis placed by Bradley and others upon ‘character’ in tragedy. They preferred to look at ‘subjectivity’ and the social pressures under which it was produced. Following from the Marxist rejection of the notion of the ‘individual’ that had informed the characterization of the tragic protagonist for so long, emphasis was now placed upon how the protagonist was ‘produced’. Jonathan Dollimore, for example, insisted on a Marxist materialistic interpretation of the individual: “It is not the consciousness of men that determines their being, but, on the contrary, their social being that determines their consciousness”9.


The Cultural Materialists found considerable support in the writings of theatre dramatists and theoreticians such as Bertolt Brecht, Antonin Artaud, Jan Kott and Augusto Boal from the 1930s onwards, and in the practice of influential theatre directors such as Peter Brook and Peter Hall from the 1960s onwards. Boal in particular attacked the concept of the tragic flaw (hamartia) and saw the retribution it provokes in traditional concepts of tragedy as a method of re-enforcing social control. In his view, tragedy creates a means of sacrificing the protagonist in order to guarantee conformity to the prevailing social ethos. Thus the whole notion of catharsis is represented as being politically coercive. The critical debate between Liberal Humanists and Cultural Materialists continues within literary and political circles10.


Cultural Materialists might question the notion of the individual, but a sense of individuality emerged in European thought during the Renaissance. In traditional Christianity, authority had been located in the institution of the Church, whose task it was to mediate and to legitimize scriptural meaning, until the Renaissance brought challenges to the Church’s authority. Humanism, developed at first in 14th-century Italy, was disseminated throughout Europe in the 15th and 16th centuries, fostered by the advent of printing and the growth in reading that it facilitated. The movement encouraged a return to original sources and religious reflection, so access to ‘the new thinking’ gave individuals a greater opportunity for personal interpretation. This trend was further developed by Protestantism generally after the Reformation and in the newly established Church in England, although in England certain elements of traditional religious thinking remained. These events coincided with – indeed, largely facilitated – developments in science that resulted in a radical rethinking of the organization of the universe, the whole creating a tension between a perceived innate human capacity to shape existence, and a concept of a divine power that could shape our ends. It was this historical confluence of cultural and religious ideas that influenced the development of the kind of tragedy that we associate with Shakespeare. But that does not imply that we should define the genre in classical or neoclassical terms, nor in terms associated with Christian or liberal humanism. My discussion of the four tragedies will consider how the plays may have worked within the context of the influences pertaining at the time of their inception, and of how they may also work in a modern context.






	Elizabethan tragedy








Traditionally, Elizabethan tragedy has been defined as being of three types: de casibus, which shows the rise and fall of a great individual; revenge tragedy, which places the individual within a corrupt society failing to find justice through legal or religious institutions and thereby resorting to acts of personal vengeance; and domestic tragedy, as exemplified in plays such as the anonymous Arden of Feversham (c.1592), which deal with issues that are implicitly rather than explicitly political but that nevertheless have some links with the development and progress of the plays under discussion. In one sense King Lear demonstrates a domesticity which has far-reaching public and hence political implications. Given the modern separation of the spheres of ‘public’ and ‘private’, we have to ask ourselves to what extent the domestic impinges upon the political and vice versa.
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In order to try to avoid difficulties or solve problems about a play’s meaning, it is sometimes said that we should simply go back to the original text. This, however, is not easy. The plays were not intended as literary artefacts but as scripts for performance. It appears that Shakespeare did not oversee the printing of his works; although some of them were published in his lifetime, others were not. The result is that for some of the plays we have a number of early texts which differ from one another. The modern texts we read are often compilations of a number of early scripts. In The Oxford Shakespeare: Complete Works (1988), editors Stanley Wells and Gary Taylor decided to publish two versions of King Lear from different ‘originals’: The History of King Lear from the 1608 Quarto and The Tragedy of King Lear from the First Folio (1623). Plays are dynamic and changes are made through rehearsal, through performance, through revival and also through theft, as is the case with Hamlet. Possibly Shakespeare’s best-known tragedy and most quoted play, Hamlet first appeared in print in 1603 in a quarto-sized edition known now as Q1 and often referred to as the ‘bad Quarto’. It was published again in a 1604/05 quarto edition, known as Q2 or sometimes as the ‘good Quarto’. It was published again after his death by two of Shakespeare’s fellow actors, John Heminges and Henry Condell, in the first collected edition of Shakespeare’s plays, the First Folio in 1623.
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