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A tragedy is a serious play about the sorrows, failure, and
death of a hero who occupies a highly respected, public posi-
tion. In a unified drama, a tragedy tracks the hero's gradual
downfall, usually brought about by his own misjudgment.
The play progresses logically, showing the audience the step-
by-step events that lead to destruction and death. At some
pivotal point late in the play, an event, frequently a reversal
of the hero's expectations, makes him recognize his dilemma
and his own contribution to it. Despite the unhappy ending,
a tragedy offers the audience an emotional release, or
catharsis, rather than a depressing experience.

Shakespeare's Wisdom Is Relevant for All Times
and Places (1952) by G.B. Harrison 53

William Shakespeare is the greatest writer in the English
language. He understands a wider range of human experi-
ences and re-creates them with greater wisdom than any
other writer. Moreover, Shakespeare gives apt and powerful
expression to feelings of highest joy and deepest despair.
Through his works, critics can discern his knowledge of
nature and of human activity and his beliefs in the morality
of marriage, in a divinity, and in the value of an orderly
world. In Hamlet, Shakespeare says that a play should hold
"the mirror up to nature." His mirror held up to nature
indeed reflects its universal qualities.

Women in Shakespeare's Tragedies (1981) by Angela Pitt 41
None of the women in William Shakespeare's tragedies have
the high status of tragic heroes such as Hamlet or Ring Lear.
But Shakespeare creates women characters with distinct per-
sonalities who serve important functions in the plays. In
Romeo and Juliet, Juliet's role is as significant as Romeo's.
Women in other tragedies—Desdemona in Othello, Ophelia
and Gertrude in Hamlet, Cordelia in King Lear, and Lady
Macbeth in Macbeth—play supporting roles. These women
are integral to the plots and have Shakespeare's "stamp of
individuality."

Images of Light in Romeo and Juliet (1957)
by Caroline F.E. Spurgeon 50

The repetition and variety of light images in Shakespeare's
Romeo and Juliet give the play beauty and passion. The
lovers themselves are spoken of as different kinds of light,
and love as a variety of light flashes. The vitality of light



images intensifies the power of dark images, which accom-
pany parting and death. Together, the light and dark images
give the play a "sensation of swiftness and brilliance."

Romeo and Juliet: More Than Conventions of Love (1986)
by Northrop Frye 55

Many poets in William Shakespeare's time followed the same
artistic conventions, or methods, when they wrote about
love. Among the conventions are love as a religion; a proud,
rejecting mistress; the poet in despair; and comparisons to
famous beauties. Shakespeare uses these conventions in
Romeo and Juliet, but the play is more than a skillful display
of artistic form. Romeo and Juliet is a tragedy, and
Shakespeare evokes the sadness of pure love destroyed and
the anguish of feuding fathers' allowing it to happen.

Complexity as a Theme in Romeo and Juliet (1949)
by Lawrence Edward Bowling 64

Shakespeare's Romeo and Juliet has a central, unified theme:
Through action and language, Shakespeare illustrates the
reality that people are a blend of saint and villain; they are
not saints or villains. Romeo's confidant Friar Lawrence
understands this reality from the outset. Romeo learns it
through two experiences: the rejection of his first false love,
Rosalind, for his purer love, Juliet, and his slaying of Tybalt
and Paris. Juliet learns that Romeo is not villainous simply
because he is a member of an enemy family, the Montagues,
nor is he a saintly lover. She accepts Romeo as both husband
and her cousin's killer.

Timeless Politicians in Julius Caesar (1982)
by Gareth Lloyd Evans 73

Though Julius Caesar fails to reach the highest sense of
tragedy, it engages audiences with portrayals of politicians
who appear in all ages. The play's Roman political figures
exhibit opposing qualities. For example, Caesar displays
arrogant public power, but private pettiness. Brutus is honest
and thoughtful, but lacks the single-minded practicality to
lead effectively. Antony lures the mob away from Brutus's
influence, but does it with ruthless manipulation. Each char-
acter's public morality is incompatible with his private
morality, and the actions that result cause disorder in
Roman society.

Caesar Pitted Against Fate (1961) by Edith Sitwell 80
The title character in Shakespeare's Julius Caesar is a great
and powerful Roman ruler, but he is destined to lose a battle
with fate. Because Caesar is proud and powerful, he refuses
to heed warnings to stay home on the Ides of March, warn-
ings given to him by the soothsayer and suggested by the ele-
ments. By defying both, he gave the conspirators an opportu-
nity to kill him. For this great theme—a powerful man pitted
against fate—Shakespeare wrote some of his most beautiful
poetry.



Marc Antony: A Man of Skill and Honor (1972)
by T.S. Dorsch 84

Marc Antony, Caesar's friend in Julius Caesar, is a skilled
and honorable man. Antony acted to restore Caesar's reputa-
tion and avenge his death, a cause that is more moral than
the conspirators' cause of killing Caesar to save Rome from
tyranny. Though Antony accomplishes his cause by manipu-
lation, he is not self-serving. Moreover, Antony, who moves
the Roman crowd on Caesar's behalf, deserves admiration
for his skill in oratory and, in the last part of the play, for the
generosity he shows his enemies.

Place and Time in Hamlet (1946)
by Harley Granville-Barker 92

William Shakespeare structures both place and time in
Hamlet. Even though characters go on journeys, the entire
play is set in Elsinore, from which characters report on
action elsewhere. By keeping the events within the castle,
Shakespeare heightens the tension of Hamlet's inability to
act. Likewise, Shakespeare heightens awareness of Hamlet's
inaction by associating time with Hamlet's moods.
Shakespeare ignores references to time while Hamlet delib-
erates and waits. When he acts, Shakespeare gives events an
hour or day or month. This use of place and time brings
Hamlet's procrastination into sharper focus.

Hamlet's Melancholy (1904) by A. C. Bradley 100
For nearly four centuries, critics havespeculated about the
qualities in Hamlet's character that make him unable to act
on behalf of his murdered father. Melancholy, as the
Elizabethans thought of it, best explains Hamlet's inaction.
Hamlet's nature—his morality, optimism, idealism, and intel-
ligence—make him inclined to melancholy, but the situation
in which he loses a father and sees his mother remarry his
uncle intensifies the inclination. Of all the theories, melan-
choly is the most logical because it accounts for the largest
number of words and actions in the play.

Imagery in Hamlet Reveals Character and Theme (1951)
by W.H. Clemen 109

William Shakespeare creates a form of imagery in Hamlet
that is different from the more formal and literary imagery of
his earlier plays. Hamlet speaks naturally in everyday, precise
words. He ably and quickly shifts the kind of images to fit the
person he speaks to or to fit the person who overhears him.
Moreover, his imagery reveals his education and intellectual
insight, serves as a relief for inner tension, and helps him
feign madness. In particular, the Ghost's leprous skin disease
and Hamlet's image of an unweeded garden, introduced early
in the play, symbolize one of the play's major themes.

The World of Hamlet (1952) by Maynard Mack 116
The world of a play is a well-planned microcosm of people,
places, and events. The world of Shakespeare's Hamlet is a



mysterious one filled with questions and riddles, a world
Shakespeare intentionally created that way. Throughout the
play, Hamlet struggles in this world, but in the end he
accepts it as it is, even though it costs his life and the ruin of
the Danish kingdom.

Character Revealed Through Dialogue (1986)
by Robert Di Yanni 121

Dialogue in plays functions in three ways: to advance the
plot, to establish the setting, and to reveal character. In
Othello, dialogue reveals qualities about Desdemona, her
maid Emilia, Iago, and Othello. Both content and choice of
the words show that Desdemona is a more, innocent woman
than her maid, that Iago is coarse and wicked, and that
Othello changes, information the reader or audience learns
without direct explanation.

The Engaging Qualities of Othello (1957)
by Louis B. Wright and Virginia A. LaMar 126

Othello particularly engaged Elizabethan audiences and has
appealed to audiences and readers ever since. The play
appeals because it depicts emotions common to every per-
son; it portrays a villain in Venice, a city reputed for its
wickedness; it pits good against evil; and it has an exotic for-
eign character, a Moor. Othello is the perfect play, in part
because it presents its theme without extraneous scenes
designed to please a portion of the audience, be it the
monarch or the poor paying customers standing on the
ground around the stage, those called groundlings.

Two Worldviews Echo Each Other (1958)
by Francis Fergusson 131

Splendid language and a powerful story give Othello its sta-
tus as a masterpiece. The characters of Iago and Othello,
opposites in morality, stature, and worldview, echo each
other. Iago is coarse, devious, and heartless; Othello is noble,
honorable, and heroic. In the beginning, the language of the
two men reflects their differences. As Iago poisons Othello's
mind, they begin to speak alike. Iago's is an immediate world
in which he talks of cities, goats, and monkeys; Othello's is a
chaste world in which he talks of stars and trumpets.
Because both worlds lack human understanding and a tradi-
tional social order, one world echoes the other.

Othello: A Tragedy of Beauty and Fortune (1955)
by Helen Gardner 139

Shakespeare's Othello is supreme in three kinds of beauty:
poetic, intellectual, and moral. Othello is an extraordinary
man who speaks beautiful language—a hero like those of the
ancient world, a free man who left his kin and country
behind for freely chosen duties as a professional military
officer. Desdemona falls in love with this military man.
Othello's love for Desdemona is a "great venture of faith,"
which fails under Iago's calculated attacks. Structurally, all



parts of the play focus on the story of Othello and
Desdemona's love and its destruction. As a tragedy of for-
tune, the play ends heroically when Othello recovers his
faith in love and in himself.

The Juxtaposition of Opposites in Macbeth (1922)
by John Jay Chapman 148

In his tragedy Macbeth, Shakespeare repeatedly emphasizes
a point by using contrasts. This single dramatic element of
placing two opposite effects beside one another dramatizes
both thought and emotion. Shakespeare sets quiet scenes
beside bloody actions, Macbeth's hesitation beside Lady
Macbeth's brazenness, the terror of night beside the ghastly
reality of day. The contrast between Macbeth's speeches in
which he conjures up courage for bloody acts and his
speeches envisioning a quiet life most poignantly heightens
the tragic nature of the play.

Macbeth Tempts Fate (1947) by Cleanth Brooks 155
The clothing imagery in Macbeth is significant and rich.
Macbeth is proud to wear the mantle of Thane of Cawdor, but
he is uncomfortable in his kingly robes because he stole
them. Other symbolic uses of clothing images sharpen con-
trasts between the horror of the murder and the rightful
nature of what should have been. Ambition moves Macbeth to
commit the first murder, but, despite his discomfort in the
clothes he wears, his desire to control the future drives him to
murder those who threaten to wear kingly robes in the future.

Major Symbols in Macbeth (1973) by Kenneth Muir 163
While the dialogue moves the action in Macbeth, the images
penetrate the listener's or reader's soul. Recurring images of
sleep, blood, and time are among the most significant ones
that move the audience; collectively, the images become
symbols and contribute to the underlying theme of the play.
The audience senses the theme that Macbeth's act of mur-
dering Duncan disrupts nature's order—breaks a link in the
chain of being—which cannot be restored until Macbeth is
overthrown.

The Character of Macbeth (1870) by William Hazlitt 170
Viewing the protagonist in Macbeth from three angles pro-
vides a clear picture of Macbeth's character. From one angle,
Macbeth is a man carried along by a violent fate which he
has too much conscience to follow. Another angle that con-
trasts Macbeth's hesitancy with Lady Macbeth's unflinching
determination highlights Macbeth's perplexity. Finally, a
comparison between Macbeth's character and Richard Ill's
character focuses Macbeth's many human qualities and
makes the case that he deserves sympathy.

The Greatness of King Lear (1875) by Edward Dowden 177
King Lear is the greatest poetry of all North European
genius. In this play, Shakespeare addresses life's most



mysterious questions about the existence of suffering and
good and evil, and he has the wisdom to know that he can-
not answer them. The play portrays great evil, in
Gloucester's son Edmund and Lear's daughters Goneril and
Regan; great suffering, in Gloucester and Lear; and great
good, in Cordelia, Edgar, and Rent. Shakespeare does not
explain why evil, suffering, and goodness exist. He does,
however, oppose evil, not by denying it, but by asserting the
presence of its opposites—virtue, loyalty, and love.

The Double Plot of King Lear (1973) by Jay L. Halio 188
Shakespeare's King Lear has a double plot. Both Lear and
Gloucester suffer from the cruelty of their children, but their
destinies differ. Gloucester, blinded and overtaken by
despair, learns to "see" in a better, more feeling way. A deter-
mined Lear, who defies nature's elements, turns foolish and
mad before his senses are restored when he is reunited with
his daughter Cordelia. Both men die. In a terrifying way,
Gloucester's blindness and death and Lear's profound
anguish and death symbolize the passage of what is finite
and mortal and the endurance of immortal hope and love.

The Plot of Tragedy Best Suits King Lear (1957)
by Sylvan Barnet, Morton Berman, and William Burio 194

The original historical story of King Lear has been given var-
ious treatments. In 1681, Nahum Tate rewrote the closing
scenes of Shakespeare's King Lear to give it a happy ending
and thus avoid the play's brutality. Such tampering under-
mines the play as a tragedy. In Shakespeare's plot and sub-
plot, Gloucester's pain and Lear's anguish mirror each other.
As a tragic hero, Lear suffers, learns patience, and dies, the
only ending appropriate for Shakespeare's grand theme.
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