BACKGROUND: ON TRAGEDY

Origins of Tragedy (5th century BCE):

Early forms of Greek theatre grew out of the ritual poems and dances (Dithyrambs = “twice born”) performed during the worship of Dionysus

Dionysus was the god of wine and madness; the violence and intoxication associated with his worship are still evident in the earliest tragedies – as that which is in tension with civilized, political life.

Sacred animal of Dionysus was the goat (Gk = “tragos”); from whose name we get the word “tragedy”, meaning goat-song.

Satyrs and Maenads (male and female worshippers of Dionysus) performed wild rituals in honour of the god: involving intoxication, sacrificing and eating raw flesh of the goat, wearing the skin of the goat in order to become the goat-god. (Satyr = mythical creature, half-man, half-goat)

This ecstatic state of changing into someone else could be the beginning of acting, playing a character other than oneself.

Gradually a masked actor telling a story (subject matter from heroic saga) is separated from the satyr-chorus; this actor dialogues with the chorus; eventually more actors added to stage.

Aeschylus’ Oresteian Trilogy:

· Agamemnon: Clytemnestra and her lover, Aegisthus, kill Agamemnon when he returns from the Trojan War;

· The Libation Bearers: Orestes, the son of Agamemnon, seeks revenge for his father’s death kills his mother (Clymnestra). 

· The Eumenides: The Furies (spirits of blood revenge) seek to avenge Clytemnestra’s death; Orestes seeks divine help from Apollo, then Athena. The latter institutes the Athenian court in order to hear the cases of each side. The jury is split and Athena sides in favour of Orestes.

Where does the Dionysian ritual fit into this type of tragedy ?  In terms of the content; the Furies and the blood guilt and instinct for revenge which they represent is a manifestation of the Dionysian and its natural justice. The Apollonian arises as the cultural limitation of this wild, natural justice.

Dionysian also present as symbol of feminine: of duty owed by natural bonds, by ties to the earth -- this again limited by the Apollonian bonds of culture and our duty as social animals to be faithful to oaths (spoken bonds). 

The theatre as a social ritual which is crucial to the polis: involving a taming of sorts of the frenzy of Dionysian worship; a putting of that frenzied ritual within social limits.

In the theatre, as in the court and in the assembly, we have the polis on display and at work. All involve, to some extent, a battle of accounts (logos) of what is just or good. With each account put into conflict or strife with others, each account is put into its limit; rather, than assuming it is the whole account or truth. 

A question raised by tragedy: free will versus destiny ? This is often called the “tragic dilemma”: a situation in which the hero faces two equally unacceptable choices; both will lead to disaster (for eg., Orestes; note also Oedipus).

Medieval Tragedy:

In the Middle Ages (ca. 500 to 1500), with the hegemony of Christian belief, the notion of the tragic changes so drastically that it can hardly be called tragic anymore. 

If tragedy is the affirmation of human fate in the midst of the Dionysian violence and meaninglessness of existence, for the medieval Christian we have only the affirmation of human fate as it is redeemed from this fallen world in our next, spiritual life.

For the medieval Christian, tragic occurences only seem so from our limited, physical perspective. From the grand, spiritual perspective, all of existence is a Divine Comedy (Dante). 

Tragic seen as a fall from prosperity, as a warning not to set too much stock in this world.

Elizabethan Tragedy:
Medieval morality and mystery cycles lead to first permanent theatres in London (late 16th century).

Elizabethan and Jacobean Tragedy (ca. 1561 – 1640) based on Senecan Tragedy: the Roman philosopher-poet Lucius Annaeus Seneca (ca. 4 BCE – 65 CE). They are composed of 5 acts with intervening choruses, employ long, rhetorical speeches, with off-stage action often recounted by a messenger (nuntius). They included bloody revenge plots, with horrible crimes and ghosts. 

Elizabethans get their bloody “revenge tragedy” and its 5 act structure from Seneca.

As opposed to the Greeks, Elizabethan tragedy finds its narrative in the embellishment of history rather than myth.

Theories of Tragedy:

Aristotle (384-322 BCE):

Aristotle’s Poetics is a response to Plato’s critique of art (see lecture notes on “Art and Truth”).

Plato’s 4 charges:

1. Poets compose under inspiration – not reason or knowledge – so poetry not a skill (technē). What can we learn from Homer? Socrates asks. About war? What can we learn from Hesiod? About farming? Wouldn’t we learn better from a general or farmer? Says Socrates (see Plato’s Ion).

2. Poetry teaches the wrong things. Poetry, for instance, misrepresents the gods, what is morally right (see Plato’s Republic, Books II and III).

3. Poetry is a mimēsis (imitation) at 2 removes from reality – for Plato there is the form or essence of the thing (for eg., “chairness”), there is a particular manifestation of a chair, and finally an artistic representation of the particular chair (see Plato’s Republic, Book X).

4. Poetry encourages destructive emotions of performers and audience. It indulges the lower emotions which should be controlled.

Aristotle, as opposed to Plato, believed in the value of studying particulars – that the universal form can be seen in them. So he defines every field of learning that we now have (except mathematics). His response to Plato’s 4 charges comes in his definition of the field of poetics:

1. Poetry is a skill (technē) – it has rules and principles which he sets out.

2. Poetry can teach useful, worthwhile things because …

3. It is a mimēsis which reveals the form or essence of the original (i.e., while history only reveals the particular or actual occurrence, poetry reveals the type or the possible existence of the phenomena).

4. Poetry does arouse the emotions, but in a beneficial way: by bringing emotions into their proper measure and limit (catharsis).

Note: there are two basic interpretations of this notion of catharsis:

1. the medical interpretation: as a purging of violent emotions. This makes it accidental to the tragic form. The perfect audience would be completely unbalanced or insane.

2. As a bringing into measure or limit of the emotions in question. It habituates us, educates us to have the proper response to the proper thing in the proper time. In this way it is an education in ethics; it helps form our character (ethos).

Poetry is a representation (mimēsis) (Poetics 1447a 14-18) with types of poetry differentiated by:

· Media: rhythm, song, verse

· Objects: good characters or bad

· Manner: narrative (diegesis) or drama.

Poetry is both natural and pleasurable: humans naturally represent and learn from this (cf. 1448b 4-20); there is a pleasure and education in seeing the form (thus even a pleasure in seeing the tragic).

Definition of tragedy according to its essence (1449b20-32):

· A representation of a serious, complete action in itself;

· Of a certain magnitude;

· With embellished speech;

· With separate elements (verse/song);

· Dramatic, not narrated;

· Arouses pity and fear to effect the catharsis of the emotions.

Various elements of tragedy: spectacle, melody, diction, reasoning (thought), character, plot.

Of these, plot is the most important: tragedy is a representation of action not of character, and plot is the structure of the incidents. (1450a15-24). So, plot is the soul of tragedy (1450a38-b5): the origin-function-end of tragedy; similar to the visible form in painting.

Plot should represent a single complete action: with beginning, middle and end. So, episodic plot is the worst.

Single action of proper magnitude: so that the unity and wholeness of action are brough forth before the viewer. As with animals whose beauty in not in being too small or too big (1450b25-1451a15).

Unity of plot is from the logic of the action, not from representing a single character (like Odysseus).

Poetry represents the universal; history represents particulars – this is a point Sidney picks up. So poetry is more philosophical; it represents the action as a structured whole. (1451a37 – 1451b32).

Parts of plot:

· Reversal (peripeteia): change of action to its opposite. Eg., the messenger in Oedipus Rex.

· Recognition (anagnorisis) (agnoia to gnosis; ignorance to knowledge): the realization of the hero; recognition of who they really are.

· Suffering (pathos). (1452a22 – b12)

Types of plot:

· Good person with bad fortune (simply shocking)

· Bad person with good fortune (most untragic)

· Bad person with bad fortune (only morally satisfying, not tragic; no pity or fear)

· Intermediate person with bad fortune (because of an error (hamartia)) (this as most tragic). (1452b32-53a17)

Friedrich Nietzsche, The Birth of Tragedy (1872):

Tragedy as the experience of the meaninglessness of existence – yet affirming it and giving it a form.

It was originally thought that the Greeks were aesthetically positive and superficial – i.e., that their’s was a culture which viewed existence as harmonious and beneficient. Nietzsche says that this artistic stance arises out of the fact that they knew much horror and ugliness: 

· “The Greeks were superficial – out of profundity” (Gay Science, “Preface”, 4)

· In “Homer’s Contest”, he describes the essential role of conflict-strife (Eris) in Greek thought and culture – i.e., the serenity and rational calm of Greek art and culture arises as a result of the channeling of the energy of this essential strife:

· “But what do we behold when, no longer led and protected by the hand of Homer, we stride back into the pre-Homeric world? Only night and terror and an imagination accustomed to the horrible. What kind of earthly existence do these revolting, terrible theogonic myths reflect? A life ruled only by the children of the Night: strife, lust, deceit, old age, and death.” 
· This insight into the role of strife in Greek culture has been further elaborated by the structural anthropologist, Jacques Vernant (cf. Myth and Society in Ancient Greece).

· The Birth of Tragedy, he asserts that the Greeks needed an Apollonian veil of stability and being in order to be able to endure the Dionysian horror of existence as becoming

	Apollonian represents:

· Civilization

· Medicine, arts (technē)

· Sculpture

· Restraint

· Individualization

· Beauty

· Being
	Dionysian represents:

· Nature

· Natural fertility (phusis)

· Music

· Excess/intoxication

· Unity (loss of self)

· Horror

· Becoming


In different phases of Greek history, one or the other of these forces has held sway – in the tragic age of the Greeks, they were mixed in equal measure, allowing for the birth of Tragedy as an aesthetic form and of Greek tragic culture more generally:

· Pre-Homeric age (pre-literate, pre-1000 bce): Dionysian

· Homeric age (ca 1000 – 700 bce): Apollonian

· Tragic age (ca 700 – 400 bce): Apollonian/Dionysian

· Socratic age (400 bce – present): Apollonian

In tragic experience: 

· Beauty (the Apollonian) justifies the Horror (the Dionysian) of existence

· The more chaos/horror one experiences, the more order/beauty is needed

For Nietzsche, all other philosophic-religious justifications of existence are “other-worldly”, or transcendental – they reject the present life in favour of the other; suffering and insufficiencies of this world are justified in another:

· Platonism:
particulars ( forms

· Kantianism:
phenomena ( noumena (thing-in-itself)

· Buddhism:
Dukkha (1st noble truth: existence is suffering) ( Nirvana

Samsara (cycle of rebirth)

· Christianity:
Physical/temporal ( Heaven

Nietzsche sees in the tragic culture of the Greeks a model for saying Yes and Amen to our life as it is with no additions or subtractions:

· Rather than a TRANSCENDENT goal, N’s is IMMANENT

This tragic affirmation of life and its suffering is a preview of the concept of the Eternal Return, expounded later in The Gay Science and Thus Spoke Zarathustra (see an “Introduction to Nietzsche’s Philosophy”).
It may be true that existence is meaningless and terrifying, but we cannot live and cannot act with this knowledge, this is a deadly truth. For Nietzsche, this is highlighted by the tragic situation of Hamlet: “In this sense the Dionysian man resembles Hamlet: both have once looked truly into the essence of things, they have gained knowledge, and nausea inhibits action; for their action could not change anything in the eternal nature of things; they feel it to be ridiculous or humiliating that they should be asked to set right a world that is out of joint. Knowledge kills action; action requires the veils of illusion” (BT 7).

Jean-Pierre Vernant, “Ambiguity and Reversal” (1970):

For Vernant, the ambiguity of tragic words and of the tragic character calls into question our own identity: "(Tragedy conveys the message) that within the words men exhange there exist areas of opacity and incommunicability. By seeing the protagonists on the stage clinging exclusively to one meaning and thus, in their blindness, bringing about their own destruction or tearing each other to pieces, the spectator is brought to realize that in reality there are two or even more possible meanings".

For the Greeks, this limitation is essential to their identity, limiting themselves off from the bestial and from the godly. Greek scapegoat (pharmakos) and ostracism rituals were ways of setting those limits -- via elimination of those who are outside the specific determination. (NB: Greek pharmakos as tied to the ritual of tragedy; see Vernant and Girard): “(I)f the complementary opposition between the turannos and the pharmakos on which Sophocles plays is indeed, as we believe, present in the institutions and political theory of the ancient Greeks, is the tragedy doing any more than simply reflecting a structure that already exists in the society and thought of the community? Our own belief is, on the contrary, that far from reflecting this it challenges it, brings it into question. For in social practice and theory, the polar structure of the superhuman and the subhuman is aimed at giving a more precise picture of the specific ffeatures of the field of human life as defined by the body of nomoi that characterize it. The relationship between the above and the below is merely that between the two lines that clearly define the boundaries within which man is contained. In contrast, in Sophocles, the superhuman and the subhuman meet and become confused within the same figure. And, given that this figure is the model of man, the boundaries that contained human life and made it possible to establish its status without ambiguity are obliterated. When man decides, like Oedipus, to carry the inquiry into what he is as far as it can go, he discovers himself to be enigmatic, without consistency, without any domain of his own or any fixed point of attachment, with no defined essence, oscillating between being the equal of the gods and the equal of nothing at all. His real greatness consists in the very thing that expresses his enigmatic nature: his questioning” (Vernant 139).
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