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FOREWORD 

 

The BS English study guides aim to include all possible queries that students may 

have and gently stimulate their intellect to probe into further questions. The courses 

intend at professional development of the students in various disciplines of 

linguistics and literature using versatile methods adopted by course writers, while 

writing the units. The topics and ideas presented in each unit are clear and relevant. 

Owing, to the same reason, the text is comprehensive and accessible to students 

having no prior knowledge of linguistics and literature. 

 

The BS English study guides are a powerful tool even for BS English tutors 

teaching in various regions, focusing upon a uniform scheme of studies for all the 

courses. Also, these courses will help tutors by providing adequate teaching 

material for independent teaching. All study guides strictly follow the standardized 

nine-unit sub-division of the course content for optimum understanding. The short 

introduction at the beginning provides an overview of the units followed by 

achievable learning objectives. The study guides also define difficult terms in the 

text and guide the students for accessible learning. The units are finally summed up 

in summary points and the assessment questions not only guide students, but also 

help to revise the content developed upon previously formed concepts. Moreover, 

they provide links and a list of the suggested readings for further inquiry. 

 

In the end, I am happy to extend my gratitude to the course team chairman, course 

development coordinator, unit-writers, reviewers, editors and typesetter for the 

development of the course. Any suggestions for the improvement in the programme/ 

courses will be fondly welcomed by the Department of English. 

 

 

 

Prof Dr Zia Ul-Qayyum  

Vice Chancellor 
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INTRODUCTION TO THE COURSE 
 

Dear Students,  

 

This study guide on the course of ‘Classical Drama (9057)’ is developed to 

introduce classical drama as a key genre of Greek and English Drama. The primary 

objective of this course is to provide holistic overview of the drama written during 

the classical period of Greek drama and Elizabethan Age of English literature. The 

course is, unavoidably, selective in nature as this field is highly diverse. Therefore, 

the selection of the dramatists and their works as well analyses and discussions are 

representative rather than exhaustive in nature and aim to demonstrate the wider 

scope of the classical drama.  

 

The course aims at familiarizing you with major developments in the tragic as well 

as comic form of drama ranging from classical era to modern times. It, also, 

provides a detailed insight into social, cultural, political and religious conditions of 

the classical and Elizabethan age which greatly influenced literary perceptions and 

sensibilities of the selected dramatists. Brief biographical sketches of the selected 

dramatists are also included to provide you an insightful and critical perspective 

into literary geniuses in making. The course describes fundamental literary theories, 

critical concepts key terms, and key terms related to this genre and is expected to 

inculcate basic knowledge and develop essential skills required for advancing in a 

more detailed, critical and theoretical exploration of this genre of literature.  

 

However, it is pertinent to mention here that our primary objective was to provide 

you basic orientation to critically approach the course so that you may be able to 

appreciate literary value and worth of dramatic excellencies of the classical and 

Elizabethan drama independently. Therefore, it is advised that you thoroughly read 

the core texts prescribed for this course. As, it is evident that contextual sensibility 

is highly desirable in appreciating the true meanings of a literary text in its entirety, 

therefore you must situate the selected works in their social, cultural, historical, 

political and religious contexts for detailed critical analyses and interpretations. 

Moreover, as majority of the prescribed core texts are quite lengthy, so it is not 

deemed appropriate to include them in this study guide. However, as the selected 

texts are chief representative of their age, so these are readily available online as 

well as in printed versions. You are expected to study the original or standardized 

versions of the core texts to enhance your understanding. You must realize the fact 

that detailed study of the selected works as well as an in depth analysis of extensive 

critical work grounded on them is the key to success.   
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The following section gives a brief description of unit wise course contents: 

 

Unit-1: Introduces drama as an important genre of English literature and provides 

a detailed critique of Greek dramatic art and traces its origin in Greek dramatic 

festival of Dionysos. The unit also includes some preliminary discussion on 

representative Greek dramatists and their works as well as treatment of justice and 

vengeance in Greek drama.  

 

 Unit-2: Provides an in-depth introduction to the concept of tragedy including the 

development of tragedy from Greek drama to the modern tragedy. Aristotle’s 

theory of tragedy has been analysed in greater detail and its impact on Mediaeval, 

Renaissance, Elizabethan, Neo-Classical concepts, and theories are examined too.  

 

Unit-3: Analyses Oedipus Rex, a great tragic paly, by Sophocles who was a 

prominent Greek tragedian of great literary merit. The unit includes a detailed 

description of Sophocles’ life and his works as well as salient features of Greek 

drama. The idea of Greek tragedy and contributions made by Sophocles in the 

perfection of Greek tragedy is the subject of primary discussion. 

 

Unit-4: Presents Dr Faustus as the most critically acclaimed work of Elizabethan 

age followed by Marlowe’s contributions to the perfection of Elizabethan drama 

and creating literary space for Shakespeare is also extensively discussed.  

Dr Faustus as a heroic tragedy and as a tragic hero are critically examined. 

 

Unit-5: Explores the idea of Shakespearean tragedy and its defining features. The 

issues like the influences that might have shaped the dramatic genius of 

Shakespeare or the assertion that Shakespeare has never read Aristotle have also 

been highlighted and discussed. 

 

Unit-6: Discusses Hamlet as a masterpiece by Shakespeare. Critical investigation 

of Hamlet’s tragic character is the central concern of the unit. Hamlet’s melancholy 

has been discussed to highlight Shakespearean magnificence in the art of 

characterization. The elements of revenge and ambition in the play are also 

critically examined.  

 

Unit-7: Evaluates King Lear as one of the greatest tragedies of Shakespeare.  The 

images of eye and eyesight which pervade the play throughout have been 

interpreted and illustrated from the text. The process of self-discovery of Lear has 

been discussed in detail. The charge that Shakespeare has sacrificed justice to 

convenience with special reference to Cordelia’s death has also been critically 

examined.  
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Unit-8: Examines comedy, a popular genre of drama in general followed by 

Elizabethan comedy with special reference to Shakespearean comedy. The critical 

analysis by Shakespearean scholars have been included to enlighten the students 

about the growth and evolution of this genre, so that they may be able to appreciate 

Shakespeare's virtues and faults if any.  

 

Unit-9: Highlights Twelfth Night as the most delightful comedies of Shakespeare 

and discusses it as the comedy of masks and mistaken identities. How 

Shakespeare’s dramatic genius uses the traditional device of disguise to produce a 

comedy of high delight is also discussed. Moreover, Shakespearean blend of 

romance and humour juxtaposed to produce a romantic comedy in the real sense of 

the term is also discussed.  

 

Wish you an intellectually exciting exploration of the course! 

 

 

 

 

                                                                                                         

 

  Dr. Rashida Imran 

  Assistant Professor  

  Course Coordinator 
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OVERVIEW 
 

This is the foremost unit of the course which provides basic orientation to Greek 

drama. The unit begins with the detailed description of Greek dramatic art and moves 

on to define drama in Aristotelian terms. The unit, also, critically explores ‘theater’ 

as a key term related to Greek drama. After highlighting the significance of drama, 

the unit moves forward to trace origins of the Greek drama. The dramatic festival of 

Dionysos has been discussed extensively to highlight its importance in the 

development of Greek drama. The unit also includes some preliminary discussion on 

representative Greek dramatists and their works and concludes with the exploration 

of ideas of justice and vengeance in Greek drama.  

OBJECTIVES 
After reading this unit, you will be able to: 

 define the term drama 

 highlight the significance of dramatic art 

 trace the origin of Greek drama 

 understand critical importance of dramatic festival of Dionysos 

 explore the relationship between dramatic festival and polis 

 identify representative figures of Greek drama 

 investigate the themes of justice and vengeance in Greek drama 
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The dramatic art has, always, been closely associated with depicting and reflecting a 

society in its essence. It is conditioned by the social environment in which it is 

produced, and it tends to reproduce the social life in all of its intricacies. Thus, drama 

is perceived to be the constructor as well as reflector of the social reality. It has been 

the subject of serious academic scholarship for decades and is regarded as a suitable 

literary genre to investigate the issues of critical importance related to social, moral 

and political aspects of a society. It has been ranked as the highest form of creative 

and intellectual products which can be used as a suitable epistemological site to 

understand generic structure and outlook of a society. This assertion gains weightage 

keeping in view the general tendency in human nature to represent its intellectual 

consciousness and abstract perceptions in the form of a concrete art for critical 

reception and appropriation of the public. 

1.1 What is Drama? 
The word drama, in the typical sense of the term, refers to ‘action’. Greek philosopher 

Aristotle, in his seminal work Poetics, states that dramatic poets “represent people in 

action” as opposed to a third person narrative or a blend of a narrative and dialogue 

which we find common in a novel, another significantly important genre of literature. 

The Greek term for drama is ‘dran’, which means ‘action’, ‘doing’, and 

‘performance’, However, according to Aristotle the verb ‘dran’ did not belong to 

Attic dialect spoken at Athens rather the verb ‘prattein’ was used to signify both 

action and/or performance.  

Furthermore, both Aristotle and Plato viewed drama as an instance of ‘mimesis’ 

which signifies ‘imitation’ or ‘representation’ but with a difference in perspective. 

Plato conceived mimesis as a substandard or inferior form of representation which 

must be avoided in an ideal state as it is performing the role or putting oneself into 

the character of another which may serve to be morally inferior or even morally 

degenerating. On the other hand, Aristotle, who was the ardent pupil of Plato, 

appreciated the aesthetic value of mimesis and regarded it as essential to human 

nature and fundamental to human learning besides being pleasure oriented. “… to 

engage in mimesis is innate in human beings from childhood and humans differ from 

other living creatures in that humans are very mimetic and develop their first learning 

through mimesis and because all humans enjoy mimetic activities” (Aristotle 5-9). 

This implies that historically drama originated in the form of stage or theatrical 

performances as writing was a later invention.  Thus, initially, drama was meant to 

be played in front of the audience and success of a drama was heavily dependent on 

the performance of the characters besides an interesting story and gripping plot. 

Moreover, ‘doing’ or ‘performance’ is not only restricted to Greek culture and society 

only, rather all human societies and diverse sociocultural groups exhibit a marked 

preference for performances which can be used in a wide range of social contexts. 
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Another term which is crucially related to the study of drama is ‘theater’ which is 

derived from the Greek term ‘thea’ which literally means ‘watch’ or ‘observe’ and 

while in modern times we use the terms ‘audience’ and ‘auditorium’, the classical 

Greeks used the terms ‘watchers’, ‘spectators’ and ‘watching place’. Moreover, the 

noun ‘theatron’ which means ‘theater’ stands for both spectators as well as the 

physical area or stage where plays were staged.  However, modern conception of the 

term brings more extended meanings and includes not only the basic text as 

performed or narrated but complex theoretical viewpoints and approaches employed 

in the critical explorations of drama: 

Theater is performance, though often the performance of a dramatic 

text, and entails not only words but space, actors, props, audience, 

and the complex relations among these elements... Theater, of 

necessity, involves both doing and seeing, practice and 

contemplation. Moreover, the word “theory” comes from the same 

root as “theater.” Theater and theory are both contemplative pursuits, 

although theater has a practical and a sensuous side which 

contemplation should not be allowed to overwhelm (Fortier 4–6). 

Thus, the study of theater essentially involves the critical explorations of the lived 

experiences of those who are involved in production and reception of drama. Literary 

critics, in the modern age, are interested to know about the perceptions and 

assumptions of those who were involved in the entire process of theatrical 

performances including but not limited to authors, characters and spectators. 

Contrary to modern theaters, in classical Athens plays were performed in broad 

daylight and easily approachable physical settings so that maximum number of 

spectators could watch them. The setting would preferably be in the outskirts of the 

temple or shrine of a god signifying worship of a mythological god to uphold 

whatever religious principles were associated to him.  

1.2 Significance of Drama 
Drama is one of the most pervasive cultural products in ancient and modern societies. 

It stands unique among other genres of literature with respect to its rhetorical 

conventions, stylistic techniques and performance element. Drama performs various 

distinct functions in either explicit or implicit ways. As a cultural product, it has never 

been restricted to purely entertainment purposes, rather it has been linked to 

upholding of religious, moral, social and political values of a society. The drama 

continues to be perceived as a form of civilizing agency or an agent of socialization 

and transformation which shapes the perception of the society where it is produced. 

However, many dramas may blur temporal and spatial boundaries and attain the 

status of ‘classic’ something of extraordinary quality, invaluable and unsurpassed 

aesthetic appeal. As discussed earlier, drama is not only educative and civilizing 
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agency in its essence but is also fundamental in reviving a culture by preserving its 

heritage.  

Drama can also be viewed as a form of documentation of history, though it is 

debatable that how far dramatic representation is an amalgamation of reality and 

fiction. Drama and performances may keep historical events alive and thrive though 

elaborated but real and authentic stories. Greek tragedy falls partly into this category, 

since its themes and subjects are drawn from the heroic age, an idealized and glorified 

past time about a thousand years before the classical age. Similarly, the Ramlila plays 

of Indian origin are another finest example of blending myth and history. These serve 

to be a form of cultural heritage for the Hindus in the similar sense as Greek myths 

were perceived in classical Greece. History plays of Shakespeare is another 

prominent instance specially Richard III. Within the Muslim world, the historical 

plays based on heroic legends of Ottoman empire are very popular. Historical plays 

are always grounded in the lost but glorified past. Drama can, also, be a tool to uphold 

moral principles of noblest kind and to provide moral and ethical code of conduct. 

The Mystery Plays in part reiterated the message of the Christian gospel, while the 

Ramlila plays celebrate the triumph of love and loyalty over hatred, evil and lust. 

Thus, drama may also serve a reformative function and instill moral values and 

wisdom.  

Furthermore, human beings seek pleasure and entertainment in performing arts 

specially in drama. Play goers seek refuge in performances from the harsh realities 

of life. These not only appeal to their aesthetics sense but also subvert them from 

their dull and monotonous routines. Poetic justice provides relief and strengthens 

belief in just divine system. Human beings interact and engage with the characters 

and invest meanings to the performances which provide them intellectual satisfaction. 

This, further, reinforces Aristotelian claim that mimesis is essentially innate to 

humanity and a source of natural pleasure. Moreover, we enjoy hearing or watching 

a story gradually unfolding. This involves not only intellectual interaction but also 

emotional one as the viewers associate themselves with the characters and their 

experiences as well as resonate with their tales of happiness and woe. Stories are all 

pervasive and common to our modern landscape and the art of storytelling is as 

ancient as is the human civilization itself. Much of the cultural wisdom has been 

transferred from one generation to another in the form of folk stories which often 

reflect ‘cultural consciousness’ either in extended or condensed narration. However, 

for Greeks drama came later than the pure narration of stories without involving any 

action or performance.  

1.3 Origin of Greek Drama 
Drama, primarily, originated in Greece and the modern western drama has its 

historical roots in the mid sixth century at Athens. The period in which Greek drama 
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rose to a position of eminence ranges from sixth to mid third century while it was the 

fifth century when Greek drama witnessed remarkable perfection and the evidence is 

that most of the dramatic texts which faced tests of the times and survived till date 

are the ones which were produced during fifth century. Greek drama has three 

uniquely distinct genres which include serious drama or tragedy traditionally 

believed to be presented in 534; satyr -drama originated in 500 and comedy which 

historically originated in Athens in 486. Drama, in its earlier stages of development, 

has been closely associated with celebrations of religious nature. It, usually, dealt 

with ritualistic ceremonies of religious worship of gods.  

If we trace the earlier roots of Greek literature, we find the towering figure of Homer, 

a great epic poet of unrivalled stature. Greek literature including Greek drama owes 

a great deal to this poetic genius. He is one of the most celebrated figures in the Greek 

poetry. He is credited not only for originating Greek poetry but also establishing 

philosophical, literary and scholarly foundations of western literature. He is most 

famous for his two great epic poems written in the heroic manner.  Homer’s ‘Iliad’ 

celebrates, Achilles, the great Greek hero of the Trojan war while ‘Odyssey’ is about 

the return of Odysseus from that war. Both seminal works provide standard versions 

of mythological gods. Homer’s works largely influenced later Greek literary artists 

specially the dramatists. They appropriated Homer’s poetic style, diction and themes 

into their own works. His influence on Aeschylus, a great Greek dramatist, was so 

phenomenal and evident that he was described as serving up “slices from the banquet 

of Homer”. Many of the critically acclaimed works of even modern critics are focused 

at analyzing textual appropriations of Homer’s seminal material.  

Homer’s Achilles is one of the great explorations of what it means to 

be a truly “tragic” hero, a man whose pursuit of honor leads to the 

death of his dearest friend and ultimately his own, but when he appears 

in Euripides’ Iphigeneia at Aulis, we behold an ineffective youth, full 

of sound and fury, unable to rescue the damsel in distress. Homer may 

be three centuries earlier than the tragedians of the fifth century, but 

his influence upon them was seminal. Homer himself was looking 

back to an earlier age, what we call the late Bronze Age (1500–1100), 

a tradition which he passed on to the dramatists. Both Homer and the 

tragedians depict people and stories not of their own time, but of an 

earlier, lost, and idealized age of heroes (Allan 4). 

Greek dramas were primarily written and performed in Athens which was the hub of 

all cultural activities in ancient Greece. However, it is surprising to find out that 

Athens was not the leading city of Greece in terms of political, cultural and economic 

development in the sixth century. Nevertheless, it was at Athens that all three distinct 

genres of Greek drama were performed in public competitions in late sixth and early 

fifth century. Athens attained this status when she brought under her control Greek 
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region Attica and witnessed economic boom by discovering and utilizing products of 

Attic soil which mainly included olives, olive oil and clay for pottery.  

The Greeks of the seventh and sixth centuries experienced an uneasy mix of 

hereditary monarchy, aristocracy, popular unrest and ‘tyranny’. In modern times, 

tyranny has quite negative connotations and it refers to the rule of a tyrant who is 

essentially a dictator. However, for Greeks, it is an archaic Greek term used to refer 

to ‘one-man rule’ who has assumed the role of a ruler after rescuing a state from an 

internal stasis or civil unrest. Thus, these were the tyrants who determined future 

course of actions for Athens and led her to a state of dignity and eminence under 

democracy and attracted artists to their courts at Athens. Moreover, these were the 

tyrants who instilled a communal sense of ethnic identity by eliminating all divisions 

within the society. Another unique act of tyrants was the creation and establishment 

of a single festival of Dionysos at Athens, the City Dionysia, which brought all other 

local festivals to an end by providing a unified site for official celebrations for the 

people. This was the festival where tragedy was initially performed in 534 as part of 

cultural program which led the foundations of the development of the Greek drama 

leading to satyr-play, and finally comedy. The traditional date for the formal 

introduction of a dramatic form (tragedy) is given as 534 and clearly tragedy was not 

‘invented’ overnight and we should postulate some sort of choral performances in the 

sixth century developing into what would be called ‘tragedy’. Thus, satyr drama is 

not the primitive form and it was developed after tragedy. Initially, it would 

accompany the tragic performances of three competing playwrights but gradually it 

was removed from the tragic competitions. Later at some point during the fourth 

century satyr-drama becomes its own separate genre. Comedy began later than 

tragedy and satyr-drama, the canonical first date being the Dionysia of 486. The 

ancient critics divided comedy at Athens into three distinct chronological phases: Old 

Comedy, roughly synonymous with the classical fifth century (486 -385); Middle 

Comedy (385–325, or “between Aristophanes and Menander”); New Comedy (325 

onward). 

What survived of Greek literature apart from actual play texts, we have literary 

criticism about general dramatic tradition and particularly about individual plays and 

dramatists. Central to literary criticism is Aristotle’s seminal work ‘Poetics’ which 

primarily deals with tragedy and epic besides some general critique or commentary 

on drama. Aristotle wrote this treatise a hundred year after the golden period of Attic 

tragedy. The ‘Poetics’ is an analytic critique of defining features and different 

components of tragedy. There are a few points which are both difficult to comprehend 

as well as controversial, for instance  

i. End of tragedy is catharsis of pity and fear. 

ii. Tragedy can be without an actor but not without a plot. 

iii. The best tragic characters become prey to misfortunes because of  
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some hamartia. 

iv. Hamartia is another complicated term which is mistreated as ‘tragic flaw’. 

v. Tragic flaw emphasizes the role of character in a tragedy instead of plot 

.  

1.4 The Dramatic Festival of Dionysos 
At Athens, the god Dionysos was honored through dramatic festivals. He was one of 

the most eminent of Greek gods. He was the god of fertility, wine and religious 

activity. He was a popular figure in Greek mythology. He was often referred to as 

Eleutherios meaning ‘the liberator’ because his wine, music and ecstatic dance freed 

his followers from self-consciousness and societal constraints. The dramatic festivals 

organized as a worship of god Dionysos performed dual functions of not only 

honoring him but also state sponsored events to develop communal life of the city. It 

is not surprising to find out that these arrangements were made by the tyrants to 

create, promote and strengthen the sense of national unity as well as cultural identity 

of the citizens. These festivals were splendid in their vigour and vitality making 

Athens the most notable place in Greece and the finest example of state governed 

centralized instructions to minimize the chances of any sort of ethnic divisions and 

deviations by bringing all rural festivals into a unified activity in the city of Athens.   

These dramatic performances were competitions in similar sense as we have award 

ceremonies and prizes for best cultural products and performances in the modern 

times. As we know, the ancient Greek civilization once ruled the world. This owes a 

great deal to intensely competitive nature of Greeks besides some other compelling 

factors. Thus, these festivals provided them golden opportunities to exhibit their 

unique talent and skills. Special judges were appointed from all the tribes to assess 

and award these performances. 

 Ancient Greeks were not the followers of any religion as the idea of religion exists 

in the modern sense of the term. They did not have any conventional system of 

religious principles or practices. Therefore, the term ‘religion’ may not sound 

appropriate to describe their belief systems as they did not have any such religious 

paradigm. In the ancient Greece, distinct boundaries were not drawn between the 

realm of religion and philosophy or between morality and ethics. However, they did 

have faith in mighty powers of various gods and deities based on their mythological 

knowledge. Moreover, they did not worship their gods to seek spiritual salvation or 

purgation of their sins but because they believed that these forces had control on the 

human beings, and they were powerful enough to redirect destiny of the humans. 

They, also, believed that gods could be influenced by human worship and offerings 

and sacrifices they made to please them to repel evil. Greek drama is replete with 

instances when the powers of gods were invoked to escape sufferings and ill fate.  
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When we visualize Greek tragedy, emotional and entertaining, performed in ancient 

outdoor civic theater, we are unable to realize what was its impact on the spectators 

who were significantly greater in number as compared to our modern theaters partly 

because it was a religious festival as well as a civic activity. According to Aristotle, 

a tragedy is essentially required to elicit emotions of pity and fear leading to catharsis 

of these emotions. Now, the question arises, ‘is catharsis an individual or collective 

response’? keeping in view the Dionysos festival, the response must have been 

collective in nature. Moreover, worshipping Dionysos was an act of achieving a state 

of ecstasy, so it can be safely assumed that aesthetic appeal of watching a tragedy 

collectively, suspending consciousness and feeling sufferings of the characters was 

in some sense an ecstatic experience. The performances at the Dionysia are the 

subject of scholarly critique for the past many decades partly because of the reason 

that these were fundamental in establishing the tradition of dramatic competition and 

partly because these carried much prestige for being organized under the state 

machinery of tyrant rule. Moreover, we are best informed about these competitions 

because of their previously mentioned characteristic features. However, it is difficult 

to determine the extent to which drama served the purpose of religious offering, 

political identity or a means of popular entertainment but nevertheless drama 

performed all these functions simultaneously in varying degrees.   

1.5 Drama and the Polis  
As we have discussed earlier Greek drama festival has normally been perceived 

serving a religious purpose of honouring gods, but its political orientation is equally 

important. This is partly because of the reason that Greeks were keen participants of 

religious festivals. They used to attend these festivals with natural fervor as a civic 

obligation. When these festivals involved the wider Greek community, then arose the 

possibility of serving some political end too by offering some benefits to the polis. 

Much of the modern scholarship is focused on exploring this dimension of Greek 

drama. Polis is a Greek term from which we have derived English terms politics and 

political. When we claim that a certain cultural product serves some political 

purposes, we tend to develop a relationship between it and the politics of the society 

where it is produced. Thus, exploring political dimension of Greek drama would 

certainly entail its role in Athenian politics and laws, etc. Was drama instrumental in 

creating and sustaining Athenian identity? Was it used as a tool of ideology 

construction? Did it serve as a means of mass education? Did it serve as a public 

spokesperson and voiced those concerns which could not be raised at any other public 

platform? These are some of the critical concerns which you may like to explore to 

enhance your understanding of the subject matter.  

Another issue which is of greater interest for a modern critic to explore is the role of 

women in ancient Greece with reference to Dionysos festival. We know that women 

in ancient Greece observed a secluded lifestyle. We can safely assume that there 
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might not have been any female tragedian as Athens was primarily a male dominated 

society and women were not allowed to either vote or hold a political office. 

However, whether women attended this festival is still debatable without any definite 

answer. Therefore, it can be postulated that if this dramatic festival was a religious 

worship, women could have attended it. However, if it was a political and civic 

activity then the logical inference negates participation of women. Nevertheless, we 

do not have authentic evidence to support either of the claims.  

1.6 Greek Drama: Representative Writers 
Greek drama, even after the centuries of its creation, still holds relevant for the 

modern audience for its universal themes and situations, lyrical diction, and intricate 

plots. Greek drama created an entirely new form of art and Greek literary artists 

continue to influence modern writers, philosophers, psychologists, and thinkers in 

diverse fields. Greek drama witnessed several artists of varied literary merit and some 

of the most prominent and chief representative figures are as under: 

1.6.1 Aeschylus (525-456 BC) 

Aeschylus was born in about 525 BC and he is earliest of the best known ancient 

Greek tragic dramatists. He was very skillful at handling trilogy which refers to a 

group of three plays written to be performed consecutively by following sequential 

development of the story. He elevated the dramatic presentation from a choral 

performance to a work of art. He significantly contributed towards the perfection of 

tragic form by adding a second character on the stage to create opportunity for the 

dialogue. He, also, reduced the number of chorus from almost fifty to fifteen. He 

removed all spectacles of bloodshed from the stage. Aeschylus highlighted the 

importance of Greek drama through presentation and not mere recitation. His works 

reflected a consciousness of the politics of his era specially Gracio Persian war. He 

is often remembered for the sublimity of his ideas and loftiness of his style. He 

enjoyed the same prestige in Greek era as Shakespeare enjoyed in Elizabethan period. 

He wrote ninety plays and only seven of them survived. He died in 456 BC. 

1.6.2 Aristophanes (450-385)  

Aristophanes, the most famous writer of Greek comedies, was born in 450. He 

witnessed the upheavals caused by Peloponnesian War which stripped Athens of her 

position of dignity and eminence for being the cultural and political capital of Greece. 

He was the best-known practitioner of Old Comedy which was reformative in nature 

and grounded in political satire. His works reflected his keen consciousness of social, 

cultural, political and philosophical life of Athens society. Literary appeal of 

Aristophanes was largely grounded in his witty dialogues, reformative satire and 

comic scenes. His plays are still performed on the modern stage. He wrote forty-four 

comedies of which only eleven survived. He died in 385BC. 
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1.6.3 Euripides (485-406)  

Euripides belongs to the troubled era of upheavals Athens faced as a direct 

consequence of war with Sparta. He was born in 485 in Attica, and he is last in the 

series of great Greek tragedians of fifth century. Though he composed several plays 

but only nineteen of them survived. It is estimated that he wrote more plays than the 

combined number of other two tragedians, Aeschylus and Sophocles. He is greatly 

admired for being a keen innovator and experimenter who revived the form and 

content of traditional plays through his works. He portrayed strong female characters 

who were driven to violence after long and intense suffering. His plays are more aptly 

categorized as melodramas rather than pure tragedies. He is universally 

acknowledged as an artist of high-quality rhetorical skills. He has been labelled as 

‘the most tragic of Greek tragedians.’  He is greatly admired for his psychological 

insight. He was least successful in the dramatic competitions of festival of Dionysos 

as compared to other two tragedians of his time.    

1.6.4 Sophocles (496-406)  

Sophocles was born in Colonus in 485 BC. He is regarded as the chief representative 

figure of Greek drama. He was very skillful at plot construction and the use of 

dramatic irony. He regularly participated in Greek dramatic competitions and won 

majority of them as compared to other two great tragedians of his times. He is famous 

for bringing skillful innovations in Greek drama with respect to plot construction and 

art of characterization. His plays reflect intense suffering of the human which is a 

natural consequence of their own actions. Greek philosopher Aristotle greatly praises 

Sophocles’ masterpiece Oedipus Rex for its dramatic conventions and plot 

construction. Sophocles’ plays are still the chief concern of modern scholarship and 

several of them are being performed on the modern stage. He died in 406 BC. 

1.6.5 Menander (342-292)  

Menander was born in 342 BC and he is the chief proponent of New Comedy which 

deals with average characters and does not have any supernatural or heroic elements 

in its plot.  He strongly influenced the development of European comedy. He was not 

considered successful during his lifetime. He wrote more than a hundred plays and 

only one of them survived. He died in 292 BC. 

1.7 Justice and Vengeance in Greek Drama  
Greek tragedies are, primarily, preoccupied with the ideas of justices and vengeance 

with special reference to man’s existence and suffering in the broader chaotic world. 

More specifically, Greek writers explored the ideas related to godly justice and 

revenge. It was a common held belief of ancient Greeks that gods did not approve of 

human greatness. Therefore, through their strange and mysterious ways, they played 
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tricks on the humans to deprive them of their greatness. However, these were 

certainly human actions involving excessive pride or hubris causing their downfall 

from a state of prosperity to adversity and happiness to suffering. The resultant death, 

destruction and devastation maybe perceived as a just punishment for their excessive 

pride and lust for absolute power. All three great tragedians explored the themes of 

justice and revenge in their plays but there were differences in their philosophical 

viewpoints and treatment of the subject matter. Thus, their representation of these 

ideas is largely grounded in their perceptions of life and their approach to human 

existence and related issues. 

Aeschylus had a strong belief in just Zeus and hereditary guilt of first sin. Therefore, 

humans are sinful by nature. Aeschylus’ central preoccupation is to justify gods’ 

ways to the mankind. His characters often experience godly wrath for disrupting 

cosmic order. However, their defeat and destruction serve the noblest purpose of 

rendering them humility and purifying them from deadly sins of pride and hubris. 

Aeschylus depicted strong female characters in his plays who are driven to violence 

in seeking justice. For instance, Agamemnon is killed by his wife on the charge of 

offering their daughter as a sacrifice before sending the expedition against Troy. The 

play depicts her standing by the side of her husband’s dead body and chanting, 

‘justice is served’.     

Sophocles is also concerned with the idea of divine justice. However, his focus is on 

human world rather than divine. Though, Sophocles does not dismiss the idea of 

divine providence and predestination, but his plays depict human beings facing the 

consequences of their own actions and doings. His characters take the responsibility 

of their decisions and face their consequences in a heroic manner. Oedipus Rex 

experiences a unique justice by avenging himself through self-punishment because 

no other mortal can bear his suffering.  

Euripides’ treatment of justice is strikingly different than that of his predecessors. He 

believes that gods cannot be invoked for justice and they would not help either to 

promote it. In his paly Medea, justice and revenge are depicted in very crude terms. 

Medea decides to kill her children to seek revenge from her husband. Despite an 

intense internal monologue, she is passionate to serve justice. Her internal conflict 

raises her to the stature of a tragic heroine.  Euripides lays great stress on individual 

freedom and actions rather than predestination. Thus, gods should not be blamed for 

human suffering and miseries but the human themselves. Greek ideas of justice and 

vengeance still hold relevant for the modern audience because of their intellectual 

appeal and philosophical complexity. 
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SUMMARY POINTS 

i.The dramatic art has, always, been closely associated with depicting and reflecting a 

society in its essence. 

ii.Drama has been ranked as the highest form of creative and intellectual products which 

can be used as a suitable epistemological site to understand generic structure and 

outlook of a society. 

iii.The Greek term for drama is ‘dran’, which means ‘action’, ‘doing’, and ‘performance’, 

However, according to Aristotle the verb ‘dran’ did not belong to Attic dialect spoken 

at Athens rather the verb ‘prattein’ was used to signify both action and/or performance.  

iv.This implies that historically drama originated in the form of stage or theatrical 

performances as writing was a later invention.   

v.The study of theater essentially involves the critical explorations of the lived 

experiences of those who are involved in production and reception of drama. 

vi.The drama continues to be perceived as a form of civilizing agency or an agent of 

socialization and transformation which shapes the perception of the society where it 

is produced. 

vii.Historical plays are always grounded in the lost but glorified past. 

viii.Aristotle claims that mimesis is essentially innate to humanity and a source of natural 

pleasure. 

ix.Drama, primarily, originated in Greece and the modern western drama has its 

historical roots in the mid sixth century at Athens. 

x.Greek drama has three uniquely distinct genres which include serious drama or 

tragedy traditionally believed to be presented in 534; satyr -drama originated in 500 

and comedy which historically originated in Athens in 486. 

xi.The Greeks of the seventh and sixth centuries experienced an uneasy mix of hereditary 

monarchy, aristocracy, popular unrest and ‘tyranny’. 

xii.What survived of Greek literature apart from actual play texts, we have literary 

criticism about general dramatic tradition and particularly about individual plays and 

dramatists. 

xiii.At Athens, the god Dionysos was honored through dramatic festivals. 

xiv.The Greek dramatic performances were competitions in similar sense as we have 

award ceremonies and prizes for best cultural products and performances in the 

modern times. 

xv.Ancient Greeks were not the followers of any religion as the idea of religion exists in 

the modern sense of the term. 

xvi.Greek drama is replete with instances when the powers of gods were invoked to escape 

sufferings and ill fate. 

xvii.Greek drama, even after the centuries of its creation, still holds relevant for the 

modern audience for its universal themes and situations, lyrical diction, and intricate 

plots. 
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xviii.Aeschylus elevated the dramatic presentation from a choral performance to a work 

of art. 

xix.Greek philosopher Aristotle greatly praises Sophocles’ masterpiece Oedipus Rex for 

its dramatic conventions and plot construction. 

xx.Euripides has been labelled as ‘the most tragic of Greek tragedians.’   

Self-Assessment Questions 

i.Discuss the unique features of dramatic art and its significance in detail.  

ii.Trace the origins of Greek drama with special reference to its representative 

dramatists. 

iii.Highlight the critical importance of the dramatic festival of Dionysos in the 

development of Greek drama. 

iv.Write a detailed note on the relationship between Greek drama and polis. 

v.Critically analyze the themes of justice and vengeance in Greek drama. 
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OVERVIEW 
 

This unit deals with an introduction to the concept of tragedy including the 

development of tragedy from Greek drama to the modern tragedy. Aristotle’s 

definition of tragedy has been analysed in detail. Mediaeval, Renaissance, 

Elizabethan, Neo-Classical concepts, and theories are examined too. How far modern 

tragedy in its concept and practice is similar or different from the previous theories 

has also been discussed. This unit is hoped to enlighten the students about the 

continuity of the traditional concept of tragedy from the Greek or classical drama. 

The key elements like the tragic hero, the tragic flaw or hamartia, the function of 

tragedy, the role of morality in the formation of tragic drama as something didactic 

as a defence against the charges of immorality laid by Puritans, and the question, ‘Is 

death of the protagonist essential for making a tragedy more effective?’ have also 

been discussed.  

OBJECTIVES 
After reading this unit, you will be able to:  

i. define tragedy 

ii. analyse Aristotle’s definition of tragedy 

iii. trace the development of tragedy in concept and practice 

iv. analyse the Mediaeval, the Renaissance, the Elizabethan, and the Neo-

classical concepts of tragedy.  

v. define tragic hero, hamartia and catharsis and illustrate from the Greek 

tragedy prescribed for your study 
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2.1 What is Tragedy?  

According to Oxford Advanced Learner’s Dictionary, tragedy is a serious play with 

a sad ending especially one in which main character dies. Penguin Dictionary of 

Literary Terms and Literary Theory defines tragedy thus, “In the first place it almost 

certainly denoted a form of ritual sacrifice accompanied by a choral song in honour 

of Dionysus, the god of the fields and the vineyards. Out of this ritual developed 

Greek dramatic tragedy” (926). Murfin describes tragedy as a serious and often 

sombre drama written in prose or verse that typically ends in disaster and that focuses 

on a character who undergoes unexpected reversals.  

According to Greek philosopher Aristotle (16), “Tragedy is the imitation of an action 

that is serious, has magnitude, and is complete in itself; in language with pleasurable 

accessories, each kind brought in separately in various parts of the work in a dramatic, 

not in a narrative form with incidents arousing pity and fear. Wherewith to 

accomplish its catharsis of such emotions”. Another view of tragedy that was held in 

the middle ages by the play goers resembles the one which The Monk in Chaucer’s 

Canterbury Tale holds:  

Tragedie is to seyn, a certeyn storie, 

As olde bookes maken us memorie, 

    Of hym that stood in greet prosperitee 

And is y-fallen out of heigh degree 

    Into myserie, and endeth wretchedly; 

The theme or moral of the Monk’s tale according to Harrison (14-15) is that fortune 

or destiny mysteriously plays trick on a man to throw him from a state of prosperity 

to misery to bring out a reversal and a disastrous end. “Tragedy is indeed one of the 

most difficult of critical terms, a theme for endless discussion and theory” 

(Harrison14-15).  

You must have noted that the definitions of tragedy referred above have some 

common points. Tragic drama, according to these definitions is a play which has a 

sad ending. The protagonist suffers a fall from happiness to misery, a reversal of 

fortune from prosperity to adversity. An effective tragic drama leaves the theatre 

goers in an emotional state of purgation of their emotions of pity and fear. It should 

be noted that tragedy through all the processes of evolution, no doubt, exhibited 

changes in its mechanics as well as the stage craft and the morals which the dramatist 

has in mind to effectively communicate to the audience.  
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2.2 Aristotle on Tragedy 
Aristotle in his seminal work ‘Poetics’ defines tragedy and makes an extended 

discussion on its different components. The definition has been cited in the previous 

section. However, the following points are important to comprehend the concept of 

tragedy in the true sense of the term: 

i. The tragedy is an imitation, imaginative reconstruction of a piece of life (action) 

which should not be too long to skip the memory of the audience as the play proceeds, 

and it should be not too short to undermine the relationship of the parts of the story 

to the whole disturbing the unity of plot. The limit of its length should be such as to 

allow the hero passing through different stages and come to a reversal of fortune. A 

well-constructed plot should have a proper beginning, a middle and an end.  

ii.The tragic hero should neither be a saint who is ideally just and virtuous nor he be 

vicious and depraved. He must have a tragic flaw in his character which Aristotle 

calls as “Hamartia1”. A weakness or limitation due to which the hero experiences a 

change from happiness to misery. Cuddon interprets this point as tragedy is the 

disaster which comes to those who represent and who symbolize in a particularly 

intense form, these flaws and shortcomings which are universal in a lesser form. The 

greater the person, so it seems, the more acute is their tragedy.  

iii.By participating vicariously in the grief, pain and fear of the tragic hero or heroine, 

the spectator in Aristotle’s words experiences pity and fear and is purged – the 

catharsis of the emotions of pity and fear. Hence the moral function of the tragedy. 

According to Aristotle “Tragedy, through pity and fear effects the proper catharsis 

[purgation] of these emotions”. “Catharsis or purging can only be understood when 

one has felt it in the theatre. True tragic purgation of the emotions is thus an 

experience which must be shared in public for it owes much of its intensity to the fact 

that everyone in the theatre is being similarly moved. The experience, fully realized, 

leaves the feeling so utterly stirred and drained that one’s whole emotional state and 

balance for an appreciable time completely changed – the purgation achieved in 

private reading is by comparison a very pale form” (Harrison 17). A play that effects 

the purgation or cleansing of the emotions of pity and fear in the theatre, according 

to Harrison (1951) is ‘deep tragedy’. It is how Aristotle defends poetry and refutes 

the charges of immorality against the poet.  

                                                           
1 ‘Hamartia” is often used synonymously with ‘tragic flaw’ but the usage is not strictly 

accurate. A tragic flaw is inherent in the Protagonist, tragic flaws are often, throughout 

necessarily, character flaws. They range from moral flaws such as jealousy to traits normally 

considered virtues, such as courage. The Bedford Glossary of Critical and Literary Terms 

(1998: 404) 
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2.3 Developments in Tragedy  
In the ancient Greek plays, tragic flaw brings out the disaster of the protagonist as in 

Oedipus Rex. Oedipus in his overweening pride ‘Hubris’ is led to kill his father and 

marry his mother in a failed attempt to avert the same prophecy. He blinds himself 

when he discovers that he unknowingly fulfils the prophecy. In the Mediaeval 

tragedy, influenced by the miracle and morality plays, the role of the tragic flaw is 

minimized, and the downfall of the protagonist is not caused by the error in 

judgement alone as there are other forces like fate which has predestined the future 

course of events in the protagonist’s life which leads him to his reversal of fortune.  

During the Renaissance, according to Murfin (1998), the classical tragedy was 

rediscovered and in England during the Elizabethan age drama emerged as a popular 

genre. The writes of drama followed the Senecan model. Elizabethan Senecan 

Tragedies fall into two major groups. One consists of plays that are academic in spirit, 

given that they closely imitated Senecan’s forms and conventions. The other, more 

important group of tragedies is comprised of works geared toward a popular 

audience. These tragedies resemble Senecan’s insofar as they involve considerable 

violence and an occasional ghost. This form of Senecan tragedy commonly called 

Revenge Tragedy (or, in its most extreme manifestations, the Tragedy of Blood) 

proved far more important to the history of English theatre – and to literature in 

general than did the more academic form of Elizabethan Senecan English tragedy. 

Revenge tragedy brilliantly merges the classical themes with English traditions. 

William Shakespeare’s Hamlet (1602) is the most famous example of this mixed 

tradition. Elizabethan tragedies differ from the classical tragedy in the following 

aspects:  

i.  The Elizabethan portrayed their protagonists usually virtuous or wicked 

  unlike the Aristotelian suggestion that the protagonists should be like general  

 human beings and not idealistically presented. The protagonists however  

 portrayed by Elizabethan were individuals representing general mankind.  

ii.  Introduction of humour to provide comic relief to the audience.  

iii.  Elizabethans introduced the blend of the essential elements of both comedy 

  and   tragedy which was a new genre called tragicomedy.  

Gorboduc (1561) by Thomas Norton and Thomas Sackville, has been regarded as the 

first Elizabethan tragedy imitating Senecan’s model. “During the 16th century and 

until approximately 1640, dramatists did not follow the classical traditions. In fact, 

we find a large number of tragedies in this period whose form and structure show 

considerable variations” (Penguin Dictionary of Literary Terms and Literary Theory 

– 4th edition 930). According to Cuddon, there was a revival of tragedy in England in 

the later part of the 17th century which was slight. However, from 1700 onwards little 
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tragedy of note was written in the sense that it survived and captured the interest of 

the audience.  

In the 18th century the dramatist once again wrote under the influence of classical 

rules and models or they attempted something like domestic or Bourgeois tragedy. 

European dramatists experimented with tragic formulae and succeeded in varying 

degrees during the 18th and 19th centuries. “Near the end of the 19th century, two 

Scandinavian dramatists brought about a wholly unexpected revolution of tragic form 

and subject. Their works displayed the tragedy of disease, of eccentricity, a bad 

heredity, of madness or more or less psychotic and emotionally morbid states. Their 

tragic vision revealed a society that was diseased, spiritually and morally decadent. 

In Ibsen’s case the vision gave great and bitter offense. What he exposed was too near 

the truth for almost anybody’s comfort” (Cuddon 932).  

This was a revolutionary departure from what was written during the previous 

centuries. The new vision did not show the Kings, Queens, Nobles or Aristocrats 

falling from prosperity to adversity. It presented the common man living in a social 

milieu where there was disease, deprivations both physical and emotional, political 

antipathies and religious scepticism. The new vision brought the audience to face the 

truths of life which remained hither to eclipsed on account of multi-faceted reasons. 

“Since then, a large number of dramatists have attempted different kinds of tragedy; 

or serious plays which are tragic in tone, impart and intention. [….] If tragedy, like 

other major art forms is, to be taken as expression and reflection of man’s nature and 

his vision of the universe and his role and position in it, in any society and period 

then the concept of tragedy has changed greatly since the 16th century. The scale and 

tone of tragedy or anything resembling it has been modified. We now have the grief, 

the misery, the disease, of the ordinary man. Not a King or Queen or a Prince, but 

every day’s mother, tramp, peasant or salesman” (Cuddon 932-33). 

“Most pre-Twentieth century criticism placed the main emphasis upon character and 

their psychological truth to life and the specific moral lessons taught by the plays” 

(Herbage 1). 20th century criticism is distinguished in its attempt to broaden the base 

of inquiry with respect to both form and content, and less concerned with moral 

instruction than with philosophical vistas. The criticism of the past tended to seek in 

the plays by no means fruitlessly, confirmation of its own moral and religious 

orthodoxy. The criticism of the present to seek again not fruitlessly, systems 

sufficiently hospitable or ill-defined accommodate its heterodoxy. As has been 

discussed earlier that Aristotle defends poetry against his master Plato’s charge of 

immorality which poetry teaches by exciting the heart which is the worthless part of 

the soul. Aristotle establishes the moral function of tragedy by explaining his theory 

of catharsis. Aristotle believes the cathartic function of tragedy exercises a moral 

teaching for the theatre goers. Sir Philp Sidney 1554-1586, in his reply to the 

Puritanic attack on poetry establishes the moral lesson tragedy imparts to the 
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audience. “The high and excellent tragedy, the opened the greatest wounds, and 

shewth the vicars that a couered with tissue, that maketh Kings feare to be tyrants, 

and tyrants manifest tirannicall humours; that with sturring the effects of admiration 

and commiseration teacheth the vuncertainety of this world, and upon how weake 

foundations guilden roofs are builded” (31). 

According to Cuddon, it becomes clear, from both theory and practice, that hither to 

tragedy has tended to be a form of drama concerned with the fortunes and 

misfortunes, and ultimately the disasters that befall human beings of title, power and 

position. “This is the Contemptus2 Mundi Concept recessive but persistent tinctured 

with distorted rumours from Aristotle like all Elizabethan definitions, it is utilitarian 

but not Aristotelian, embracing what Aristotle had specially rejected – the idea of the 

Protagonist and the psychological effect the dissuasion from crime. At this point the 

tragic poet is in the odd position of having made guilt meaningful but leaving 

innocence meaningless. The fate of the wicked is rationalized but the fate of the 

innocent victim of wickedness must be referred to the residual ‘Contemptus Mundi’ 

concept where innocence is meaningful if at all, only as it established credentials for 

existence in a better world to come” (Harbage 5-6). He quotes Aelius Donatus of the 

14th century, who viewed tragedy as the reverse image of comedy. The moral of 

tragedy is that life should be rejected. In this concept the idea of earthly justice is 

excluded. Suffering and death are not avoidable in the world of rationality where 

things happen following the law of cause and effect, but death is inevitable curse in 

a universe where all are at the mercy of chance as symbolized by Fortune’s wheel. In 

term of religion this is the world of evil where innocent and guilty are treated alike to 

that final horror – death which is meted out as punishment.  

“It is now generally agreed that there was little or no tragedy in medieval literature, 

and this agreement seems to rest on two grounds; first, that tragedy was then 

understood as narrative, rather than as drama; second, that the general structure of 

mediaeval belief had little place for the genuinely tragic action” (Raymond 19. The 

most famous English and mediaeval definition of tragedy is Chaucer’s Prologue of 

the Monk’s Tale:  

Tragedie is to seyn, a certeyn storie, 

As olde bookes maken us memorie, 

Of hym that stood in greet prosperitee 

And is yfallen out of heigh degree 

Into myserie, and endeth wrecchedly … 

As already highlighted in the earlier discussion on the definition of tragedy, the story 

of tragedy presents a change from prosperity to adversity in the life of the protagonist. 

                                                           
2 The Contempt of the world, and worldly concerns is a theme in the intellectual life of both 

classical adiquity and of Christianity.  
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Aristotle defines tragedy in the same sense, but he explains why and how this change 

takes place. According to Aristotle it is the tragic flaw (hamartia) in the character of 

the protagonist whereas in the medieval concept this change is affected by the general 

and external fact of mutability […]. It has at first sight more in common with the 

Greek idea of tragedy than with any later versions. Medieval tragedies are usually 

collected examples of a general law, and the key word is fortune. Raymond Williams 

– ibid. Fortune is related to ideas which include fate, chance, destiny and providence. 

Such ideas occupy an important place in the discussion and interpretation of tragedy 

from the classical to the mediaeval world. Those forces or powers have been 

inexplicable in their operation and interpretation in simple statement to be 

distinguished from one another. However, fortune at times in the sense of chance is 

distinguished from fate and providence. In the Greek tragedy it is implied that man 

is a hopeless mystery whose future is determined by the forces of predestination 

beyond the control of man.  

Though Aristotle’s definition and its explanation hold responsible the individual, the 

tragic hero who brings upon himself a disaster because of hamartia, an error of 

judgement, the Greek concept views the tragedy in generic sense rather than the 

individual even if it presents the fall of a single hero from happiness to misery. “But 

in the mediaeval idea of tragedy, the general emphasis is firm to the point of extreme 

abstraction […] there is an apparent continuity in the emphasis on rank, from the 

Greek to the mediaeval conception. But unlike the continuity of reference to a general 

condition beyond human powers, this apparent continuity is in fact a reversal”. 

Raymond William (ibid). In the mediaeval tragedy the general condition was attached 

to the fall of the prince to make the generic to the individual. Fortune was related to 

the worldly success from the unworldly.  

The main source of Renaissance tragedy was this precise emphasis on the fall of 

famous men. But, with the dissolution of the feudal world the practice of tragedy 

made new connections. In the Renaissance tragedy, there is a change which is 

covered by the apparent continuity referred above in the medieval tragedy and the 

complexity of definition and terms. Sidney’s definition shows this continuity, “In this 

definition the theme of mutability is still dominant” (Williams 14). Sidney refers to 

‘the sweet violence of tragedy, ‘the sweet violence is a related sign of a new interest: 

fallen what was to become the major question: how can the suffering in tragedy give 

pleasure? The answer may be found in Aristotle’s theory of catharsis – purgation of 

the pent-up emotions of pity and fear which is a moral cleansing. Sidney refers to the 

tragic pleasure in both the moral and aesthetic sense.  

In the Neo-classical concept of tragedy, we again find, at first sight a continuity from 

Aristotle and from medieval tragedy. According to Harbage, Neo-classical ideas 

about unity, decorum and historical truth in tragedy were current in Elizabethan age, 

but those about hamartia and catharsis were not. Even among the more learned 
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writers, Aristotle’s definition of the tragic hero and the tragic effect was not known 

or not understood or not deemed interesting. Williams (1966) views the Neo-classical 

concept an aristocratic rather than a feudal conception. The Neo-classical rules for 

tragedy, while assuming that tragic themes must be historical because they must 

concern great matters of state, tended to argue from the necessary dignity of tragedy 

rather than from its general and representative quality. It, therefore, demands 

discussion of method and considerations of decorum.  

“Aristotle’s description of character – ‘a man not pre-eminently virtuous and just 

whose misfortune, however, is brought upon not by vice and depravity but by some 

error (hamartia)’ – had been contained within a description of action: the ‘change of 

fortune’ not the change in the hero’s fortune; error that is to say was related to the 

action which was in itself a general mutability. What we find in the new emphasis is 

an increasingly isolated interpretation of the character of the hero: the error is moral, 

a weakness in an otherwise good man who can still be pitied. […]. The way to handle 

suffering is now at least as important as the way to experience it or learn from it” 

(Williams 26). 

2.4 Conclusion  
Thus, in general the tragic vision is not a systematic view of life. It admits wide 

variations and degrees. It is a sum of insights, intuitions, feelings, to which the words 

“vision” or “view” or “sense of life”, however inadequate, are most readily 

applicable. The tragic sense of life, […] is an attitude towards life with which some 

individuals seem to be endowed to high degree others less, but which is latent in every 

man and may be evoked by experience (Sewell 4). According to Raymond the tragic 

vision is in its first phase primal in that it calls up out of the depths the first and last 

of all questions, the question of existence. Man feels and experiences doubts, 

anxieties, uncertainty, mysteries while on some occasions of meditations, loneliness. 

‘To be or not to be’ is the question. ‘What is to be’ and ‘why to be’ are the questions 

which put man into a predicament where life is meaningless and absurd. It is a 

continuity which begins with the Greek concept and culminates in the post war 

theories of tragedy. The vision of tragedy now is not the story of the fall of princes 

and aristocracy. The common man passes through the conditions of life – 

psychological, spiritual, social and secular which throw him into a conflict with 

forces beyond control. His experience of the conflict versus himself makes him to 

suffer in the mind. It is the tragic vision which has developed from man’s agony. It 

is not the tragedy of blood, nor is it which leaves the stage cluttered with dead bodies.  

Summary Points 

i. Tragedy has been defined variously. However, all definitions agree that it is a 

play that presents the reversal of fortune of the hero from happiness to misery, 

from property to adversity. 
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ii. The most popular and the oft quoted definition of tragedy is Aristotle’s 

definition. Tragedy according to him is the imitation of an action that is serious, 

has magnitude and complete in itself … in dramatic and not a narrative form; 

with incidents arousing pity and fear, where with to accomplish its catharsis of 

such emotions. 

iii. According to Harrison, tragedy at first sight to have meant little more than a play 

ending in disaster. 

iv. A play that affects the purgation or cleansing of the emotions of pity and fear in 

the theatre according to Harrison is a deep tragedy. 

v. In the ancient Greek plays tragic flaw brings out the disaster of the protagonist as 

in Sophocles’ Oedipus Rex. 

vi. In the mediaeval, influenced by the morality and miracle plays, the role of tragic 

flaw is minimised, and the downfall of the protagonist is not caused by the error 

of judgement alone. 

vii. During the Renaissance, the classical tragedy was rediscovered and in England 

drama emerged as a popular genre. The writers followed the Senecan model. 

viii. Senecan tragedy was commonly called Revenge tragedy. 

ix. Revenge tragedy brilliantly merged the classical themes with English tradition. 

x. Elizabethans portrayed their protagonists virtuous or wicked. They introduced 

humour to provide comic relief for the audience; they blended the elements of 

both comedy and tragedy in their plays. 

xi. There was revival of tragedy in England during the latter part of the 17th century. 

xii. In the 18th century the dramatists wrote under the influence of classical rules. 

xiii. Near the end of the 19th century two Scandinavian dramatists brought about a 

wholly unexpected revolution of tragic form and subject. 

xiv. The new vision presented the common man living in a social milieu. 

xv. Most pre-twentieth century criticism placed the main emphasis upon characters 

and their psychological self, and the specific moral lessons taught by the plays. 

xvi. According to Raymond Williams there was little or no tragedy in Mediaeval 

literature firstly because tragedy was understood as narrative and drawn. 

Secondly, the general structure of Mediaeval belief had little place for genuinely 

tragic action. 

xvii. In the Neo-classical concept of tragedy, is a continuity from Aristotle and 

medieval tragedy. 

xviii. In general, the tragic vision is not a systematic view of life. It admits wide 

variations and degrees. 

xix. The tragic vision is in first phase primal in that it calls up out of the depths the 

question of existence. 

xx. The 20th century vision of tragedy has developed from man’s agony. It is not the 

tragedy of blood nor it leaves the stage cluttered with blood. 
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Self-Assessment Questions 
i. Tragedy as a genre of literature is multifaced and multiplexed genre. Do you 

agree? 

ii. Analyse Aristotle’s definition of tragedy in detail. 

iii. Trace the development of tragedy from Greek concept to the 20th century vision 

of tragedy. 

iv. Bring out the commonalities and differences in Aristotle’s definition of tragedy 

and Sidney’s definition. 

v. Define the following terms with suitable examples from the literary texts 

included in your course. 

a. Tragic Hero 

b. Hamartia 

c. Catharsis 

d. Deep Tragedy 
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OVERVIEW 
This unit deals with Oedipus Rex, a great tragic paly, written by Sophocles who was 

a prominent Greek tragedian of great literary merit. The unit commences with a 

detailed description of Sophocles’ life and his works and moves on to discuss salient 

features of Greek drama. The unit, also, makes an exhaustive discussion on Greek 

tragedy with special reference to the contributions made by Sophocles. The unit also 

specifically focuses on Sophocles role in the perfection of Greek drama with 

reference to tragedy. The unit, further, includes discussion on Oedipus Rex as a 

tragedy. The unit also highlights Oedipus as a tragic hero and concludes with the 

discussion of major themes of the play. 

OBJECTIVES 
After reading this unit, you will be able to 

 give a brief biographical sketch of Sophocles’ life 

 appreciate literary talent of Sophocles  

 critically review his major works 

 discuss stylistic features of Greek drama 

 highlight Sophocles contributions to the perfection of Greek dramatic art 

 discuss Oedipus Rex as a tragedy 

 analyze Oedipus Rex as a tragic hero 

 discuss major themes of Oedipus Rex 

 analyze classical conception of Greek tragedy   

 evaluate Aristotle’s criticism of Oedipus Rex 
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3.1 Sophocles: Life and Works 
Sophocles is one of the most renowned and celebrated figures of Greek literature. 

However, the modern critics possess not much authentic information about the 

personal life of the author and the conditions which influenced his literary genius. 

The biographical material which survived in the modern times does not adequately 

serve the purpose of exploring relationship between his personal life and his works. 

It is equally difficult to trace any autobiographical elements in his works. Though, 

his life is an enigma, but this does not restrict the modern scholarship to appreciate 

and critically explore the finest of literary works in the genre of tragedy produced by 

him.  

Athens, one of the leading cities of ancient Greek which witnessed remarkable 

development under the tyrant rule, was also fortunate to be fascinated by the dramatic 

art of this great tragedian. He was born in the beautiful and serene town of Colonus, 

in the outskirts of Athens in 496 BC.  Colonus finds its reflection as a place of peace 

and tranquility in Sophocles’ plays.  It, also, reveals his fascination and emotional 

attachment to his birthplace. In the lifetime of Sophocles, Athens became a hub of 

diverse social and cultural activities of ancient Greece. Sophocles was blessed to lead 

an extremely stable and peaceful life. However, his works orchestrate a life of 

suffering and miseries. Sophocles’ father is credited for making special arrangements 

for his education which established strong foundations for the development of his 

literary talent. Sophocles produced almost one hundred and twenty-three plays, 

however, only seven of them survived and many were lost during the turbulent period 

of human history. The seven plays which survived include Antigone, Ajax, 

Philoctetes, Oedipus at Colonus, Electra, Oedipus Rex and Women of Trachis. 

However, classical resources do not provide any authentic information about their 

dates of composition. Some of his famous plays deal with the fortunes of Theban 

legends which were also presented in earlier Greek literature including the heroic 

epics of Homer. It is, also, speculated that Sophocles composed a treatise on his 

dramatic art which is not preserved like majority of his plays.    

Sophocles remained the central figure of Greek dramatic art for an unprecedented 

period of fifty years. He was an active participant of the great religious festival of the 

god of Dionysos. He competed in the festival as a tragedian and defeated his 

contemporaries multiple times. He was never ranked below the second position by 

the judges of the competitions. Besides Sophocles, there are two other prominent 

Greek tragedians who carved their names on the canvas of Greek literature. Both 

were his contemporaries; Aeschylus was his senior in his dramatic career and many 

of Sophocles’ plays were written later than Aeschylus’ plays. On the other hand, he 

wrote earlier or contemporary to the second great tragedian Euripides. The plays of 

all these three tragedians were presented in the Greek drama festivals and Sophocles 

won more competitions than those of the other two when combined. It is believed 



33 
 
 

that Sophocles’ consecutive successes at the drama festival greatly mortified 

Aeschylus. Though, it is Aeschylus who is most often regarded as the primary 

originator of ancient Greek tragedy, it is Sophocles who enjoys a privileged position 

as classical tragedy’s technical master lending perfection to tragic art. Undoubtedly, 

Sophocles remains chief representative figure during the times that witnessed the rise 

and fall of Athens’s greatness as a political and cultural power in the ancient Greece 

of fifth century.      

Sophocles died in 406 BC after leading a long life of dignity and eminence, two years 

before Athens’s fall to Sparta. This defeat proved critical in terminating nearly a 

century of Athenian supremacy and cultural achievement during the period of tyrant 

democracy. The greatness of Sophocles was not only limited to his excellencies in 

the dramatic art only. He was not just a man of letters and in fact this term was quite 

foreign to Greeks. He was involved in politics though reluctantly. He was a 

passionate Athenian who remained absorbed in the public life of the city. He served 

both as a treasurer of the state and a diplomat. He was, also, elected as a general twice 

and served in the defense of his country. He was, also, associated with the cult of a 

local deity and performed priestly obligations. He was held in high esteem by his 

contemporaries for possessing unique and admirable qualities of dramatic art which 

include but not limited to balance and tranquility. His flowing eloquence was of 

unrivalled beauty which was greatly appreciated and complemented by the Greeks. 

He was greatly acknowledged as tragic Homer. Not much is known about his family 

life with certainty. There are competing accounts of a peaceful familial relationship 

as well as a turbulent one. However, this aspect of his life does not outshine his 

dramatic art or diminish his value as the literary genius of all times.  

Sophocles is, also, credited for making significant contributions to the dramatic art 

and lending it a state of perfection. He constructed the plots of his tragedies 

meticulously. He made Chorus the most integral part of the play. His plays are 

remarkably charged with emotions and are also famous for their unique poetic 

eloquence. He, also, abandoned the practice of a trilogy which was very commonly 

prevalent in satyr plays. Though, majority of his plays deal with same legend, 

however there are differential patterns of characterization and treatment of the 

themes. It is Sophocles who introduced the third speaking actor to classical drama, 

creating the more complex dramatic situations and deepened psychological 

penetration through interpersonal relationships and dialogue. 

Sophocles’ plays communicate various philosophical messages including but not 

limited to helplessness of man in the universe. Therefore, it is advisable that a man 

should lead his life according to a predestined course of action. Excessive desire or 

pride may prove fatal in bringing wrath of gods. Sophocles gives the impression that 

though fate exerts a massive hold in the life of humans, but they are the architect of 
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their own fate and these are their actions which are responsible for bringing good or 

evil fortune.    

3.2 Oedipus Rex: Introduction 
Oedipus Rex is not only the greatest play of Sophocles but one of the greatest plays 

of Greek literature. Ancient as well as modern critics regard Oedipus Rex as the finest 

representation of dramatic art ever produced. Greek philosopher Aristotle in his 

seminal work ‘Poetics’ highly praises Oedipus Rex and sets it as a kind of ‘standard’ 

to be followed by other tragedians. The literary appeal of other tragedies is judged 

based on dramatic art presented in Oedipus. Aristotle not only appreciates Oedipus 

Rex as a tragedy but also regards Oedipus Rex as an ideal tragic hero. Oedipus, a man 

of “great repute and good fortune,” whose tragedy stems from his horrifying 

discovery that he has killed his father and married his mother, is artistically presented 

to elicit catharsis of emotions of pity and fear. 

No other drama has ever influenced dramatic perceptions of literary artists more 

powerfully than Oedipus Rex. It has gripped the literary imagination of artists and 

critics ever since it was produced in ancient Greece. Oedipus Rex has a meticulous 

plot which is centered on the dilemma of the central tragic character. Undoubtedly, it 

has been regarded as the most influential play ever written. It is one of the most 

famous of all Greek plays which has established the standards for critical reception 

of tragedies. No wonder, it is a literary marvel which not only possess a well knitted 

plot but a uniquely eloquent style of its own kind. Oedipus Rex is one of the most 

important of group of three plays based on Theban legend of Oedipus. The other two 

are ‘Antigone’ and ‘Oedipus at Colonus’. Although all three plays are interconnected 

by a single theme. However, they do not from a trilogy in the conventional sense of 

the term. A Greek trilogy refers to a group of three plays usually performed on the 

stage consecutively for the sequential development of the plot. However, Theban 

plays do not follow the same sequence, hence do not form a trilogy in the 

conventional sense of the term. The play relentlessly explores the interrelationship 

between human nature, destiny and suffering thereby lending a universal appeal to 

the ancient tale of a man’s tragic discovery.   

Oedipus Rex has now attained an everlasting place in collective consciousness of 

humanity and human conditions. As classical scholar Bernard Knox has argued, 

“Sophocles’ Oedipus is not only the greatest creation of a major poet and the classic 

representative figure of his age: he is also one of a long series of tragic protagonists 

who stand as symbols of human aspiration and despair before the characteristic 

dilemma of Western civilization—the problem of man’s true stature, his proper place 

in the universe.” For past many centuries, Sophocles’ play has claimed consideration 

as drama’s most perfect and most profound achievement. Freud discovered in the 

play the key to understanding man’s deepest and most repressed sexual desires and 
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Oedipus complex occupies the most central place as theoretical concept in 

psychoanalytic school of thought. In short, Oedipus Rex has become a guiding 

principle to unravel mysteries of human existence and their psychology of survival. 

In Sophocles’ hands, however, this ancient tale becomes a profound meditation on 

the questions of guilt and responsibility, the order of our world, and the nature of 

man. The play stands at equal pedestal with ‘Hamlet’ and ‘Lear’ as western 

literature’s critical explorations of human sufferings. 

3.3 Oedipus Rex: Plot 

The play opens with the scenes of plague-stricken Thebes. The life of the people of 

Thebes is engrossed in miserable conditions and incessant sufferings and there is no 

ray of hope to escape this critical situation. They pray to gods, but their prayers 

remained unanswered. Oedipus is the kind, capable and respected ruler who has 

established himself as the wisest man after solving the riddle of the Sphinx and gained 

the throne and married to Thebes’s widowed queen, Jocasta, as was customary in 

Greek culture. Despite the death and devastation on a huge scale, people are still 

hopeful and request Oedipus for his intervention. Oedipus has, already, sent his 

brother-in-law, Creon, to the Oracle at Delphi for guidance and advice. Oracles’ 

pronouncements were taken seriously by the people in power which is an indication 

of humility.  

Creon returns and announces that the plague is a punishment for the murder of 

Oedipus’ predecessor, Laius, so he must be avenged to rescue Thebes from the evil 

clutches of plague. Oedipus, feeling the sufferings of his people, vows that he would 

discover and bring the murderer to justice. Therefore, many critics believe that the 

play begins as a detective story, with the troubling question “Who killed Laius?” as 

the initial mystery. Oedipus’ insistence on finding the culprit and banishing him for 

Laius’s murderer seals his own fate. He pledges to restore Thebes to her previous 

conditions of prosperity not knowing that he himself is the very source of this 

suffering. Thus, the discovery would only serve to be catastrophic for his own self.  

Meanwhile, the Chorus mourns for the dead and begs gods for help. The leader of the 

Chorus suggests that blind seer Teiresias should be consulted. It is one of the central 

ironies of the play that the blind Teiresias is the first to see the truth. On the other 

hand, the most intelligent and the wisest Oedipus is blind to the fact that he himself 

is the cause of death and devastation. Throughout his life, he tried to escape the fate 

which was foretold for him, but all his efforts only led him to the direction of fulfilling 

that grim prophecy. Teiresias is summoned, but he is reluctant to reveal the truth, but 

Oedipus is adamant “No man, no place, nothing will escape my gaze. I will not stop 

until I know it all”. Finally, Teiresias reveals the truth that Oedipus has killed his own 
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father and has become a “sower of seed where your father has sowed”. Troubled by 

this discovery and in a fit of rage, Oedipus rejects Teiresias’ vision and accuses him 

of conspiring with Jocasta’s brother Creon against his rule. Creon is summoned and 

he pronounces his innocence but in vain.  

Oedipus exposes his pride, wrath and hasty judgement in his treatment of Teiresias 

and his subsequent condemning of Creon to death, Jocasta comes to her brother’s 

defense, while arguing that not all oracles can be believed. To calm him, she tells him 

that long ago, Laius and she outwitted the gods and cheated fate by abandoning their 

son on the mountain hill.  Though, Jocasta provides the detail to assure Oedipus that 

he could not be the murderer, but it ironically serves the purpose of further proving 

the case of Oedipus’ crime of murdering his father and marrying his mother. In what 

is a marvel of ironic plot construction, each step forward in answering the questions 

surrounding the murder and Oedipus’s parentage takes Oedipus a step back in time 

toward full disclosure and self-discovery. When he interrogates Jocasta about the 

details of murder of Laius, he suspects that he killed him but Jocasta asks him not to 

jump to hasty conclusion and sends for only surviving witness of the murder, a freed 

slave. Oedipus thinks of a drunken traveler at a banquet who asserts that he was not 

the son of Corinthian king. However, his parents denied that he was adopted. He, 

then, remembers his visit of Oracle of Delphi where he was prophesized that he would 

kill his father and marry his mother.  Desperately running away to escape his fate, 

Oedipus kills an old man and his escorts in an ordinary confrontation.  

As Oedipus is absorbed in his thoughts and starts doubting himself, a messenger from 

Corinth arrives with news that Oedipus’s supposed father, Polybus, is dead and the 

people of Corinth want him to be their king. Nevertheless, he announces his victory 

as part of the prophecy is proved wrong, so he has defeated fate. This news again 

negates the oracle that Oedipus is fated to kill his father. However, he is not willing 

to return home because he is still afraid of the second part of the prophecy. To relieve 

Oedipus’s anxiety, the messenger reveals that he himself brought Oedipus as an 

infant to Polybus. Though they loved him like their own son but he was not their 

biological child. Like Jocasta whose evidence in support of Oedipus’s innocence 

turns into confirmation of his guilt, the messenger provides intelligence that will 

connect Oedipus to both Laius and Jocasta as their son and as his father’s killer. When 

he probes messenger further, he provides the shattering details that how a shepherd 

rescued Oedipus from a hillside and gave him to Polybus and his wife.   

The Corinthian messenger’s intelligence produces the crucial recognition for Jocasta, 

who urges Oedipus to cease any further inquiry. Oedipus is, however, deaf to her 

pleas as he is blind of the truth about himself. He summons the shepherd who gave 

the infant to the messenger and was coincidentally the sole survivor of the attack on 
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Laius. He verifies both the incidents of finding Oedipus on hillside and Laius’s 

murder at the crossroads. This revelation leads the play to its staggering climax. In a 

sheer state of sadness and grief, Oedipus rushes down the stage. Meanwhile a 

messenger from the palace brings the dreadful news of Jocasta’s suicide after wailing 

and crying and locking the doors behind her. Oedipus blinds himself to justify moral 

shame that his actions, unwittingly or not, have provoked.  

3.4 Oedipus Rex: As a Tragedy 
Oedipus Rex, as a tragedy, has been the subject of critically acclaimed Greek and 

modern scholarship. It has been perceived as the most representative form of tragic 

art in perfection. It has been critically admired to such an extent that it seems 

implausible that another tragedian may create some tragedy of this mastery and 

standard. In fact, Oedipus has been conventionalized as a classic example of tragedy. 

As discussed earlier, Aristotle attributes great value to Oedipus Rex as a tragedy. His 

theorization of tragedy and its different constitutive elements appear to be in perfect 

harmony with the representation of tragic version of life in Oedipus.  The tragic 

conception of Oedipus is central to human suffering which is partly a product of his 

own actions and partly stems from mysterious workings of fate which is beyond the 

control of man. Oedipus is the finest depiction of heroic suffering which arises the 

emotions of pity and fear.  Many aspects of modern tragedy owe a great deal to 

Sophocles.  

As mentioned earlier, Aristotle was a great admirer of Oedipus’ plot which has been 

methodically constructed. It is well integrated and has an analytic structure in which 

past is gradually unfolded to bring catastrophic effects in the present. The most 

noteworthy feature of this plot is sheer inevitability of fate and coincidence. Each 

incident arises logically from the previous one and is perfectly sequenced within the 

interplay of different incident all assimilating perfectly towards a unified structure. 

Aristotle’s idea of a perfect plot is highly applicable to Oedipus, no incident should 

be capable of being excluded without being detriment to the play. Reversal and 

recognition are central to the development of the plot, therefore, it has also been 

categorized as a kind of detective story, because the chief concern of the play is to 

find and banish the culprit who has committed a heinous crime to save people from 

the relentless onslaught of plague. Like a detective story, the play also involves a 

series of investigations, evidence and verifications to unravel the identity of the 

criminal who is source of Theban sufferings and miseries. In short, the plot of the 

play is so skillfully constructed that it does not let the audience to lose attention in 

the gripping story even for seconds. Oedipus Rex poses serious philosophical 

questions for contemplation. Is workings of fate fully responsible for introducing 

death and destruction in a man’s life? Or the unbridled passions of humans are 

responsible for bringing suffering and misery in the life of mortals?  Oedipus 
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devastated by recognition, realizes insignificance of man’s existence in the cosmic 

plan. The idea of human happiness is transitory in nature, momentarily and short 

lived. It is a mere illusion. The chorus at the end of the play sings the final ode 

Sons and daughters of Thebes, behold, this was Oedipus.  

Greatest of men; he held the key to the deepest mysteries;  

Was invited by all his fellow men for his great prosperity; 

Behold, what a full tide of misfortunes swept over his head 

Then learn that mortal man must always look to his ending;  

And none can be called happy until that day when he carries;  

His happiness down to the grave in peace. 

According to Aristotle, a tragedy must arouse pity and fear and catharsis of these 

emotions. The play is replete with incidents which serve this purpose well. Firstly, 

we are shuddered by the thought that Oedipus in a heroic deed of saving his people, 

leads to his own downfall. Moreover, we feel pity for him that in an attempt of 

escaping his fate so that prophecy is not fulfilled, he becomes a prey to godly design 

and commits the monstruous crime of killing his father and marrying his own mother. 

Pity is further aroused by the fact that Jocasta and Corinthian messenger want to 

decrease his worries and pacify his troubling psyche but in fact their pacifying 

comments bring further recognition of his crimes. Theban shepherd who took pity on 

Oedipus and saved him from the hillside appears to have done greatest cruelty to him. 

The tragic death of Jocasta further intensifies the emotions of pity and fear as she is 

not the agent of this whole catastrophe. Catharsis of these emotions stem from the 

recognition that justice is served and unbridled passions of Oedipus lead him to a 

state of reversal from prosperity to adversity. In the beginning of the play, Oedipus 

enjoys the most privileged position. He is held in high regard by his people. However, 

his tragic fate leads him to such a miserable state that he is unable to face the guilt 

and shame of his actions. In the end of the play, he willfully blinds himself because 

he is unable to face terrible consequences of his crime and resultant guilt and shame. 

Greek tragedy essentially stems from the mysterious workings of fate. Therefore, it 

is regarded as tragedy of fate unlike Shakespearean tragedies which are regarded as 

tragedies of characters. However, as far as Oedipus is concerned, it cannot merely be 

regarded as a tragedy of fate. Fate does play its role in the form of chance occurrences 

and coincidences but nevertheless Oedipus’        actions are equally instrumental in 

tragic reversal of his fortune. Man as a mortal is bound to face the consequences of 

his actions whether committed consciously or unconsciously. Oedipus is determined 

to find the truth by all means and this insistence proves catastrophic. There are many 
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instances in the play when he is asked to stop probing but he does not pay heed to 

anyone. Initially, it is Teiresias, physically blind but spiritually enlightened, who 

refuses to reveal the truth but Oedipus is adamant to find it out and later he accuses 

him of conspiracy. When he cross examines the shepherds, Jocasta begs him to end 

his investigation but he does not listen to her either. The Theban shepherd also begs 

him not to force him to reveal the truth but in vain. It is his insistence and 

determination to find the truth which causes his downfall. Therefore, the play should 

be interpreted at two levels: Oedipus as a free agent and responsible for his own 

actions and on another level a helpless puppet in the hands of gods as he was 

predestined to kill his father and marry his mother. Lending two equally competing 

perspectives to a single thrilling plot is indeed a true reflection of Sophocles’ dramatic 

art. Therefore, he is regarded as the most skillful tragedian of all times. Perhaps 

through this duality of perspectives, Sophocles intends to communicate that gods are 

not vicious but these are human actions both virtues and vices which are equally 

capable of bringing death and destruction to themselves.  

Many critical readings of the play generate the idea that Oedipus is a mere puppet in 

the hands of fate and a plaything to gods. However, when Sophocles recreates this 

myth, he is careful at various incidents of the play. With reference to Oedipus’ first 

visit to oracle after he comes to know that his patronage is in doubt through a drunk, 

his action of running away is foolishness. Moreover, he never asks about the death 

circumstances of the previous king. It is impossible to escape fate but both Laius and 

Oedipus serve as a common ploy to mysterious workings of fate. The question of 

unfair punishment of Oedipus still holds relevant for the modern critics and readers 

of Sophocles.      

3.5 Oedipus: As a Tragic Hero 
Oedipus Rex is the chief representative of tragic heroes created by literary geniuses 

in all times.  No tragic hero has ever experienced such a terrible reversal from a state 

of prosperity to adversity and from happiness to misery in such crude terms as did 

Oedipus Rex. Oedipus is deprived of every image of his authority, righteousness, and 

eminence and is destined to experience dreadful consequences of his crime 

committed unknowingly. He is bound to survive with a shame and resultant guilt that 

is impossible to extinguish. Living in a society, lacking any formal code of justice or 

escape from suffering, is synonymous with facing death penalty every day. Oedipus 

is a marvelous representation of a tragic hero who is essentially a victim of ‘cursed 

times’, predestined to be trapped in a series of tragic actions, committed a crime 

unknowingly, yet willing to be a survivor and imposes self-punishment in recognition 

of his sins.   

It is Oedipus’s consciously driven resolution to endure the repercussions of his sin 

and adherence to the moral doctrine of justice that dominates the play’s conclusion. 
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Oedipus’s greatest strengths reflected through his determination to know the truth 

and willingness to endure sufferings establish him as one of the most pitiable and 

admired of tragic heroes. “The closing note of the tragedy,” Knox argues, “is a 

renewed insistence on the heroic nature of Oedipus; the play ends as it began, with 

the greatness of the hero. The grief stricken and physically blind Oedipus is now 

spiritually enlightened to realize and experiences the transitory nature of good 

fortune, and a cosmic order that is either perverse in its calculated cruelty or 

chaotically random in its designs, in either case defeating any human need for justice 

and mercy. The Chorus summarizes the harsh lesson of heroic defeat that the play so 

majestically dramatizes: 

Look and learn all citizens of Thebes. This is Oedipus. 

He, who read the famous riddle, and we hailed chief of men, 

All envied his power, glory, and good fortune. 

Now upon his head the sea of disaster crashes down. 

Mortality is man’s burden. Keep your eyes fixed on your last day. 

Call no man happy until he reaches it, and finds rest from suffering. 

 

Summary Points 

i. Sophocles is one of the most renowned and celebrated figures of Greek literature. 

ii. He was born in the beautiful and serene town of Colonus, in the outskirts of Athens 

in 496 BC.   

iii. The biographical material which survived in the modern times does not adequately 

serve the purpose of exploring relationship between his personal life and his works. 

iv. Sophocles produced almost one hundred and twenty-three plays, however, only 

seven of them survived and many were lost during the turbulent period of human 

history. 

v. The seven plays which survived include Antigone, Ajax, Philoctetes, Oedipus at 

Colonus, Electra, Oedipus Rex and Women of Trachis. 

vi. Sophocles remained the central figure of Greek dramatic art for an unprecedented 

period of fifty years.  

vii. He was an active participant of the great religious festival of the god of Dionysos. 

He competed in the festival as a tragedian and defeated his contemporaries multiple 

times. 

viii. Though, it is Aeschylus who is most often regarded as the primary originator of 

ancient Greek tragedy, it is Sophocles who enjoys a privileged position as classical 

tragedy’s technical master lending perfection to tragic art. 

ix. He made Chorus the most integral part of the play. His plays are remarkably 

charged with emotions and are also famous for their unique poetic eloquence. 
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x. Greek philosopher Aristotle in his seminal work ‘Poetics’ highly praises Oedipus 

Rex and sets it as a kind of ‘standard’ to be followed by other tragedians. 

xi. Oedipus Rex is one of the most important of group of three plays based on Theban 

legend of Oedipus. The other two are ‘Antigone’ and ‘Oedipus at Colonus’.  

xii. Although all three plays are interconnected by a single theme. However, they do 

not from a trilogy in the conventional sense of the term. 

xiii. Freud discovered in the play the key to understanding man’s deepest and most 

repressed sexual desires and Oedipus complex occupies the most central place as 

theoretical concept in psychoanalytic school of thought. 

xiv. The play stands at equal pedestal with ‘Hamlet’ and ‘Lear’ as western literature’s 

critical explorations of human sufferings. 

xv. According to Aristotle, a tragedy must arouse pity and fear and catharsis of these 

emotions. The play is replete with incidents which serve this purpose well. 

Self-Assessment Questions  

 Sophocles is one of the most celebrated and prominent figures of Greek drama.  

Discuss. 

 Critically examine inevitability of Oedipus Rex’s tragedy.  

 Discuss Oedipus Rex as a tragic hero. 

 Evaluate the role of destiny in a Greek tragedy with reference to Oedipus Rex. 
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OVERVIEW 
This unit deals with Dr Faustus, a great tragic paly, written by Christopher Marlowe 

who was a prominent Elizabethan dramatist, poet and translator of great literary 

merit. The unit commences with a detailed description of Marlowe’s life and his 

works and moves on to discuss salient features of Elizabethan Age. The unit, also, 

makes an exhaustive discussion on stylistic features of Elizabethan drama with 

special reference to the contributions made by the university wits. The unit also 

specifically focuses on Marlowe’s role in the perfection of Elizabethan drama with 

reference to tragedy. The unit, further, includes discussion on Dr Faustus as a heroic 

tragedy. The unit also highlights Dr Faustus as a tragic hero and concludes with the 

discussion of major themes of the play. 

OBJECTIVES 
After reading this unit, you will be able to: 

 give a brief biographical sketch of Marlowe’s life 

 appreciate literary talent of Marlowe  

 critically review his major works 

 discuss stylistic features of Elizabethan drama 

 identify the role of university wits in the development of Elizabethan drama 

 highlight Marlowe’s contributions to the perfection of Elizabethan dramatic art 

 discuss Dr Faustus as a heroic tragedy 

 analyze Dr Faustus as a tragic hero 

 discuss major themes of Dr Faustus 

 analyze Dr Faustus as a deviation from classical conception of tragedy   
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4.1 Christopher Marlowe: Life and Works 
Christopher Marlow, one of the most prominent figures of Elizabethan Age, was an 

English dramatist, translator, and poet of great literary repute. He was born in a 

humble family background of a cobbler in 1564. However, low socioeconomic 

conditions of Marlowe’s family could not restrict developing this great literary 

genius. He attended Cambridge and studied theology and ancient languages which 

proved fundamental in his literary career. His command of these subjects finds it 

reflection in scholarly debates presented in his plays. Marlow was exposed to foreign 

land and cultures through several government trips while he was still studying at 

Cambridge.  Lacking concrete evidence, critics claim that Marlow was probably 

spying for Sir Francis Willingham’s secret service. Marlowe was a staunch supporter 

of puritan movement and greatly emphasized the idea of free speech. 

Marlowe left Cambridge in 1587 and started his professional career as a playwright 

in London which was the hub of literary activities during Elizabethan era. The exact 

dates of Marlowe’s dramatic compositions are not known. It is generally believed 

that Marlowe started writing plays while he was still getting education at the 

university. ‘Dido, Queen of Carthage’ was probably written during the early years of 

Marlowe’s dramatic career. It is generally believed that Thomas Nashe, a famous 

university wit, also contributed to the composition of this play. It is based on Virgil’s 

‘Aeneid’. The second in the row, ‘Tamburlaine the Great’ was an immediate success 

followed by its sequel ‘Tamburlaine the Great II’. This play not only earned great 

literary fame for Marlowe but it is also greatly acknowledged to be a milestone 

achievement in drama. The play stands in sharp contrast with earlier dramatic 

compositions of Tudor dramatist replacing clumsy language with vivid one and 

loosely knitted plot with a well knitted and intellectually complexed one. The play 

marked first popular success of London public stage and attracted Elizabethan 

audience to witness spectacular battle scenes of a savage and bloodthirsty tyrant. 

‘Dr Faustus’ was probably written in the late 1580s depicting the tragical life history 

of an ambitious protagonist who sells his soul to Lucifer in exchange of twenty-four 

years of profit and delight. ‘Jew of Malta’, a stunning tale and masterpiece of black 

humour, was the next in the series which served to be an inspiration for Shakespeare’s 

‘The Merchant of Venice’. Marlowe’s next composition was ‘The Massacre at Paris’ 

which is relatively less known is a severe and bold depiction of bloodshed instigated 

by the French court at the end of fifteen century. ‘Edward II’ was the last dramatic 

composition by Marlowe which explores the reign of a weak and flawed king with a 

serious critique of his policies and practices. This play particularly demonstrates how 

drama can be used to comment on the serious issues of Elizabethan society.   

Marlowe is also credited for writing lyric poetry and translating Lucan’s ‘Pharsalia’. 

In his extremely brief literary career, Marlowe wrote seven plays and some of these 
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are still regularly performed in the twenty first century and are a subject of modern 

academic scholarship and critique. Marlowe is considered to have greatly influenced 

literary perceptions of the young Shakespeare. Marlowe’s impact on growing genius 

of Shakespeare has been greatly acknowledge and universally accepted. It is 

estimated that in almost seven of his plays, Shakespeare intellectually borrowed from 

Marlowe and there are eleven other plays which are suggestive of Marlowe’s 

influence. Harp (1908) in his work ‘The Age of Shakespeare’ asserts, “Marlowe is 

the greatest discoverer, the most daring pioneer, in all our poetic literature. Before 

Marlowe there was no genuine blank verse and genuine tragedy in our language. 

After his arrival the way was prepared, the path made straight for Shakespeare”. 

Shakespeare fashioned his history plays on Marlowe’s patterns. Moreover, reflection 

of Marlowe’s themes in earlier work of Shakespeare is also a testimony that 

Shakespeare owes a great deal to literary talent of Marlowe. 

His life history is overshadowed by mysteries and uncertainties and appears to be a 

work of fiction with startling events and incidents. His mysterious death is still a 

subject of critical importance. In the absence of any concrete evidence, there are 

various contradictory accounts of the factors leading to his untimely tragic death. 

Therefore, authenticity of the circumstances of death is still contested. Traditionally, 

multiple conjectures have been reported to have caused his death which include but 

not limited to allegations of blasphemy, a vicious barroom fight, betrayal by another 

playwright, and investigations of the privy council. A warrant was issued on May18, 

1993 for Marlowe’s arrest without stating any reason. However, it was believed to be 

linked to blasphemy allegations. He was supposed to be trialed for writing a 

manuscript which contained heretical concedes. However, Afterbay few days of 

issuance of his warrant, he was stabbed to death. The mystery centering his death has 

never been resolved.  An official account of Marlowe’s death was released in 1925 

but it did not provide any definite and conclusive information about his mysterious 

death. Shortly, after his death Marlowe was accused of propagating atheism.  

 

Whatever circumstanced led to Marlow’s tragic death, one thing is certain that his 

untimely and tragic death deprived English literature of some of even greater and 

more mature works. Nevertheless, within a limited time span of six years, Marlowe 

created seven influential plays which continue to inspire literary artists and critics 

even in the twenty first century. Marlowe was glorified in the highest terms of being 

declared as ‘the father of English tragedy and the creator of English blank verse’. 

English drama and particularly Elizabethan drama owes a great deal to this literary 

genius with reference to singularity of his themes, poetic diction, stylistic innovations 

and rhetorical eloquence. 
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4.2 Elizabethan Drama 
It was during the reign of Queen Elizabeth I (1558-1603) that England witnessed 

unprecedented change in the fields of politics, commerce and arts and enjoyed the 

most privileged and dignified status in the western world. Unlike her predecessors, 

she was not a mere symbolic head of the state, she took keen interest in the matters 

related to the policies and practices of both the church and the state and made critical 

decisions related to them. She revived protestant faith in the country and unified the 

English people under a central state hierarchy and governance. London in the sixteen 

century underwent a massive transformation with the rise of middle class which 

caused a boom in English economy. European wars brought thousands of refugees to 

England, exposing English society to diverse cultures. The latter half of the sixteen 

century is called Elizabethan Age as an acknowledgment of monarch’s contributions 

to the matters and issues related to church and the state.  

London became a hub of political and cultural activities during the Elizabethan Age 

and reflected all vibrant qualities of the age. It was in this backdrop that English poets 

and dramatists became the leading literary artists of the day. England provided the 

most suitable literary platform and contact zone to the university wits. The term 

‘university wits’ refers to a prominent group of English dramatists who transformed 

the native culture of drama with their marvelous compositions. These dramatist 

practiced their dramatic art during the last phase of sixteen century. Majority of them 

were educated at the universities and included Christopher Marlowe, Robert Greene, 

and Thomas Nashe who were the graduates of Cambridge university. On the other 

hand, Thomas Lodge and George Peele were the graduates of Oxford. Another of the 

wits, though not university trained, was Thomas Kyd. The most notable figure among 

the university wits was Marlowe who was famous for his blank verse which gave 

English theater its characteristic voice for the fifty years. The contributions of the 

university wits to English drama can be realized from the fact that they have been 

credited for preparing ground for Shakespeare, the greatest Elizabethan dramatist. 

These university wits are responsible for establishing and strengthening foundations 

of London theater and redefining its culture. 

Fashioned in Marlow’s blank verse, university wits produced new dramas and 

attracted the public to attend theater in proliferated numbers. The most important 

types of Elizabethan dramas were the histories of great English rulers which were 

instrumental in reviving the sense of nationalism in English people. Various classical 

sources and models provided the basis for vibrant literary creations including but not 

limited to Greek tragedy, Seneca’s as well English miracle and morality plays. 

Elizabethan tragedy disregarded fate as the only detriment to human happiness and 

showed how unbridled passions and ambitions can lead to human miseries and 

suffering.    

https://www.britannica.com/biography/Christopher-Marlowe
https://www.britannica.com/biography/Robert-Greene
https://www.britannica.com/biography/Thomas-Nashe
https://www.britannica.com/biography/Thomas-Lodge
https://www.britannica.com/biography/George-Peele
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Besides Queen Elizabeth’s love for arts and her patronage, English literary and 

intellectual culture was revived because of some other important influences and the 

most important of them were Renaissance, Humanism and Reformation. These 

important movements revived love for classical Greek and Roman learning and 

instilled literary consciousness which was hitherto unknown. Christopher Marlowe 

and William Shakespeare are the chief representative figures of Elizabethan Age. The 

Elizabethan Age began with the commencement of Queen’s reign in 1558 while 

ended   either in 1603 with the death of Queen Elizabeth or in 1642 with the closing 

of English theater in London. This period witnessed revival of rich literary scene as 

well as massive developments in social, political and economic aspects of the English 

society.  

4.3 Dr Faustus: Introduction 
The Tragical History of Dr Faustus, a masterpiece by Marlowe, is one of the most 

critically acclaimed works in the field of dramatic art which has generated serious 

scholarly and academic debates since its composition in the late 1580s. The play is 

grounded in a collection of short stories published in German titled the ‘Faustbuch’ 

which chronicle a real German scholar and practitioner of black magic called 

Georgious Faustus. Marlowe utilizes the content of the original resource as per his 

theatrical needs but strictly adheres to three-part structure of the ‘Faustbuch’ with 

respect to signing of the contract with the devil, practice of conjuring and resultant 

regret, death and damnation. Marlowe transforms the original stories with much 

mastery and skill and converts them from naïve tales of wickedness and justice to a 

heroic tragedy where an individual exerts his free will and signs a contract with the 

devil willfully being conscious of its impending disaster.  Besides the ‘Faustbuch’, 

Marlowe intellectually borrowed from mythology and scriptures to narrate tragedy 

of Dr Faustus convincingly. Besides these literary resources, his training in theology 

and ancient languages at Cambridge served the purpose of introducing poetical 

eloquence in the play.  

Marlowe’s reference to ‘original sin’ as depicted in Judeo-Christian scriptures and 

traditions is a further reflection of man’s first disobedience which deprived Adam 

and Eve of God’s mercy and Gardens of Eden. Human race has inherited sin from 

their ancestors. Therefore, Dr Faustus claims that we are born sinners. Marlowe, also, 

skillfully incorporates the idea of fall of Lucifer to generate complex intellectual 

debates in the play. According to the Biblical references, Lucifer waged a war against 

the Omnipotent in the holy land and challenged his supremacy and claim to 

sovereignty. God defeated Lucifer, caused his fall and deprived him of heavenly 

grace and bliss forever. Dr Faustus’ signing of the contract with Lucifer leads to the 

same direction and arouses the elements of fear and pity.  
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Dr Faustus has also been critically appreciated as a Morality Play, a from of theatrical 

drama very much in vogue from early 1400s to 1580s. Each Morality Play follows a 

simple, straightforward and linear pattern of plot development.  The protagonist is 

not of heroic stature rather an ordinary individual to be easily identifiable with the 

theater goers. He follows a simple life focusing on his basic objective or 

preoccupation. However, he is tempted by vice and falls a prey to evil. He forgets the 

purpose of his life and is involved in cheap merry making. Gradually, he realizes his 

misdeeds, repents and saves his soul from damnation. Dr Faustus follows the same 

pattern, he is unable to resist temptation of learning necromancy, is involved in futile 

worldly pursuits, often thinks of repentance, devils distract him through miraculous 

travels and amazing display of seven deadly sins and Helen of Troy. The repeated 

appearance of Good and Bad Angels is a further reflection of a Morality Play. 

However, Marlowe transformed some of the conventions of Morality Play to suit his 

purpose well.  Dr Faustus is neither intellectually and spiritually enlightened after 

twenty-four years nor he repents. Marlowe also shows a striking departure from the 

conventional Morality Play when Dr Faustus is not saved at the end of the play but 

doomed. Thus, Marlowe expresses is literary talent by radically deviating from an 

established and conventionalized form. 

During the reign of Queen Elizabeth, when Dr Faustus was written, Catholic church 

was defamed in England in prose writings and Pope was labelled as antichrist. 

Staunch supporters of Roman Catholic church feared persecution and fled from 

England. However, several politically influential families practised Catholicism and 

preferred staying in the country. Much of Protestant Anglicism discourse was based 

on the teachings of Martin Luther. Therefore, it is not strange to find out that Dr 

Faustus reflects cultural consciousness of its times. This is partly reflected through 

Faustus’ presence in the University of Wittenberg and partly Pope being the subject 

of Marlowe’s satire and ridicule. This may suggest a subtle attack on Catholicism by 

shaping the perception of the audience too. While using Latin phrases to perform 

conjuring may also strengthen Queen Elizabeth’s orthodox assertion that Catholicism 

was a devilish trick. Thus, it can be asserted that Dr Faustus serves the purpose of 

Anglican attack on Roman Catholicism.  

Dr Faustus, also, manifests the elements of humanism. It was an intellectual 

movement during Renaissance which emphasized the need of rediscovery of ancient 

learning. European humanists devoted themselves to the study of Roman and Greek 

philosophy, rhetoric and literature. The humanist emphasized that man is the center 

and his achievements in this world are important and need to be celebrated. The 

humanist aspired to assert themselves. Logic, reasoning, dialogue and intellectual 

approach to the matters of life because defining features of humanism which are 

prevalent in Dr Faustus. However, his intellectual pursuit has serious limitations.   
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Few masterpieces of any age can be ranked of equal standard with respect to the 

singularity of the purpose, sublimity of the theme, poetic eloquence, stylistic grandeur 

and the quality of terror Dr Faustus invokes. It is one of the most remarkable plays in 

the dramatic form for absolute simplicity of its plot construction.  Marlowe’s 

treatment of the subject matter, poetic expression of the agonies endured under the 

impending doom, depiction of complexity of moral universe and psychological 

penetration in the subconscious of the protagonist is a clear manifestation of his 

literary talent.   

4.4 Dr Faustus:  Plot 
As the play opens, Dr Faustus is seen in his study contemplating on supposed 

significance of various subjects. It seems that he has already mastered philosophy, 

medicine, law, and theology, therefore, there is no further need of delving deeper into 

their subject matter. Moreover, none of these fields can quench his thirst for learning 

any further. Right from the onset of the play, Marlowe establishes Dr Faustus as a 

studious scholar whose love for learning never diminishes. He, finally, decides to 

explore necromancy in his pursuit of knowledge and power. It is perfectly this 

moment when the Good and Bad Angels appear. The good angel refrains him from 

learning necromancy while the Bad Angel motivates him to pursue it. Faustus is 

determined to follow his quest of profit, omnipotence and delight. He learns 

necromancy from two of its practitioners and is successful at conjuring 

Mephistopheles but disgusted by his ugly appearance, directs him to appear in the 

person of a Friar. 

Upon Faustus’ inquiry, Mephistopheles tells him that since he has denounced God 

and Scripture, therefore, he is there and not because of Faustus’ black magic.  He, 

further, tells him that Lucifer and his agents are always in the search of lost souls. 

Faustus tells him that he is not afraid of hell as it does not exist.  He, further, agrees 

to sell his soul to Lucifer in exchange of twenty-four years of omnipotence as well as 

Mephistopheles at his command. Mephistopheles agrees and exits and promises to 

return by midnight. Before signing the contract, Faustus is caught up in a state of 

spiritual conflict. Furthermore, the appearance of Good and Bad Angels intensifies 

this conflict, Faustus is remorseful but determined to sell his soul to Lucifer. To 

achieve this objective, he is required to sign the contract with his own blood. After 

stabbing his arm, Faustus draws blood but to his horror blood congeals. 

Mephistopheles comes to his rescue. After signing the contract, Faustus discovers 

that some Latin words meaning ‘Man, run away’ have appeared on his arm. This is a 

divine indication for Faustus to save his soul, but he ignores it because of his lust for 

power and delight.  The terms of the contract state that for a span of twenty-four 

years, Faustus will enjoy absolute authority, but at the end, he must surrender his soul 

to Lucifer. This clearly signals that Faustus would be deprived of God’s grace 

eventually but like Milton’s Satan he is determined to be Omnipotent at the cost of 
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challenging God’s supremacy. However, there are fundamental differences in their 

approach. Satan is not worried about his end, while Faustus is constantly perturbed 

by his impending doom.  

Good and Bad Angels appear again, Faustus is in a state of spiritual conflict and 

regrets signing the contract at the cost of heavenly bliss. He realizes that he has 

committed a great blunder. Desperately he pronounces the name of God, but Lucifer 

and Beelzebub appear and threaten Lucifer not to seek God’s mercy because it is a 

sheer violation of the contract. To ease the troubling mind and conscience of Faustus, 

Mephistopheles  arranges a show of  seven deadly sins. Faustus becomes involved in 

the show and forget the dreadful consequences of his deed. 

The story further unfolds itself and we find Faustus is in the presence of the Emperor 

of Germany. He pleases the Emperor by calling the spirit of Alexander and punishes 

a Knight by growing horns over his head who has questioned Faustus’ skills of 

practicing black magic. The scene changes and Faustus is in the court of the Duke of 

Vanhalt. He gratifies the Duchess by presenting her a bunch of delicious grapes on 

her request. Faustus is now surrounded by the scholars and one of them wishes to 

witness mesmerizing beauty of Helen of Troy. Faustus calls a sprit which resembles 

Helen in every way. The Old Man appears and compels Faustus to repent but 

Mephistopheles warns him not to think of anything else than Lucifer and hell. Faustus 

is caught up in a great dilemma and the Old Man, once again, convinces him to repent 

so that he may not be deprived of God’s grace because of signing the contract with 

Lucifer. The Old Man has been subjected to worst torture by the Devil, but his faith 

remains unshaken. 

 In the last scene of the play, we find Faustus in the company of scholars. He reveals 

the secret to them about the contract with the Devil. They reassure him not to lose 

hope in God’s mercy and repent, but Faustus cannot repent because his heart is 

hardened. The dreadful time is approaching very fast. Faustus is highly traumatized. 

He wishes to be dissolved in the sea so that Lucifer cannot find him. He wishes his 

soul to be extinguished so that he may escape his damnation. Now he thinks of Christ 

and even half of drop of Christ’s blood can save him but his heart is hardened and he 

cannot repent. The clock strikes twelve, devils appear and take his body and soul 

amidst lightning and thunder.  

4.5 Dr Faustus: Heroic Tragedy 
Marlowe’s unique tragic vision is reflected from four great tragedies he produced 

during his brief literary career which include ‘Tamburlaine’, ‘Dr Faustus’, ‘The Jew 

of Malta’ and ‘Edward II’.  Dr Faustus is chief representative of Marlowe’s tragic 

conception and is the most suitable play to analyze Marlowe’s contributions to this 

genre of drama. Tragic drama produced until Elizabethan Age was grounded heavily 

on classical conception of tragedy as postulated by great Greek philosopher Aristotle. 
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This does not imply that tragic drama was not produced before Aristotle. In fact, 

tragic drama of great literary merit was produced even in ancient Greece even before 

the advent of Aristotelian writings. However, Aristotle is credited for presenting a 

theory of tragedy in definable terms and giving a detailed critique of some other 

important genres of literature.   

Until Middle Ages, tragic subjects were of noblest social and political status. Kings 

and princes were deemed the most appropriate figures to present tragedy, as reversal 

in their fortunes from prosperity to adversity and happiness to misery could arouse 

the emotions of pity and fear. This idea is best presented in a condensed phrase, ‘fall 

from a great height is equally great’. Moreover, their tragic actions may have graver 

repercussions not only for them but for the entire nation. This is exactly the reason 

why tragic drama attracted public in proliferated number to stage plays or 

performances in the theaters. Therefore, they were the chief subjects of tragedies to 

present their tales of great suffering and miseries. However, the substance of 

Marlowe’s tragedy is in sharp contrast with the classical one with respect to the 

selection of the protagonist. Marlowe’s tragic hero is neither the head of a state nor a 

military official at the highest level of hierarchy. His tragic heroes are ordinary 

individuals of heroic qualities and exceptional traits. Such an individual can develop 

positive association with the viewers because every individual can identify 

themselves with such characters. Dr Faustus is the finest representation of Marlowe’s 

tragic protagonist. He is a scholar of exceptional stature who aspires to achieve a state 

of dignity and eminence, hitherto unknown to him. He is overpowered by the lust for 

power and learning. He aspires to achieve the status of a demigod so that he can 

perform some godly tricks until he faces the tragic consequences of his overweening 

ambition.  

Marlowe has not only brought innovations in the tragic subject but also in the tragic 

force. In classical conception of tragedy, fate was a dominating force which was 

considered a detriment to human happiness and responsible for causing tragic fall of 

the protagonist.  However, Marlowe introduced the idea of tragedy of character. Thus, 

it is internal struggle in the character of Faustus which has overpowered his 

consciousness and gripped his psyche. This internal struggle is reflected in Faustus’ 

inner conscience symbolized by the Good and Bad Angels. These are two most 

important aspects of Renaissance tragedy which have been modified by Marlowe. 

Furthermore, Marlowe’s tragedy is unique from the perspective of intensity of 

passion overwhelming the mind and psyche of the protagonist and reflected through 

his actions. Dr Faustus is intrinsically passionate to expand the boundaries of his 

traditional knowledge leading to the conquest of supernatural forces of evil realm so 

that everything between the two quiet poles of the earth is at his command.  

Marlowe’s tragedies are also remarkable for their rhetorical eloquence and poetic 

magnificence. Marlowe’s use of blank verse breathed a new soul in Renaissance 
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tragedy, revived its spirit and added richness of expression. This was another notable 

contribution made by Marlowe and he was greatly admired by the critics like Ben 

Jonson for this innovation. Marlowe’s mighty line remained unequalled by any of his 

contemporaries except Shakespeare. Another important contribution Marlowe made 

was to reveal that tragedy is essentially a tragedy of character. Tragic action is 

generated, exemplified, reflected and concluded through the character. Dr Faustus’ 

unbridled passion is the primary source of his tragedy. His ambition of attaining the 

state of omnipotence is essentially a product of his own fallible carnal desires.  

Therefore, Dr Faustus does not hold providence responsible for his doom. Though, 

there is a subtle reference to stars causing his downfall, but it is not presented 

convincingly. 

Marlowe’s tragic characters are ordinary individuals but of superhuman nature. Dr 

Faustus is an overreaching character who dominates the rest of the characters in the 

play. Massively drawn, he is the center of tragic action. The entire tragic story 

revolves around his character. He is a symbolic representation of lust for power and 

knowledge. He is engrossed in the same motif throughout the plays without any 

mitigating effect. Like Marlowe, Dr Faustus is an embodiment of a rebellious nature. 

He revolts against an established order which leads him to be in a state of conflict 

with divine providence. Faustus’ love for knowledge is, in fact, reflective of his lust 

for power. His desertion of traditional knowledge of logic, law, medicine and 

theology and preference of necromancy is further reflective of his inner psyche, ‘O 

what a world of profit and delight, of power, of honour, and omnipotence, is promised 

to the studious artisan? All things that move between the quiet poles, shall be at my 

command’. Marlowe’s delineation of Dr Faustus as a tragic hero is par excellence. 

However, there is a serious limitation with respect to the minor characters. They are 

not as artistically and consistently drawn as the protagonist. The interplay and 

interaction between various characters to develop plot is also lacking.  His minor 

characters are not perfectly drawn as compared to Shakespearean characters. 

Shakespearean minor characters are also reflection of literary grandeur specially the 

comic ones.  

Dr Faustus has all the essential characteristics of a classical tragedy as determined by 

Aristotle. However, there is a serious limitation with respect to the unity of action. 

The play has a proper beginning which is reflected through Faustus selling his soul 

to the Devil in exchange of power and knowledge of twenty-four years and it has a 

proper ending embodying itself through Faustus damnation as a dreadful 

consequence of his pact with the Devil, but the play certainly lacks proper middle. 

Nevertheless, Dr Faustus is a true heroic tragedy as it celebrates Renaissance ideals 

of knowledge, power, beauty and riches. Dr Faustus is still a great source of scholarly 

and academic debates related to the genre of tragedy. 
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 4. 6 Major Themes   
Dr Faustus is a product of extensive intellectual borrowing from all sources whether 

classical or contemporary in nature. It is also heavily grounded in scriptures, 

intellectual movements and genres of drama. Therefore, the tragic play presents 

different philosophical viewpoints and sometimes its ambivalent positioning between 

contradictory ideas and themes, etc.  

On a very rudimentary level, Dr Faustus is a celebration of Renaissance ideals 

specially the ones which are chiefly associated with Humanism.  Renaissance was an 

intellectual movement which originated in Italy in fourteen century and sooner spread 

in entire Europe. The movement highlighted a revival or rebirth of classical Roman 

and Greek learning. The subjects of humanities were introduced at the school to 

inculcate humanist ideals among the pupils. Renaissance emphasized on celebrating 

man’s achievements in this world and stressed on personal interpretation of Bible 

which was translated in various vernacular language. This dimension of Renaissance 

was in sharp contrast with Medieval period where church exerted full authority on 

religious matters and emphasized dogmatic reverence. Medieval religious doctrine 

stressed more on life hereafter while ignoring human accomplishments in the mortal 

world. Dr Faustus’ positioning in the light of this perspective is somewhat 

ambivalent. On one hand, Dr Faustus’ excessive love for learning to unravel 

mysteries of the universe is reflective of Renaissance spirit of discovery and 

adventure and on the other hand, Dr Faustus not utilizing skills obtained in exchange 

of surrendering his soul to Devil for any greater cause. In this sense, Dr Faustus 

reflects a negation of Renaissance ideals.  

The everlasting struggle between good and evil is central to Dr Faustus’ tragedy. 

Faustus is damned at the end of the play and according to Medieval conception justice 

has been served. However, apart from Faustus’ moral and religious transgression of 

signing the dreadful dead with the Devil, Faustus does not use his necromantical 

powers to cause any evil but nevertheless his pact signifies that he has denounced 

God while confiding in the supremacy of Devil. It seems that Faustus is tormented 

between the Christian ideas of God of justice and God of mercy. The Good and Bad 

Angels may appear to be natural forces and they do refer to Faustus’ inner conscience. 

Thus, Faustus’ is not a sinner because he does not repent. Faustus is a sinner because 

he lost faith in God mercy. This is one of the most important themes revealed 

repeatedly throughout the development of the plot.  

Assertion of free will is one of the most important ideas conveyed through the tragic 

tale of Dr Faustus’ suffering. Faustus is famous for making one of the most important 

and conscious choices in the literary history of tragic drama. His assertion of free will 

is quite identical in nature with the one made by Lucifer in Christian mythology. 

However, there is a striking difference, Lucifer was burning with the powerful 
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feelings of revenge as he was deprived of a state of dignity and eminence besides 

God’s grace. Therefore, his decision of challenging God’s supremacy and waging a 

war against Him can be viewed as a product of intense emotions though not a careless 

one. On the other hand, Dr Faustus carefully considers the options available to him 

to satisfy his ambitious nature. He must have been conscious of the grave 

consequences of his dreadful deed but nevertheless he does not consider them 

seriously in his lust for power and omnipotence. At many occasions in the play, the 

Good Angel and the Old Man reinforce his faith in God’s mercy and convince him 

to repent but he does not partly he wants justice to be served and partly because he 

has lost faith in God’s mercy. 

The play, also, highlights divided nature of man which is reflected through Faustus’ 

internal debate. Throughout the play, Faustus is tormented between the idea whether 

to resist evil temptation, repent and be the subject or God’s mercy or continue to 

follow oath of allegiance and contract deed signed with Lucifer. Faustus’ divided 

nature is reflected even in the last scene of the play where he returns to Christ for 

salvation but is unable to repent because his heart is hardened. This divided nature of 

man is symbolized by the Good and Bad Angels which are heavenly forces of nature 

but clearly represent Faustus’ inner conflict and divided nature. The struggle between 

his divided nature and will remains futile as the seeds of evil which he has sown have 

now been converted into a giant tree, thereby making it impossible for Faustus to 

repent, seek redemption and salvation.  

Summary Points 
i. Christopher Marlow, one of the most prominent figures of Elizabethan Age, was 

an English dramatist, translator, and poet of great literary repute. 

ii. Marlowe left Cambridge in 1587 and started his professional career as a 

playwright in London which was the hub of literary activities during Elizabethan 

era. 

iii. It is generally believed that Marlowe started writing plays while he was still getting 

education at the university. 

iv. ‘Dr Faustus’ was probably written in the late 1580s depicting the tragical life 

history of an ambitious protagonist who sells his soul to Lucifer in exchange of 

twenty-four years of profit and delight. 

v. ‘The Massacre at Paris’ which is relatively less known is a severe and bold 

depiction of bloodshed instigated by the French court at the end of fifteen century. 

vi. ‘Edward II’ was the last dramatic composition by Marlowe which explores the 

reign of a weak and flawed king with a serious critique of his policies and 

practices. 

vii. Marlowe is also credited for writing lyric poetry and translating Lucan’s 

‘Pharsalia’. 
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viii. Marlowe’s impact on growing genius of Shakespeare has been greatly 

acknowledge and universally accepted.  

ix. It is estimated that in almost seven of his plays, Shakespeare intellectually 

borrowed from Marlowe and there are eleven other plays which are suggestive of 

Marlowe’s influence. 

x. Traditionally, multiple conjectures have been reported to have caused his death 

which include but not limited to allegations of blasphemy, a vicious barroom fight, 

betrayal by another playwright, and investigations of the privy council. 

xi. An official account of Marlowe’s death was released in 1925 but it did not provide 

any definite and conclusive information about his mysterious death.  

xii. Shortly, after his death Marlowe was accused of propagating atheism. 

xiii. It was during the reign of Queen Elizabeth I (1558-1603) that England witnessed 

unprecedented change in the fields of politics, commerce and arts and enjoyed the 

most privileged and dignified status in the western world.   

xiv. She revived protestant faith in the country and unified the English people under a 

central state hierarchy and governance. 

xv.  London in the sixteen century underwent a massive transformation with the rise 

of middle class which caused a boom in English economy.  

xvi. The term ‘university wits’ refers to a prominent group of English dramatists who 

transformed the native culture of drama with their marvelous compositions. 

xvii. Besides Queen Elizabeth’s love for arts and her patronage, English literary and 

intellectual culture was revived because of some other important influences and 

the most important of them were Renaissance, Humanism and Reformation. 

xviii. Dr Faustus is grounded in a collection of short stories published in German titled 

the ‘Faustbuch’ which chronicle a real German scholar and practitioner of black 

magic called Georgious Faustus. 

xix. Dr Faustus has also been critically appreciated as a Morality Play, a from of 

theatrical drama very much in vogue from early 1400s to 1580s. 

xx. Dr Faustus’ use Latin phrases to perform conjuring may also strengthen Queen 

Elizabeth’s orthodox assertion that Catholicism was a devilish trick. 

xxi. Marlowe’s treatment of the subject matter, poetic expression of the agonies 

endured under the impending doom, depiction of complexity of moral universe 

and psychological penetration in the subconscious of the protagonist is a clear 

manifestation of his literary talent.   

xxii. Marlowe’s unique tragic vision is reflected from four great tragedies he produced 

during his brief literary career which include ‘Tamburlaine’, ‘Dr Faustus’, ‘The 

Jew of Malta’ and ‘Edward II’. 

xxiii.  Marlowe’s tragedies are also remarkable for their rhetorical eloquence and poetic 

magnificence.  

xxiv. Marlowe’s use of blank verse breathed a new soul in Renaissance tragedy, revived 

its spirit and added richness of expression.  
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xxv. Marlowe’s tragic characters are ordinary individuals but of superhuman nature. 

xxvi. His minor characters are not perfectly drawn as compared to Shakespearean 

characters.  

xxvii. Shakespearean minor characters are also reflection of literary grandeur specially 

the comic ones. 

xxviii. Dr Faustus is a product of extensive intellectual borrowing from all sources 

whether classical or contemporary in nature. 

xxix. Renaissance was an intellectual movement which originated in Italy in fourteen 

century and sooner spread in entire Europe. 

xxx. Faustus is a sinner because he lost faith in God’s mercy. 

Self-Assessment Questions 
i. Write a detailed account of Marlowe’s life and his works. 

ii. Critically analyze Marlowe’s contributions to Elizabethan drama.  

iii. Discuss Dr Faustus as a heroic tragedy. 

iv. What are major themes of Dr Faustus? Discuss in detail. 

v. Discuss Dr Faustus as a tragic hero.  
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OVERVIEW 
 

The unit deals with Shakespearean tragedy and its defining features. The issues like 

the influences that might have shaped the dramatic genius of Shakespeare or the 

assertion that Shakespeare has never read Aristotle have also been discussed. The 

unit has confined the discussions keeping in view the scope of the course.  

 

OBJECTIVES 
After reading this unit, you will be able to: 

 describe the defining features of Shakespeare’s tragedy 

 determine whether character is destiny in Shakespeare’s tragedy or not 

 justify that tragedy is inevitable in Shakespeare 

 determine how far Shakespeare’s tragedy conforms to the criteria Aristotle 

established for producing an effective tragedy 

 define tragic hero, hamartia and catharsis and illustrate from Shakespeare’s 

 tragedies prescribed for your study 

 explain unique features of a Shakespearean tragedy  
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Shakespearean Tragedy 

In our discussion about tragedy in general and its development, we have noted that 

the vision of tragedy did not see any revolutionary change till the Neo-classical 

concept which no doubt was a continuity from Aristotle’s and Medieval concept of 

tragedy. “Tragedy, traditionally the most exalted of the forms has exerted on artists 

of many generations, not only Greek and Elizabethan a compelling influence” 

(Sewell 2). Shakespeare proceeded without Aristotle’s definitions and 

interpretations. Sidney’s definitions of tragedy “…. High and excellent tragedy, that 

openeth the greatest wounds … according to Harbage (1964) is ‘Contemptus Mundi’ 

concept, recessive but persistent tinctured with distorted rumours from Aristotle. Like 

all Elizabethan definitions, it is utilitarian but not Aristotelian, embracing what 

Aristotle had specifically rejected – the idea of the protagonist as villain (Herbage 5-

6). The tragedy of the virtuous was in keeping with the idealism and the taste of the 

Elizabethans for self-sacrificing heroes.  

Shakespeare did not isolate himself from their voices, Nicolls as quoted by Harbage 

(ibid) believes that the virtuous heroes have defeated death by keeping their names 

alive as an enduring inspiration to mankind. The tragedy of the virtuous is an elegant 

and sententious excitation to virtue as well as deflection for her contrary. Chapman 

(1611) as quoted by Herbage (ibid) is of the view, “of course, whatever its medieval 

heritage, Elizabethan tragedy was not medieval and whatever his status as an 

Elizabethan dramatist, Shakespeare was not a typical ‘Elizabethan”.  His creative 

faculties were such that he cannot be considered typical of anything.  

“This first gift essential to the tragic dramatist is a sense of ‘Lacrimae Rerum’, that 

is a profound moral sense; for unless he has his own instinct of joy and sorrow, of 

pity and terror, of right or wrong, of good and evil, he is capable neither of being 

moved nor of moving. Shakespeare conspicuously had this sense” (Harrison 18). “It 

was to him pitiable that Lear should become the victim of filial ingratitude and be 

tortured by his daughters and Edmund should cause the death of Cordelia. 

Shakespeare has the ability to justify the lack of poetic justice to present the 

catastrophe as universal. Shakespeare has the quality which Virgil called Mortalia, 

the ability to feel the pathos in human suffering. He has the creative ability to convert 

in his own way into life a fantasy and shape it into a universal experience. 

Shakespeare with his tragic sense and creative force presents them as tragedies of 

human relations and their experiences do not appear to be incredible rather the ones 

which are of common humanity and the dramatist awakens a sense of pathos for 

human suffering. Moreover, this sense of human pathos is Shakespeare’s own 

addition to his original material” (Harrison 19).  
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Craftsmanship is an essential quality for any universal work of art. Unless a tragedy 

superbly constructed, it will not reach down to the depths. Shakespeare’s 

craftsmanship has not always been appreciated. Indeed, critics tend to overlook his 

virtues and to praise his faults. A tragedy may contain the qualities like its smooth 

opening, maintaining its interest and ending decisively with no questions left 

unanswered. It may have dialogue which is natural and effective and characters true 

to human nature and evoking sympathy. Harrison believes that despite all those 

technical skills, he must finally show his genius in the greatest test of all: selection 

and compression. He emphasises that ‘a play which when adequately acted before a 

suitable audience can produce a complete cleansing of all emotions’ is a deep tragedy 

(11). He adds to his definition of deep tragedy which we have quoted in the earlier 

discussion on tragedy in general a quality which is essential for the cathartic function 

of tragedy namely, dramatization of the story; acting before the audience. “It follows 

that the perfect appreciation of Shakespeare’s plays can only be achieved in the 

theatre, but such appreciation implies also a perfect of at least superlative production 

which is exceedingly rare” (11). The question arises how then we can appreciate 

Shakespeare in such a dearth of ‘Superb productions. The readers of Shakespeare 

need to have a creative imagination and recreate the play in their imagination. 

Harrison suggests that the modern critic should serve the spectator in much the same 

way as the producer or the spectator serves.  

Characterisation is another quality which makes Shakespeare’s tragedies deeply 

effective. Harrison, however warns that we must not allow ourselves to be deceived 

by the excellent art of Shakespeare’s characters to think them as real and the plays 

recorded biographies. He portrays them as human beings who represent justly the 

general nature. Shakespeare does not let the audience lose sight of the essentials of 

human nature and presents them in variety of situations. They are, therefore, of all 

places and of all times. His tragic heroes are the princes, kings, emperors, queens but 

they are men and women whom we can see all around us because they are 

representatives of human relations. Fathers and daughters, sons and mothers, wives 

and husbands, lovers, villains etc. It is in these relations when Shakespeare delineates 

them that he emerges a dramatist with a psychological insight into human nature 

unsurpassed by few. It is the reader’s and spectator’s identity with these characters 

that makes Shakespeare a universal dramatist.  

His tragic heroes meet death and tragedy ends in death; but its fatal ending must not 

appear as an exhibition arbitrarily contrived by the dramatist. The tragic author must 

exonerate himself completely from al complicity in his hero’s death. The hero’s fate 

is not at the author’s choice, it springs irresistibly from the ultimate nature of things, 

from the last all-powerful necessity. A superb tragic artist brings out the catastrophic 

end as inevitable because his imaginative vision and observation of man’s predicants 

in the scheme of the universe makes him to have a glimpse of the ways of destiny. 
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Many with all this logic, metaphysics or intellect cannot solve the mystery that wraps 

all that man suffers in this world. The tragic dramatist who has a larger awareness 

enables us to grasp the knowable and the mysterious as elements in a potential 

universe. 

In Shakespeare’s tragedies the web of existence is woven by threads of morality, 

humanism, humanity and men. The readers and spectators are not presented with 

metaphysics, religion theology and a world where angles live. For resolving the 

mystery of human predicament and answering the question why the tragic hero dies, 

Shakespeare changes his ground tone from morality as the law of nature to human 

nature which according to Charlton (ibid) is an ultimate and mysterious impulse in 

him for which the name may well be God, the answer to the question ‘why does the 

hero die?’ in the great tragedy of Shakespeare is ‘because such being the nature of 

things he inevitably must’. It is to be noted that Shakespeare’s tragedy is not in 

acquiescence with the Christian doctrine that this life is like a moment in the infinite 

and external existence and promises redemption of sin and wickedness for the sinner 

and the wicked and men is absolved from the responsibility of his deed. The rewards 

and punishment is a matter of divine justice and it gives man a gratifying hope. Such 

a belief does not come up to the office of tragedy. It is doubtful whether a 

representation of life in acquiesces with this doctrine is an artistic representation. 

According to Charlton, in essence the foundation of Greek tragedy is religious that 

of Shakespeare’s tragedy is not entirely of fate. … tragic dramatist […] finds it sprint 

of inevitability, in the interplay of man and the world, in which the subtle though 

elusive link of psychological cause and effect gives to events sufficient appearance 

of a cosmic order. The mind of the reader is moved to acquiescence, his imagination 

sweeps him into the total acceptance which is for the moment absolute conviction. It 

is for this reason that Shakespeare’s tragedies are analysed on the basis of the analysis 

of the character of his tragic hero. Shakespeare evokes from the stuff of the play the 

force of powers sensibly compelling the course of incident to its inevitable ending.  

It is on account of the belief that the reversal of fortunes of the tragic hero is due to 

hamartia, that the theory character is destiny in Shakespeare is founded – Greek 

concept of tragedy. Our discussion about how Shakespeare achieves the desired effect 

of tragedy a rousing emotional pathos for the catastrophe of his tragic hero shows 

that character alone is not destiny but ‘Character and Destiny’ in Shakespeare. 

Situations and circumstances devised by the inexplicable and mysterious forces in 

which the tragic hero is placed bring out the reversal of fortune from prosperity to 

adversity or inevitable death through a collusion between the hamartia and destiny. 

Destiny is the fate, or the forces of necessity which shapes the things and even the 

character of the tragic hero. This point can be illustrated by the tragedies of Hamlet 

and Othello. Hamlet’s procrastination is responsible for his tragedy. His situation and 

circumstances demand speedy action so this delay on his part to average his father’s 
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death turns out to be fatal. Othello is rash and indiscreet whereas his situation 

demands discreetness of Hamlet. If Othello is placed in Hamlet’s situation and 

Hamlet in that of Othello, both the tragedies can be averted. The dictum that with 

Shakespeare, ‘character is destiny’ is no doubt an exaggeration and one that may 

mislead (for many of his tragic personages, of they had not met with peculiar 

circumstances would have escape a tragic end and might even have lived fairly 

untroubled lives); but it is the exaggeration of a vital truth. This truth, clearly if we 

now go on to ask what elements are to be found in the story or action occasionally or 

frequently beside the characteristic deeds and the suffering and circumstances of the 

persons (Bradley 7- 8). 

Bradley refers to the additional factors which are the abnormal conditions of mind 

for example insanity, somnambulism, and hallucinations. The characters do not cease 

to be tragic. The other factor is the introduction of the supernatural, but it is not the 

sole motive force in the action. It, however, is no more than the element in the 

problem which the hero has to face. Shakespeare in most of his tragedies allows 

chance or accident an appreciable influence at some point in the action. Shakespeare 

admits it but sparingly. If it is admitted largely, it may destroy and weaken the sense 

of the causal connection of character, deed and catastrophe.  These factors are 

subordinate while the dominant factors consist in deeds which issue from character.  

According to Harrison, to Shakespeare’s contemporaries and the editors of the first 

folio, tragedy seems at first sight to have meant little more than a play ending in 

disaster. 

Shakespearean tragedy has also passed through versatile criticisms. There are indeed, 

a number of critical explorations, all complementary to each other and all if rightly 

used contributing something to that ultimate comprehension of a work of art which 

is the result of an extended study. All or any of these ways of approach may aid in 

the final and complete understanding. If, therefore, our examination of 

Shakespearean tragedy is to be fruitful and if we are to arrive ultimately at any 

conclusion or general idea of the quintessence …   the quintessence of Shakespearean 

tragedy. But before we assign a position to Shakespearean tragedy in the history of 

development of tragedy from Greek tragedy to the modern tragedy, it seems more 

advisable that we should briefly discuss Aristotle’s concept of tragedy. 

It is absence of ‘Poetic Justice’ which was not acceptable even to a dispassionate 18th 

century critic Dr. Jhonson who criticised Shakespeare for the tragic ending of King 

Lear where Cordelia is hanged and Lear dies of grief. “A play in which the wicked 

prosper, and the virtuous miscarry, may doubtless be good, because it is a just 

representation of the common events of human life: but since all reasonable beings 

naturally love justice, I cannot easily be persuaded that the observation of justice 

makes a play worse; […..] I might relate that I was many years ago so shocked by 
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Cordelia’s death, that I know not whether I ever endured to read again the last scene 

of the play till I undertook to revise them as editor” (Raleigh). This injudicious and 

discriminate execution of justice on mankind by the divine justices has ever engaged 

the theorists and dramatists to develop a vision of tragedy. Shakespeare proceeded 

without Aristotle’s definitions and interpretations. 

Summary Points 

i. Shakespeare produced without Aristotle’s definitions and interpretations the 

tragedy of the virtuous and was in keeping with the idealism and taste of the 

Elizabethans for the self-sacrificing heroes. Shakespeare did not isolate himself 

from their voice.  

ii. Shakespeare was not a typical Elizabethan on account of his creative faculties.  

iii. Shakespeare has the first essential gift to the tragic dramatist, that is a moral sense.  

iv. A sense of human pathos is Shakespeare’s own addition.  

v. Shakespeare’s tragedies can be perfectly appreciated in the theatre when the story 

is dramatized.  

vi. Shakespeare’s characterisation makes his tragedies deeply effective.  

vii. His characters are of all places and times because they represent the general nature 

and the psychological truths of man’s existence.  

viii. In Shakespeare character is not destiny, rather character and destiny.  

ix. In Shakespeare’s tragedies the web of existence is woven by threads of morality, 

humanism and humanity.  

x. The readers and spectators are not presented with metaphysics, religion, theology 

and a world where angles live.  

Self-Assessment Questions 
i. Shakespeare produced without Aristotle’s definitions and interpretations the 

tragedy of the virtuous. Discuss. 

ii. Shakespearean characters are of all places and times because they represent the 

general nature and the psychological truths of man’s existence. Critically examine 

the claim. 

iii. In Shakespeare character is not destiny, rather character and destiny. Discuss. 

iv. Discuss in detail unique defining features of a Shakespearean tragedy? 
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OVERVIEW 
 

This unit deals with Hamlet, a great tragic paly, written by William Shakespeare who 

was a prominent Elizabethan dramatist and poet of great literary merit. The unit 

commences with a detailed description of Shakespeare’s life, multiplicity of his 

works and his contributions to English drama, theater, language and literary history. 

The unit, further, includes discussion on the elements of revenge and ambition in the 

play. The unit also highlights Hamlet as a tragic hero and culminates with detailed 

discussion on Hamlet’s melancholic behavior. 

 

OBJECTIVES 
 

After reading this unit, you will be able to: 

 give a brief biographical sketch of William Shakespeare 

 appreciate literary genius of Shakespeare  

 critically appreciate multiplicity and diversity of Shakespeare’s talent 

 discuss major types of Shakespearean works  

 analyze the elements of revenge and ambition in the play 

 evaluate Shakespearean conception of tragedy 

 assess Shakespearean art of characterization   

 discuss Hamlet as a tragic hero 

 analyze literary merit of Hamlet as the finest representation of Shakespearean 

genius 

 discuss Hamlet’s melancholic behavior    
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6.1 William Shakespeare: Life and Works 

William Shakespeare, undoubtedly, is acknowledged as one of the greatest writers in 

the world literature and his works have profoundly influenced and shaped literary 

perceptions of modern scholars and critics alike. He is aptly regarded as a literary 

artist of all times who has greatly contributed to English drama, poetry, theatre, 

language and literary history. Shakespeare is a literary genius of great merit and an 

artist of unique and versatile talent. His eminent position in Western literature and 

his profound impact on literary cultures across the globe has always been a subject 

of central importance in modern critical theory, practice and scholarly research. 

Though, Shakespearean works have been relatively highly explored and produced 

considerable critical scholarship but academic critique of his works is still a 

challenging task considering diversity and multiplicity of his art. He is greatly 

admired for his poetry and prose alike and bringing to life a cast of unforgettable 

characters which arrest our attention for their unrivalled literary appeal. 

Shakespearean works include thirty-eight plays, one hundred and fifty-four sonnets, 

two long narrative poems and a few other verses of varying lengths. It is the variety 

and multiplicity of his works which has led to historic controversy and speculation 

about their real authorship. It is generally believed that some of his works seem to be 

the product of some collaborations and their authorship is quite uncertain. Despite of 

this scholarly debate, Shakespearean works are still highly acclaimed and celebrated 

even after centuries of their creation and they have been translated into every major 

language of the world and his plays are performed in modern theater more than works 

of any other dramatist of any kind or origin.  

Not much is known about Shakespeare’s life with certainty and there are only a few 

personal records which have survived and provide us some basic information about 

various important events of his life.  There has always been a considerably growing 

speculation about the issues like Shakespeare’s approach to life, religious beliefs, 

political ideology and whether the works attributed to him were written in close 

collaboration to someone else or altogether written by others in reality. This scarcity 

of authentic information about the private life of great literary genius owes a great 

deal to prevalent social, cultural and political conditions of his times. Despite of the 

fact that people of London were keenly interested in theatrical activities and were 

regular theatergoers but they were not much interested in private life of the 

playwrights. Moreover, they had hardly started differentiating between play acting 

and play writing. Therefore, we do not find any credible biographical memoirs of 

Shakespeare. Moreover, people were more interested in knowing about the exciting 

tales of English navy’s adventures in every other ocean and English soldiers helping 

Dutch nation in their struggle of freedom. Thus, it is not strange to find out that 

English people took more interest in national heroic deeds rather than a mere leisure 

activity meant for entertainment purposes. Furthermore, English political, religious 
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and scientific movements provided a more suitable resource for serious and scholarly 

debates and reflections. Besides these factors, London theatre slowly and gradually 

declined and it was closed in 1640s after the death of Shakespeare formally bringing 

an end to theatrical discussions related to plays and playwrights. These conditions 

clearly justify scarcity of biographical information about Shakespeare but 

nevertheless it is not as inadequate as is the case with most of Shakespeare’s 

contemporaries. For instance, the life of Christopher Marlowe, Shakespeare's great 

Elizabethan predecessor, is almost unknown and is shrouded by many uncertainties 

especially the circumstances which led to his untimely and mysterious death. 

However, this is not the case with Shakespeare. Though, his exact date of birth is not 

known but we do have the record of his baptism on April 26, 1564. His father, John 

Shakespeare, was a glover who fathered eight children and William Shakespeare was 

his third child but eldest of those who reached maturity as his elder two sisters died 

in infancy. During his tender age, his father was financially stable but it was not later 

than Shakespeare left for London that his father became bankrupt and led a difficult 

life.  

William Shakespeare probably attended Stratford Grammar School and was fortunate 

to be taught by diligent masters wo instilled in him Lilly's Latin Grammar and classics 

like Virgil, Horace and Seneca, etc. Besides Latin, he must have read and memorized 

a good deal of the English Bible. It was later in his life, spent in London, where he 

acquired French and Italian and expanded his knowledge base in all subjects which 

provided him diversity of themes reflected in his works. Shakespeare at the age of 

eighteen got married to a young woman in 1582, Anne Hathway, who was twenty-

six years old. Out of this wedlock, three children were born. On May 26, 1583, 

Shakespeare's first child, Susanna, was baptized.  His son Hamnet and a twin daughter 

Judith were the younger ones and were baptized in either 1584 or 1585. It is generally 

speculated that it was probably during 1584-1585 when he decided and left for 

London and began his career as an actor, and afterwards as a writer of plays and 

owner of theaters.  

Anne Hathaway, as already mentioned, was eight years older than her husband whose 

house is still an object of pilgrimage for Shakespeare lovers. It is, also, generally 

speculated that Shakespeare’s early departure for London was caused by his unhappy 

marriage. However, we do not have any reliable evidence to either accept or refute 

this claim except a causal reference in one of his finest comedies ‘Twelfth Night’ 

where Viola is advised against marrying a man younger than her. This advice not 

only reflects matrimonial philosophy of Shakespearean times but is also customary 

of modern age as it is still not considered conventionally appropriate for girls 

marrying younger men. Apart from this, we need to ponder whether a literary work 

is reflective of biographical elements of the artist. Therefore, it would be wrong to 

attribute matrimonial unhappiness to Shakespeare’s departure to London. It seems 
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more credible to assume that Shakespeare wanted to improve financial conditions of 

his family after his father’s bankruptcy and selected London to test his fortune which 

was the hub of social, cultural and financial activities and a thriving place for the 

beginners in their intellectual and commercial pursuits. 

 Moreover, another incident might have influenced the young man to leave his town 

as pointed out by Nicholas Howe in his edition of Shakespeare published in 1709, 

"He had by a misfortune common enough to young fellows fallen into bad company, 

and among them, some that made a frequent practice of deer stealing, engaged him 

with them more than once in robbing a park that belonged to Sir Thomas Lucy of 

Charlecote near Stratford. For this he was persecuted by that gentleman, as he 

thought, somewhat too severely; and, to revenge that ill-usage, he made a parody 

upon him; and though this, probably the first essay of his poetry, be lost, yet it is said 

to have been so very bitter that he was obliged to leave his business and family in 

Warwickshire and shelter himself in London." It would not be wrong to claim that 

young Shakespeare was an instant success at London.  Sooner than later his presence 

was felt by the literary circles of London and his rapidly growing fame caused 

feelings of jealousy and envy in his fellows which is reflected by the famous remarks 

of Robert Greene, a poet and dramatist, about Shakespeare. He warns his 

contemporaries, mostly university wits, about Shakespeare in such crude terms, "… 

for there is an upstart crow beautified with our feathers that, with his Tygers heart 

wrapt in a Players hide, supposes he is as well able to bumbast out a blank verse as 

the best of you; and being an absolute Johannes Factotum, is in his owne conceit the 

onely Shakescene in a countrie ... but it is pittie men of such rare wit should be subject 

to the pleasures of such rude grooms." The reference to "Shakescene" and the "Tygers 

heart," which is a quotation from one of Shakespeare’s famous history plays makes 

it almost certain that Shakespeare and his literary talent are being discussed. 

Shakespeare was not a university wit but a literary genius whose works outshine the 

creations of university wits except Marlowe. Greene’s subtle reference of "Johannes 

Factotum" (Jack-of-all-Trades) is clearly indicative of the fact that Shakespeare was 

willing to explore his talent in any genre of dramatic art. Within a few years of his 

stay at London, Shakespeare was eminently recognized as a wonderful actor, an 

amazing poet and a dramatist of unrivalled literary magnificence. Shakespeare’s 

instant success story at London can be rightly summed up in slightly rephrased 

proclamation of Roman emperor Julius Caesar, “He came, he saw, he conquered.” 

Julius Caesar is attributed to proclaim this famous Latin phrase after a military 

victory. Shakespeare’s supremacist position in English theater remains undisputed, 

unparalleled and unrivalled throughout the history of development of English 

literature. 

 Shakespeare earned great repute as a literary genius and was highly admired by his 

competitors and followers in concrete terms, for instance, Ben Jonson who was 
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Shakespeare’s contemporary playwright and poet famously remarked, “He was not 

of an age, but for all time!" Besides being a literary genius of great fame, Shakespeare 

earned and accumulated a lot of wealth from multiple resources. In addition to the 

income, he generated as an actor, he earned money from his shares in famous English 

theaters. The record of his property at the time of his demise reveals that while he 

had accumulated a good estate, he had also lived generously. Shakespeare left 

London in 1611 for his native town. His health deteriorated, he died on April 23, 

1616 and was buried in the chancel of Stratford church. 

Shakespeare produced most of his known work between 1589 and 1613. His early 

plays were mainly comedies and histories, genres he raised to the peak of 

sophistication and perfection by the end of the 16th century. He then wrote mainly 

tragedies until about 1608, including Hamlet, King Lear, Othello, and Macbeth, 

which are considered some of the finest works in the English language. In his last 

phase, he wrote tragicomedies, also known as romances, and collaborated with other 

playwrights. Many of his plays were published in editions of varying quality and 

accuracy during his lifetime. John Heminges and Henry Condell, two friends and 

fellow actors of Shakespeare, published the First Folio in 1623, a collected edition of 

his dramatic works that included all but two of the plays now recognized as 

Shakespeare’s.  Ben Jonson added his poem in the preface to the edition in which he 

showed great reverence for Shakespeare as "not of an age, but for all 

time." 

6.2 Hamlet:  Plot  
The following is a brief description of act wise development of the plot of Hamlet. 

However, you are essentially required to read full text of the play for better 

understanding and critical analysis.  

Act I 

The play begins with a sensational scene of midnight and sentry walk on the 

battlement of the royal castle at Elsinore. The nervous sentry, Francisco, previously 

reported to his officers, Bernardo and Marcellus, the appearance of a ghost which 

they also witnessed. Therefore, they are accompanied by their friend, Horatio, who 

is not only a scholar but also has command on Latin. The medieval belief proclaims 

that Latin is required to expel an evil spirit. Therefore, he is the most suitable person 

to tackle the situation. Though, he is doubtful of ghost’s existence but nevertheless 

he waits for his appearance due at one o’ clock. The ghost appears in the persona of 

late King Hamlet of Denmark and is dressed in his amour.  Horatio is afraid of the 

idea that very appearance of the ghost is a sign of evil omen of impending disaster. 

Meanwhile, they consider ongoing military preparation to defend Denmark against 

the attack of Norway led by the young Prince Fortinbras to seek revenge of his 
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father’s defeat to the late King Hamlet. The three friends decide to relate the entire 

story to the Prince Hamlet of Denmark. 

The next scene is that of the court of Denmark. Official mourning rituals for the late 

king have ended. The new King, Claudius, makes an impressive speech on the sad 

demise of his brother, expresses his sorrowfulness and thanks nobility for acceding 

him to the throne. He, also, talks about his hasty marriage with his sister in law and 

discusses the potential threat from the kingdom of Norway. Both Fortinbras and 

Hamlet were not given a chance to succeed to throne being the eldest sons of the late 

Kings of Norway and Denmark respectively and their uncles managed to achieve this 

end. Claudius grants permission to Laertes to return to France who is the son of 

Polonius. Polonius has greatly supported Claudius to be selected as the successor of 

the late king.  Hamlet is also present in the court but still in mourning and his uncle 

Claudius in a subtle way advises him to overcome his sadness. He is too sorrowful 

on the loss of his father and hasty marriage of his mother to his uncle. Both the king 

and the queen are aware of the fact that it is their hasty marriage which has greatly 

caused discomfort to Hamlet. They persuade him to remain at the court and do not 

go back to Wittenberg where he is studying.  At this moment, Hamlet reveals his 

inner most feelings to the audience through his first soliloquy. He despises his uncle, 

accuses her mother of faithlessness and labels their matrimonial relationship as 

incestuous and a clear violation of Church of England’s rulings. He is overpowered 

by the feelings of dejection and dismay. Meanwhile, Horatio, Bernardo and Marcellus 

interrupt him and relate the tale of ghost’s appearance. Hamlet agrees to join them 

the next night and sooner he suspects that his father’s ghost’s appearance in armour 

is indicative of a foul play.  

Laertes, who is the son of Polonius, advises his younger sister Ophelia in worldly 

matters and specially warns her of Hamlet’s attraction to her. He misjudges Hamlet’s 

intentions as he is bound to consult the council in matters related to his marriage. 

Hamlet and Ophelia are involved in romantic love which neither Laertes nor Polonius 

likes to grow into strong bonding between the two. Ophelia has been depicted as a 

demure and obedient lady who must act upon the advice of her father and brother 

even in the matters which are quite personal to her. Polonius also forbids her to see 

Hamlet.   

The very next night Hamlet is present on the sentry walk to witness the ghost’s 

appearance. For a moment, the ghost appears and reckons Hamlet to follow him, 

Hamlet is taken off his guard but he courageously follows the ghost despite Horatio 

and Marcellus’ warning that the ghost might be an agent of Satan. The famous 

prediction, “Something is rotten in the state of Denmark”, is made at this point by 

Marcellus. They closely follow Hamlet so that he is not harmed by the ghost. The 

ghost makes a startling revelation that he is the spirit of his father and was murdered 

by his brother Claudius and that Hamlet must avenge his death. He, further, tells him 
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that Claudius poured poison into his ear while he was asleep. He tells Hamlet to end 

matrimonial union of Claudius and Gertrude but do not cause any harm to her and 

remember him. Hamlet is greatly tormented by this discovery. He devises a plan of 

action but does not reveal it to Horatio and Marcellus but comforts their curiosity by 

telling them that the ghost is real. He, further, plans to feign madness to reach to 

conclusive truth.  

Act II 

Hamlet, as he has planned, behaves mysteriously and appears not to be in his right 

state of mind. However, Claudius is suspicious of his madness. He is so skeptical that 

he puts Hamlet under strict surveillance of two of his friends in the disguise of guards 

to explore the real cause and nature of Hamlet’s madness. Hamlet, on the other hand, 

patiently collects evidence to reach to definite conclusion that Claudius is guilty of 

his father’s murder and that the ghost is not an agent of the devil to mislead him. 

Meanwhile, Ophelia reveals strange ways of Hamlet to her father. She believes that 

Hamlet has gone mad as she has not let him to see her lately. Polonius decides to 

reveal this latest development to Claudius. Rosencrantz and Guildenstern have been 

assigned the task to friendly spy on Hamlet and analyze his madness. Claudius 

suspects Hamlet’s madness. Gertrude claims that Hamlet has gone mad because of 

his father’s death and her hasty marriage to Claudius. Her stance reveals that she is 

not aware of the real cause of her ex-husband’s death. Meanwhile Polonius brings 

love letters of Hamlet for Ophelia to Claudius and Gertrude while he was in 

Wittenberg and present them as a proof of Hamlet’s madness. However, Claudius is 

not convinced of Hamlet’s madness. He tries to seek credit from Claudius for 

restricting this relationship between Hamlet and his daughter because of Hamlet’s 

superior social position.    

Hamlet observes the entire situation very attentively and almost convinces every one 

of his crazy behaviour and his feigned madness like a crafty detective to catch the 

culprit of his guard. Polonius, a shameless father, decides to lose his daughter on him 

in an act of spying. Hamlet overhears his conversation with Claudius and despises 

this inept minister of the state. He is quite prepared to play cat and mouse with this 

shrewd and cunning but representative of Elsinore’s aristocracy. During his first 

interaction with Rosencrantz and Guildenstern, Hamlet instantly realizes their true 

motif and they also confess that they have been assigned the task to spy for Claudius. 

They, further, tell him that they have met a group of actors approaching the castle. 

Hamlet decides to arrange a stage play of acters in the castle, his discussion with them 

never indicates even for a single moment that he is insane. The players seek 

permission to play ‘Murder of Gonzago’ and Hamlet decides to slightly modify it by 

inserting a short speech of him. Hamlet in his next soliloquy ponders over his 

ambition of revenge and is dissatisfied with the progress he has made so far but he 
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has great expectations from the trap he sets for the king through the play. He must 

have sufficient evidence to prove Claudius guilty and decide his fate.  

Act III 

Claudius asks spies to present their findings of Hamlet’s madness. They do not 

confess that Hamlet has made them reveal their real purpose but tell him that Hamlet 

has kept them at an arm’s length and his behaviour has been strange. They describe 

Hamlet’s encounter with the players and escape further questioning. Polonius 

requests the king and the queen to attend the play and they both agree when they 

come to know that they have been invited by Hamlet. Meanwhile Polonius and the 

king set a stage to find out whether Hamlet’s frustrated love for Ophelia is the root 

cause of all troubles. Polonius sets the stage by giving Ophelia a book to read and he 

hides with the king to keep an eye on Hamlet’s behaviour. Hamlet enters, sees 

Ophelia and is overpowered by the emotions of love and affection. When she seeks 

to return his remembrances, Hamlet realizes the true situation and insults her and 

challenges her virtue and beauty and advises her to enter a convent. Ophelia believes 

that he is genuinely insane and heartbroken. Claudius suspicions are confirmed. He 

is sure of the idea that Hamlet is planning something against him so he wants to 

minimize the danger by sending Hamlet on a mission to England. Hamlet, unaware 

of Claudius’s plans, briefs players about the theory and practice of stage acting. The 

purpose of acting is to hold the mirror up to nature. Before the play, Hamlet confesses 

to Horatio what the ghost has told him, shares his plan of play acting with him and 

tells him to observe king’s facial expressions closely during the play. When the king, 

the queen and Polonius enter, Hamlet insults the gentlemen and ridicules Polonius. 

When the queen asks him to behave decently, he accuses her of hasty marriage and 

insults her too.  

The players enter and perform the same manner as highlighted by Hamlet. The player 

king is afraid of his failing health and tells the player queen that she will get marry 

second time as soon as he dies. She confesses that the second husband would be the 

murderer of the first one and the second marriage would not be a product of love but 

material lust. The queen is stunned and faces difficulty in maintaing self-control and 

composure. Claudius is in a fit of rage and inquires Hamlet is there any other 

offensive content in the paly. Hamlet explains that the murder of player king is for 

his estate. The king leaves the play and other courtiers follow him while Gertrude is 

in a state of confusion. Hamlet is jubilant of his success and calls himself as first class 

producer. At this moment both Rosencrantz and Guildenstern enter and disclose that 

Claudius is in a state of fury over the play. He decides to see his mother but not to 

hurt her as the ghost has asked her to leave her matter to the judgement of Heavens. 

Claudius wants to send Hamlet to England to save himself while Polonius decides to 

eavesdrop on Hamlet’s conversation with his mother.  
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Claudius is overpowered by the guilt. He is aware of the tragic consequences of the 

crime he has committed. He is ready to ask for heaven’s forgiveness but he is not 

willing to forsake the fruits of his sin both the throne and the queen. Thus, there is no 

repentance and hence no forgiveness of his crime. Hamlet misses this opportunity of 

killing Claudius because he does not want him to be pardoned while he is guilty 

conscious. He would rather bring him to justice while he is involved in a sinful act. 

Moreover, he wants his guilt to be revealed to public so that when Hamlet kills him, 

he does not generate public’s sympathy on the account of being assassinated by an 

insane nephew. Moreover, he wants his mother to realize that she has married a 

wicked man who has no sense of moral values. Polonius guides Gertrude to be strict 

to Hamlet instead of tolerating his misbehavior. Hamlet enters, unaware of Polonius’ 

presence in her mother’s room, he accuses her of faithlessness. The queen becomes 

angry and wants to call the king but Hamlet does not let her do so. When Polonius 

asks for help loudly, Hamlet kills him in a moment in a fit of rage. The queen accuses 

him of a rash and bloody deed and he accuses her of being an accomplice in his 

father’s murder. When he reveals the truth to her, she is heartbroken. He charges her 

of immorality, immodesty, hypocrisy and her violation of religious principles to an 

appalling degree.    

Act IV 

Gertrude relates the entire incident to Claudius in a fit of disbelief. He instantly 

realizes that this could have been his fate if he has been hiding there instead of 

Polonius. His life is in real danger; therefore, he reaches to the conclusive decision 

of sending Hamlet away by all means. Hamlet is summoned to the court and Claudius 

is no longer suspicious of his madness. It is clearly feigned to avenge Claudius. 

Hamlet does not reveal the whereabouts of Polonius’ body and asks Claudius to visit 

hell to meet him. Though Hamlet is extremely popular in the courtiers but now they 

are also convinced of the idea that he has been overpowered by a strange force which 

does not let him to behave properly. Hamlet refuses to leave for England, but 

Claudius is bound to send him and to save himself from any impending disaster. He 

gives sealed orders to execute Hamlet while he is in England. The king confesses that 

he would have no peace until Hamlet is executed.  

Hamlet reveals his inner thoughts through his last soliloquy and regrets his delay in 

seeking revenge. His sensitive and introspective nature finds faults with himself but 

he has been desperately striving to bring the culprit to justice. Hamlet is clearly 

frustrated now. Ophelia, grief stricken, visits the queen. Initially the queen refuses to 

see her being guilty conscience but then sees her on Horatio’s recommendations. She 

appears to be miserable and insane. Claudius is touched by miserable spectacle of 

Ophelia as well as worried about secret burial of Polonius. He is also threatened by 

the presence of Laertes who has come from France and seeking information about his 
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father’s disappearance. Laertes barges into the castle while leading a mob and 

inquires Claudius about his father. Claudius calms him down by comforting him that 

he would help him in seeking revenge from his father’s murderer but he is shocked 

to witness miserable spectacle of his sister. Ophelia is not in her right state of mind 

and she does not even recognize her brother. Claudius promises Laertes that he would 

investigate his father’s death and guilty will be punished. 

Horatio receives a letter from Hamlet which reveals how he escaped from the ship 

bound for England after it was captured by pirates. He asks him to deliver some letters 

to the king. Horatio does not hesitate for a single moment to carry out his instructions. 

Claudius reveals the secret of his father’s murder to Laertes and advises him to keep 

the flame of revenge burning in his heart and consoles him that Laertes would hear 

more which is supposedly a reference to Hamlet’s murder in England. Meanwhile he 

receives the letter from Hamlet and is startled to discover that Hamlet is in Denmark 

and would reveal the purpose of his sudden return from England. Claudius and 

Laertes conspire to kill Hamlet in a duel and get rid of him without causing any 

suspicion in the public. Sooner the news of Ophelia’s tragic death reaches and Laertes 

is in such a state of grief and sorrowfulness which he never experienced before. 

Though she has drowned but there is a suspicion that she might have committed 

suicide so she has been refused a burial in church by the authorities. However, she 

may be buried in consecrated ground. Hamlet and Horatio come into contact with the 

funeral procession. Not knowing who has died, Hamlet quickly realizes that the 

deceased has been deprived of regular funeral services, the burial of a suicide victim. 

When he realizes that Ophelia has died, he is overpowered by strong emotions. He 

has always loved Ophelia. He jumps into her grave. Laertes also jumps into the grave 

in fury to hold his sister in his arms. After the funeral services, the king reassures 

Laertes that within no time Hamlet would face his tragic end.  

Act V 

Hamlet instantly agrees to fight a duel with Laertes. He is purely ignorant of their 

vicious planning of killing him during the duel with poisoned sword. During the fight, 

swords fall and get exchanged. Laertes is wounded by his own poisoned sword, 

fearing that his end is near, he reveals Claudius’ treachery to him. Meanwhile queen 

takes the deadly drink to celebrate Hamlet’s success. Hamlet forces the king to take 

the remaining poisoned drink. Realizing his time is near, Hamlet tells Horatio to 

reveal the secret of late king’s murder to the entire world. The stage is littered with 

dead bodies. Fortinbras arrives and according to Hamlet’s proclamation, he has been 

selected as the new king of Denmark.   
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6. 3 Revenge and Ambition in Hamlet 
The notions of revenge and ambition have been a subject of literary reflections and 

scholarly critique since the development of creative arts in human civilization. 

Typically, both represent intense emotions capable of bringing both positive and 

negative consequences for a settled order. However, modern conception of these 

powerful emotions is altogether different as compared to their treatment in 

Shakespearean times. Both these ideas find their best reflection in the intellectual 

design and narratives of greatest of Shakespearean tragedies produced at the peak of 

his literary career including but not limited to Macbeth, Othello, Hamlet and King 

Lear. Hamlet is one of the finest and unique instance of its own kind which deeply 

embodies these ideas within the narrative structure of the play.  

In an attempt to grasp the idea and nature of revenge in Shakespearean world, it would 

be fruitful to consider Francis Bacon’s description of revenge as ‘a kind of wild 

justice’. Francis Bacon’s description, who was one of the finest of Shakespearean 

contemporaries, reveals that revenge as a kind of wild justice would have been an 

important supplementary force during the reign of Tudor monarchies as an era of 

relatively limited law and order forces as well as severely enforced and strictly 

regulated social hierarchy.  

As we discussed in a previous section that Shakespearean plays were primarily 

written to be performed in theatre, therefore, it is not surprising to find that 

Shakespeare grounded his tragic narratives on these ideas keeping in view public’s 

theatrical preferences as well as commercial success of such narratives.  

Shakespearean public took keen interest in theatrical performances of revenge stories 

which partly served the purpose of poetic justice during an era when various offences 

against the underprivileged and marginalized segments of the society were not even 

categorized as crimes. The depiction of terrible scenes of powerful criminals facing 

wild justice, who remained immune to state punishment owing to their social status, 

aroused the emotions of pity and fear in the spectators thereby bringing catharsis of 

such emotions.   

However, Shakespeare is not the primary literary artist dealing with the idea of 

revenge as a from of wild justice. Rather, Shakespeare is believed to have fashioned 

his revenge tragedies on the Senecan model which serves as the chief classical 

resource. Seneca produced ten tragedies which are intensely passionate stories of 

violence. The revenger is often influenced by the ghost or vision of the beloved victim 

to seek revenge aiming not only at the perpetrator but his entire family. This involves 

employment of crafty techniques by the revenger leading to poetic justice. We can 

easily identify these features in Shakespearean Hamlet both in the form of ghost 

appearing in the persona of King of Denmark as well as Hamlet’s feigned madness.  
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Besides intellectual borrowing of Senecan model, it is generally believed that Hamlet 

follows the dramatic conventions of Thomas Kyd’s ‘The Spanish Tragedy’ which 

was produced in 1587. Thomas Kyd was not university trained but he was associated 

with university wits, a group of literary artists of Elizabethan age producing literary 

works under the intellectual impact of Renaissance movement. Literary critics 

generally believe that university wits greatly influenced literary perceptions of young 

Shakespeare.  Grounding Hamlet in Thomas Kyd’s play is a, further, testimony of 

this claim. The play was an instant success and earned Thomas Kyd both fame and 

revenue. The huge commercial success of the revenge story provided the literary and 

theatrical space for several revenge plays on the same structure. Hamlet is the most 

remarkable of its own unique kind owing to sheer soundness of its plot. However, 

there are some identical features of plot development. Thomas Kyd’s play depicted 

the protagonist Hieronimo burning with the fiery emotion of seeking revenge of his 

son’s murder. In Hamlet, the Prince Hamlet is desperate to seek revenge of his 

father’s murder. However, his agony is intensified because of his mother’s illicit 

matrimonial relationship with his uncle. For Hamlet the revenge is not only of loss 

of a life but of honour as her mother has been disgraced. We find another very striking 

similarity between the narrative structure of both the plays. Hieronimo cleverly feigns 

madness to capture and punish his son’s murderer who is a social elite. Similarly, 

Hamlet also feigns madness to authenticate the information provided by the ghost of 

his deceased father avenging his uncle who is now the King of Denmark so his act of 

revenge implicates deeper consequences for the entire nation as well as for a settled 

order. However, Shakespeare’s treatment of Hamlet’s madness is matchless. It is 

presented with such intellectual and artistic mastery that it compels literary scholars 

to speculate whether it is real or feigned. Hamlet’s melancholic behaviour leaves the 

literary scholars in awe.  Hamlet is, clearly, a revenge play in its essence. Throughout 

the play, Hamlet is engrossed and consumed by the thoughts of revenge and this very 

idea leads the stage cluttered with dead bodies in the final scene of the play. 

Hamlet presents underlying motif of revenge at various levels. Besides the central 

action of the play, we find play opening with ongoing military preparation to defend 

Denmark against the attack of Norway led by the young Prince Fortinbras to seek 

revenge of his father’s defeat to the late King Hamlet. Both Fortinbras and Hamlet 

are not given a chance to succeed to throne being the eldest sons of the late Kings of 

Norway and Denmark respectively and their uncles managed to achieve this end. 

Both the princes are motivated by the ideas of revenge; however, Hamlet’s agony is 

multiplied because of his mother’s hasty marriage to his uncle.  

In addition to Hamlet and Fortinbras burning with the intense feelings of avenging 

their criminals, we find Laertes who has come from France and seeking information 

about his father’s disappearance. Laertes barges into the castle while leading a mob 

and inquires Claudius about his father. Claudius calms him down by comforting him 
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that he would help him in seeking revenge from his father’s murderer. Laertes is 

greatly troubled to witness miserable spectacle of his sister. Ophelia is not in her right 

state of mind and she does not even recognize her brother. Claudius promises Laertes 

that he would investigate his father’s death and guilty will be punished. However, 

Laertes is not at peace and his primary objective is to avenge Polonius ‘murderer. 

Matters are made worse by the untimely and miserable death of Ophelia. 

The final scene of the play is a terribly violent depiction of bringing criminals to 

justice. Hamlet agrees to fight a duel with Laertes. He is purely ignorant of their 

vicious planning of killing him during the duel with poisoned sword. During the fight, 

swords fall and get exchanged. Laertes is wounded by his own poisoned sword, 

fearing that his end is near, he reveals Claudius’ treachery to him. Meanwhile queen 

takes the deadly drink to celebrate Hamlet’s success. Hamlet forces the king to take 

the remaining poisoned drink. Realizing his time is near, Hamlet tells Horatio to 

reveal the secret of late king’s murder to the entire world. The stage is littered with 

dead bodies. Fortinbras arrives and according to Hamlet’s proclamation, he has been 

selected as the new king of Denmark. Thus, poetic justice is served though in a very 

violent way. 

Ambition, too, was a particularly alluring and dangerous sin in Shakespeare’s society, 

where technological advances and Renaissance spirit not only questioned various 

religious dogmas but also unsettled the traditional order. There was a constant friction 

between the social elites and social climbers to either reinforce or challenge existing 

social order respectively. Social elites were desperate to preserve traditional 

boundaries to ensure that their status and privileges were not compromised. On the 

other hand, social climbers were desperate to refashion their survival conditions 

because of their ambitious nature. Furthermore, in a society where status was so 

unstable, ambition often led to violent revenge, as duels over honour became a 

defining feature of the aristocratic elite society.  

Renaissance culture also promoted ambition as fundamental and ideal to human 

nature contrary to classical and medieval notion of tragic consequences of 

overreaching ambition. We critically examined, in a previous unit based on 

Christopher Marlowe’s Dr Faustus, the terrible consequences of unbridled ambition. 

Dr Faustus clearly delineates tragic implications of what an inspiring mind can 

imagine and what a mortal body is actually capable of accomplishing. Claudius’s 

relentless act of murdering his real brother and marrying his sister in law is deeply 

grounded in his ambition of taking hold of the throne. Shakespeare’s depiction of 

Macbeth is yet another important instant of man’s ambitious nature and its disastrous 

consequences. It is Macbeth’s unyielding desire which grips his mind, holds his 

psyche and drives him insane. Despite committing crime after crime, his ambition 

remains unfulfilled and leads him to death. The ideas of revenge and ambition as 

depicted in Shakespearean tragedies still hold relevance for contemporary modern 
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times as these are primary human impulses, universal to any time and culture. 

Therefore, these cannot be simply confined to immediate social, cultural, political 

and theological context of Shakespearean times. We find documented evidence of 

riots taking place on these notions even in the primitive cultures. Therefore, it 

appears, that revenge and ambition are innate to human nature. The artistic grandeur 

and magnificence of their representation in Shakespearean tragedies remain 

unparalleled in the history of English drama.  

What is so desirable in becoming a king which compels Claudius to commit heinous 

crime of murdering his real brother and marrying his sister in law unlawfully? 

Shakespeare reflects on the essential nature of ambition which leads an individual to 

unsettle existing order and destroy his peace of mind. What is the purpose of gaining 

a whole world of profit and delight in the exchange of losing one’s soul?  Shakespeare 

seeks to provide psychological explanations of such troubling questions. Claudius’s 

crime clearly reveals that he has an innate craving for power and dominion which 

finds its satisfaction in ruthless murder of his real brother. The desire to transcend 

and surpass one’s ground realities and to change the course of destiny is one of the 

noblest of human tendencies yet it entails self-annihilation if remains uncontrolled. 

He remains entrapped in a state of perpetual anxiety and seeks to send Hamlet away 

and even orders for his execution but he is not guilty conscious. Shakespeare’s 

treatment of ambition and revenge clearly suggests that both forces are doomed to be 

disastrous in nature. Hamlet’s consistent efforts to seek revenge to restore the lost 

position of peace and harmony invoke greater troubles.  

Shakespeare is often contrasted with his contemporary literary artists writing 

tragedies for public theaters for his inclusion of comic elements and plebeian 

characters. The contemporary tradition was to juxtapose sublime with trivial keeping 

in view popular taste. However, for Shakespeare it does not merely serve extending 

the scope of tragedy beyond Greece or Roman practices, Shakespeare’s comic 

elements function as a safety valve for the expression of intense feelings that scenes 

of great tension and high passion are likely to provoke. Inclusion of comic elements 

has dramatic significance amid passion driven protagonists in line with Senecan 

model as well as presenting violent scenes onstage rather than presenting them in 

narrative report as was the practice in classical tradition. Comic elements provide 

much needed relief from the kind of remarkable scenes of rage and hatred as well as 

bloodshed and violence.  

6.4 Hamlet as a Tragic Hero 
Tragedy, as depicted in classical Greek and Roman traditions, is an intense tale of 

suffering of an individual of exceptional stature distinguished either by rank or 

character or both. Generally, it represents a great transformation in the survival 

conditions of the protagonist from prosperity to adversity which may lead to his/her 
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untimely death. It may also be represented by conflict between the tragic character 

and some superior power. Tragedy, in its essence, arouses the emotions of pity and 

fear thereby effecting catharsis of these emotions as postulated by the great Greek 

philosopher Aristotle in his seminal account of the subject. The classical conventions 

of tragedy were followed and practised in Renaissance England and several popular 

tragic plays were produced on the same fashion. However, modern literary scholars 

have interpreted these emotions as binary responses of attraction and repulson. Pity 

develops a positive association between the tragic character and us and we feel 

sympathy for his/her unjust suffering. However, fear disassociates us from the 

protagonist and enables us to realize that suffering is somewhat justified.  

   

Bradley (1904) in his seminal account of Shakespearean tragedy discusses conflict as 

one of the most defining feature of a Shakespearean tragedy but this conflict is not 

between the protagonist and some external force rather it is an internal conflict within 

the deeper psyche of the protagonist and Prince Hamlet is an instance of a man 

divided against himself. Conflict in Shakespearean tragedies is perceived as eternal 

friction between man’s weakness and his courage, his stupidity and his magnificence, 

his frailty and his strength. Hamlet reinforces a largely pessimistic view of the way 

in which nature produces and destroys greatness. It is apparent that Shakespeare did 

not follow classical Greek models of Aeschylus, Sophocles, and Euripides but 

sensational and highly rhetorical plays of Seneca who was a stoic philosopher and 

politician of great fame. 

  

Shakespeare penetrates deeper into the psyche of his chief protagonist Hamlet as a 

tragic hero. Hamlet’s transformation and melancholic behaviour is a further 

testimony of his intense psychological suffering. Hamlet, being the tragic hero, is the 

primary source of woe and wonder which is the characteristic emotional effect of 

tragedy. Massive psychological transformation of Hamlet is acutely manifested 

through his melancholic behaviour. The change is so intense that it is easily identified 

by those characters who are both close to him and know him the best. It is often 

reflected through their bewildered comments about Hamlet’s melancholic behaviour.   

 

Entrapped in his circumstances, Hamlet acts brutally against those with whom he is 

closely associated. This leads to speculation that his alleged nobility is somehow 

falsely celebrated. It is neither genuine nor true and somewhat pretentious and lacking 

credibility. Through the character portrayal of Hamlet, Shakespeare reveals that men 

who are constantly referred to as ‘noble’ in societal perception and discourses suffer 

the most and experience psychological trauma when they are entrapped by the ethical 

contradictions associated with the notion of ‘honour’. Though Hamlet’s dilemma 

leads to a sense of moral waste evident in the last scene but there is the positive aspect 

of restoration of social order, with an emphasis on reunification and reconciliation. 
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In Hamlet, the enemy of the state becomes its saviour. More importantly, Hamlet and 

Laertes are reunited and reconciled as Hamlet exchanges forgiveness with Laertes 

and dies at one with his mother.  

The tragic hero is often a transformed person either psychologically or intellectually 

while he experiences suffering. Aristotle used the term recognition to refer to the 

same idea which stands for wisdom or understanding gained from suffering and 

experience of evil deeds. Hamlet recognizes the futility of his efforts in choosing the 

right time for avenging his father’s murder for the sake of justice. The belief in Divine 

Providence enables him to die at peace with himself. Like a true tragic hero, Hamlet 

prefers death before disgrace thereby restoring his nobility. Undoubtedly, Hamlet is 

celebrated less for his error of judgement and procrastination and more for intense 

suffering he experiences as a consequence.  Though, fate is not responsible for 

Hamlet’s sufferings but he is entangled in a situation where disaster is inevitable and 

beyond his control. Hamlet is trapped in a situation where to do nothing is to 

encourage the spread of evil and to act is to become part of it: ‘O cursed spite / That 

ever I was born to set it right’ ` (1.5.189–90).  

 

Hamlet, as a tragic hero, has a deep insight into human psychology. He is highly 

intellectual as well as philosophical in nature. Captivated by troubling circumstances, 

he fails to deal with them successfully. However, this failure is attributed to his 

philosophical approach to life, contemplation and indecisiveness rather than any 

weakness in his character. Bradley (1904) rightly observes that Hamlet is not hugely 

celebrated on the account of being the most perfect work of art or Shakespeare’s 

greatest tragedy but the moral sense of soul’s infinity and the sense of the doom which 

not only circumscribes that infinity but appears to be its offspring. 

Shakespeare delineates character of Hamlet in minutest details starting from his first 

interaction with his father’s Ghost to the final scene of the play that culminates into 

terrible deaths including his own. His father’s ghost commands him to avenge the 

murder ‘most foul, strange and unnatural’, but Hamlet experiences a kind of 

weariness of life that transforms into ‘fruitless broodings’. However, he feigns 

madness to verify the words of the ghost and ‘The Play Within the Play’ serves the 

purpose and gives Hamlet the required evidence. Before these crucial developments, 

however, Hamlet is seen meditating on suicide and expressing doubt about the 

genuineness of the ghost, which according to Bradley (1904), is ‘an excuse for his 

delay’. Hamlet, further, fails to seek revenge when he finds the king prostrating and 

praying because of his philosophical nature that killing him at this point may lead 

him to heaven.  Hamlet’s inability to act at this decisive moment triggers ‘all the 

disasters that follow’. It leads to the eventual deaths of Polonius, Ophelia, 

Rosencrantz and Guildenstern, Laertes, the Queen and himself. Literary scholars 

often provide psychoanalytic critique of Hamlet’s delay and indecisiveness in 

avenging his father’s criminal. It is generally believed that Hamlet suffers from 
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Oedipal complex. Embedded deeper in his psyche is the desire to surpass his father 

and to reconceive and recreate himself through a symbolic courtship of a maternal 

figure. Thus, avenging Claudius implies avenging his own self which causes further 

delay in his action.  

As noted earlier, Hamlet’s procrastination is often a subject of central concern for 

Shakespearean scholars. Hamlet’s excessive emphasis on seeking confirmation of 

ghost’s information is often perceived as the primary cause of much of his tragic 

suffering. However, Hamlet is not an ordinary man but a character of exceptional 

qualities. He is an ardent scholar of the University of Wittenberg, which has produced 

some great intellectuals including Martin Luther. Therefore, it is quite natural for 

Hamlet, being the Prince of Denmark as well as owing to his philosophical nature, to 

be skeptical of reality of ghost which might be an agent of devil to mislead him. 

Moreover, his actions implicate consequences for the entire nation as well as for a 

settled order. Therefore, it is imperative to examine the evidence provided by the 

ghost to avoid any further misfortunes. 

Summary Points 
i. William Shakespeare, undoubtedly, is acknowledged as one of the greatest writers 

in the world literature and his works have profoundly influenced and shaped 

literary perceptions of modern scholars and critics alike.  

ii. He is aptly regarded as a literary artist of all times who has greatly contributed to 

English drama, poetry, theatre, language and literary history. 

iii. Shakespearean works include thirty-eight plays, one hundred and fifty-four 

sonnets, two long narrative poems and a few other verses of varying lengths. 

iv. It is the variety and multiplicity of his works which has led to historic controversy 

and speculation about their real authorship. 

v. Not much is known about Shakespeare’s life with certainty and there are only a 

few personal records which have survived and provide us some basic information 

about various important events of his life.   

vi. The life of Christopher Marlowe, Shakespeare's great Elizabethan predecessor, is 

almost unknown and is shrouded by many uncertainties especially the 

circumstances which led to his untimely and mysterious death.   

vii. Shakespeare’s exact date of birth is not known. However, we do have the record 

of his baptism on April 26, 1564.  

viii. His father, John Shakespeare, was a glover who fathered eight children and 

William Shakespeare was his third child but eldest of those who reached maturity 

as his elder two sisters died in infancy. 

ix. It would not be wrong to claim that young Shakespeare was an instant success at 

London.   

x. Sooner than later his presence was felt by the literary circles of London and his 

rapidly growing fame caused feelings of jealousy and envy in his fellows which is 
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reflected by the famous remarks of Robert Greene, a poet and dramatist, about 

Shakespeare. 

xi. Within a few years of his stay at London, Shakespeare was eminently recognized 

as a wonderful actor, an amazing poet and a dramatist of unrivalled literary 

magnificence.  

xii. Shakespeare’s instant success story at London can be rightly summed up in 

slightly rephrased proclamation of Roman emperor Julius Caesar, “He came, he 

saw, he conquered.” Julius Caesar is attributed to proclaim this famous Latin 

phrase after a military victory.  

xiii. Shakespeare’s supremacist position in English theater remains undisputed, 

unparalleled and unrivalled throughout the history of development of English 

literature. 

xiv. Ben Jonson who was Shakespeare’s contemporary playwright and poet famously 

remarked, “He was not of an age, but for all time!" 

xv. Shakespeare produced most of his known work between 1589 and 1613.  

xvi. His early plays were mainly comedies and histories, genres he raised to the peak 

of sophistication and artistry by the end of the 16th century.  

xvii. He then wrote mainly tragedies until about 1608, including Hamlet, King Lear, 

Othello, and Macbeth, considered some of the finest works in the English 

language.  

xviii. In his last phase, he wrote tragicomedies, also known as romances, and 

collaborated with other playwrights. 

xix. John Heminges and Henry Condell, two friends and fellow actors of Shakespeare, 

published the First Folio in 1623, a collected edition of his dramatic works that 

included all but two of the plays now recognized as Shakespeare’s.   

xx. Ben Jonson added his poem in the preface to the edition in which he showed great 

reverence for Shakespeare as "not of an age, but for all time." 

xxi. The notions of revenge and ambition have been a subject of literary reflections and 

scholarly critique since the development of creative arts in human civilization. 

xxii. In an attempt to grasp the idea and nature of revenge in Shakespearean world, it 

would be fruitful to consider Francis Bacon’s description of revenge as ‘a kind of 

wild justice’. 

xxiii. Besides intellectual borrowing of Senecan model, it is generally believed that 

Hamlet follows the dramatic conventions of Thomas Kyd’s ‘The Spanish Tragedy’ 

which was produced in 1587. 

xxiv. Ambition, too, was a particularly alluring and dangerous sin in Shakespeare’s 

society, where technological advances and Renaissance spirit not only questioned 

various religious dogmas but also unsettled the traditional order. 

xxv. The desire to transcend and surpass one’s ground realities and to change the course 

of destiny is one of the noblest of human tendencies yet it entails self-annihilation 

if remains uncontrolled. 
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xxvi. Shakespeare is often contrasted with his contemporary literary artists writing 

tragedies for public theaters for his inclusion of comic elements and plebeian 

characters. 

xxvii. The classical conventions of tragedy were followed and practised in Renaissance 

England and several popular tragic plays were produced on the same fashion. 

xxviii. Bradley (1904) in his seminal account of Shakespearean tragedy discusses conflict 

as one of the most defining feature of a Shakespearean tragedy. 

xxix. Hamlet reinforces a largely pessimistic view of the way in which nature produces 

and destroys greatness. 

xxx. Hamlet’s excessive emphasis on seeking confirmation of ghost’s information is 

often perceived as the primary cause of much of his tragic suffering. 

Self-Assessment Questions 
vi. Evaluate multiplicity and diversity of Shakespearean works.  

vii. Critically analyze Shakespeare’s contributions to English drama and theater.  

viii. Discuss Hamlet as a revenge play. 

ix. Give critical analysis of Hamlet’s melancholic behaviour. 
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OVERVIEW 
 

This unit deals with King Lear – one of the greatest tragedies of Shakespeare.  King 

Lear is a complex play of Shakespeare because of debatable issues and implied 

meanings. However, the discussion has been simplified keeping in view the level of 

students. The text of the play has been critically analyzed and the psychological, 

Biblical, political themes have been brought out. The images of eye and eyesight 

which pervade the play throughout have also been interpreted and illustrated from the 

text. The question how far the play is representative of Shakespeare’s concept of 

tragedy has been answered. The character of King Lear which undergoes a 

transformation from a proud and wrathful authority to a humble, humanized and 

considerate man has, also, been discussed. The process of self-discovery of Lear has 

been discussed in detail. The spiritual enlightenment of the King through the darkness 

of the storm has also been interpreted in terms of the correction of the distorted vision 

about himself and the world. The death of Cordelia has caused many critics to 

complain against this tragic end of the play because they object that Shakespeare has 

sacrificed justice to convenience. In this unit, the justification of such an ending and 

lack of poetic justice in the play has been discussed. The issue that the play is 

pessimistic is not supported on the basis of the implied meanings of the text. 

However, the students are advised to hold and form their own independent opinion if 

they can argue on the basis of the textual evidence.  

 

OBJECTIVES 
 

After reading this unit, you will be able to: 

 form a general view of the Shakespeare’s tragedy King Lear 

 determines how far King Lear is representative of Shakespearean tragedy  

 interpret the themes of the play  

 justify or refute the criticism that it is no doubt one of the greatest tragedies 

of Shakespeare but not without faults 

 to determine whether the dictum ‘Character is destiny in Shakespeare’ is 

exemplified by King Lear  

 critically evaluate Tate’s conversion of the end of the play 

 explain the images of eyes and eyesight 

 assess the validity of the statement ‘King Lear is a pessimistic play’  

 bring out the dramatic significance of the storm scene in the play 

 analyze the parallelism in the main and subplot of King Lear in terms of the 

dramatic significance 

 trace the process of Lear’s self-discovery 
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 discuss the importance of fool’s character in the play 

 analyze critically the major characters of the play  

 

7.1 Introduction 
King Lear is one of the four greatest tragedies of Shakespeare. The other three are 

Hamlet, Othello and Macbeth. King Lear has again and again been described as 

Shakespeare’s greatest work, the best of his plays. The tragedy in which he exhibits 

most fully his multitudinous powers; and if we were doomed to lose all his dramas 

except one probably the majority of those who know and appreciate him best would 

pronounce for keeping King Lear. Yet this tragedy is certainly the least popular of 

the famous (Bradley 198 -199).  The readers of Shakespearean works read it with a 

certain distaste and on the stage it has not been so often presented perhaps because of 

its ending. It was some twenty years after the Restoration that Nahum Tate altered 

King Lear for the stage. He gave it a happy ending in which Cordelia is married to 

Edgar, we will try to explain the reasons for its unpopularity and Tate’s version of 

the play.  

 

After a long reign, Lear who has no son to become the successor, he therefore, decides 

to divide the kingdom among his three daughters. The two elder daughters Goneril 

and Regan are married respectively to the Duke of Albany and Cornwall, while the 

youngest Cordelia for whose hand the king of France and Duke of Burgundy are the 

suitors. The division of the kingdom perhaps has already been decided. Which part 

of the kingdom shall be given to whom is determined on the basis of answers of the 

King’s question, ‘Which of you shall we say doth love us most?’ Goneril and Regan 

flatter the father with their answers and gratify him with his sense of pride. The 

youngest and the dearest of the three to the King answers with a truthfulness that she 

loves the father according to the bond of nature. Her answer challenged her father’s 

pride and expectations of an answer more flattering than those of the elder daughters. 

Lear’s pride is injured, and his wrath deprives Cordelia of her dowry. Her portion is 

equally divided between Goneril and Regan as a bounty. The king has to pay for his 

foolishness when he has to leave the palace. Cordelia even dowriless is accepted by 

the King of France. The King is rescued from his sufferings by Cordelia. His frenzy 

and insanity are soothed by the medical treatment and affection rendered by Cordelia 

– the queen of France. She attacks England with the forces of France to restore the 

Kingship which the father has lost. She is imprisoned by Edmund’s forces and hanged 

by the orders of Edmund, the commander of the English forces. Lear dies in the prison 

of grief and agony on the death of his daughter who has been a victim of the wrath of 

her father for the truth and duty. Goneril and Regan are punished by death awarded 

to them by divine justice.  
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7.2 Themes of King Lear 
“King Lear, in a dozen ways, is the culmination of Shakespeare. It may be regarded 

from almost as many angles as life itself. The theme of all Shakespeare’s tragedies is 

that of Zoroaster and Empedocles of Aeschylus and Dacite of Milton and Blake, the 

conflict of the universal powers of light and darkness, of love and hate. Hamlet except 

for its ghost and Othello except for transcendental overturns. Macbeth, on the other 

hand, gives the sense of metaphysical agencies at work behind the action of being 

located as much in an infernal world as on the planet. King Lear by a union of human 

intimacy and elemental vastness exceeds the other three in the universal impression 

it produces” (Goddard 163).  

 

From the biological angle the theme of King Lear is the one that dominates the Greek 

drama – the relations of the generations. It is a theme of Shakespeare’s histories and 

tragedies. The parent-child relationship where the father symbolizes the past and 

children the present. The authority of the past over the present is patriarchal pride, an 

unchallengeable ruling domination that wants to see the present always and, in all 

circumstances, submit before the will of the past. In Shakespeare’s tragedies other 

than King Lear, the forces of the past are beneath the surface. In King Lear, it is both 

on the surface and beneath the surface. The conflict between the violence of the past 

over the present and a struggle to free from this violence has been presented in duality 

of the relationship of parents and children. He shows the consequences of both the 

challenge and the submission. In King Lear the rebellious attitude is presented 

through Goneril and Regan which is lying beneath the hypocrisy and diplomacy with 

which they please the King in answering his question. Cordelia represents the 

submissive but truthful attitude to the King’s question. It is challenging and hurtful 

to the pride of the king. Cordelia loves the father according to the bond of nature. She 

does not breach this natural bond of love of a child with a father by exaggeration, 

hypocrisy and diplomacy. Her truthfulness and sense of duty, her spiritualizing love 

in her soliloquy ‘love and be silent’ sublimates her love even though she is not 

lovable. We may be surprised and embarrassed to see Cordelia hanged. It is what has 

made King Lear as a distasteful tragedy in which wicked prospers and virtue is 

miscarried. The audience when object the non-observance of poetic justice in King 

Lear and label the play pessimistic oversight Shakespeare’s vision of universally 

acknowledged human predicament in this scheme of universe ‘such sacrifices edify 

death and make it sublime’. This may appear to be some facile optimism, but it does 

not refute the truth that the conflict between past and present is a universal 

phenomenon and a part of the mystery of existence. Rebellion of present against the 

violence of the past and patriarchal domination is a virtue sublime if balanced by 

Cordelia’s love and filial obligation – her love for the father according to the bond of 

nature otherwise chaotic and wicked though Goneril, Regan and Cordelia meet death 

as a consequence of challenge.  
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Goneril to whom the truth 

“she that herself will sliver and disbranch 

From her material sap, perforce must wither 

And come to deadly use” 

Was spoken dared defy it and cried out ‘No more; the text is foolish’. Cordelia though 

she defied it at first lived to reassert it at last on a higher level, her conduct involved 

the paradox of discontinuity and continuity with the old generation. The present must 

break with the past her story seems to say, in order to become conscious of itself and 

of its freedom where upon it must need the breach it has made lest it cut itself off 

from the only energy whereby it can live. We must repudiate the past for it has sinned 

against us; we must forgive and love it, for it has given us life. This is irrational but 

it is true” (Goddard ibid).  

 

7.2.1. Psychological Theme of King Lear 
According to Goddard, King Lear’s theme may be stated in psychological as well as 

biological terms. “So put, it is destructive, the ultimately suicidal character of 

unregulated passion” (139). When we lose control over passion, its power carries 

human nature back to chaos. Albany in King Lear gives the thought its most ominous 

form as a prophecy of the doom of mankind itself:  

  It will come,  

  Humanity must Perforce prey on itself,  

  Like monsters of the deep.  

Passion, when is left loose and unmastered brings out the suicide of human species. 

Murder-Suicide of Goneril and Regan is an example of this fact. The chaos and 

impending doom it causes can be remedied and averted by mastering the passion. 

According to Garrod he who masters the passion is a King over them. Here we find 

the implications in political terms side by side of the psychological theme. 

Shakespeare has shown keener interest in the comparison of the Kingdom without 

and the Kingdom within which he expresses in his plays and the 66th Sonnet. ‘But 

none of them quite reach the pitch of the mad Lear’s revulsion against the very thing 

he had been 

Lear: Thou last seen a farmer’s dog bark at a beggar? 

Gloucester:   Ay, Sir.  

Lear: And the creature run from the cur? There thou mightiest behold the great 

image of authority. A dog obeyed in office  

        (IV:vi: L 130) 

King Lear is the story of how a king in the worldly sense became a King in the 

fairytale sense, of how a bad King become a beautiful man. In the fourth act of the 
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play when King Lear is in the storm being buffeted by winds and rain, dressed in 

weeds has been purged from the vice of authority and changed into a humble man. 

His authority exchanged from an emerging humility, his egotism for sympathy and 

wisdom of an incoherent mind, his court for loneliness or the society of the beggars 

and the blind. What inversions of everything’. Goddard (ibid) – His answer to the 

query of Gloucester 

Gloucester: Isn’t not the King? 

Lear: Ay, every inch a King! 

Is an enlightening of the King’s mind and moves towards the self-conquest? ‘He is 

every inch a king may be an embedding of his past which is now in a process of being 

purged when he says 

When I do stare, see how the subject quakes but when he says 

I pardon that man’s life, what was the cause?  

The flaring old King is extinguished by the new King.  

Goddard does not agree with those who interpret the line as if there were two persons 

in Lear’s imagination, the one whom he pardons and the other whom he asks what 

crime he has committed. But surely one culprit is involved. The whole point is the 

fact that Lear offers pardon first and only afterward asks what the offense is that he 

has pardoned Goddard. Lear is possessed by the universal spirit of forgiveness it is 

mercy not justice which is executed.  

What a meeting! The blind man and the mad man. How insignificant the physical 

affliction in the presence of darkness. The lightning flashes through the blackness of 

that head now crowned with flowers more vividly than did that other lightening 

through the might on the heath (Goddard 152)  

7.2.2 Religious Theme of King Lear  
Besides its biological, psychological and political themes, its religious theme is no 

less important. The religious theme has been highlighted by the images of eyes and 

eyesight. The imagery needs to be analyzed in its metaphorical sense to explain the 

physical blindness of Gloucester and the spiritual and mental darkness of Lear 

through which the process of his self-discovery is consummated. If we consider the 

play as a whole, we will find practically everything turns on the subject of seeing, 

darkness and light, blindness and vision – visions and blindness indeed of every kind. 

Goddard believes that it is the warp and woof of drama. The play is centered around 

a single image dominated by a single metaphor. In the first scene of the play Kent’s 

plea to the king to revoke his doom is rejected with a warning  
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Lear: Peace Kent!  

 Come not between the dragon and his wrath  

(I: i: L iii) 

Pride and wrath which are complements to each other do not let Lear to compare 

himself to any other image but dragon. Kent’s polite admonitions fail to soften the 

pride and authority of the king. Lear is not moved by the loyal and faithful allegiance 

to the King rather command. 

Lear: Out of my sight! 

Kent: See better Lear: and let me still remain the true blank of thine eye  

(I: i: L 143-146) 

The dauntless loyalty and ferocious pride and recklessness are now face to face with 

each other. Lear’s command ‘Out of my sight’ is physical in nature but Kent’s ‘See 

better Lear’ is referring to Lear’s distorted and darkened vision implying diagnosis 

of a diseased mind. The truth of this admonition is seen when King Lear admits 

himself ‘fallible’ and ‘not ague proof in the later part of the play. The play is now 

from the moment presents the story of Lear as the story of gradual acquirement of a 

better vision. In the last scene of the play when Kent throws off his disguise and 

stands before the dying King. “Who are you?” the King murmurs    

Lear: Mine eyes are not o’ the best. I ‘ll tell you straight … this is a dull sight. 

Are you not Kent? 

Kent: Your servant Kent, where is your servant Caius?  

Lear: He’s a good fellow, I can tell you that.   

(V: iii: L. 281-284) 

King has redeemed his follies. He can now see better. “To enumerate the allusions to 

eyes and vision between these two scenes at the beginning and at the end would be 

to review a large part of the play” (Goddard144). 

We hear the ‘heavenly ‘eyes of Cordelia of the ‘fierce’ eyes of Goneril of the 

‘deceitful; eyes of Regan. When the king receives his first rebuff from Goneril he 

exclaims  

This is not Lear  

………………where are his eyes?  

(I: iv: L 211-212) 
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According to Goddard, one could go on collecting references to eyes and eyesight. It 

is not their number that is important. Their significance is brought out in the relation 

between the main and the sub plot. The parallelism between the faithful and unfaithful 

daughters of Lear and the faithful and unfaithful sons of Gloucester is so striking that 

it has caused diverse criticism. For some it is artificial and obvious which Goddard 

believes to be a superficial view. The relationship is important because it turns on the 

question of vision.  

Gloucester’s eyes have been plucked out because of his kind attitude towards the 

King. It is immediately after he utters in despair.  

As flies to wanton boys, are we to the gods,  

They kill us for their sport.  

These lines are an example of a distorted vision of the ways of god to man. This is a 

vision which is clouded by despair and wakes the sufferer to lose faith in religious 

optimism and predestinating forces which shape the future of mankind. King Lear 

also suffers at the hands of filial ingratitude of his daughters. Lear’s patience and 

fortitude to suffer in the storm hold him higher than Gloucester. He prays to the 

hostile forces of nature to vent their fury to  

Crack nature’s moulds, all germens spill at once,  

That make ingrateful man! 

(III: ii: L 8-9) 

He wants to save all mankind from the injuries caused by the ungrateful children 

based on his own experience. We can see and feel the difference of tone in the above 

quoted speech of Gloucester and that of Lear. He justifies the forces of nature to be 

merciless because they are not his daughters. They owe nothing to him  

…………… then let fall 

Your horrible pleasure: here I stand, your slave, 

A poor, infirm, weak, and despised old man: 

But yet I call you servile ministers, 

That have with two pernicious daughters join'd 

Your high engender'd battles 'gainst a head 

So old and white as this. 

(III: ii: L 18-24) 
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Gloucester’s complaint displays his limited wisdom and a vision commonly rather 

universally shared by mankind in this situation. In Lear’s speech, there is blend of 

dignity and supplication. Shakespeare and no other dramatist could have shown the 

difference of speech representing the difference of character. Lear’s speech shows 

the inner conflict of the new King with the old King, his wrath and pride. ‘No, I will 

be the pattern of all patience. I will say nothing. This reminds us of Cordelia’s 

‘nothing’ the King warns his daughter, but we see there is a triumph of humbleness 

in process that comes of nothing. Lear’s speech in lines 43-56 of act III scene ii is 

sanity in insanity. He resigns himself to the will of the great gods and hopes the 

vicious, the wicked, the sinners shall be made to reveal their ‘pent up guilts; and so 

are meted out justice at the bonds of divine justices. He utters a truth which he has 

now discovered in his speech “I am a man, more sinned against than sinning”. L-56. 

He has discovered that he is a man and a sinner but thinks that his punishment is 

perhaps unproportionate. He feels the filial ingratitude he suffers at the hands of his 

children he does not deserve. Underserving punishment meted out to the tragic hero 

on analysis may appear one of the core points to justify the tragic end of a hero. 

Shakespeare shows Lear as a man and execution of justice, through not poetic justice, 

to mankind is what universalizes the tragic hero and the end he meets. Lear, has, 

however learnt to see better.  

The images of eyes and eyesight do acquire deep and metaphorical meaning in sub-

plot. He is blinded by Cornwall on the orders of Regan.  Gloucester cries 

All dark and comfortless. Where’s my son Edmund? 

Edmund, enkindle all the sparks of nature 

To quit this horrid act. 

Regan shocks Gloucester when she says  

It was he 

That made the overture of thy treasons to us, 

Who is too good to pity thee. 

Gloucester: O my follies! Then Edgar was abused. 

Kind gods, forgive me that, and prosper him!   

                                                       (III: vii: L 83-91) 

The revelation of truth is brought by common place means. He comes to know who 

is loyal and who is traitor in truth when Regan seems to correct Gloucester on the 

basis of false reports and allegations furnished by Edmund.  
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Not only does Gloucester realize his follies bout is also enlightened in his mind when 

he says in answer to old man’s  

Old man:  Alas, sir, you cannot see your way. 

Gloucester: I have no way, and therefore want no eyes. 

         I stumbled when I saw: 

                    (IV: I: L 18-20) 

Shakespeare’s use of the images of eyes and eyesight have a metaphorical 

significance. As Lear’s vision is enlightened and in insanity talks of wisdom and truth 

so Gloucester can distinguish a faithful son from a traitor through an inward light 

even, he has lost his eyesight. The physical handicap is recompensed by a spiritual 

insight. He can find his way without stumbling, but he is not Lear to become the 

pattern of all patience. He wants to end this journey of life by suicide. Edgar who 

meets his father on the heath, disguised as a mad man leads him to the cliff at Dover 

from where he would leap and so escape the misery of life. Edgar makes the father 

to hallucinate and saves him from ignoble and undignified death. The second 

symptom of the birth of insight in Gloucester is when he sends the old man to bring 

a covering for Edgar forgetting his own suffering and the third symptom is when he 

gives his purse to Poor Tom (Edgard in disguise) and cries to the powers above: 

Heavens, deal so still. 

Let the superfluous and lust-dieted man, 

That slaves your ordinance, that will not see 

Because he doth not feel, feel your power quickly. 

So distribution should undo excess, 

And each man have enough. 

                                                                   (IV: i: L 66-70) 

Gloucester’s conversion from his despaired vision of the ways of the divine ‘As flies 

to the wanton boys …..’ can be seen when he seems to have redeemed himself 

You ever gentle gods, take my breath from me. 

Let not my worser spirit tempt me again 

To die before you please. 

             (IV: vi : L 191-193) 
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“The parallelism between the faithful and unfaithful daughters of Lear and the faithful 

and unfaithful sons of Gloucester is so striking that it has been criticized as artificial 

and too obvious. It overloads the play with matter we are told. This is a superficial 

view. There is a far more intimate tie between the two stories than this and it turns 

again on the question of vision” ( Goddard 145) 

The death of Cordelia was distasteful to the 18th century critics and audience and 

Tate’s version of King Lear come out with a happy ending. This issue will be 

discussed in the later part of the unit. “The question now most frequently debated is 

whether the play is Christian and affirmative in spirit, or pagan and pessimistic. No 

work of art could endure the tugs of such a debate without being somewhat torn. 

“Pessimistic” like “optimistic” is a small word for a small thing and King Lear is not 

small. It is sad as all tragedies are sad. It is religious as all tragedies are religious” ( 

Herbage 115) 

It is irrelevant to label a work of art as optimistic or pessimistic. It is the effect the 

play produces on the readers or the audience which is important or relevant. If the 

audience or readers leave the theatre or the book with a despaired and hateful impact 

on the minds and hearts for life and the world, the play is pessimistic in its effect but 

when Cordelia says:  

We are not the first  

Who with best meaning have incurr’d the worst, 

      (V: iii: L 4-5) 

And when Lear consoles Cordelia 

Upon such sacrifices, my Cordelia,  

The gods themselves throw incense  

       (V: iii: L 21-22) 

The tragedy ends in a tone and effect of sublimating death which purges our hearts 

and spirits.  

7.3 Double Plots in King Lear 

In King Lear there is a parallel Gloucester-Edmund Edgar Subplot along with the 

main plot of Lear and his daughters. There are diverse opinions regarding this issue. 

Some critics perceive it Shakespeare’s dramatic skill to induct the subplot to make 

the story of Lear and his daughters probable where the daughters overwhelmed by 

their desires commit the sin of filial ingratitude causing the catastrophe of Lear and 

Cordelia. The subplot presents the ungrateful Edmund, the son to make his father 

Gloucester blinded by the ungrateful daughters on the false charges of treason by 
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Edmund. According to Moulton, Shakespeare interweaves the two stories taken from 

two distinct sources into a common design and holds it Shakespeare’s greatest 

triumph of constructive skill. Bradley views that the secondary plot provides a most 

effective contrast between its characters and the characters of the main plot. The 

strength and stature of the main plot is heightened by the slighter build of the sub-

plot. The sub-plot is a repetition of the theme of the main plot. The general action of 

the play has two movements which are made to pass into each other by the dramatic 

skill. They portray double guilt and double retribution. The father in the main plot in 

his sense of pride and ego punishes Cordelia for truth thinking that he has executed 

justice on a daughter because she cannot please the King by hypocrisy and flattery 

like her sisters. Lear banishes Cordelia and Goneril and Regan drive the father out of 

the palace. In the second movement the loyal and legitimate son Edger is expelled 

from home by Gloucester, the father. Edmund wins the father’s confidence and 

receives favors from the father despite being illegitimate. Both the movements in the 

play leave the fathers being victims of filial ingratitude and the faithless and 

ungrateful apparently triumphant children. The faithful of the two movements come 

together. The daughters of Lear conspire against each other to win Edmund and get 

nothing but destruction. Edmund is killed by Edgar, whom he has wronged.  

According to Moulton, the interweaving of the two plots is so obvious when Edgar 

says ‘He childed as I fathere’d’ when he meets with Lear. The tragedy of Gloucester’s 

family from the point of view of the father corresponds in parts with the tragedy of 

Lear. However, this parallelism between the two plots is censured by some critics 

because they believe that it destroys the unity of action in the play. The sub-plot 

diverts the attention of the audience inspiring the desired tragic effect of a great 

tragedy.  

Schlegel defends the incorporation of the two plots. He is of the view that whatever 

that contributes to the intrigue or the denouement must always possess unity and 

Shakespeare has exhibited his dramatic skills in the construction of the whole 

composition by joining the two plots. Edmund who declares: 

Thou, nature are my goddess; to thy law 

My services are bound            

      (I: ii: L 1-2) 

He shows his allegiance to nature by intrigues and emerges triumphant when Goneril 

and Regan conspire with each other to win him. He also succeeds in turning Edgar 

an outcast and his father to lose his eyes as the punishment of a traitor. He wins over 

France when Cordelia assails her motherland to restore the Kingship to her father. 

Lear and Cordelia are imprisoned by Edmund’s command and later Cordelia is 

hanged. The meeting between Lear and Gloucester in the hovel – a mad man and a 
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blind man – both the victims of the callous and ungrateful children show self-

revelation and self-discovery. Both the old fathers have developed a vision that makes 

the king to know that he is not ‘ague-proof’ and his speech ‘Let me wipe it first it 

smells of mortality’ when Gloucester requests the King to kiss his hand, clearly shows 

that he is now a King of his own-self and is spiritually enlightened. He is wise though 

he is mad, Gloucester’s speech ‘I stumbled when I saw’ is the knowledge and a vision 

which is far above the worldly eyesight. Schlegel establishes that had Lear been 

portrayed to suffer at the hands of ungrateful daughters alone without the sub-plot 

would have not incited the audience to strongly respond to the catastrophe because it 

would appear a private suffering of a father. It is the sub-plot that consummates the 

tragedy of Lear.  

Nicoll brings out the importance of the parallelism of the two plots on two points; 

firstly that the sub-plots of Othello, Hamlet and Macbeth have no subsidiary action 

and the incidents are not directly connected with the hero. Secondly, the themes of 

these tragedies are in one or the other way are normal and do not appear to be unusual. 

In Othello, the tragic hero is intrigued with suspicion about his wife’s infidelity; 

Hamlet faced with the murder of his father and the ‘frailty’ of his mother. Macbeth 

is an ambitious general who murders his benefactor to become the king himself. The 

main plot of Lear shows a proud, wrathful, and egoistic ruler who rules over England 

without being challenged. He divests himself of responsibilities but not the crown. 

He decides to divide the kingdom among his three daughters based on a verbal 

evidence of their love for the father. He is flattered by the elder daughters, but the 

youngest Cordelia disappoints the father by her answer and is banished by the king 

dowriless married with the king of France. She rescues the father when he is driven 

out of the palace by the other two daughters. Gloucester, in the sub-plot meets with 

the like suffering when blinded by the king’s daughter on the false charge of treason 

by his own son. The impression of improbability of such a treatment meted out to the 

father by the children looks probable when the audience see the two plots are so 

joined and paralleled by Shakespeare demonstrating his dramatic genius.  

Activity 

You are required to prepare assignment on ‘Inevitability of Tragedy in King Lear’. 

The following points may help them to complete this activity.  

i. The end of the play King Lear has raised a great controversy among the critics and 

interpreters of the play.  

ii. Dr Jhonson is the most prominent critic who believes that Shakespeare by 

presenting Cordelia hanged and Lear collapsing on the death of his redeemer fails 

to observe poetic justice in his play. He sacrifices virtue to convenience and is so 

much more careful to please than to instruct that he seems to write without any 

moral purpose (Raleigh 22-23). 
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iii. A play in which wicked prosper, and the virtuous miscarry, may doubtless be good, 

because it is just representation of the common events of human life: but since all 

reasonable beings naturally love justice, I cannot easily be persuaded that the 

observation of poetic justice makes a play worse; […] I might relate that I many 

years ago shocked by Cardelia’s death, that I know not whether I ever endured to 

read again the last scene of the play, till I undertook to revise them as editor 

(Jhonson161-162) 

iv. In the 18th century, Tate altered the end of Lear with a happy ending according to 

which Cordelia was married to Edgar. A dispassionate critic likes Dr. Jhonson 

approved this happy ending.  

v. Dr. Johnson’s objection that Shakespeare does not observe poetic justice in King 

Lear may be refuted on the ground that poetic justice if observed would make his 

play unrealistic because the execution of poetic justice is to award reward or 

punishment in proportion to the amount of virtue and wickedness. The real life for 

centuries has seen nonobservance of such an ideal justice in human conditions.  

vi. Cordelia’s speech ‘we are not the first/who, with best meaning, have incurr’d the 

worst’ v: iii Line 4,5 

And Lear’s consoling Cordelia  

Upon such sacrifices, my Cordelia 

The gods themselves throw incense  v: iii Line 20, 21 

Show a submission to the will of divine justices who award virtue sometimes not in 

the worldly sense but in the spiritual sense.  

vii. Tate’s ending the play with a soothing relief to the audience against the violence 

and unjust ending with the death of Cordelia may not be meant, according to 

Charlton to provide comfort to Lear but a device to save Cordelia.  

viii. Charlton is right when he says that the play King Lear is the tragedy of Lear and 

not of Cordelia. The hanging of Cordelia is meant to make the King’s catastrophe 

more powerful and the play as a consummate tragedy.  

ix. According to Charlton nothing less than Cordelia’s sacrifice would establish the 

price of goodness man sometimes has to pay.  

x. Stopford Brooke does not agree with those who think that the virtue is miscarried 

and wicked prosper in this play. It is true that Edmund, Goneril, Cornwall are 

triumphant, but that victory of evil over the virtue is worldly which Shakespeare 

establishes meaningless when the guilt is shown self-destructive.  

xi. Lear’s innocent and child-like feelings Shakespeare attributes to set aside the pride, 

luxury, self-love and vindictiveness of the old King. He now dreams to love and 

live humbly: 

Come, let's away to prison: 

We two alone will sing like birds i' the cage: 

When thou dost ask me blessing, I'll kneel down, 
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And ask of thee forgiveness: so we'll live, 

And pray, and sing, ……….. 

     V: iii Lines 8-12 

xii. King’s self-assurance that  

‘No I will be the pattern of all patience I will say nothing’  

                                                          II: ii Line 33 

           shows that transformation of Lear’s wrath is being softened and his pride 

humbled. 

xiii. The label that King Lear is a pessimistic play is in no way justified when the play 

goers leave the theatre seeing the spiritual transformation of the proud and wrathful 

King and Gloucester being blessed with an insight which compensates the loss of 

his eyes. His submission to the will of divine justice after his foiled attempt to suicide 

does not leave the message that this world is not worth living. Sufferings open a 

gateway to eternal abode where the ruling principles are love and humbleness. The 

wicked and evil no doubt triumphs over good but only in appearance. The inner 

sanctuary remains invincible. Gloucester’s grumble against the divine.  

As flies to wanton boys are we to the gods; 

They kill us for their sport. 

is not the final message, though it represents the human predicament.  

SUMMARY POINTS 

i. King Lear is one of the four greatest tragedies of Shakespeare. The other three are 

Hamlet, Othello and Macbeth.  

ii. The readers of Shakespearean works read it with a certain distaste and on the stage 

it has not been so often presented perhaps because of its ending.  

iii. Nahum Tate altered Lear for the stage. He gave it a happy ending in which Cordelia 

is married to Edgar.  

iv. King Lear decides to divide the Kingdom among his three daughters.  

v. The King pretends to divide the kingdom on the basis of the answers of the question 

‘which of you shall we say dost love us most’? 

vi. The king is flattered by the elder two daughters. Goneril and Regan gratify the king 

with their answers. 

vii. The youngest and the dearest of the three answers with a truthfulness that she loves 

the father according to the bond of nature.  

viii. Lear’s pride is injured and his wrath deprives Cordelia of her lawful share.  

ix. The King is rescued by the youngest daughter in the course of events.  

x. Cordelia attacks England with the forces of France.  
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xi. Cordelia and Lear are taken prisoners to Edmund, the English commander as 

England defeats France.  

xii. Cordelia is hanged in the prison and Lear dies of grief.  

xiii. The play has the biological theme of the universal conflict between the past and 

present. Past represented by the authority of the king and present by the children. 

xiv. In King Lear the rebellious attitude is presented through Goneril and Regan. 

Cordelia represents the submissive but truthful attitude in her answer to the father’s 

question.  

xv. Her truthfulness, sense of duty and her spiritualizing love in her soliloquy ‘Love 

and be silent’ sublimates her love.  

xvi. Those who label the play as pessimistic oversight Shakespeare’s vision of 

universally acknowledged human predicament in the scheme of the universe.  

xvii. Rebellion of present against the past is a virtue sublime when balanced by Cordelia. 

We must repudiate the past because it has sinned against us we must forgive it and 

love it, for it has given us life.  

xviii. Shakespeare has shown keener interest in the comparison of the kingdom without 

and the kingdom within which he expresses in his plays and the 66th sonnet.  

xix. King Lear is the story of how a bad king becomes a good man.  

xx. Besides its biological, psychological and political themes, its religious theme is no 

less important. The religious theme has been highlighted by the image of eye and 

eyesight.  

xxi. The analysis of this imagery explains the physical blindness of Gloucester and the 

spiritual and mental darkness of Lear.  

xxii. The lines spoken by Lear in Act V, scene ii, lines 281-284, King has redeemed his 

follies. He can now ‘see better’.  

xxiii. These images are significant in bringing out the relation between the main and sub-

plot.  

Self-Assessment Questions 
i. Trace the process of Lear’s self-discovery.  

ii. Comment on the statement “King Lear is a play in which the wicked prosper and 

the virtuous are miscarried.” 

iii. Bring out the justification of the inevitability of tragedy in Lear.  

iv. Does your reading of King Lear make you ask ‘Is Cordelia a good daughter’? 

v. Critically explain the following speeches  

I have no way, and therefore want no eyes; 

I stumbled when I saw 

I am a man more sinned against than sinning.  
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OVERVIEW 
 

This unit deals with comedy, a popular genre of drama in general in its earlier part 

and followed by Elizabethan comedy with special reference to Shakespearean 

comedy. Beginning with the definitions of comedy, the argument is developed with 

discussion on comedy in the ancient Greek times followed by comedy in the medieval 

and the Renaissance periods. The focus has been on the Elizabethan period and the 

development of comedy, especially examining Shakespeare's practice as a writer of 

comedies. The critical analysis by Shakespearean scholars have been included to 

enlighten the students of the growth and evolution of this genre, so that they may be 

able to appreciate Shakespeare's virtues and faults if any. Self-assessment questions 

at the end of the unit are hoped to develop the critical thinking encouraging the 

students to form independent opinions. Summary points are given to facilitate the 

learners to recapitulate what they have read in the previous sections. Section on 

classification of comedies has been included though largely to help them place 

comedies or comic literature under same class.  

 

OBJECTIVES 
 

After reading this unit, you will be able to: 

 define comedy as a genre of drama 

 determine how tragedy and comedy are opposite to each other  

 justify the statement that Shakespeare's tragedy seems to be skill, his comedy 

to be instinct 

 classify comedy in various kinds and place the comic literature or comedies 

under same appropriate class 

 identify the commonly shared features in Shakespeare's comedies 

 interpret Dr. Johnson's remark that Shakespeare's characters whether in 

tragedies or comedies represent the general nature 

 write a critique on the core text- Twelfth Night  
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8.1 What is Comedy? 
The Penguin Dictionary of Literary Terms and Literary Theory defines comedy 

following the Greek word Komos which means revel, merry making. In Poetics, 

Aristotle distinguishes it from tragedy in the sense that it deals in an amusing way 

with ordinary characters in rather everyday situations. Broadly defined any amusing 

and entertaining work, more narrowly defined an amusing and entertaining drama. 

Comedy is often contrasted with tragedy not only because it ends happily and present 

the 'lighter side' of life but also because it generally represents the experiences of 

ordinary people in common or vernacular language whereas tragedy has traditionally 

depicted noble characters in a loftier literary style (The Bedford Glossary of Critical 

and Literary terms 53). 

 

Comedy includes comedy of humors; Comedy of ideas; Comedy of manners; 

Comedy of intrigue; Comedy of morals; Burlesque; Black comedy; Drawing room 

comedy; Domestic comedy; Farce; High comedy; Musical comedy; Romantic 

comedy; Satirical comedy; Sentimental comedy; Tragi comedy and all plays which 

may be classified under the heading of Theatre of the Absurd. This classification of 

comedy into various genres in based on the function of comedy within drama or 

novel. According to the Bedford Glossary of Critical and Literary terms humour (or 

wit) is the essential element of any comedy. 

 

 “Greek Comedy [……] was from the beginning associated with fertility rites and the 

worship of Dionysus; thus with ‘Komos’ From Aristophanes --- wrote a variety of 

comedies which combine fine lyric verse, dance, satire, buffoonery, social comment, 

fantastic plots and remarkable character, [….]  Aristophane belongs to what is known 

as the School of old comedy and Menander to New comedy” (Penguin Dictionary of 

Literary Terms and Literary Theory). According to J. A. Cuddon (ibd) there is no 

record of the theory of comedy. After Aristotle, the grammarians Evanthius, 

Diomedes and Donatus gave some generalizations.  Evanthius is of the view that in 

comedy the men are of middle fortune. The dangers they run into are neither serious 

nor pressing and their actions conclude happily. In tragedy life is to be fled from, in 

comedy it is to be grasped. Diomedes observes that the characters in comedy are 

humbled and private people. They are not the generals, heroes and kings. The themes 

of comedy according to him are love affairs and abduction of women. According to 

Donatus, comedy presents the disposition of the town people whose life is centered 

on material and business-like gains and losses. Mufin (1998) says that "Ancient 

Greek comedy" is typically sub-divided into three categories. 'Old comedy' 

represented by the word of Aristophanes is characterized by a combination of 
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political satire and fantasy. ‘Middle comedy’ apparently served as a bridge between 

old and new comedy. ‘New comedy’ epitomized by the works of Menander, typically 

depicts two lovers who must overcome obstacles to live happily ever after. In 1286, 

in Catholicon, Johannes Januensis makes a distinction similar to that of Evanthius 

and Diomedes. Tragedy and comedy differ, he says, because comedy is concerned 

with the acts of private to ordinary men and tragedy has to do with kings and people 

of importance. Comedy uses a humble style, tragedy a lofty style. Comedy begins 

with misfortune and ends with joy. Tragedy is the opposite." (Cuddon (ibid) 

 

"Dante in his Epistle to Can Grande in which he explains what he is setting out to 

achieve in the Divinia Comedia (which he began C 1310). He derives the word 

comedy from Comos, 'a village’, and Oda 'a song'; thus comedy is a sort of rustic 

song. He goes on to say that comedy is a form of practical narrative which is different 

from any other kind. He states that comedy begins with harshness and ends happily. 

The style is negligent and humble. Thus, the Divinia Comedia begins with misfortune 

in the inferno and concludes with pleasure and happiness in the Paradise” ( Cuddon 

151). During the middle ages the term comedy was applied to any literary work that 

has a happy ending, and a style less exalted than that ascribed to tragedy. Hence Dante 

Alighieri’s great work was named Divinia Comedia  even though it does not make 

particular use of humor.  

 

In England it was in Chaucer's knight in the Canterbury Tales we find the mediaeval 

conception of comedy, when he describes a person climbing out of misfortune to 

prosperity to the 'gladsom'. This conception was endorsed by Lydgate in his 

Chronicle of Troy (1430).  

 

 

"A comedy hath in his gynnynge,  

A pryme face a maner complaynynge  

And afterwards endeth in gladnesse"  

 

However, comedy in the middle ages was a poem which had a sad beginning and a 

happy ending.  

During the Renaissance, the concept of comedy as a change from sadness to gladness 

became corrective if not punitive as the purpose of comedy, was believed to be 

reformative not merely a description. The Renaissance concept is found in Philip 

Sidney's Apologie of Poetrie (1595) and George Puttenham's The Arte of English 

Poesie (1589). Sidney says that, “comedy is an imitation of the common errors of life 

which he represented in the most ridiculous and scornful sort that may be. So that it 

is possible that any beholder can be content to be such a one [.......] so in the actions 

of our life, who seeth not the filthiness of evil wanteth a great foile to perceive the 
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beauty of virtue. This doth the comedy handle so in our private and domestical 

matters so with hearing it we get as it were an experience what is to be looked for …. 

” (Cuddon 150-151. On the other hand, Puttenham wrote “… but commonly of 

merchants, soldiers, artificers, good honest householders and also of unthrifty youths, 

young damsels, old nurses, bawds, brokers, ruffians and parasites and such like in 

whose behaviors lyeth in effect the whole course and trade of man’s life, and therefore 

tended altogether to the good amendment of man by discipline and example. It was 

also much for the solace and recreation of the common people by reason of the 

Pageants and shewes. And this kind of poem was called comedy” (Cudden 151). The 

comedies of the Tuder and Jacobean periods were corrective and moral.  

 

The first English dramatic comedy according to Cudden, is Ralph Roister Doister 

(1553) by Nicholas Udalt. It was premature and it took forty years. That comedy 

became the attention of the play wrights and developed into a popular form of drama. 

However, comedy at this time consisted of interludes which were a popular form of 

entertainment. The two major dramatists who wrote comedy during the period 1590-

1630 were Shakespeare (1554-1616) and Ben Jonson (1573-1637). “Shakespeare 

wrote almost every kind of comedy except the satirical comedy. Jonson hardly wrote 

any that was not satirical ”  (Cuddon 151). 

 

Shakespeare’s early experiments were ‘The Comedy of Errors’ (C.1590) ‘The 

Taming of the shrew’ (C 1594) a farcical comedy (much of which is in prose) and 

‘The Two Gentlemen of Verona’ (C 1594-95) and ‘Loves Labours Lost’ (C-1595) 

both of which could be described (with reservations) as romantic comedies. These be 

followed with a ‘A Midsummer Night’s Dream’ (C 1595-96) which is certainly a 

romantic comedy and ‘The Merchant of Venice’ (C 1596) a play which revealed 

darker and somber elements while yet possessing a strong romantic theme. 

Shakespeare’s next comedy was ‘Much ado about Nothing’ (C 1598-1599) which 

might well be classified as comedy of manners […..]. ‘As You Like It’ followed 

‘Much Ado’ and this was another romantic comedy influenced by pastoral drama. 

‘The Merry Wives of Windsor’ (C 1600-1601) is in many ways a lighthearted 

comedy while ‘Twelfth Night’ (1600-1601) and ‘The Tempest’ (C 1611) are perhaps 

Shakespeare’s finest examples of romantic comedy though they possess elements of 

sadness and even bitterness. Shakespeare’s other plays which have been classified 

comedies all contain darken qualities and sometimes a measure of acerbity which 

make them difficult to categorize. They might be described as black comedy or tragic 

comedy.  

Renaissance theory about the nature and the functions of comedy are exemplified in 

Ben Jonson’s practice of comedy who according to Cuddon drew upon the mediaeval 

teaching of humors in his early comedy of humors. He was interested in exposing the 

vices and foibles of the contemporary society. Sidney’s theory of comedy which is 
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based on his discussion on delight and laughter in his ‘Apologie of Poetrie’ may also 

be included in renaissance theory“…… The comedians think there is no delight 

without laughter, which is very wrong for though laughter may come with delight yet 

cometh it not with delight as though delight should be the cause of laughter, but well 

may one thing breed both together. May, rather in themselves they have as it were a 

kind of contrariety; for delight we scarcely do but in things that have a conveniency 

to ourselves or to the general nature, laughter almost ever cometh of things most 

disproportional to ourselves and nature. Delight hath a joy in it either permanent or 

present. Laughter hath only a scornful tickling for example, we are ravished with 

delight to see a fair woman and yet are far from being moved to laughter. We laugh 

at deformed creatures wherein certainly we cannot delight. […..]. Yet deny I not but 

that they may go well together…… but I speak to this purpose that all the end of the 

comical part be not upon such scornful matters as stirreth laughter” (Collins 54-55). 

According to Sidney, proper aim of comedy is to afford delightful teaching, not 

coarse and amusement. 

 Ben Jonson says of comedy “….” “Nor is the moving of laughter always the end of 

comedy that is rather a fowling for the peoples delight or their fooling for as Aristotle 

said rightly, the moving of laughter is a fault in comedie, a kind of turpitude that 

depraves some part of a man’s nature without a disease. As a way face without pain 

moves laughter or a deformed wizard or a rude clowne drest in a ladies habit and 

using her actions we dislike and scorne such representations, which made the ancient 

philosophers ever think laughter unfitting in a wise man, ……. As also, it is divinely 

said of Aristotle that to seem ridiculous is a part of dishonesty and foolish.  

So that what either in the words or sense of an author or in the language, or action of 

man is depraved doth strangely stirre mean affections and provoke for the most to 

laughter. And therefore, it was clear that all insolent and obscene speeches; Jest[s] 

upon the best man; injuries to particular persons; perverse and sinister sayings (and 

the rather unexpected) in the old comedy and move laughter; especially where it did 

imitate any dishonesty; and scurrility came forth in the place of wit; which who 

understands the nature and genius of laughter cannot but perfectly know”. 

(Reproduced from extract from Timber: or Discoveries; made upon Men and Matter 

(published posthumously (1640) in Jonson’s works ed. C.H. Herford and P. and E. 

Simpson (Oxford 1925-1952): VIII (1947) PP.643-44 in Comedy: Development in 

Criticism - A Selection of Essays Ed. D.J Palmer 1984).  

With the coming of the civil war, the closing of the theatres and the puritan or 

commonwealth period, comedy like other forms of drama was not produced in 

England…… in the last thirty years of the 17th C. What is now known as Restoration 

comedy, according to Cuddon the kind of drama which prevailed between the 

restoration of the English monarchy in 1660 and the advent of the sentimental 

comedy, early in the 16th C is also referred to as artificial comedy or comedy of 
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manners and was chiefly concerned with presenting a society of elegance and 

stylishness. It dealt with the problems of sexual and marital intrigues. The characters 

usually belonged to the fashionable society of that time. Though there was no new 

comic form emerged until the Theatre of the Absurd, many dramatists continued 

writing following the conventions already established. In the early 18th C burlesque 

was the popular form of comedy. However, in the second half of the 18th C Goldsmith 

and Sheridan were the two Irish dramatists who wrote comedies which combined the 

elements of comedy of manners, satirical comedy and sentimental comedy. 

Goldsmith’s “The Good-natured man” (1768) and “She stoops to Conquer” (1770) 

and Sheridan’s “The Rivals” (1775) and “The school for Scandals (1777) were 

outstanding comedies. According to Oliver Goldsmith, the theatre like all other 

amusements has its fashions and it prejudices; and when the people feel that they 

have had enough of it they begin to mistake change for improvement. To illustrate 

his point, he refers to replacement of tragedy with comedy in contemporary theater 

and it is now debated whether the exhibition of human distress is likely to afford the 

mind more entertainment than that of human absurdity”?  

 

The lines of argument followed by Goldsmith to answer the question mentioned 

above is based on Aristotle’s definition of comedy that it is the picture of frailties of 

the lower stratum of society whereas tragedy is the representation of the misery and 

misfortunes of the higher class of society specially the kings, queens, princes and 

generals. He does not recommend the portrayal of the characters of the kings etc. as 

the subject of comedy. It is, therefore, preferable to write ‘laughing and low comedy’ 

rather than the ‘weeping sentimental comedy’ which has won the contemporary 

popularity on the state. “Sentimental comedy arose because a rising middle class 

enjoyed this kind of drama in which as Goldsmith put it, ‘the virtues of private life 

are exhibited rather than the vices exposed and the distresses rather than the frailty of 

mankind …” (Cuddon 808). Distress, according to Goldsmith is the proper object of 

tragedy. Since great excite our pity by their fall, but not equally so of comedy. Since 

the first origin of stage, tragedy and comedy have run in different channels, and never 

encroached upon the provinces of each other until the rise of sentimental comedy. He 

agrees with the advocates of sentimental comedy that may give us amusement but the 

question he says, is whether a true comedy would not amuse us more than this 

adulterated tragedy. In Goldsmith’s words “Humour at present seems to be departing 

from the stage, and it will soon happen that our comic players will have nothing left 

for it but a fine coat ad a song … when, by our being too fastidious, we have banished 

humour from the stage we should ourselves be deprived of the art of laughing” 

(Palmer 1984). 
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8.2 Classification of Comedy  

i. Comedy of Humors  
      A form of drama which became fashionable at the very end of the 16th C and early 

in the 17th C, so called because it presented ‘humorous’ characters whose actions 

(in terms of the mediaeval and Renaissance theory of humors) were ruled by a 

particular passion, trait, disposition or humour. Basically, this was a physiological 

interpretation of character and personality. Though there were ample precedents 

for this in allegory, Tudor morality plays and interludes, Ben Jonson appears to 

have been the first person to have elaborated the idea on any scale. His two 

outstanding works in this kind of comedy are ‘Every Man in His Humour’ (1598) 

and ‘Every Man out of His Humour’ (1599).  

ii. Comedy of Ideas  
 A term loosely applied to plays which tend to debate in a witty and humorous 

fashion, ideas and theories. Shaw is an outstanding exponent in ‘Man and 

Superman’ (1905), ‘The Doctor’s Dilemma’ (1906), etc.  

iii.      Comedy of Intrigue 
 A form of comedy which depends on an intricate plot full of surprises and tends 

to subordinate character to plot. This distinguishes it from comedy of manners 

though the latter may also have complex plots. The form originated in Spain.  It 

has not appealed much to English dramatists.  

iv.       Comedy of Manners  
 This genre has for its main subjects and themes the behavior and deportment of 

men and women living under specific social codes. It tends to be preoccupied 

with the codes of the middle and upper classes and is often marked by elegance, 

wit and sophistication. In England Restoration comedy provides the outstanding 

instances. But Shakespeare’s comedies ‘Love’s Labor’s Lost‘(C. 1595) and 

‘Much Ado About Nothing’ (C. 1598-1599) are also comedies of manners. …. 

Sheridan’s ‘The School for Scandal’ (1777) and ‘Wilde’s Lady Windermere’s 

Fan’ (1892), ‘A woman of no Importance’ (1893), and ‘The Importance of being 

Earnest (1895) are other outstanding examples of the genre. Latterly, some of the 

‘Drawing Room’ comedies of Somerset Maugham might be classified.  

v. Comedy of Menace 
 A term first used by David Campton by way of subtitle to his four short plays 

‘The Lunatic View’ (1957). It denotes a kind of play in which one or more 

characters feel that they are (or actually are) threatened by some obscure and 

frightening force, power, personality, etc. The fear and menace become a source 

of comedy, albeit, Laconic, grim or black. Herold Pinter among others, exploited 

the possibilities of such a situation in such plays as ‘The Birthday Party’ (1958) 

and ‘The Dumb Waiter’ (1960).  
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vi. Black Comedy  
 Black comedy is a form of drama which displays a marked disillusionment and 

cynicism. It shows human beings without convictions and with little hope 

regulated by fate or fortune or incomprehensible powers. In fact, human beings 

in an absurd predicament. At its darkest such comedy is prevailed by a kind of 

sour despair. We can’t do anything, so we may as well laugh. The wit is mordant 

and the humor sardonic (Reproduced from The Penguin Dictionary of Literary 

Terms and Literary theory, Cuddon 157-159). 

8.3   Shakespearean Comedy 
To discuss the salient features of Shakespearean comedy we will refer to the 

Elizabethan comedy because it is in this perspective that we can better 

understand and appreciate Shakespear’s comedy. Earlier Elizabethan theories of 

comedy have been already discussed in the previous sections. Comedy has 

always been defined as the opposite of tragedy since the ancient Greek and 

Mediaeval ages. If tragedy was defined as a fall of great man from prosperity to 

adversity, the comedy was a happy change from misery to happiness. Tragedy 

ends in disaster of the protagonist while comedy ends in reversal of fortune of 

the hero/heroine from initial difficulties and sadness to success and happiness. 

The Mediaeval theorists were interested to evolve a clear and precise anti thesis 

between tragedy and comedy. Tragedy was concerned with characters who 

belonged to the high stratum of society, so it was the presentation of action seen 

from outside while comedy presented the lower or the humbler characters it 

tended more and more to become the fixed types. The basis of action was the 

contrast of such characters with each other leading to comedy of situation or 

manners. The story in tragedy was based on historical events. Its style was lofty 

as it revealed passions. Comedy, on the other hand revealed fixed basis of 

temperament, manner and sentiment in a varied style. In the words of Aristotle 

tragedy deals with ‘pathos’ (feeling appropriate to a given situation) and comedy 

deals with ‘ethos’ (fixed temperament). For the entire 16th century, comedy was 

most readily defined by the learned not in terms of its form and structure but in 

terms of its effect on the audience (Bradbrook 38).  

Stephan Gosson’s treatise ‘The Schoole of Abuse’ appeared in 1579 which was 

dedicated to Philip Sidney in which he called the poets as pipers, players, jesters 

and caterpillars of a common wealth. The Puritans who disapproved of plays on 

ethical grounds could query which way the learning would be taken as did 

Gosson, Stubbs and Northbrook.  ‘If you will learn how to be false and deceive 

your husbands, how to ravish, how to beguile, how to betray, to flatter, lie, swear, 

foreswear, murder, poison, rebel, etc. go to the play. Sidney’s theory of comedy 

proposes that the function of comedy is not more giving amusement and 

producing laughter but to teach with delight. According to Bradbrook the 
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elegance of the youthful Shakespear’s work is that of one who aspired to learning 

and who inclined towards the great for patronage. In Shakespeare’s mature 

comedy, it is worth remembering that in comedy Ben Jonson put him above the 

classics – he presents a harmonious society in which each person’s individuality 

is fully developed and yet is in perfect tune with all the others. He kept himself 

to the old principle that comedy portrays character, but he strengthened and 

deeply portrayed them as a separate character, developing the relations between 

characters until characters became plot. “Briefly, Shakespeare tried and rejected 

the learned formula of farcical Imbroglio3 for a more complex plan based on the 

Mediaeval narrative tradition as modified by his own dramatic sense. Within this 

form, comic characters took on a new power. They were not merely grouped 

together; they interacted and even developed each other. Their relation is 

organic. … for in art characters were fixed, only to be transformed by some 

external violence. In Shakespeare, as in nature, they were permitted to develop” 

(Bradbrook 88). Bradbrook compares Shakespeare’s involvement in character 

drawing to the introduction of perspective in painting. Shakespeare gave the 

illusion of life. She believes that the audiences of Shakespeare’s comedies were 

attracted by his characters: “and character was after all, the acknowledged basis 

of comedy.” 

Dr. Jhonson in his preface to Shakespeare (1959) says. “nothing can please many, 

and please long, but just representations of general nature, particular manners can be 

known to few, and therefore few only can judge how nearly they are copied. [……] 

Shakespeare is above all writers, at least above all modern writers the poet of nature; 

the poet that hold up to his readers a faithful mirror of manners and of life. His 

characters are not modified by the customs of particular places, unpracticed by the 

rest of the world …. They are genuine progeny of common humanity. Such as the 

world will always supply and observation will find. His persons act and speak by the 

influence of those general passions and principles by which all minds are agitated 

and the whole system of life is continued in motion. In the writings of other poets, a 

character is too often an individual; in those of Shakespeare it is commonly a 

species”. Jhonson does not mean by this observation that his characters are type 

characters. He means that his characters are true to human nature. They have 

individual traits. They are species because they have the essentials of human nature 

which are commonly shared universally by mankind irrespective of places and times. 

Shakespeare’s characters are not utopian – ideally good or evil. They are real and 

share with us what they are in truth. It is Shakespeare’s psychological insight and a 

divine gift to look into the depts of the mind and heart of man which shape his 

characters as palpitating humans who do not seem to be alien except in their outward 

appearance. Shakespeare has no heroes; his scenes are occupied only by men, who 

                                                           
3 Complicated situation  
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act and speak as the reader thinks that he should himself have spoken or acted on the 

same occasion. ….. This therefore is the praise of Shakespeare, that his drama is the 

mirror of life (Jonson 14). 

Many critics agree on the point that Shakespeare’s natural disposition led him to 

comedy. Dr. Jhonson believes that Shakespeare wrote tragedies with great toil and 

study but in his comic scenes, he seems to produce without labour. He seems to make 

no struggle for comedy rather reposes in a mode of thinking congenial to his nature. 

His comedy pleases by the thoughts and the language and his tragedy for the greater 

part by incident and actions. His tragedy seems to be skill, his comedy to be instinct 

( Johnson 18-19) 

There is no general formula that we can evolve from Shakespeare’s comedies which 

can be applied to appreciate the comedies. “The differences between any one play 

and another are more significant than the resemblances” (Muir 2). The only 

characteristic that all the comedies have in common is the use of disguise. [….] More 

significantly, disguise enabled Shakespeare to symbolize one of his favorite themes, 

the contrast between appearance and reality. But although disguise and mistaken 

identity are prominent features of Shakespearean comedy, they do not seem to be its 

essence” (2-3). The first four comedies – ‘The Two Gentlemen of Verona’; ‘The 

Comedy of Errors’; ‘The Taming of the Shrew’ and ‘The Love’s Labour’s Lost’ 

exhibit astonishing variety which makes it difficult to evolve and apply any comic 

formula to all the comedies mentioned. The same is true about the mature comedies 

that followed.  

Summary Points 
i. The term ‘Comedy’ is derived from Greek ‘Komos’ which means merry making.  

ii. Aristotle distinguishes it from tragedy in that it deals in an amusing way with 

ordinary characters in real life situations.  

iii. Comedy ends happily and presents the lighter side of life presenting the experiences 

of ordinary people.  

iv. In tragedy life is to be fled from, in comedy it is to be grasped.  

v. Dante derives the word comedy from ‘Comos’ meaning village and ‘Oda’ meaning 

a song. Thus, according to Dante Comedy is a rustic song.  

vi. During the middle ages the term comedy was applied to any literary work that had 

a happy ending, and a style less exalted than that ascribed to tragedy.  

vii. In England it was in Chaucer’s knight in ‘The Canterbury Tales’, we find the 

medieval concept of comedy. It describes a person climbing from misfortune to 

prosperity.  

viii. During the Renaissance a corrective purpose and function of comedy was added to 

the mediaeval concept.  
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ix. Renaissance theory of comedy is exemplified in Ben Jonson’s practice of writing 

comedies. 

x. Sidney’s theory of comedy may also be included in the Renaissance theory.  

xi. In the last thirty years of the 17th century, what is now known as Restoration 

comedy which is also referred as Artificial Comedy or Comedy of Manners was 

concerned with presenting a society of elegance and style.  

xii. In the early 18th C, Burlesque was the popular form of comedy.  

xiii. According to Goldsmith,  it is preferable writing a laughing and low comedy to the 

weeping the sentimental comedy.  

xiv. The comedy may be classified as (i) Comedy of Humors; (ii) Comedy of Ideas; (iii) 

Comedy of Intrigue; (iv) Comedy of Manners; (v) Comedy of Menace; (vi) Black 

Comedy  

xv. Shakespeare’s comedy can be best appreciated in the perspective of Elizabethan 

comedy.  

xvi. Elizabethan comedy reveals fixed basis of temperament, manner and sentiment in 

a varied style.  

xvii. Comedy in the entire 16th C was most readily defined by the learned not in terms 

of its structure and form but in terms of its effect on the audience.  

xviii. According to Sidney, proper aim of comedy is to afford delightful teaching not 

coarse amusement.  

xix. In Shakespeare the characters were permitted to develop as in nature rather than 

they are fixed to develop and transform by some external violence.  

xx. Shakespeare gave the illusion of life and the audience were attracted in his 

comedies by his characters who were the acknowledged basis of comedy.  

xxi. Shakespeare’s characters represent the general nature and can please many and 

please long.  

xxii. He holds up to his readers and audience a faithful mirror of life and manners.  

xxiii. Many critics agree that Shakespeare’s natural disposition led him to comedy.  

xxiv. According to Johnosn, Shakespeare wrote tragedies with great toil and study but in 

his comic scenes he seems to produce without labour.  

xxv. There is no general formula that we can evolve from Shakespeare’s comedies.  

xxvi. The differences between anyone play and another are more significant than the 

resemblances with respect to Shakespearean comedies. 

xxvii. The only characteristic that all the comedies of Shakespeare have in common is the 

use of disguise.  
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Self-Assessment Questions 
i. Define comedy and trace its development as a genre of drama. 

ii. Classify comedy with examples from the prescribed text. 

iii. What do you think literature should aim at – Teaching, Amusement, Teach and 

Delight, Teach with Delight? 

iv. Bring out the difference between tragedy and comedy. Exemplify from your 

reading of the core texts of both tragedy and comedy. 

v. Briefly explain the following statements: 

a.      Comedy has correctness as its basic aim. 

b. Aristotle says, the comic, like the tragic dramatist gives a picture and      

       therefore, necessarily a criticism of human life but the emotion he conveys is      

       not ‘the pity of it!’, but ‘what fools these mortals be!’. 

c. ‘Comedy is an imitation of the common errors of life which he represents in  

        the most ridiculous and scornful sort that may be, so as it is impossible that       

        any beholder can be context to such a one’. 

d. Shakespeare holds up to his readers and audience a faithful mirror of life    

        and manner. 

e.    Shakespeare’s characters are universal. 

vi.     Bring out the salient features of Shakespearean comedy. 
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OVERVIEW 
 

This unit deals with one of the most delightful comedies of Shakespeare. After 

introducing the play, this unit discusses Twelfth Night as the comedy of masks and 

mistaken identities. How Shakespeare’s dramatic genius uses the traditional device 

of disguise to produce a comedy of high delight. The controversy regarding the title 

of the play has been discussed. The main and the sub plot are briefly described 

bringing out how Shakespeare relates the two plots. Twelfth Night is a romantic 

comedy in which the basic theme of a romantic comedy, that is love and its various 

shades have been discussed. How love at first sight and its absurdity results in 

comedy which produces amusement and irresistible laughter is critically analyzed.  

Malvolio’s character is revealed to explain how it creates amusing situations. He 

wears a mask thicker than any other character in the play. He is a victim of self-love 

which remains masked until the characters of the sub plot play a trick against him 

which unmasks his affected virtue and reveals his true self before his mistress. How 

in the play the blend of romance and humour is juxtaposed to produce a romantic 

comedy in the real sense of the term is also discussed.  

 

OBJECTIVES 
 

After the reading this unit, you will be able to: 

 appreciate why Shakespeare has suggested two titles for the play – Twelfth 

Night and What You Will 

 identify the features of a romantic comedy and assign Twelfth Night its place 

among Shakespeare’s comedies 

 explain how the main and sub-plot complement each other 

 discuss how the relationship between the main and the sub-plot contribute to 

the comedy in Twelfth Night  

 comment on the ‘Love at first sight’  

 analyze the quality of humour and Shakespeare’s use of disguise as a traditional 

device used in comedies.  

 examine the triangle of love in Twelfth Night 

 analyze the dramatic significance of this triangle of love  
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9.1 Introduction 
“Twelfth Night, as its stage history proves is one of the most effective theatre pieces 

Shakespeare ever wrote” (Goddard 1963).“In the grace and subtlety of its design, 

Twelfth Night is the crowning perfection of the sequence of comedies belonging to 

the first half of Shakespeare’s career” ( Palmer 1972). 

“….. Twelfth Night (C.1600-1601) and The Tempest (C.1611) are perhaps 

Shakespear’s finest examples of romantic comedy, though they possess elements of 

sadness and even bitterness” (The Penguin Dictionary of Literary Terms and Literary 

Theory). According to Pollard, Twelfth Night is justly considered as one of the most 

delightful of Shakespeare’s comedies. It is full of sweetness and pleasantry. It is 

perhaps too good natured for comedy. It aims at the ludicrous rather than ridiculous.  

“Twelfth Night, though, so far as we know, oriented for the first time in the Folio of 

1623, was probably written about 1600. That it was not earlier than 1598 is proved 

by the fact that Meres in his list of Shakespeare’s plays published in that year, makes 

no mention of it” (Deighton 1961). The play has two titles: ‘Twelfth Night and ‘What 

You Will’. Both the titles are approved and thought appropriate by the critics. The 

first title Twelfth Night seems to suggest to the audience of Shakespeare that it is a 

comedy of light nature as was the occasion of twelfth night after Christmas which 

was associated with the celebrations with masques, light comedies, and a number of 

amusements. Sixth January was marked by a custom to elect the Kings and Queens 

by beans and peas. A large cake was formed by a bean and a pea called Twelfth Cake. 

The cake was divided among the families and friends assembled to celebrate the 

festival by lot. The gentleman and the lady who got the pieces of the cake with pea 

and bean were accepted as the King and Queen of the day. It is the occasion believed 

to be in memory of the ‘Magi’ who came from the East to worship Massiah. 

Shakespeare most probably wrote the play with the object to be presented before 

Queen Elizabeth-I on the sixth of January 1602 because during the rule of the Queen 

the festive occasion was celebrated with a royal grace. Regarding the second title 

‘What You Will’ appears to be suggested by Shakespeare in a mood of gaiety and 

cheerfulness to allow his audience to exercise their free will to enjoy the lay from 

whatever angle they pick and choose. The underlying suggestion is a picture of 

humanity in general, to identify their own romantic visions of life without meddling 

with the tragic and somber. He wrote it delighted with reality disguised in fancy and 

romance. He left it open for the audience/readers to interpret what they will. Even 

with all laxity Shakespeare seems to have granted to the audience freedom of 

interpretations. His play exhibits his dramatic genius and the psychological insight 

with which he has drawn characters who are the just representation of the general 

nature.  
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9.2 Dramatis Personae 
Orsino: Duke of Illyria  

Sebestian: Brother of Viola  

Antonio: A sea captain, Sebastian’s friend  

A sea Captain: Viola’s friend  

Valentine and Curio: Gentlemen attending the Duke  

Sir Toby Belch: Uncle of Olivia  

Sir Andrew Aguecheek: 

Malvolio: Olivia’s Steward  

Fabian, Feste, The Clown: Olivia’s servants 

Olivia: A rich countess  

Viola: Twin sister of Sebastian 

Maria: Olivia’s Woman  

Lords, Priests, Sailors, Officers, Musicians and other attendants.  

The Scene are laid in a city of Illyria and on the seacoast near it.  

9.3 Plot of Twelfth Night  
The scene of the greater part of the play is laid in a city Illyria in which resides a 

duke, Orsino, who for some time past has been deeply in love with a noble lady of 

the place, named Olivia. His love, however, is not returned; nor will Olivia, whose 

brother has lately died, allows any suitors to approach her. She declares indeed in 

answer to the Duke’s solicitations, that she is resolved to mourn her brother for seven 

years not allowing ‘the element itself’ to behold her face at ample view during that 

period. At this point we are introduced to Viola the twin sister of a well-known 

gentleman of Messaline named Sebastian, who is supposed to have perished in a 

storm at sea, while Viola was rescued from the waters by the captain of the Vessel. 

Viola, hearing of the Duke, conceives the idea of serving him as a page; and dressing 

herself in imitation of her brother, is presented to the Duke by one of the gentlemen 

attendants. She changes her name to Cesario. The Duke takes a great fancy to Viola 

disguised as Cesario and tells her of his love for Olivia and employs her to plead her 

case with that lady. At their first interview, Olivia, fascinated by the looks and 

manners of the seeming page, falls in love with her. Though she once again coldly 

rejects the Duke’s proposal, invites Viola to visit her in pretense to inform her of the 

Duke’s protestations, but, in reality, she wants to see her again. On the other hand, 
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Viola has herself fallen in love with the Duke. Viola (Cesario) has no choice but to 

be the emissary of his love for Olivia. Cesario’s cold response to Olivia’s plain 

expression of her love for Viola, gives rise to a triangle of love – Orsino loves Olivia, 

Olivia loves Viola and Viola loves the Duke. Viola is in a romantic conflict because 

she can express her love to the Duke in the disguise of a boy which makes her to 

complain:  

 Disguise, I see thou art a wickedness  

 Wherein the pregnant enemy does much (II : 2) 

However, Sebastian’s entry resolves the conflict when Olivia mistakes him to be 

Cesario and in a pleasant surprise revives a similar passionate and warm response of 

love from Sebestian. She persuades him to marry her to which he agrees. Viola’s true 

identity comes to light when both brother and sister meet together. Duke and Viola 

find their love requested when they are married and the play ends.  

9.4 The Sub Plot 
The subplot is believed to be entirely Shakespeare’s own creation. The chief 

characters of the sub plot are Malvolio, Olivia’s Steward, Sir Toby Belch, a drunken 

knight, Olivia’s cousin, Sir Andrew Aguecheek a foolish friend of Sir Toby, the suitor 

of Olivia, Feste, the clown, and Maria a quick-witted waiting maid. Malvolia is 

disliked by the other characters because of his so-called virtuous disposition and 

puritanic interference with the simple joys of the inferior characters. He is drawn into 

a mis-conceit by Maria who plots with the support of other characters to make 

Malvolio believe that Olivia loves him. Maria can imitate Olivia’s handwriting and 

writes a letter from Olivia to Malvolio in which there are hints that she loves 

Malvolio. Letter is dropped in his way and Malvolio picks it and follows Olivia’s 

directions to wear dress and behave in her presence as has been suggested by Maria.  

Malvolio is entrapped and his behavior and appearance before the countess makes 

her doubt her steward’s sanity. She orders that he should be put in confinement till 

he is cured of his madness. Maria and others succeed in their conspiracy. Malvolio is 

carried off a dark room which in those days was considered to be a treatment of 

lunacy. It is here that the clown visits Malvolia in the disguise of a curate. Maria and 

Sir Toby are the unseen spectators of this show. The clown appears on the request of 

Malvolio who writes to Olivia and informs her of the trick played on him by Maria 

and her group. Olivia orders for the release of Malvolio and promises that he shall be 

“both the plaintiff and the judge of his own case”.  

This part of the subplot is perhaps the most amusing and comic to cause irresistible 

laughter for the audience. It is a mild and touching execution of justice on the affected 

ad hypocritic virtue of Malvolio. The mask of pretexted puritanism is removed and 

the true identity of Malvolio makes him a laughingstock not for the fellow players 
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but also for the audience. Shakespear’s greatness in the treatment of Malvolio’s 

affections has not tinged with malice. Despite all his weaknesses and limitations, 

Malvolio remains a just representation of the general nature.  

9.5 Twelfth Night – A Comedy of Masks  
The only characteristic that all Shakespearean comedies have in common is the use 

of disguise. In the two gentlemen of Verona Julia disguised as a boy, is employed by 

the man she loves ; Viola is employed by Orsino. In The Taming of the Shrew, 

Christopher Sly disguised as a lord Lucentio and Tranic exchange clothes. Lucentio 

is disguised as Combio and a pedant is disguised as Vincentio. In a Midsummer’s 

Night Dream, Bottom is translated into an ass.  

In the Merchant of Vience, Jessica disguised herself in ‘Lovely garnish of a boy’, and 

Portia and Nerissa likewise do masculine attire and in the Tempest Ariel appears as 

a nymph and a harpy. The only apparent exception is The Comedy of Errors. But 

even here Antipholus and Dromio of Syracuse are, in a sense ‘disguised’ as their 

Ephesian counter parts. For women to disguise themselves as boys may have been 

suggested by the fact there were no actresses on the Elizabethan stage; but 

Shakespeare does not appear to have used this device so frequently merely to simplify 

the task of the female impersonators “[………] such complications, disguises, must 

have required a great deal of skill and sophistication from the actors. More 

significantly, disguise enabled Shakespeare to symbolize one of his favorite themes, 

the contrast between appearance and reality. But although disguise and mistaken 

identity are prominent features of Shakespearean comedies, they do not seem to be 

its essence” (Muir 2-3). 

It is true that we go to the theatre for entertainment. It may be tragic relief in 

Aristotle’s words the catharsis of the emotions of pity and fear or the amusement and 

laughter which a comedy is expected to give to the audience. Before appreciating the 

Twelfth Night as a comedy of masks or mistaken identity it seems appropriate that 

we should discuss what Muir has said of the favorite theme of Shakespeare – the 

contrast between appearance and reality which is symbolized in the comedies of 

Shakespeare in the old theatrical device of ‘Disguise’. The tragedies of Shakespeare 

do present this contrast in the portrayal of his characters. “Shakespeare is above all 

modern writers, the poet of nature; the poet who holds up to his readers a faithful 

mirror of manners and of life” (Raleigh 11). Shakespeare’s men and women are 

human and he is convinced that man has his strong points and fallibilities. He treats 

them neither as angels nor as devils. He laughs at them in the Chaucerian way without 

division even if they are villains.  

If the play is interpreted in a philosophical sense with reference to the role ‘the mask’ 

plays in human action, life and manners. What have been the modern psychoanalytic 

researches of human behavior are referred to by Shakespeare in both his comedies 
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and tragedies. He brings to light the dual role of the mask in human life not like a 

philosopher but like an artist revealing the reality and truth of human nature touching 

upon the mysterious and obscure region of the subconscious and the unconscious of 

the human mind. Shakespeare seems to believe that man wears a mask which hides 

his inner self and keeps him blind to his own identity. Man disguises himself to draw 

his fellow beings to a mistaken identity. This mask is worn innocently for 

convenience and a dramatist like Shakespeare deliberately makes such characters 

successfully leading others to mistake their identity. In the opening sense of the play 

Twelfth Night, we meet with Duke Orsino who is a romantic lover who believes 

‘music be the food of love’ therefore it may continue to be played on:    

If music be the food of love, play on; 

Give me excess of it, ……………….. (I: I, lines 1-10) 

The following exchange between the duke and his attendant Curio is worth noting at 

the very outset of the play.  

Curio: Wil you go hunt my Lord? 

Duke: What Curio? 

Curio: The hart?  

Duke: Why, so I do, the noblest that I have.  

          Oh, when mine eyes did see Olivia first,  

          Methought she purged the air of pestilence.  

          That instant was I turned into a hart,   

          And my desires, like fell and cruel hounds,  

           E'er since pursue me.     (I: I Lines 16-24) 

The duke seems to have fallen in love at first sight and his desires Actaeon – like 

have turned into hounds and tear Actaeon. A hunter and their master because of 

mistaken identity as he has been changed into a stag by Artemis. This mythological 

reference sows the superficiality and selfish love of the duke for Olivia which remains 

masked under sensuality and affected intensity of passion. The disguised shallowness 

of Orsino’s love is unmasked when Viola’s disguise is removed and in contrast with 

the first speech the duke falls in love with Viola. ‘Give me thy hand; And let me see 

thee in thy woman’s weeds”. Olivia throws off the mask of mourning her brother’s 

death and takes fancy on the first sight of Cesario – the duke’s page boy. Both the 

duke and Olivia are so much in love with themselves that even when the masks are 

removed and the true identities of the characters known, both the lovers seem to be 
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in the realms of romance. Shakespeare does not make them to pass through a process 

of self-discovery and a knowledge of the reality of their passion. It is life to the 

audience ‘what they will’. Shakespeare in a lighthearted manner plays ‘hide and seek; 

with both the characters of the paly and the audience to know the truth about human 

nature. He provides full opportunity to the readers and the audience of Twelfth Night 

to leave the theatre laughing at the absurdities of human behavior. We are given the 

chance to laugh at ourselves. Shakespeare is neither ironic nor satiric like Chaucer 

when he presents his characters in situations when they are unmasked, and their 

disguise waved off.  

Voila is married to Orsino whose name she has heard from her father:  

Viola: Who governs here? 

Captain: A noble duke in nature as in name.  

Voila: What is his name? 

Captain: Orsino  

Voila: Orsino! I have heard my father name him. He was a bachelor than.    (I: ii Line 

24-29) 

Cowden Clarke remarks:” Here is one of Shakespeare subtle touches in dramatic art. 

By the mention of Viola’s father having spoken to the duke, we are led to see the 

source of her interest in Orsino, and by the word bachelor, we are made to see the 

peculiar nature of that interest. By this delicate indication of an already existing 

inclination on the part of the heroine for the hero of the paly, the circumstance of her 

at once falling so deeply in love with him, on coming to know him personally is most 

naturally and beautifully introduced” (Deighton 82). Viola requests the sea captain  

'Conceal me what I am, and be my aid  

for such disguise as happily shall become  

the form of my intent.' I ‘ll serve this duke   (I: iii Lines 53-55) 

Viola is hopeful to realize here fanciful liking for the duke and marry him. The 

triangle of love drawn by Shakespeare in the future course of the play when Olivia 

develops love at first sight for Cesario (Viola in disguise) forgetting her brother’s 

death which she intends to mourn by adjuring the company and sight of men. This is 

a typical romantic situation where fancy, passion and feeling eclipse altogether the 

rationale of behaviour. Both the lovers do not know how this situation can be resolved 

and disentangle themselves from this complication. Viola has expressed doubts about 

the virtue of disguise when she realizes Olivia’s preferring Cesario to his master.  
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Disguise, I see thou art a wickedness, 

Wherein the pregnant enemy does much. 

How easy is it for the proper false 

In women’s waxen hearts to set their forms 

Alas, our frailty is the cause, not we, 

For such as we are made of, such we be. (II: ii Lines 23-29) 

In the next lines Viola explains the triangle of love: 

How will this fadge? My master loves her dearly, 

And I, poor monster, fond as much on him, 

And she, mistaken, seems to dote on me. 

What will become of this? As I am man, 

My state is desperate for my master’s love. 

As I am woman, now, alas the day, 

What thriftless sighs shall poor Olivia breathe! 

O time, thou must untangle this, not I. 

It is too hard a knot for me to untie!   (II: ii Lines 29-39) 

Further complication arises for Viola. As Cesario she must face the rivalry of Sir 

Andrew and jealous rage of her master. The first complication exposes here to a test 

of her courage and accusation from Antonio. The second complication brings her 

close to death. She learns how truly it is difficult to be a man: 

Pray God defend me! Aside. A little thing would make me  

tell them how much I lack of a man   (III: iv Lines 286-87) 

It is the denouement that must unmask Viola, reveal a brother and sister and pairs of 

lovers already destined for each other. The unmasked Viola will be no stranger to 

Orsino, nor Sebestian to Olivia. It is the masterly building up of the reality of disguise 

that enables Shakespeare to achieve the element of surprise in the ending scene of the 

play.  

The disguise of Viola causes an amusing situation in the scene where Sir Andrew 

challenges Viola to a duel. Olivia’s mistaking Viola to be a boy makes Sir Andrew 

to challenge Caserio and Antonio’s mistaking Viola in disguise to be Sebestian out 
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of sheer love and affection. It is Sebestian’s presence that resolves the whole 

confusion. Sebestian is mistaken to be Viola who beats both Sir Toby and Andrew. 

This brings the whole episode to end in delight.  

Malvolio – Olivia’s steward wears a mask which hides from himself the truth that he 

is not virtuous or what Maria describes him as a sort of Puritan. Shakespeare 

symbolizes the contrast between appearance and reality not in the romantic situations 

in the play as effectively and convincingly as he presents it through the character of 

Malvolio. He executes the orders of his mistress when he rebukes Sir Toby, Sir 

Andrew, Maria and others.  

Malvolio: My masters, are you mad? Or what are you? Have you no wit, manners, 

nor honesty but to gabble like tinkers at this time of night? Do ye make an ale house 

of my lady’s house ….. is there no respect of place, persons not time in you? 

He warns them of hell if they continue with ‘Cakes and Ale’. He is laughed at and 

ridiculed for his Puritan – like Sermons and Warnings. Malvolio is entrapped by Sir 

Toby, Maria and others and on account of his swelling vanity and sickness of self-

love becomes an easy butt by Maria and her troupe. His true self which he himself 

does not know is masked under affected Puritanism and hypocritical virtue. Sir 

Toby’s reply in reaction to his warning and rebukes ….. “ Dost thou think, because 

thou art virtuous, then shall be no cakes and ale” .. unmasks the pretended puritanism 

and shows them the mirror in which whether blurred or vivid they may see the reality 

under the disguise of virtue. Malvolio, true it is, does not resign him superintending 

role of interfering with the private affairs of his fellow-beings. He does not go through 

the process of self-discovery and awareness of his true self but Shakespeare makes 

us to laugh at him though without any malice or hate. His presenting himself before 

Olivia following directions Maria has given in her fake letter imitating Olivia’s hand. 

The fake belief to which the letter has drawn Malvolio reinforces the proper false 

which turns him into a butt. Malvolio wears a mask thicker than any other character 

of the play. The unmasking of Malvolio is more laughable and full of amusement 

than that of unmasking the characters of the main plot.  

9.6 Twelfth Night – A Romantic Comedy 
“Romantic comedies have a pair (or pairs) of lovers as their center of interest. 

William Shakespeare who based his comedies on the prose romances of his time, is 

credited with the development of this form” (The Bedford Glossary of Critical and 

literary Terms).  

Romantic comedies of Shakespeare are a beautiful blend of frivolity and romance. A 

romantic triangle of love is a wonderful exposition of the themes of love in the main 

plot and Malvolio’s hopeless love for his mistress.  
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According to Summers, love and its fulfillment are primary in Shakespeare’s 

comedies. Its conflicts are often presented in terms of the battle of the generations. 

The comedies usually end with the triumph of young love. But Summer believes that 

Twelfth Night does not follow the customary pattern. In this play we do not have any 

older generation and there are no parents at all. The slightly stunned inhabitants of 

Illyria discovered that they are anything but free. Their own actions provide the 

barriers for most of them know neither themselves, nor others, not their social world. 

Shakespeare freshly organized the usual material for the romances – the twins, the 

exile, the impersonations – to provide significant movement for a dance of maskers. 

Every character has his mask, for the assumption of the play is that no one is without 

a mask in the socio-comic of business of the pursuit of happiness. The play is highly 

fanciful but it is not divorced from real life. The juxtaposing of Illyria and Elysium 

in the beginning of the play “we are in a position to see Illyria counterfeit of Elysium, 

a fool’s paradise, where nearly everybody is drowned in pleasure” (Goddard 302). In 

Twelfth Night, the action takes place in Illyria where the duke sighs for Olivia who 

is  

A virtuous maid, the daughter of a count  

That died some twelvemonth since, then leaving her  

In the protection of his son, her brother,  

Who shortly also died, for whose dear love,  

They say, she hath abjured the company  

And sight of men.   (I: I Lines 36-41) 

The Duke and Olivia both seem to imbibe a highly romantic environment. In this 

climate of romance all lovers are expected to love. If the Duke has turned into a hart 

and his desires like hounds ever since pursue him when his eyes did see Olivia first, 

VOILA OLIVIA Loves 

Loves Loves 

ORSINO 
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the virtuous maid pays this debt of love but to a brother. Love at first sight – utopian 

love which Elizabethans called fancy. It does not rise from the head or the heart. The 

eyes lead to this fanciful – proper false and airy feeling which is a hallucination. It is 

a kind of love that suits a romantic comedy. It must be frivolous slightly margined 

with nature to make the play the mirror of life and nature. It may give rise to situations 

which are open to ridicule with a gentle and broadminded laughter. True love that 

rises in the heart and expressed through the eyes cannot make a comedy. The 

seriousness of love is far from amusement that we expect from comedy. Should we 

think that producing a romantic comedy is not possible. Shakespeare as a dramatist 

par excellence does not disappoint us as readers and theater goers. He so skillfully 

manipulates the comic devices that there is a nice balance maintained between the 

absurdity of utopian love and the amusement and laughter that is expected from a 

romantic comedy.  

If comedy laughs, romance is not to be offended; if love sighs, comedy promises to 

put up with to a point! According to Gordon, the solemnity of love is relieved by the 

generosity of laughter and the irresponsibility of laughter by the seriousness of love. 

If both the Duke and Olivia are serious in their love and the same tone persists as it 

seems in the early scenes of the play, we cannot expect comedy as has already been 

discussed that true love cannot be ridiculed. This seriousness is relieved not only by 

the subplot of the Twelfth Night but showing the absurdity of love of both the Duke 

and the countess Olivia. We cannot but laugh when Orsino in his expression of love 

appears in love with love rather than with Olivia. It is also no less amusing when 

Olivia falls in love with the Duke’s page boy (Viola) at first sight. The mask of 

mourning the brother’s death is thrown off and her real self is not now mistaken. 

Viola is impressed in absentia of the Duke’s person which seems more ridiculous 

than love at first sight of the Duke for Olivia. The only difference seems to be the 

difficulty which does not let Viola to shake off her disguise and apparently her love 

for the Duke is but a temporary and convenient dignity. But on the completion of the 

triangle of love it is no less open to laughter and ridicule. The audience are led to a 

pleasant surprise when Olivia mistakes Sebestian to be Cesario who accepts Olivia’s 

hand as if hypnotized.  

Shakespeare leads his audience in Illyria where they breathe in a romantic air, 

forgetting all the cares of life because care is the enemy of life. He, however, does 

not allow us to prolong our sojourn and brings us back to real life of cakes and ale 

where Malvolio’s hypocrisy and vanity is open to ridicule. This mingling of romance 

with comedy is tacit in the main plot while the subplot provides an ample opportunity 

to laugh and leave the theatre with light heartedness.  Malvolio, Maria, Sir Toby and 

Sir Andrew bring us back to real life when Orsino, Viola, Olivia take us too far into 

the land of romance where nothing but love, music, sighs and vows exist and all other 
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things melt and lose themselves in the warmth of romance and become volatile with 

the sighs.  

Twelfth Night is justly considered as one of the most delightful of Shakespeare’s 

comedies. Neither in the main plot nor is there any spleen or malice in the subplot. 

Jollity and gaiety which Shakespeare has the aim to provide is not tarnished with 

satire. To say that in Twelfth Night Shakespeare portrays in Malvolio the satiric 

portrait of a Puritan is not justifiable as to say that in the character of shylock he 

satirizes the Jewish community. If the play is without an orthodox hero, Malvolio is 

certainly its protagonist. Much has been written about him but probably no analysis 

of his character will find more general acceptance than that given by Elia in his 

delightful essay “On some of the old Actors”. Malvolio, he says is not essentially 

ludicrous. He becomes comic by accident” (Deighton xvii). Olivia declares that ‘she 

could not have him miscarry for half of her dowry’. She accuses him of being sick of 

love. Critics and interpreters of Shakespeare’s dramas unanimously hold the opinion 

that Shakespeare does not choose one or the other segment of society for his satire. 

If we question ourselves after the play ends – how we think about Malvolio – a sort 

of a Puritan or the representation of mankind in general, the answer would be that 

Malvolio is neither Puritan nor is he Christian.  He is a human from first to last who 

despite his weakness and limitations does not excite any feelings of malice or hatred. 

If we laugh at him, it is a generous laughter. Shakespeare by unmasking him brings 

his audience face to face with themselves first masked and then unmasked. We are 

no longer in delusion of hypocrisy and vanity. We are before the mirror to see the 

truth about ourselves. According to Hazlitt Shakespeare’s comic genius resembles 

the bee rather in its power of extracting sweets from weeds or poisons than leaving a 

sting behind it. He gives the most exaggeration of the prevailing foibles of his 

characters but in a way that they themselves instead of being offended at, would 

almost join into humour.  

Summary Points  

i. Twelfth Night is one of the most delightful comedies of Shakespeare.  

ii. There are two titles of the play – Twelfth Night and What You Will; and both titles 

are appropriate.  

iii. The title Twelfth Night suggests to the audience that it is a light comedy which 

Shakespeare has produced on the Twelfth Night after Christmas and is marked by 

festivities and the tradition of wearing masks and unmasking themselves. It is a 

kind of game of hide and seek. The identities are first mistaken and then revealed 

which produces laughter.  

iv. The play has two plots, the main and the subplot which complement each other 

and make the play organized as a whole.  

v. Twelfth Night is a romantic comedy having love as its basis of action.  
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vi. The characters of the main plot fall in love at first sight and do not know the 

absurdity of his fanciful feeling.  

vii. The play presents Shakespeare’s favorite theme of contrast between appearance 

and reality which has been symbolized in the old theatrical device of disguise.  

viii. Shakespeare does not present it in a philosophical form. He makes the difference 

realized by the audience through the situations that arise of this contrast.  

ix. Malvolio’s character is a brilliant example of Shakespear’s art of characterization. 

His character has always been the most interesting character in the Twelfth Night, 

for critics and interpreters of the play.  

x. K. Deighton believes that if the play is without an orthodox here, Malvolio is 

certainly its protagonist. According to Lamb, Malvolio is not essentially ludicrous. 

He becomes comic by accident. For Olivia he is so important that she would not 

have him miscarry for half of her dowry.  

Self-Assessment Question 
i. Define romantic comedy and bring out the salient features of romances and 

comedy as presented in Twelfth Night.  

ii. How far do you think it is right to say that Shakespeare satirizes the Puritans 

through the character of Malvolio? 

iii. Discuss different shades of love in Twelfth Night.  

iv. Explain Viola’s remark about disguise “Disguise, I see, thou art a 

wickedness/wherein the pregnant enemy does much …  

v. Twelfth Night so far from being a casual title, it is one of the most revealing ones 

Shakespeare ever used. What does it reveal? 

vi. Discuss Shakespeare’s concept of comedy with reference to Twelfth Night.  

vii. The play Twelfth Night is utopian in its environment and setting but it is not 

deprived of its relation with reality. Do you agree? 
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