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This study defines and applies a theory of tragedy 

which is based on the work of Friedrich Nietzsche in The 

Birth of Tragedy. In the first chapter I argue for the 

need of a widely accepted theory of tragedy and show that 

we do not presently have one. In the same chapter, I pre-

sent the theory that tragedy is a very specific art type 

which transcends genre and which is the product of a syn-

thesis of the Dionysiac and Apollonian forces in Western 

culture. I argue that by understanding the philosophical 

and aesthetic nature of the forces as they are expressed 

in tragedy we can isolate and define the essential ele-

ments of tragedy. Tragedy must have a person of heroic 

stature as its main protagonist. It must have a specific 

kind of plot in which a reversal of the hero's experience 

of the universe occurs. It must have a choric element, 

which is a combination of two components: communality and 

lyricism. Finally, tragedy must contain a mythic back-

ground which allows for the expression of two themes, 

the Dionysiac theme and the Apollonian theme. 

In Chapters II, III, and IV I apply the theory to 

disparate works to show that we can understand all aspects 



of an individual work by an application of the theory and 

to show that tragedy transcends genre. I also use these 

chapters to reveal the ways in which the essential ele-

ments undergo the variation which is inevitable in post-

Greek tragedy. Chapter II is an analysis of King Lear, 

a post-Greek "classical" tragedy. In Chapter III the body 

of Yeats's lyric poetry is examined as an expression of 

the tragic vision. Chapter IV is an analysis of Absalom, 

Absalom! as an example of tragedy as it is found in the 

modern world. King Lear and Absalom, Absalom! are found 

to be identical in type. They share the essential ele-

ments of tragedy and exhibit similar variations, such as 

fragmentation of character and plot and an emphasis on 

rhetoric and imagery. While the only writer after 

Shakespeare to have a body of work which can be called 

tragic, Yeats cannot be called a writer of tragedies be-

cause an essential element--plot--is necessarily missing 

in his lyric poetry. However, because his poetry shares 

the other essential elements--characterization, a choric 

element, the tragic themes--he can best be understood as 

a poet whose total corpus of lyric poetry is tragic. 

In the conclusion, Chapter V, I restate the essential 

elements of tragedy and summarize my findings on the 

variations of the essential elements found in Lear, 

Yeats's poetry, and Absalom, Absalom! A major point of 

the conclusion is that tragedy is an infrequently produced 



art type because of its specificity and complexity and 

that we must approach variations in post-Greek tragedy 

as variations on the essential elements of tragedy, not 

as variations on Greek dramatic tragedy. 
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CHAPTER I 

INTRODUCTION 

In the large body of criticism concerning tragedy 

there is no systematic theory which is altogether satis-

factory. There is no theory of tragedy which offers a 

comprehensive explanation of the philosophical and artistic 

forces of which tragedy is an expression, no theory which 

encompasses the many legitimate critical and scholarly 

approaches to tragedy, and, therefore, no theory which can 

be applied alone, without the aid of other theories and 

subtheories, to all aspects of any individual tragic work. 

The lack of a widely accepted theory is disturbing for 

several reasons. It encourages the dissemination of much 

nonsense and causes duplication. Worse, the terms "tragic" 

and "tragedy" are in danger of becoming so diffuse as to 

be useless. Furthermore, a good theory is a useful, some-

times necessary, tool in the pursuit of knowledge, and 

tragedy is so important and enduring that a theory which 

successfully defines and analyzes it will add to our 

understanding of Western literature in general. 

Of course, theories abound. The number and variety 

of theories suggest that no one has yet found a satisfac-

tory theory, and this proliferation is largely responsible 



for the state of ambiguity the term "tragedy" has fallen 

into. I insist that we make the term sufficiently pre-

cise that it does not have to be redefined every time it 

is used. I can endure hearing a news broadcaster call 

the theft of a R.embrandt etching a tragedy, but I cannot 

tolerate reading the casual assertion by a respected 

scholar, Otto Reinert, that Waiting for Godot is a tragedy. : 

At the risk of sounding evangelical, I say that if Godot 

and other plays like it are to be accepted as tragedies, 

the concept has no useful application. At least two 

forces seem to be operating when this kind of statement 

is made. One is that we have developed a chaotic multi-

plicity of theories because of the necessary elaborations 

of Aristotle over the years. Contemporary critics seem to 

feel free to call almost any work a tragedy and then 

create a new theory or bend one of the many old ones to 

make it conform. Complicating the problem is the tendency 

to use "tragedy" and "tragic" as honorific terms: if a 

work depicts human suffering and seems to have "high 

seriousness," the most exalted thing we can call it is a 

tragedy. This tendency too frequently leads to meaning-

less categorizing such as that found in Jeannette King's 

discussion of the "pathetic tragedy" of George Eliot: 

"Where Hardy sees life itself as a tragedy, George Eliot 

sees tragedy as a part of life, but only a part. She 

takes us beyond tragedy."2 King is not talking about 



tragedy as part of a unified way of looking at life when 

it is complemented by comedy. She is talking about how 

the characters in George Eliot's novels can sometimes 

overcome life's hardships in a way that Hardy's cannot--

a treatment not very far removed from the use of the term 

on the nightly news. Here tragedy is no longer a clearly-

defined literary type; it is a vague term for a kind of 

human suffering. The critic's application of the term 

adds nothing to our understanding of George Eliot; it 

merely serves to obscure the meaning of the term. 

The influence of Aristotle's description of tragedy 

on criticism has been a major force in producing confusion 

and retarding the formulation of a sound theory. Aris-

totle's description of tragedy was the foundation for 

almost all theory concerning tragedy until the schools of 

psychological and anthropological criticism brought really 

fresh approaches in the twentieth century. I have little 

quarrel with what Aristotle has to say; I do wish to 

quarrel with the countless critic-scholars who have made 

so much of so little. Invaluable as the Poetics is, it 

should be recognized that Aristotle's treatment of tragedy 

is part of an intelligent but fairly sketchy handbook on 

the rhetorical and literary tradition of his time, which 

was turned into something restrictive and prescriptive 

for many centuries. That many critics have built elaborate 

and sometimes alien structures onto Aristotelian bases 



indicates the inadequacy or incompleteness of his descrip-

tion . 

Aristotle may not give us the understanding of 

tragedy we require, but he is precise enough that works 

like absurdist plays are excluded from the discussion. 

Aristotle's treatment of the tragic hero and his analysis 

of the formal elements of tragic drama--especially his 

insistence on the importance of plot--are perceptive and 

useful. His theory of catharsis is insightful and pro-

phetic, especially in light of modern findings concerning 

the connection between literature, tragedy in particular, 

and myth and ritual. In short, he provides us with a 

good introduction to the understanding of tragedy. But 

the word "introduction" points to the problem. We learn 

almost nothing from Aristotle about the aesthetic and 

philosophical forces informing tragedy, and no definition 

of tragedy which fails to identify and analyze those 

forces can be complete. What is needed, then, is a 

theory which not only incorporates Aristotle's findings 

on the formal elements of tragedy but which also accounts 

for those elements by showing the relationship between 

them and the forces producing them. Furthermore, we need 

a theory which acknowledges the crucial connection be-

tween the aesthetic elements and the philosophical content 

inherent in tragedy. 



That we sense a philosophical base for tragedy is ap-

parent in the plethora of books and articles written to 

explain the philosophy "behind" tragedy and in the comments 

made prefatory to almost every analysis of a particular 

work. Until recently, there has been at least a general 

agreement that tragedy is about human suffering, the dig-

nity and enlightenment imparted by that suffering, the 

mysterious nature of human experience, and man's responsi-

bility for his actions. What is wrong with this descrip-

tion is that it is entirely too vague. Because there is 

no systematic accounting for these themes which connects 

them to the formal elements of tragedy in a specific way, 

they are interpreted to mean widely disparate things and 

are "found" in fictions which are expressions of views of 

human experience which have little, sometimes nothing, in 

common. Hence, the argument over the term "Christian 

tragedy" has never been resolved, and nowadays some critics 

speak easily of "pathetic" and "existential" tragedy. A 

typical example comes from Otto Reinert, who explains that 

there are two kinds of tragedy: "tragedy of catharsis" 

(Oedipus Rex, Riders to the Sea) and "existential, or 

Promethean tragedy" (Hamlet, King Lear, Waiting for 

Godot).3 In the first, man suffers and learns because 

he violates the very real "eternal laws" of the universe. 

In the second, man suffers because there is no apparent 

or comprehensible justice or order in the universe. What 



seems to tie these very different world views together is 

subject matter--man1s struggle with and suffering in the 

universe--and the fact that the works they are in are 

plays. But the universe and man's experience of it in 

Waiting for Godot are very different from those in both 

Oedipus Rex and King Lear, for example. To keep the com-

parison simple, it should be sufficient to point out that 

Oedipus and Lear suffer for very real errors in judgment 

which lead to very real wrong acts--wrong by the terms of 

the worlds they inhabit. Oedipus kills his father the 

king of Thebes; Lear abdicates his responsibilities as 

king and father, dividing the kingdom and banishing good-

ness and truth in the process. A moral system is an ele-

ment of their universes. Oedipus and Lear are enactments 

of human suffering which results, at least on one level, 

from violation of the moral order, the existence of which 

asserts that the universes that Oedipus and Lear experience 

are at least partially knowable. The chief vehicle for 

this enactment of human suffering is, of course, plot; 

and the plots of Oedipus and Lear show the same pattern 

of experience. The pattern has a beginning, a middle, 

and an end. The conflicts presented by the plot are re-

solved by the end of both plays. The suffering of Estragon 

and Vladimir, on the other hand, is different in kind from 

that of Oedipus, Lear, or any other tragic hero in that 

the only crime or "error in judgment" that they are guilty 



of is having been born. Reinert is correct about Godot: 

the theme of the play is that the universe is not compre-

hensible; hence, man suffers. Both man and the universe 

suffer a great reduction in Godot: man is a helpless, 

"unknowable" creature inhabiting a world in which nothing 

significant happens, nothing changes, nothing is learned; 

and the plot "enacts" that sad "fact" of human existence. 

The plot of Godot consists of a repetition throughout the 

play of the "beginning." Estragon and Vladimir end exactly 

where they began. 

Reinert leaves us with two kinds of tragedy which 

have different world views and different kinds of plots; 

we are not left with very much that is clearly defined 

concerning tragedy. The result is the unacceptable con-

clusion that King Lear is closer in form and content to 

Godot than it is to Oedipus, that Oedipus has more in com-

mon with Riders to the Sea than with Hamlet. This vague 

approach also leads to contradictions concerning what 

tragedy is and is not. Reinert suggests that "Christian 

tragedy" is a contradiction in terns, but his definition 

of "tragedy of catharsis" contains nothing to deny the 

validity of that term. The fact that he doubts that 

validity but cannot prove that he is right reveals that 

his instincts are good but that his theory is flawed. He 

is forced to make false categories and to see false cor-

respondences because he has failed to understand the 
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philosophical base of tragedy; he has failed to make the 

necessary connection between the two themes or philosophies 

he finds in tragedy, and his failure is symptomatic of 

much criticism on the subject. 

One of the main purposes of this study is to show 

that tragedy is a specific artistic construct. It is 

characterized by several specific elements which are neces-

sary to the expression of a specific and identifiable, 

though complex, view of human experience. This view 

is produced by a special combination of philosophical and 

aesthetic forces. These forces represent impulses, ex-

perience, attitudes which have been expressed in one form 

or another throughout Western civilization and which, 

therefore, must be acknowledged to be universals, even 

when we accept that the view of human experience and the 

aesthetic impulses that produce tragedy have endured 

twenty-five centuries of artistic expression and variation. 

Cultural specifics change; it is no longer necessary or 

even appropriate, for example, that the tragic hero be 

of royal lineage. Poetic tragic drama has been replaced 

by the novel, for all practical purposes. Greek myth 

has been reshaped or replaced by other myths. Because 

of these variations and because of the essential mys-

teriousness of the tragic view of life, we can concede 

that tragedy is "vast," but the assertion here is that 

tragedy is not vague. In fact, we can be very specific 
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about tragedy. There are elements which are essential to 

tragedy and others which are totally inappropriate. As 

a preface to the necessarily complicated discussion that 

follows, I will outline, with brief justifications where 

possible, the elements which are necessary in a work of 

art properly called a tragedy. 

The main protagonist must be a hero in the classical 

sense of that term. Ultimately he fails, but he must 

have already been established as a man of will whose 

superior powers have allowed him to assert his will suc-

cessfully. He must, in some way, represent the values 

and welfare of his community. Further, he must have been, 

at some point in his career, instrumental in asserting 

of protecting the values and welfare of his community. 

He must, in short, and considering the many contexts in 

which the following term can apply, be "noble in stature." 

Implied in the use of the words "values," "welfare," and 

"noble" is the idea that the tragic hero is basically 

good by the terms of the community of which he is a part. 

Before he became a secular fiction, the tragic hero was 

a god, and he must retain some of the stature and value 

inherent in the god. More important, albeit paradoxical, 

the hero represents both collective and individual man. 

In both aspects he represents the best of men, not the 

worst or the least. He can never be a pathetic victim or 

a thoroughgoing villain; he cannot even be merely ordinary. 
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The tragic hero must err, and his erring is special, 

just as he is. His error is usually born of his superior 

powers, of that which made him valuable in the first place. 

It is, at any rate, always an act which can be recognized 

as having some value and some validity by the society which 

is the original audience of the work of art. That is, the 

hero commits an act which could have been, might have 

been, a right act or at least one that could have been 

efficacious and not criminal in other circumstances; some-

times a king should be killed; a king can abdicate with 

impunity on occasion. It is not only the error, then, that 

damns the hero but the error in conjunction with circum-

stance. "Ripeness is all." That the hero's error must 

have some social sanction, slender as it may be, is neces-

sary because the hero's "crime," which is what his error 

becomes, is a metaphor for the "fact" that man is naturally 

and inevitably flawed and that human suffering is natural 

and inevitable. Thus, the crime and suffering must be 

seen to grow naturally and inevitably from the hero's 

character and circumstances, and the hero must be seen to 

be, at the same time, both perpetrator and victim of a 

result not to have been predicted or controlled by him. 

Finally, because the hero represents the values of his 

community, he will always take responsibility for his ac-

tion. He will be surprised by the horrors, but he will 

know that he set them in motion. 



11 

As I indicated earlier, tragedies share the same plot 

pattern. Aristotle is correct in saying that tragedy is 

the imitation of an action. Tragedy is about what happens 

to man, about man's experience in time and space. Like 

all art, it orders that experience, and it orders it in a 

specific and special way. The time and space and treatment 

may not be fifth-century Greek, but a typical pattern of 

experience will be there, and we use plot to show that 

pattern. As everyone once knew, the plot of tragedy con-

sists of a radical change, a reversal, not merely in the 

hero s fortune but in his experience. The hero does not 

merely 'fall from high degree"; he loses his secure command 

of a predictable world: the world shifts beneath the feet 

of the hero and becomes a different world, an unpredictable 

world. This change in the nature of the hero's world and 

the inordinate suffering it brings are the result of some-

thing the hero has done. The audience learns that the 

hero's act led inevitably to his suffering, but the hero 

is "innocent" of the inevitable outcome of his act at the 

moment of commission. The plot does not have to enact what 

the hero has done to bring on such change, but it usually 

does because the viewer or reader must be able to evaluate 

the act in terms of the nature of the hero and in terms 

of the value system of his world. The plot has to be an 

enactment of the hero's movement from order to chaos, from 

a secure and powerful position in his world to no position, 
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no power, at all. His world--always comprised of his com-

munity and sometimes including physical nature--is caught 

up in this process as it moves from order to chaos and 

back to order again once the hero has been expunged. The 

plot of tragedy, then, will always have a beginning, a 

middle, and an end. 

The beginning establishes the "norms," or stable 

characteristics, of the world of the tragedy: the world 

is orderly, with laws as reliable guides to human behavior; 

the main character is a hero, a leader and representative 

of his community; before the community begins to suffer 

for the hero's crime, it is stable and flourishing, but 

its fate is dependent on the fate of the hero. At the 

opening of the plot, the hero may or may not have committed 

his act; he commits it early in the plot if not before 

the commencement of the action in the work. In either 

case, the hero has not discovered the full significance 

of his act in the beginning. 

In the middle of the plot, the chaos resulting from 

the hero's act becomes critical. Things go awry. The 

norms are undermined and appear questionable. In fact, 

the accepted view of the universe is placed in doubt, is 

challenged, by what is happening. The hero suffers in-

tensely, and he inflicts suffering on his community. His 

expulsion from the community, which is the inevitable 

albeit extreme result of his act, solves the problem. 
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In the end, peace and order are restored to the com-

munity. The hero has taken his "sin" and the knowledge 

he has gained with him out of the community. The aliena-

tion or death of the hero is acceptable to the audience 

or reader because it is inevitable and because it seems 

as necessary and fitting for the hero himself as it is for 

the health of the community or the satisfying of a moral 

order. 

A final, speculative comment needs to be made con-

cerning plot. As we shall see later, Nietzsche and others 

believe that there was a fourth movement in Greek tragedy. 

Tragedy may get its name from this missing fourth part, 

a joyful "goat-song" (tragoidia) sung and danced by a 

chorus in celebration of the restoration of order and 

health. I believe this segment remains in the emotional 

response of the audience or reader at the conclusion of 

a tragedy. 

The remaining essential elements of tragedy are dif-

ficult to discuss briefly or simply. Perhaps they are 

difficult to isolate and name because they are inseparable 

and part of a whole. At any rate, tragedy must have some-

thing which can be described as a choric element. The 

choric element is an abstraction made on the basis of the 

chorus in plays like Oedipus Rex. The classic chorus 

performs three essential functions, and perhaps they 

should be discussed as separate elements. 
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First, the chorus establishes the collective nature 

of tragedy. The chorus is the community of man of which 

the hero is a leader. Its fate depends on the hero: when 

he suffers, it suffers; when he fails, the community fails, 

until he is removed. This relationship between the hero 

and the community is necessary in the characterization of 

the hero, but it is also a metaphor which implies that the 

hero's experience is not an isolated case; it is everyone's 

experience. Furthermore, the relationship allows us to 

"see" that the hero is part of a community, the community 

of man, which has the same potential for suffering and 

"crime" that the hero does. The chorus is also the ob-

server and interpreter of the hero's experience. The 

chorus tells us the "truth" to be discovered in the hero's 

experience. In the beginning of Oedipus the chorus repre-

sents suffering Thebes because of the murderer in its 

midst. Later it becomes the purveyor of wisdom or, better, 

of "wisdoms" because it tells us more than one truth. It 

cries for justice and speaks of the dangers of hubris, 

especially in a king. Later it tells us that man is 

bound to suffer. Both responses are "right" responses 

at the moment of utterance; both are "true." Inconsis-

tency or contradiction is not a weakness here but a 

necessary response to the changes in the situation and 

to the total situation. They are parts of a total vision 

of the hero's experience which can be expressed adequately 
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or acceptably only as poetic truth, that is, as imagina-

tive and emotional truth. Finally, the chorus in Greek 

tragedy provides the lyricism necessary to the expression 

of the tragic view of life. It is through lyricism that 

poetic truth is expressed. We accept the two versions of 

reality expressed by the chorus because they are expressed 

as spontaneous emotional reactions to the immediate ex-

perience at hand, much as we accept contrasting moods or 

contradictory philosophies in the work of a lyric poet. 

One of the truths the chorus expresses is what might 

best be named a religious or mythic truth. The mythic 

truth can be expressed in any specific imagery which con-

tains the clear message that there is order in the universe, 

that there is some semblance of justice, that man can and 

should act. The other truth denies the first truth: the 

kind of order that allows man to act efficaciously does 

not exist; there is no justice of the sort that man in-

vents and imposes on the universe. 

I said earlier that perhaps these components of the 

choric element should be named and treated separately, 

especially in light of the fragmentation and variation 

that they undergo in modern tragedy. However, it seems 

to me that these functions of the chorus are interrelated, 

that they work with each other. It is, for example, the 

collective nature in combination with the lyricism of 

the chorus that allows its truths to be accepted. It is 
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possible to reduce the chorus to individual characters, 

but I do not believe that the choric utterances of the 

characters will operate the way they must if they are 

not expressed in lyric language or if they do not somehow 

carry the weight of communal feeling. That these aspects 

of the chorus must work together suggests that whatever 

variations they undergo, they will have to be found in 

concert. 

If we can use the elements delineated above to deter-

mine that a work is a tragedy, we can also use them to 

determine that a work is not a tragedy. Just as we cannot 

have a plotless tragedy, we cannot have "Christian tragedy," 

"existential tragedy," or "pathetic tragedy." The quali-

fying word in each of these phrases indicates a specific 

view of human experience. The problem is that the word 

"tragedy" as a literary term also means, or should mean, 

a work of art which expresses a specific world view. One 

assumes that in these phrases tragedy is thought of pri-

marily as form or genre. One of the common misunderstand-

ings of tragedy is that it is merely genre. It is not. 

Tragedy transcends genre and form because it has specific 

philosophical content which can be expressed by any genre 

which contains plot: drama, the novel, even narrative 

poetry. As we shall see, this content is contrary to 

those views of human existence we call Christian, exis-

tential, and pathetic, just as they are different from one 
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another. The inappropriateness of such a term as "pathetic 

tragedy" will be discussed later, but if we understand 

the relationship between the world views currently called 

Christian and existential in the Western world and the 

world view properly called tragic, we will be much closer 

to an understanding of the nature and meaning of tragedy. 

If "Christian tragedy" means that the basic theme of 

the work is an expression of the orthodox Christian view 

of man and the universe, then the tragic view is denied. 

If the term simply means that Christianity is being used 

to provide the necessary myth or sense of moral order, 

then the work is not a "Christian tragedy" but a tragedy 

which happens to employ Christianity for certain metaphors, 

for which another myth in another time would do, has done, 

just as well. Similarly, the existential view of life 

as inherently valueless and chaotic is also non-tragic. 

In fact, the generalizations about human experience ex-

pressed by "Christian"--the universe is comprehensible 

and moral—and "existential"--the universe is incompre-

hensible and amoral--together form the heart and mystery 

of tragedy. These views, whatever metaphors and myths 

are used to express them, operate in a kind of balanced 

opposition to produce the tragic view of life. The absence 

of either view, then, results in something other than 

tragedy. 
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That tragedy expresses, simultaneously, contradicting 

themes, philosophies which are clearly mutually exclusive 

according to logic, is in part what makes the type mys-

terious and what has caused critics to have great diffi-

culty in thoroughly analyzing it. Complicating matters 

is the fact that a dual, paradoxical aesthetic operates 

to produce tragedy. Perhaps more than most types of 

literature, tragedy is an expression of the irrational. 

It is not reasonable or rational to say or show that both 

of the views of human experience described above are true. 

Man may feel that this expression of conflicting views 

is valid, but he has to suspend his reason to arrive at 

that feeling. That tragedy has retained its appeal through 

the ages, even in centuries not conducive to or productive 

of tragic expression, indicates that tragedy offers an 

accurate imitation of one recurring and universal kind 

of human experience, and its "accuracy" and "universality" 

are, it seems clear, due in part to the fact that tragedy 

expresses man's irrationality as well as his rationality. 

The psychological and anthropological critics have provided 

ample evidence that this is true, and they have added a 

great deal to our understanding of the irrational aspect 

of tragedy.4 Without this understanding, we cannot fully 

understand the art form; with it we are also much closer 

to an understanding of the appearance and disappearance 

of the type in the history of literature. 
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The theory presented here is based primarily on the 

work of Friedrich Nietzsche.5 His theory is not systematic 

or complete, but the intuitions and speculations bril-

liantly formulated in The Birth of Tragedy--many of which 

have since been proven or supported by reliable scholars--

are fundamental to the understanding of tragedy. He 

recognizes that the essence of tragedy is mystery and 

finds that mysteriousness in the relationship of the 

philosophical and aesthetic forces present in Greek culture 

of the fifth century B.C. Nietzsche sees Greek tragic art 

as the "mysterious marriage" of the Dionysiac and Apol-

lonian tendencies6 dominant in the Hellenic mind during 

the time of its greatest tragic drama. It is upon this 

fundamental insight that a theory of tragedy must be based. 

These tendencies have their roots in the Greek religious 

experience and expression of the time. Named for what 

Nietzsche believes to have been the two dominant gods in 

Greek culture, these tendencies represent very different 

and mutually antagonistic religious impulses. Clearly, 

these impulses do not have to be specifically religious, 

but these forces were fairly well-defined aspects of a 

national religion at the time of the creation of tragedy. 

They represent very different ways of knowing "God" and 

understanding human experience, and, therefore, they 

contain different beliefs in some "truth." They also 

represent very different impulses to express, to re-create, 



20 

that "truth" in art. That is, these tendencies might be 

called intellectual and emotional complexes which consist 

of special ways of knowing, special knowledge, and special 

artistic activity and which expressed themselves in very 

specific religious content in Greek culture in the fifth 

century B.C. We now know even more than Nietzsche did 

about the relationship between religion and art: religious 

impulses become artistic impulses when the religion has 

reached the stage of formalism and convention. The re-

ligious impulse to believe becomes the expression of 

philosophy in art; religious rites become artistic crea-

tions. What we find in tragedy, Nietzsche says rightly, 

is an artistic creation whose form and content were the 

result of a mysterious fusion of two opposing religious 

impulses or movements. 

It is not the purpose of this study to prove that 

Greek tragic art evolved in a certain way, although specu-

lations will be made. We will probably never know as much 

about the history of Greek tragic drama as we would like, 

but the historical facts and implications we have, our 

knowledge of the history of later drama, and the evidence 

provided by Western art in general suggest that not only 

were the Apollonian and Dionysiac forces present in Greek 

culture at the time but that they have existed as dis-

tinct and separate, even warring, forces throughout the 

history of Western culture, that they are, in fact, the 
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forces most immediately responsible for the special quali-

ties of the art produced in any given period. Sometimes 

one force dominates, sometimes the other. Occasionally, 

they share power and influence equally--Nietzsche's 

"mysterious marriage"--and while they are vying for domina-

tion, tragic art is produced. Of course, these forces can 

share domination of an individual mind and obviously do, 

for moments or for lifetimes. Because of the special 

nature of tragedy, however, it is almost impossible for 

tragic art to be produced in a period when the general 

cultural structure is not an expression of the "mysterious 

marriage" of these forces. Because religion is an expres-

sion of these forces and because tragedy is the child of 

religion and the socialized, systematized expression of 

that religion--religious ritual--tragedy always requires 

a religion, a myth, if only for metaphors, and the creation 

of and belief in myth7 are collective activities. That is, 

religion is communal by nature. Historically, religions 

have been "revealed" to a people; religions have occurred 

along national (community) lines. Only a few great artists, 

like Blake or Yeats, and the insane create personal re-

ligions. As we shall see in the case of Yeats, the 

individual artist working in isolation in a period in 

which one force dominates has to create his own myth, 

which is necessarily artificial and essentially lifeless. 

At any rate, the existence, expression, and relationship 
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of these forces to each other are inextricably connected 

to the social, political, economic, scientific, and re-

ligious atmosphere of the time. 

As we examine these forces, we will need to include 

their particularly Greek manifestations where they are 

relevant to the development of tragedy. Dionysos was the 

god of nature. His chief spokesmen and worshippers were 

the satyrs, goat-men paradoxical in their wisdom and gross 

naturalness. Worship of the god required intoxication, 

natural or induced. In the Dionysiac state, man becomes 

one with nature, with his god. In becoming one with na-

ture, man is stripped of self. He is one with his fellow 

men and with all other natural phenomena. He intuits that 

he is an inextricable element of the natural world, that 

the sudden violence of a catastrophic storm and the calm 

of a summer day are within him as well as without, and for 

no reason except that they are there. There is no good 

or evil in the Christian sense; there is just existence; 

or good is simply those elements and processes necessary 

to the continuation of existence, evil the absence thereof. 

Because change is natural and inevitable, because man in 

this state has no individual self with which to will, he 

has no need to act, to assert his will on the universe. 

The attempt would be vain anyway, he knows, because nature 

is permanent and immutable. Mutability, as we frequently 

use it to mean death or permanent change, is really 
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illusory because it is part of a larger whole which cannot 

be changed by one of its elements. The essential "stuff" 

of nature, the matter and energy comprising the universe 

and always in a state of flux, can, must, undergo change 

of form but cannot die until the flux becomes stasis and 

sll nature dies. Dionysos goes through change every year; 

he has to suffer death and dismemberment to live. 

The absence of self and the concomitant lack of self-

restraint, the loss of the limit of time, and the appre-

hension of eternal being enduring all phenomenal change— 

god/nature--result in ecstasy (ekstasis--out of self), in 

this case, orgiastic ecstasy, a "divine madness" (Nietzsche, 

p. 53). Man's natural instincts, all barriers brought 

down, can take him where they will; his behavior, if he 

is in the process of celebrating this oneness with God, 

is a mirror of his experience, disorderly, chaotic. Be-

cause man does not know all the laws of nature, not even 

those governing man, and because he exists in a world in-

habited by other men—driven to act by irrational as well 

as rational motives--he cannot predict the outcome of his 

action, even in the fairly immediate future. Therefore, 

the Dionysiac state, whether experienced as a celebrant 

in solitary contemplation, results in a oneness with 

at least apparent chaos. The joy felt as a result of the 

triumph of life over death, or the eternal over the tem-

porary, was, we can be fairly sure, eventually celebrated 
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by the dithyramb after the actual ritual; it was sung and 

danced to by worshippers who were temporarily transformed 

into satyrs by their state of mind and fawn-skins.8 This, 

say Nietzsche and others, was the origin of tragedy 

(tragoidia--goat-song). 

The terror of the Dionysiac experience, whether col-

lective religious ritual or individual experience, Nietzsche 

says, is produced by the wisdom gained as a result of the 

Dionysiac state. Because man is a rational element of na-

ture, he must always return to his individual self, to 

self-consciousness, to daily reality. Upon doing so, he 

realizes that nothing he can do can change the "eternal 

condition of things" (Nietzsche, p. 51). His understand-

ing destroys his will to act and fills him with loathing 

because daily reality calls him to action; "nausea invades 

him" (Nietzsche, p. 52). Nietzsche goes on to say cor-

rectly that we can understand Hamlet if we understand 

that he has become Dionysiac man. He cannot act, not be-

cause of reflection upon the act—offensive in itself--he 

is called upon to perform, but because of his knowledge 

that nothing he can do will accomplish anything. He also 

comprehends that this is not his special problem but 

symptomatic of the "infection" natural to man. 

I believe that the real terror for Dionsyiac man is 

caused by the simple fact that he must return to his in-

dividual self. The terrifying wisdom which is escaped 
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during the actual state but forced upon man afterwards is 

the fact of man s individuation. For man, individuation 

is equivalent to the death and dismemberment of the god; 

it cuts man off from the rest of nature and his own kind. 

It takes him out of community with all and makes him simply 

one, alone. Dionysiac wisdom says that individuation is 

a kind of natural and inevitable catastrophe; it is for 

Dionysiac man what original sin is for Christian man; it 

is Dionysiac man's fall from Eden. 

It is, then, not physical death that is the concern 

of the Dionysiac experience; it is the translation of col-

lective man into individual man, a kind of death which takes 

him out of nature, out of the eternal whole. This "death" 

is analogous to the god's death because it is equally in-

evitable, necessary, and terrifying. Because individua-

tion is man's natural state, because it is the result of 

his rationality his only real means of survival—it is 

man s Necessity, about which we have heard much in connec-

tion with tragedy. Man must be individual, he must and 

will act, but according to Dionysiac knowledge his indi-

viduality is temporary and his action changes nothing. 

Nietzsche says that the Dionysiac view of human existence 

is accurately summed up by the satyr Silenus' account of 

man's greatest good: "Ephemeral wretch, begotten by acci-

dent and toil, why do you force me to tell you what it would 

be your greatest boon not to hear? What would be best for 
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you is . . . not to have been born, not to be, to be 

nothing. But the second best is to die soon" (Nietzsche, 

p. 29). Physical death is good because it frees us from 

the trap of individual consciousness and the doomed ac-

tivity caused by that consciousness. Physical death allows 

us to return to our god, nature.9 It is also a part of 

the natural process of life; one flower must die that 

another can be born. It is man's "original sin"--his 

rationality and individuality--which makes him the only 

element in nature, as far as we know, that is conscious of 

and hostile to that Necessity. I believe that this know-

ledge is at least in part what allows us to be satisfied, 

even relieved, when the tragic hero dies, even when our 

sense of justice has been thoroughly outraged by the ob-

jective reason for his death. After the chorus has wit-

nessed Oedipus' discovery of the truth about himself, it 

echoes Silenus' words: 

0 generations of men, how I 
count you as equal with those who live 
not at all!10 

Later in the action the chorus agrees with Oedipus, at a 

time when it has ceased to attribute guilt to him, that 

he should have died as an infant. The conflict between 

man's Necessity--individuation and the accompanying need 

to act--and the fact of the futility of action can never 

be reconciled. When the knowledge of this "fact" of 

human existence is forced upon the hero, the chorus, 
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and/or the audience, death becomes acceptable. Then 

Silenus1 wisdom is, at least temporarily, the "theme" of 

the work: man's greatest good is not to be born into his 

inevitably infected condition. His greatest good is not 

to have been born into individuality. 

We can see, then, the correspondence between the 

Dionysiac view of human experience and the existential. 

The only order in the universe is that comprised of the 

physical laws of nature; the only entity "higher" than 

man is nature, of which man is as significant or insig-

nificant a part as all other natural phenomena. The only 

"willing" that exists outside the fragmentation that is 

man is the unconscious "will" to live and propagate—the 

"green fuse" or what Hardy calls the "Immanent Will"--found 

throughout nature. All systems of values and their ac-

companying calls to action are "unnatural" constructs 

found only in the minds of men. Man must assign value and 

create order if he is to participate in them. 

A value system and the appearance of order and beauty 

are, says Nietzsche, precisely what the Olympians repre-

sent. He maintains that because the Greeks could not 

bear the terrors of the Dionysiac recognition of the nature 

of the universe, they invented a religion they could live 

with. It is probably truer, or more objective, to say 

that side by side with the Dionysiac cults that swept 

across Greece, the Olympic gods were being solidified into 
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a system which denied the Dionysiac view. This system 

asserted that there were order, justice, and beauty in 

the universe and that man might enjoy them. Apollo was 

the main spokesman and law-giver for this religion, and 

he is in direct opposition to Dionysos. The Apollonian 

tendency renders order out of chaos. It not only creates 

law for man to use in his daily life, but it asserts that 

this law is divine, given by the "higher order" of the 

gods. Man's suffering from what seems to be chance catas-

trophe is accounted for: he suffers either because he 

violates divine law or because he gets in the way of the 

fulfillment of the gods' needs and desires. If man looks 

to the law and worships the gods, he has a good chance of 

living a life characterized by beauty, justice, and order. 

The Apollonian tendency also takes man out of nature. 

It says that individuation is good, that man has an in-

dividual will which can and should act on other men and 

the universe. The gods themselves are individuated; they 

have wills which are frequently in conflict with one 

another. Built into the Apollonian assertion of order 

and morality is the understanding that a mortal—Euripides' 

Phaedra is the best example--may suffer even when he has 

accidentally become involved in the gods' business, and 

this suffering is "just," reasonable. The purpose of 

the law is to guide man in his assertion of the will. The 

wisdom of Apollo says "Know thyself"; "Observe the limits"; 
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"Fear authority." So important were the Olympian gods 

to the conduct of daily life that they were said to be 

responsible for the "writing" or approval of most of the 

constitutions of the Greek states.11 The importance 

placed on law as divine and on the efficacy of man's 

rationality and the prophetic nature of Apollo tell man 

that the gods and the universe are intelligible, measura-

ble, and that assertions of the will produce predictable 

outcomes. These attitudes also make man responsible for 

his actions and fate, hence the Apollonian notion of crime 

or sin. Furthermore, because the Olympian family offered 

the hope of beauty and joy in life, Silenus' wisdom was 

overturned: " . . . it was the worst evil for man to die 

soon, and second worst to die at all" (Nietzsche, p. 30). 

It is relevant that Apollo was particularly connected to 

the stricture against homicide and that the Olympian re-

ligion stressed that man's only hope of happiness lay in 

earthly life; life after death was but a shadow. 

We can see the correspondence between the Olympian 

religion and Christianity, which will be discussed in more 

detail in Chapter II. It is sufficient to say here that 

Christianity is chiefly Apollonian in its creation of a 

"higher order," a revealed value system, and an ontology 

which accounts for man's suffering as the product of sin. 

It also takes man out of nature, promises justice and 

order, and insists on the efficacy of asserting the will. 
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These shared characteristics allow Christianity to be em-

ployed to create the necessary expression of the Apollonian 

tendency, but, at the same time, Christianity can never 

be the total shaping force in tragedy. 

According to Nietzsche, the Olympic gods and the wis-

dom of Apollo represent an "Apollonian overlay," an arti-

ficial construct which covers and denies Dionysiac wisdom. 

Such a statement reveals Nieztsche's bias, but it also pro-

vides an accurate analysis of the relationship of these 

tendencies in tragedy. The plot of Oedipus illustrates 

this relationship. Oedipus is a man caught by chance hap-

penings completely out of his control or, at least, beyond 

his ability to comprehend and predict--an expression of 

the Dionysiac recognition that man cannot know the uni-

verse through his rationality or act on it in a predictable 

way--but his fate is justified by the "Apollonian overlay" 

of the notion of crime. According to this overlay, Oedipus 

violates several laws. He does not "know" himself, a fault 

which leads to some of his errors in judgment but which 

really does not bear much examination because what he 

needs to know about himself has been concealed from him by 

the wills of other people, each of whom has acted on his 

own and without the knowledge of others. He has tradi-

tionally been accused of hubris; he has placed himself 

equal or superior to the gods by trying to subvert the 

prediction of the oracle, but everything in the religion 
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represented by the oracle tells man that he can and must 

avoid crime, that action is efficacious. The implication 

is that religion is defective or unreal. The crime of 

patricide, at least on one level, is the result of a 

flaw in Oedipus' character. On another level, however, 

it represents the calamities which may befall man when he 

asserts his will, for good or ill. I am not denying that 

Oedipus is guilty for killing a man in a fit of outrage. 

Every tragic hero is guilty of something, but what a thin 

veneer in the case of Oedipus! The motive that brings him 

to the crossroads is a good one, in keeping with the tenets 

of his religion. Laius used physical force against Oedipus 

first. Furthermore, Oedipus did not know Laius was his 

father or the King of Thebes. Perhaps the worst crime 

Oedipus is guilty of is not purifying himself of the sin 

of homicide according to Apollonian law. This is not ex-

plicitly the main case against Oedipus in the play, but 

it would have been in the minds of the Greek audience. 

Of course, purification would have done him no good; it 

would not have kept him from saving Thebes or marrying 

his mother. The act of killing a man in what might be 

termed self-defense coupled with the heroic defeat of 

the Sphinx sets his doom. 

Finally, Oedipus is "guilty" of "not observing the 

limits," of excessive reactions to things. It seems 

clear if not scientifically demonstrable that men who 



32 

save kingdoms are by necessity or nature excessive. They 

push back limits, and they are confident in their power 

to assert their wills. Oedipus and men like him are 

Apollonian men; they believe in and represent the values 

of their societies, Apollonian values, and it is their 

willingness and ability to act according to those values 

that make them heroes in society and literature. Accord-

ing to tragedy, heroes are Apollonian men acting in a 

Dionysiac world. At some point in the tragedy the thin 

veneer that is the Apollonian overlay cracks, and we, and 

usually the hero, discover that these men can never win; 

the very fact of their superior powers dooms them. 

One of the things that makes Oedipus a masterpiece 

is that Oedipus is not just an Apollonian stereotype. He 

is also a living, rounded character; we believe in him 

and his experience. Sophocles' artistry is apparent in 

his use of characterization to create the Apollonian 

overlay. Oedipus' treatment of Teiresias and Creon is 

excessive and unreasonable, and we are told by Jocasta 

that he has always "excited himself too much." Seeing 

him in a rage and knowing it is characteristic of him 

shape our response to him in several important ways. 

First, we accept him as an individual who is wise and 

good but who surprises us by his human frailty. His ex-

cessive behavior is "realistic" in that it is an appro-

priate trait in a man of strong will. It also colors 
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our reaction to his killing of Laius: it reveals that it 

was not chance happening or the unpredictable insolence 

of Laius that was responsible for the murder but Oedipus' 

excessive nature. Finally, his behavior with Teiresias 

and Creon causes us and the characters in the play to 

withdraw from him, thus making his fall more acceptable 

and more intelligible. In his excessive anger and pride 

we also see chaos beginning to emerge. Oedipus gets his 

first real glimpse of the abyss through Teiresias, and he 

begins striking out wildly.* he is Apollonian man confronted 

by Dionysiac possibilities, and he responds to chaos with 

chaos. 

Our reaction to the fate of Oedipus, of all tragic 

heroes, is a response always created by both forces. We 

feel terror because we perceive that nothing he has done 

can account for the suffering he undergoes and what hap-

pened to him could happen to us. We feel pity for this 

man, who is as good as or better than we are, because he 

has been crushed by the very forces--individuation, the 

moral order, the call to action—that have made him what 

he is. We feel terror because what has happened to him 

was inevitable, born out of necessity: it is "the blight 

man was born for." We feel pity, on another level, because 

he represents the values of his (our) society; we believe 

that he almost succeeded in asserting his will on the 

universe, in creating beauty and order, that he could have 
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and should have succeeded, and that, therefore, his failure 

is all the more lamentable. That both the Apollonian and 

Dionysiac tendencies doom Oedipus reveals something im-

portant about the nature of tragedy: the hero must always 

be partially responsible for his suffering. This is not 

due only to the Apollonian overlay. Oedipus has violated 

the Dionysiac principle by being individuated man. If he 

had not acted, if he were not representative of individ-

uated, "willful" man, he would have been a pathetic victim. 

If he had clearly understood all the factors of his situa-

tion and made a conscious decision to do something clearly 

depraved, he would have been a villain. Hamartia, after 

all, means literally "a missing of the mark," a failure 

of execution. The crime or sin will always be somehow re-

lated to or supported by group values: under other circum-

stances the act might have been good.12 In either case, 

he would not have been a tragic figure. Similarly, the 

Apollonian force may be largely responsible for the notion 

of crime punished as it unfolds in the action, but the 

Dionysiac force is responsible for the fact that the 

punishment must be excessive and horrible. The excessive 

punishment--alienation and/or death--gives us the sense 

of unjust suffering. The implication is that man will 

not necessarily suffer according to his deserts, but he 

will surely suffer. 
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These two forces also produce different kinds of 

artistic activity. Of course, these forces are always 

found in some kind of combination, and any attempt to 

analyze the "psychological" basis of art will be tentative 

and highly speculative, but it seems clear at least that 

two different ways of knowing, two different experiences 

of the universe are bound to call for different modes of 

expression. It is probably true, also, that all artistic 

activity is a product of both forces--art is a product of 

the will--but I think that we can isolate the activities 

which belong more to one force than to the other well 

enough to learn something about their relationship in 

tragedy. We have some historical evidence in the evolu-

tion of tragedy that this can be done. 

In his analysis of tragedy, Nietzsche makes some in-

structive comments about lyric poetry in which he argues 

that there is no such thing as "subjective" art and that 

subjectivity is inaccurately used to characterize lyric 

poetry. The Dionysiac force, he says, is chiefly respon-

sible for the production of lyric poetry and music. He 

maintains that these art forms remain closest to the 

reality art imitates; he calls them almost pure "idea-

tion." Because the Dionysiac artist becomes one with 

nature, with reality, and loses his individual self and 

will, he becomes one with the very sounds and images 

which will become the sounds and images of his art. The 
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speaker in lyric poetry, then, is not at all the subjective, 

ego-centered persona of traditional criticism. This per-

sona, this "I," has little power or desire to transform 

the images it recreates or transmits in its art according 

to the biases of the individual self. Lyric poetry and 

music, then, are the purest representations of reality. 

I think we can intuit, if we cannot prove, that Nietzsche 

is right when he says that lyric poetry is never completed, 

specific, in the way epic poetry is because the images in 

it have not been completely transformed--individuated--by 

the self of the artist; they remain expressions of and 

available to our collective consciousness. He is probably 

also right to say that the dramatic impulse is Dionysiac 

because of the Dionysiac artist's ability to become one 

with, to become, the image he is seeing. However, the 

creation of a specific character with specific relations 

to the rest of the universe, the final individuation of 

that character into one who speaks and moves and reacts 

to his world, is Apollonian, regardless of the art form 

created. Because it represents the principium individua-

tionis, the Apollonian tendency produces epic poetry, 

narrative poetry, rather than lyric poetry. As the force 

which renders order out of chaos, it creates specific 

and coherent patterns. The Apollonian artist is separate 

from the images he creates, and those images take on an 

individuality, a reality, of their own; so in drama the 
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completed characters, the plot, and the dialogue which is 

closely connected to the movement of the plot are Apol-

lonian. 

To the extent that Nietzsche is correct, tragedy can 

be seen not only as a product of the interplay of dif-

ferent aesthetic impulses or modes but also as a metaphor 

or paradigm for that interplay. In the writer of tragedy 

both the Dionysiac and Apollonian impulses are fused. In 

Greek tragedy the fusion of modes is especially evident. 

Hellenic tragedy fairly clearly evolved from a ritual 

which was concluded and celebrated by the dithyramb. First, 

as part of the actual religious ritual, the dithyramb helped 

create the sense of the god's presence, his rebirth after 

death and dismemberment. Later, the god was actually 

represented by one of the singers, so in proto-tragedy 

we have one singer leaving the group to play the part of 

the god. Finally, the god becomes a hero, a fiction, and 

real drama is born. The singers of the dithyramb become 

the chorus of Greek tragedy, the characters emerging as 

images of what the chorus knows or is experiencing. Thus, 

says Nietzsche, we can see tragedy as a "Dionysiac chorus 

which again and again discharges itself in Apollonian 

images" (p. 56). As an expression of the Dionysiac ten-

dency the tragic chorus is an "aesthetic imitation of 

the original chorus": 
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It is a living wall against the onset of reality 
because it depicts reality more truthfully and more 
completely than does civilized man, who ordinarily 
considers himself the only reality. Poetry does not 
lie outside the world as a fantastic impossibility 
begotten of the poet1s brain; it seeks to be the 
exact opposite, an unvarnished expression of truth, 
and for this reason must cast away the trumpery 
garments worn by the supposed reality of civilized 
man. The contrast between this truth of nature and 
the pretentious lie of civilization is quite similar 
to that between the eternal core of things and the 
entire phenomenal world. Even as tragedy, with its 
metaphysical solace, points to the eternity of true 
being surviving every phenomenal change, so does the 
symbolism of the satyr chorus express analogically 
the primordial relation between the thing itself 
and appearance. (p. 53) 

By the time tragedy is fully evolved, the artist and the 

chorus he creates contain a fusion of Dionysiac and Apol-

lonian "knowledge," so the Apollonian images "discharged" 

by the chorus will be "corrupted" by the "pretentious lie 

of civilization." This "corruption" does not affect the 

chorus's function as lyric, or musical, element; it re-

tains its power to separate eternal reality from daily 

reality. This lyricism and the ritualistic behavior 

of the chorus are largely responsible for the fact that 

the spectator's response is similar to his response to 

religious ritual: he transcends daily reality; he is 

transformed by this other reality; and he knows that his 

experience is a "true" one even though he cannot prove it. 

Everyone seems to agree that "choric" means the expres-

sion of knowledge, of truth, about the action, and this 

is so because the chorus represents the artist as collective 
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consciousness, or as men-become-satyrs, but infected by 

the Apollonian overlay, and the choric element must be 

present in a tragedy. When the chorus as dramatic entity 

disappears, the burden of expressing the lyric and main-

taining the ritualistic character of tragedy is trans-

ferred to other elements: the action, imagery, rhetoric. 

A final comment on ritual needs to be made. The 

reason many critics look for ritualistic action in a work 

they are considering as tragedy has been suggested and 

more will be said about the connection between ritual 

and plot. What needs to be emphasized here is that every 

tragedy does not have to have the formalized, ritualized 

treatment of dialogue and action native to Hellenic 

tragedy and always much easier to achieve in drama than 

in prose fiction. As we shall see, the plot is fic-

tionalized ritual; the ritual pattern will always inform 

and shape the tragic work. But critics are right in 

thinking that this is not enough. A successful tragedy 

will always contain elements which join with the plot to 

create the sense of eternally recurring, universal ex-

perience and the sense of mystery which accompanies ritual. 

To appreciate tragedy we have to suspend our rationality 

to some extent. The spectator cannot "participate" in 

tragedy if he is in a legalistic, scientifically objective 

frame of mind because tragedy must engage his irrational 

as well as his rational self. This means that tragedy 
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cannot contain a thoroughly realistic or naturalistic 

treatment of character or action. Neither the characters 

nor the plot can be "individuated" out of universality. 

If they are, the fusion of the forces is lost, and we 

no longer have tragedy. On the other hand, just because 

the quotidian is completely missing in a work or because 

the action is highly formalized and stylized, either in 

imitation of Greek poetic drama or in some surrealistic 

manner, tragedy has not been created. I think some critics 

have been confused about this aspect of tragedy. 

The treatment of Waiting for Godot and Death of a 

Salesman as tragedies is a good example of what I am 

talking about. Both plays are about human suffering, and 

many would argue that both depict eternally recurring, 

universal suffering. The dialogue and action in both 

plays are stylized in such a way that they suggest 

ritualistic behavior. Neither play is a tragedy, however, 

for several reasons. The view of human experience in Godot 

is existential, as I have indicated. The grimness of the 

play comes from the fact that there is no Apollonian overlay 

operating in the play: there is no assertion that there 

are justice, beauty, and order in the universe; there is 

no notion of crime, except the crime of existence. It 

might be said that in this play the characters represent 

Dionysiac worshippers for whom the god has repeatedly not 

shown up. 
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Death of a Salesman is not a tragedy mainly because 

its main character is not a hero. He admits to Linda in 

a moment of honesty that he is laughed at. He is not 

considered one of the "best of men" by his community. From 

the earliest moment of Willie's life that we are allowed 

to view, we see he does not represent the values of his 

community. He is a cheat and a liar: he encourages Biff 

to steal, and he lies to his wife about his business suc-

cesses. Even in the beginning, then, he is not a success-

full leader of his community, and he knows it. Throughout 

Death of a Salesman, Willie Loman is a pathetic figure. 

There are characters in the play who consistently have 

more power of action, more control over their fates, than 

he does. Furthermore, to use Northrop Frye's definition 

of pathos, the play is about "the exclusion of an indi-

vidual on our own level from a social group to which he is 

trying to belong."13 Frye also points out that it is 

possible for the pathetic figure to be one aspect of the 

tragic hero, but it is already apparent and will be made 

clearer that the tragic hero cannot be solely a pathetic 

figure. He cannot begin as a pathetic figure. Willie 

Loman is never anything but pathetic. From the beginning 

to the end of the play, he is excluded from the social 

group to which he wishes to belong. Unlike Oedipus, 

Hamlet, Lear, or any universally accepted tragic hero, 

Willie Loman never successfully represents the values or 
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collective will of his community; he believes in those 

values, but believing is not the same as representing. 

In Absalom, Absalom!, on the other hand, imagery and 

rhetoric are used to give prose fiction, a "naturalistic" 

genre, the sense of mystery and eternal reality found in 

ritual and necessary to tragedy. That is, while much of 

the characterization and action in the novel are given 

realistic treatment, especially as compared to the plays 

in question, imagery and rhetoric successfully create the 

choric element described earlier. Rhetoric in Absalom, 

Absalom! has what Nietzsche calls the "power to separate 

eternal reality from daily reality." Chapter IV contains 

a discussion of Absalom, Absalom! as tragedy; it is suf-

ficient to say here that in the novel, in contrast to Godot 

and Death of a Salesman, the choric element joins with 

characterization, plot, and theme to create tragedy, and 

yet because of the confusion among critics concerning the 

significance and function of ritual in tragedy the plays 

appear in discussions of tragedy at least as often as the 

novel does. 

As part of the "fiction" of tragedy the chorus also 

represents the community out of which the hero has emerged 

as the "first of men / in all the chances of this life and 

when we mortals have to do with more than man" (Oedipus 

11- 33-34). The community of religious worshippers is 

transformed in art into the community of a family, a 
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city-state, a nation. This tells us something important 

about the nature of the hero and his relationship to the 

other characters, to his community. First, no matter how 

far removed an example of tragedy is in time and specifics 

from Greek tragedy, behind the hero is the figure of 

Dionysos, enduring death and dismemberment because tragedy 

is about this Necessity of man which has its original 

recognition, analogue, and atonment in the god's experi-

ence. The god suffers the renewal of nature out of Neces-

sity. In the ritual enacting the god's experience Dion-

ysiac man recognizes his condition and finds a pattern of 

his experience. Later, the hero takes the god's place 

and suffers man's individuation and need to act, man's 

Necessity. In man's, the hero's, case, an additional 

element, atonement, is added. This separates the hero from 

the community and makes the fate of the community depen-

dent on his fate. If he does not suffer death and dis-

memberment, the "spell of individuation" (Nietzsche, p. 52) 

will not be broken; there will not even be the promise 

of the eventual reintegration of man with nature. On the 

other hand, the hero is also Apollonian man, rising out 

of the community of individuated man to assert not only 

his will but the will of the community on the universe. 

It is the Apollonian tendency which informs and shapes 

the development of civilizations, and Apollonian man 

builds them. If the hero or heroes are successful, the 
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community succeeds; if the hero fails, the community or 

civilization fails. I cannot help thinking of the final 

passage in Beowulf: 

. . . In spirits sad they spoke of the man's death. 
An old woman with hair bound up sang sorrowfully a 
mournful song after Beowulf, said earnestly that 
she should sorely dread their evil days of many 
slaughters, terror of warriors, of harm and cap-
tivity. . . . Thus the Geats lamented their lord's 
fall; the hearth-companions said that he was of 
earthly kings the mildest and gentlest of men and 
the most eager for praise.14 

When Beowulf dies, the tribe suffers the danger of annihila-

tion. He created order, and when he dies, order has to be 

created by a new hero, or it will not exist. 

When a man steps or is pushed out of the group to 

represent a god, he takes on, at least temporarily, the 

qualities of that god; he becomes something other than 

ordinary man. When he emerges from the community to 

create order out of chaos, he also takes on or reveals 

god-like qualities. In Western culture the hero in his 

vital stages has always been invested with a close con-

nection to the gods. These facts explain why the hero 

in Greek and Renaissance tragedy had to be a king, a 

prince, a general, a man or woman of "high degree." This 

became the convention because these were the people in 

society who had the magnitude appropriate to a god-

figure and the power of action to assert their wills. 

As countless critics have pointed out, there is an aris-

tocratic bias in tragedy, but the meaning of "aristocrat" 
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has changed since the Renaissance. Capitalism and demo-

cracy have taught us to think in terms of natural "aristo-

crats." In egalitarian times, the hero can emerge from 

any level in society, but he still has to have special 

powers. He must be someone with more power of action 

than the ordinary man, whether he is born into his posi-

tion of power or creates it. The artist also has to in-

vest the image of the hero with enough mystery and awesome-

ness that behind that image we can sense the figure of 

Dionysos and the figure of the king or we will not be 

able to respond to him the way we do to Oedipus and Lear: 

we will not be responding to the product of the "mysterious 

marriage" of the forces. This is also why the production 

of tragedy is an isolated occurrence here and there in 

modern Western culture. In a society in which every man 

is held to be equally connected, or unconnected, to the 

god and in which power of action most often means access 

to money, it is very difficult to create a viable tragic 

hero. It is revealing that two works which are frequently, 

albeit inaccurately, treated as tragedies are An American 

Tragedy and Death of a Salesman, both of which are 

largely about the connection between power, value, and 

money. Clyde Griffiths and Willie Loman lack power and 

social value because they lack money and/or the ability to 

get it. Because the social groups they wish to belong to 

possess money or the ability to get it and they do not, 
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they are isolated. Both characters believe in the values 

of their societies, but they do not represent them; they 

represent the failure of man to "live up to" the values of 

his society. Both are pathetic figures whose crimes are 

not the result of tragic errors in judgment emanating from 

aggressive wills. Their crimes are born of failures of 

the will, really, of the inability to assert the will at 

crucial moments in their lives. Clyde fails to try to 

save Roberta, and Willie remains in a position, the impor-

tance and magnitude of which are largely a figment of his 

imagination, for which he is not suited, and that leads 

him to other crimes. These failures are directly related 

to the characters' need for power and status based on 

materialistic values. The tragic hero in the worlds of 

these works could only be a man with access to large sums 

of money. 

Because both the Apollonian and Dionysiac aspects of 

the hero doom him and because the ritual which tragedy 

is based on gives its pattern of experience to tragedy, we 

can also say what kind of plot tragedy has to have. Aris-

totle is right when he says that tragedy has to have a 

beginning, a middle, and an end. What he is insisting 

on, I think, is that the plot has to have certain ele-

ments and events which form a sequence. The plot has 

to be sequential, in part because it is based on a 

ritual. Ritual gets its magic from the repetition of 
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certain kinds of behavior in a certain sequence. If the 

ritual does not end, for example, or if a part is missing 

or out of order, the ritual does not work. The plot of 

tragedy has to have additional elements because of what 

has to happen according to the Apollonian overlay. 

The Dionysos ritual calls for the god to go from 

wholeness to dismemberment, from being to non-being. As 

I have said, the god's rebirth was apparently acknowledged 

after the ritual in the dithyramb, so there is no rebirth 

or reintegration of the hero except that through death he 

loses his individuation in a very final way. The Apol-

lonian overlay calls for the hero to go from being powerful 

to powerless as the result of error. That is, both forces 

call for the hero's separation from the community. Behind 

the individualized picture of universal suffering that is 

the tragic hero are the god acting out his being before 

his worshippers and Apollonian man erring, sinning, and 

paying for that sin. Because both aspects are communal, 

public, his suffering and death, his crime and punishment, 

must be publicly exposed and witnessed. We have seen 

that tragedy cannot exist without the element of community, 

and the events of the plot have to be connected somehow 

to the health of the community: other characters must be 

affected by the action. The community first suffers and 

then becomes healthy again because of the hero's experience. 

It is purged at least temporarily of both Dionysiac and 
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Apollonian sin, or the necessity for atonement, as the 

result of the completion of the ritual pattern and the 

punishment and atonment for sin. Because of this connec-

tion between the hero and his community, the hero can be, 

has been, seen as a scapegoat, and, of course, the ritual 

we have been examining and scapegoat rituals are versions 

of the same thing. 

The beginning of the plot, then, establishes being 

on one level, and order on another, as the norms of the 

world of the work. In the middle chaos develops and suf-

fering emerges, and the hero begins the movement toward 

complete alienation. In the end, the crisis of chaos and 

suffering is resolved, and alienation is complete. The 

Apollonian overlay requires that order be restored because 

of its assertion that order is the norm. This sense of at 

least temporarily restored order gives us the illusion 

that allows us to bear the experience of the "true" nature 

of eternal reality. It is not unusual that a sense of 

new being or of rebirth also accompanies the end of 

tragedy. It accounts in part for the spectator's reaction 

to tragedy. The spectator is, along with the community, 

purged of Dionysiac and Apollonian sin; he has found him-

self in the hero, his experience in the hero's experience, 

and to the extent that he feels this, he is made one with 

man, moves toward a "reintegration" with nature and the 

community of man: Aristotle's theory of catharsis. Because 
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the spectator has looked into the abyss, has witnessed 

the terrors of existence, and endured, and because what 

he has witnessed is an individualized, fictionalized 

representation of eternally recurring experience, he 

has had a glimpse, an experience, of the "eternal whole 

which endures all phenomenal change." The "spell of 

individuation" has been momentarily broken, and the spec-

tator responds with awe and joy. At any rate, both forces 

require that the ending be "final." The ritual is over, 

the crime atoned for. Oedipus' exile, Lear's death are 

"final" because, ironically, they are enactments of man's 

universal experience. They are also final in that what 

has happened to Oedipus and Lear is irrevocable. The 

tragic hero is permanently changed by his experience. 

This is usually accomplished or symbolized by death, 

but in most cases we can see that even if the hero lives, 

his consciousness can never be the same. Unlike charac-

ters in modern, open-ended works, the hero's experience 

is finished; he usually has no more to learn about the 

nature of his existence. This is to say that tragedy can 

never be completely open-ended; it consists of a completed 

pattern of experience, and any work which is thoroughly 

open-ended cannot be a tragedy. As we shall see, there 

may be a character or characters whose experience remains 

open-ended, is not resolved, but that character or charac-

ters cannot be the tragic hero. 
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Tragedy is, then, a very specific thing. We have 

seen that the special fusion of forces has to be expressed 

in the nature of the hero and his relationship to a com-

munity, the plot, a choric element, and theme. If one of 

these elements is missing, or if one is purely Dionysiac 

or purely Apollonian, tragedy is not created. The speci-

ficity of the type and the complex set of factors producing 

it account for the infrequency with which tragedy is pro-

duced. Actually, we have had only two great periods of 

tragic production in Western culture, as far as I can 

tell. A cliche about tragedy is that it is produced in a 

period when there is a balance between belief and disbe-

lief in the current myth, when, perhaps, there is a 

"mysterious marriage" in society of faith and skepticism. 

Of course, this "marriage" is largely a manifestation of 

the fusion of the Dionysiac and Apollonian forces. His-

torians tell us that Hellenic religious thought and social 

and political institutions were undergoing revolution in 

and around the fifth century B.C.15 Apollo's temple in 

fifth-century Athens was occupied by Dionysos during 

several months each year when Apollo was elsewhere, 

proof that the two diametrically opposed gods shared 

Greek consciousness at least from the sixth to fourth 

centuries B.C. Sometime before this time, the alien 

Dionysiac religion had been assimilated, refined, and 

made more compatible with the Olympian religion than it 
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had been in its original form. In fact, by the fifth 

century B.C. both religions had become aspects of a con-

ventional, official state religion for some time. During 

this period, though, a new set of dark, Dionysiac-type 

mystery-cults began sweeping across Greece. These cults 

were connected to the gods of the underworld and fertility 

rites, and they offered a belief in individual immortality. 

These chthonian cults joined with the hero cults to form 

an increasingly popular new religion. At the same time, 

the sophists were busy undermining the notions that law 

is divine and that there is such a thing as absolute good 

or absolute evil. In the fifth century B.C., then, the 

official Greek religion, as real as it probably was to 

the average man, was in the process of passing into myth, 

especially the Olympian. It is probably true that with 

the chthonian cults, the Dionysiac tendency was first 

strengthened because of the weakened influence of the 

Olympians and then subverted because of the influence of 

the new Apollonian impulse found in the hero cults. Greece 

of the fifth century B.C. also saw the beginning of the 

break-up of the city-state, whose symbol was the Olympian 

family. Individualism, brought about by increasing pres-

sure on established group values, the break-up of collec-

tive entities like the city-state, and the cosmopolitanism 

of a highly developed, imperialistic economy, was "the dis-

tinguishing mark of a new age" by the fourth century B.C.16 
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Aside from its artistry, the reason that Oedipus is a 

symbol or ultimate pattern for tragedy is that it is a per-

fect expression not only of the fusion of the Dionysiac 

and Apollonian forces but also of the balance between 

faith and skepticism which seems to have characterized 

Greek society of this period. Before a god "steps" onto 

the secular stage, either in person or by allusion or 

invocation, he has already lost much of the mystery and 

awesomeness found in a "young" god because he has become 

a convention. He is still capable of drawing a strong 

emotional response from us, but we have also become capable 

of not believing in him, and this is precisely the kind 

of mixed response, or potential response, tragedy requires. 

At some point in Oedipus the Greek as well as the modern 

audience quits believing in Zeus and Apollo, or the audience 

no longer believes that they are what they have presented 

themselves to be: it sees through the "pretentious lie" 

of the Apollonian overlay. I say "quits" because belief 

has preceded disbelief. At the end of tragedy, whether 

the gods appear or not, we do not care about them; our 

attention is on the hero, and we are simply relieved that 

order has been restored. We cannot, for the moment anyway, 

go back to the same attitude we had at the beginning about 

the representatives of, or in some cases allusions to, the 

moral order. Note the final passage in Oedipus: 
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You that live in my ancestral Thebes, behold this 
[Oedipus,--

him who knew the famous riddles and was a man most 
[masterful; 

not a citizen who did not look with envy on his lot-
see him now and see the breakers of misfortune swal-

[low him! 
Look upon that last day always. Count no mortal 

[happy till 
he has passed the final limit of his life secure 

[from pain. 

We are interested in man, not the gods, at the end of 

tragedy. 

The fusion of the Dionysiac and Apollonian tendencies 

in culture and the balance between faith and skepticism 

in the collective consciousness of a society must be dif-

ficult to retain: "the center cannot hold," at least in 

such a way that produces tragic art. Euripides is the 

last Greek tragedian, and we can see a change, an imbalance, 

in his work. Some of the Apollonian overlay is lost; his 

characters have less power of action and for that less 

magnitude; the gods are more capricious. The fusion begins 

to split: the view of human experience is more Dionysiac; 

the realistic treatment of character is more Apollonian. 

After Euripides, we have to wait two thousand years for 

the next flourishing of tragedy. During that period, 

another religion is born and develops and another people 

pass through a heroic age. 

In Renaissance Europe, especially England, tragedy 

appears again as a popular form. The period not only 

drew on the old Greco-Roman art and ideas, but it also 
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has numerous analogues with fifth-century Greece. Pro-

found changes were occurring in art, science, religion, 

economic theory and practice, in society in general. Ideas 

concerning the aristocracy and Christianity were under-

going revolutionary change. With the rise of the middle 

class, the urbanization of England, the beginning of 

capitalism, the Protestant reform and division of the 

Church, and new scientific findings, we find that by the 

end of the period individualism is "the distinguishing mark 

of a new age." A cliche about Renaissance England is that 

the atmosphere of the time was a mixture of faith and 

skepticism. In addition, we find a drama clearly evolved 

from religious ritual. Christianity is very different 

from Greek religion of the fifth century B.C., but it is 

a product of the same forces. It may be chiefly Apollonian, 

but it contains Dionysiac recognitions, and it is founded 

on the same kind of ritual pattern--the death of a god. 

At any rate, the second flourishing of tragedy lasted 

less than a hundred years, and in the seventeenth century 

English tragedy changes in much the same way we find it 

changed in Euripides. After Webster, Tourneur, and Shir-

ley, we find tragedy only as an isolated occurrence, 

usually even among the works of one artist.17 

Tragedy has continued to be an isolated phenomenon. 

The "mysterious marriage" of the two forces which produce 

tragedy as a popular form has not recurred in Western 
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culture since the early seventeenth century. First one 

then the other force has dominated culture since sometime 

in the seventeenth century. The eighteenth century, the 

"Age of Enlightenment," was Apollonian. Domination of the 

Apollonian tendency disintegrated sometime at the end of the 

eighteenth century (1798?). The Romantic period is chiefly 

Dionysiac. Perhaps the best label for the period beginning 

around 1890-1914 and continuing to the present is the Age 

of Fragmentation. For example, as Christianity has become 

increasingly Apollonian, especially the Protestant branch, 

other, more "Dionysiac" religious cults have gained in 

popularity. Science in contemporary culture is similarly 

fragmented. While the operation and goals of contemporary 

science are naturally Apollonian, its effect on Western 

culture has been the popularizing of Dionysiac "truth"--

or that part of the Dionysiac "knowledge" which can be 

called existential--and Dionysiac ways of knowing in art. 

At any rate, we have no contemporary writers of tragedy. 

We have modern and contemporary writers who have among 

their works one tragedy, such as Hardy (The Mayor of Cas-

terbridge), Faulkner (Absalom, Absalom!), and Miller (After 

the Fall); and the last, though it is a play, cannot even 

be termed a regular tragedy but a dramatic poem which ex-

presses a tragic view of life. The only modern writer 

treated in this study as a "writer of tragedy" is a lyric 

poet, Yeats, none of whose narrative works qualifies as 
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a tragedy and who, therefore, can only be said to express 

in the corpus of his work a tragic view of life. 

If the theory detailed above is accurate, it can be 

used in at least three ways. First, and most important, 

it can help us understand individual examples of tragedy. 

Second, it allows us to distinguish between tragedies and 

works which are non-tragic but which seem to have a con-

nection to tragedy so that the term retains its usefulness. 

Finally, when we understand why a work is not tragic, we 

also understand that work better. To say, for example, 

that a work has the outward form of classical tragedy but 

does not express a tragic view reveals a great deal about 

the work. So far, I have used the theory in all three ways. 

In the central chapters that follow, the first use of the 

theory will be exemplified. Chapter II is an analysis 

of King Lear, which is representative of tragedy when it 

is a popular, frequently-produced type. In Chapters III 

and IV examples of modern and contemporary tragedy are 

examined. In Chapter III, I will show how Yeats' lyric 

poetry, taken as a whole, is an expression of the tragic 

view. Chapter IV is an analysis of a novel, Absalom, 

Absalom!, as tragedy. In both chapters attention will be 

given to the transformations and adjustments necessary 

in modern, non-dramatic tragic works. Chapter V, the 

conclusion, is a summary discussion of the theory which 
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concentrates on what we have learned about variations 

on original Greek tragedy. 
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CHAPTER II 

KING LEAR 

The Renaissance was the last age in which poetic drama 

flourished in the Western world. In England with Gorboduc 

genuine tragedy was reborn, and with the works of Marlowe 

and Shakespeare English Renaissance tragedy became defined 

and "native." Of the many playwrights producing tragedy 

during the Renaissance in England, Shakespeare was, of 

course, the major force. Although both critics and laymen 

view Shakespearean tragedy as "classic" and use plays like 

Hamlet and Lear as touchstones of tragic art, we can see 

that Shakespearean tragedy is not at all "classical" when 

we consider that term to mean tragedy which conforms per-

fectly to Aristotle's description of tragedy. However, 

even writers who attempted to imitate classic Greek drama, 

such as Jonson, agree with critics of all periods that 

Shakespeare is somehow a lineal descendent of the great 

Greek playwrights, especially of Sophocles, who is the 

"most classical" of the three. This identification of 

Shakespeare as the "truest" tragic voice after the Greeks 

means that there is something fundamental to tragedy that 

transcends genre and convention. What we want to discover 

is what elements of the Greek plays, what elements of 

60 
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tragedy, are absolutely essential to the creation of the 

type and how elements undergo variation. We have to be 

able to say in what ways Hamlet or Lear, for example, can 

be said to be the same as Oedipus or the Oresteia. We 

also need to discover how the variations of the elements 

essential to tragedy function to produce a work which is 

true to the original Greek works. 

I have chosen King Lear for examination because it is 

the most "Greek" of Shakespeare's tragedies and because, 

partly for its kinship with the plays of Aeschylus and 

Sophocles, Lear is seen by some critics as Shakespeare's 

greatest achievement.1 Certainly, in the entire canon of 

tragedy, Lear stands as a second-generation classical 

tragedy. In terms of the theory proposed in the Introduc-

tion, Lear possesses the characterization, plot, choric 

element, and themes fundamental to tragedy. King Lear is 

a hero; he is Apollonian man--a king who has reigned suc-

cessfully for a long time--who learns Dionysiac knowledge 

through suffering caused directly and indirectly by his 

error. His abdication and the "love trial" are unwise, 

irresponsible acts, but they are hardly criminal in their 

conception. Under other circumstances, they might have 

resulted in a carefree retirement for Lear with continuing 

stability for his kingdom. Because the wills of others, 

impossible to predict at the moment he commits his acts, 

come into play in the shaping of the outcome of his acts, 
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his abdication and the love trial become tragic error even 

before they are completed. Lear's errors cause chaos and 

suffering, which end only with his death. Order is restored 

in the end. The choric element is present in the Fool, 

in choric statements of other characters, and in imagery 

and rhetoric. Lear also contains an expression of the 

themes of tragedy, and the relationship of the two views 

of human existence is identical to that found in Greek 

tragedy: the Dionysiac "truth" is covered by the Apollonian 

overlay, another "truth." 

Although lacking the Greek religious base, or any 

explicit orthodox religious basis, Lear comes closest of 

all English tragedies to the stark tragic vision of Greek 

drama. The particulars of Greek myth have been replaced 

in Lear by a background of medieval and Renaissance Chris-

tianity. The preoccupation in Lear with evil and retribu-

tive justice is central to Christianity, as is the 

implication that Lear achieves salvation through his 

suffering. The Greek myth included a recognition and ac-

ceptance of injustice and chance which Christianity 

denies. Christianity can be seen as a product of the 

Apollonian urge for order, beauty, and a rational ex-

planation of the nature of the universe; it is a response 

to the terrors of existence. In Lear we see a man strug-

gling against the irrational and chaotic forces of the 

natural world and his own nature. We hear men calling out 
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for justice where there does not seem to be any. We are 

given no satisfactory explanation for the existence and 

vitality of evil. We see that man can affect his destiny 

by an assertion of the will but that he cannot predict 

the results according to any dogma. Even so, the very 

existence of the repeated cries for justice and the sharp 

division of the characters into the camps of good and evil 

and the ensuing battle between the forces of good and evil 

imply a world which contains justice, order, and accessible 

gods and, therefore, help create the Apollonian overlay 

necessary to tragedy. 

In Lear the Apollonian assertion that the world is 

comprehensible and just, that man can and should assert 

his will, is found chiefly in a dramatic form of Christian 

allegory--the English Morality play, which is one of the 

major shaping forces of the tragic vision in King Lear. 

The tradition of the English moralities is so conspicuous 

in Lear that at least one critic sees the play as a 

"sublime morality play."2 This view, although it is too 

narrow, is a natural response to the presence in Lear of 

numerous dramaturgical elements and philosophical concerns 

of the Morality play. Underneath a fairly thin veneer of 

verisimilitude, most of the characters in Lear are alle-

gorical figures, and the plot generally follows the alle-

gorical formula for the salvation of the soul. This use 

of allegory in characterization and plot is derived from 
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the Morality play, and it serves the crucial purpose of 

enhancing the universality of the main characters and 

their experience. In allowing us to view Lear and the 

action as representative of man's collective experience, 

the Morality aids in the expression of the Dionysiac ten-

dency. On the other hand, the religious connotations 

of the allegorical figures and events join with the 

philosophical speculations in Lear to form a nebulous but 

pervasive religious atmosphere which is essential to the 

tragic vision and which is chiefly instrumental in the 

expression of the Apollonian tendency. 

Because the Morality play provides the basic pattern 

for Lear and because it shapes and informs the fundamental 

elements of tragedy in Lear in such a way that it is used 

in the expression of both tendencies, we need to examine 

the Morality tradition as it existed in Renaissance 

English culture. 

From 1400 to 1550, the Morality play was one of the 

most popular forms of drama in England.3 The main sources 

of the form were Prudentius1 Psychomachia and the Pater-

noster plays. The Morality plays were homiletic allegories 

in which personifications or universal types were used 

to dramatize the eternal war between virtue and vice for 

possession of the human soul. Prudentius sums up the use 

of personification for Christian homiletics in Psychomachia: 

"The way of victory is before our eyes if we may mark at 
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close quarters the very features of the Virtues and the 

monsters that close with them in deadly struggle."k Thus, 

Fortitude, Prudence, or the Four Heavenly Sisters—Mercy, 

Peace, Justice, and Truth--would fight with Avarice, 

Hypocrisy, or Worldly Goods for the soul of an Everyman, 

a Mankind, or a Magnificence. As the form developed, the 

vice would try first overt temptation and then seduction 

by deceit. Where the first failed, the second usually 

succeeded. More important, man, and by implication his 

soul, would be given a chance, after a period of de-

generation, depravity, and accompanying misery, to make a 

second choice for virtue, by which he obtained salvation. 

Maynard Mack has pointed out that a Renaissance 

audience inherited from medieval culture the habit of 

mind which ensured that any episode, onstage or in life, 

might be taken as exemplary or emblematic, especially if 

it were included in a traditional or familiar story.5 

Lear's story or its similar counterparts was a familiar 

one which could easily stir memories of the older alle-

gorical figures of Everyman, Genus Humanum, or Rex Humani-

tas. Shakespeare's treatment of the old story ensures an 

emblematic or allegorical view of the characters and ac-

tions in the play. There is nothing of the quotidian in 

Lear: few of the speeches or events in Lear serve to create 

a sense of verisimilitude. Edmund is the only character 

who is allowed to any degree to reveal his motivations 
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through introspective soliloquies. In fact, the charac-

ters' literal motivations--the sisters' implied jealousy 

of Cordelia and Edmund's resentment of bastardy, for 

example--which are a means of fictionalizing them, are 

either not expressed or are slight and unsatisfactory in 

view of the actions they prompt. There is, then, none 

of the psychological realism in Lear for which Shakespeare 

had such genius. Some critics have been uneasy with the 

lack of plausibility of the events in the play; it is only 

through an eager and willing suspension of disbelief that 

we can accept the efficacy of Edgar's and Kent's disguises, 

Gloucester's immediate willingness to believe Edmund, or 

his belief that he is at Dover, just to mention a few of 

the improbabilities. The absence of realism in motivation 

and action and the absence of any but the very vaguest 

of literal settings—England before Merlin, a heath, a 

covintryside, a town which may or may not be Dover--give 

us the overwhelming impression of universal or allegorical 

action. The feeling that we are witnessing universal 

experience is further heightened by references to the 

cosmos as a whole. 

Lear's special kinship with the Everyman or Mankind 

of the Morality play is found in his representation of 

the human soul caught up in the war between good and evil 

in his search for knowledge and insight, and especially 

in his role as the sinner paying for his sin. In 
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examining Lear's role as the human soul, we must look at 

the action surrounding him and caused by him. It is rele-

vant to our view of Lear as allegorical to compare 

Shakespeare's treatment of the love trial--Lear's "sin" 

which sets the "wheel of fire" in motion--to the love 

trial of the earlier play, The True Chronicle of King 

Leir.6 The change Shakespeare makes is an important one 

in terms of motivation and, therefore, in terms of Lear's 

roles of literal character and allegorical sinner. In 

the older version, the idea of a love trial is suggested 

to the king several times before he reluctantly accepts 

it. His decision is based on a desire to persuade Cordelia 

to marry a king of his choosing so that the well-being of 

his realm will be assured. It is hoped that, after Cor-

delia professes her love, she will be forced to acquiesce 

to her father's marriage plans. Not only is the king 

somewhat justified in using the trial, but he is anguished 

at having to play the trick. Nowhere in the play is there 

the suggestion that Leir merely wants to satisfy his vanity. 

In Lear, we are given no motivation for the trial 

other than the implications that as a foolish, vain old 

man, Lear wants to hear the professions publicly and, 

worse, that he hopes to give his favorite "a third more 

opulent" than her sisters'. In this, Lear strains the 

bonds of sisterly love and places an emphasis upon good 

words instead of good deeds. This act is a small "sin," 
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but it leads him to a more unnatural act, that of breaking 

the bond of father and child: 

Here I disclaim all my paternal care, 
Propinquity and property of blood, 
And as a stranger to my heart and me 
Hold thee from this for ever.7 

By banishing Cordelia, Lear also banishes goodness. And 

by separating his soul from goodness, by straining family 

bonds and severing the paternal bond with the child who 

loves him most, by initiating the degeneration of authority 

and order in his realm through abdication of kingship and 

fatherhood, Lear establishes the pattern for violence which 

accompanies filial hatred and national disorder. As I 

have established, all tragic heroes sin against the Diony-

siac principle by being Apollonian men; they sin against 

Apollo by failing to execute assertions of the will 

properly, by making errors in judgment which lead to 

crime. Lear's greatest "literal," or "fictional," crime 

is the abdication of kingship, identical in kind to his 

abdication of fatherhood, a fitting crime for Apollonian 

man because it is a rejection of power and authority, the 

tools he has been given to maintain order, justice, and 

beauty. When he banishes Cordelia and gives up his king-

dom, he betrays the Apollonian principle. And because of 

the way Shakespeare has shaped the traditional story, 

the best account we can give of Lear's motivation for his 

acts is that they represent an "excessive reaction to things. " 
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The Morality plays were designed, of course, to warn 

man against the pains of sin. Once the figure representing 

the soul sins, he "falls" spiritually, socially, and 

physically. In Skelton's Magnificence, Adversity is sent 

to punish the sinner: 

I plucke down kynge, prynce, lorde, and knight; 
I rushe at them rughly and make them ly full lowe; 

And in theyr moste truste I make them overthrowe.8 

Lear is brought "full lowe" into the storm of the physical 

world, the spiritual storm of madness, and a world which 

shows little evidence of the dignity and authority of king-

ship. And in his private world the children he trusts 

abandon him. The passage quoted above is one of several 

in Magnificence in which the abrupt turn of the wheel of 

fortune from prosperity to adversity is described as the 

just and inevitable result of sin. The following passage 

from the same play is significantly applicable to Lear's 

fate: 

To day fayre wether, to morrowe a stormy rage; 
To day hote, to morrowe outragyous colde; 

To day a yoman, to morrowe made of page; 
To day in surety, to morrowe bought and solde; 

To day a man, to morrowe he lyeth in the duste.9 

A "stormy rage," "outragyous colde," and man become sub-

human-- lying in the "duste"--are literally what Lear and 

his community are descended to. The stormy rage inside 

Lear is even more devastating than the one outside as 

Lear "strives in his little world of man to outscorn / 

The to-and-fro-conflicting wind and rain." Here, too, 
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man is stripped of the reason, physical shelter, and dig-

nity which signify man's superiority to animal and 

physical nature. 

Animal imagery abounds in Lear, and it serves chiefly 

to signify man's spiritual degeneration. The abundant 

use of animal imagery found in Lear is not necessarily 

characteristic of the Morality play. It does, however, 

represent a dilation of the religious conventions and con-

victions of the plays. The dramatization of the depravity 

and misery of the sinner is almost universal in the plays, 

and the emphasis on the bestial nature of the sinner is 

directly inherited from Christian allegory. We all know 

the story of the prodigal son who slept and ate with the 

pigs in a sty: man is "man" one day and sub-human the 

next because of his sin. He loses his place next to the 

angels and lies down in the dust with the beasts. If he 

denies God, he loses his soul and becomes no more than an 

animal or a piece of physical nature. Thus, Goneril has 

a "wolvish visage"; both sisters are "tigers"; Lear was 

flattered "like a dog." Edgar represents all men: he is 

"a poor, bare, forked animal." Edgar assumes the role 

of a fallen sinner in a Morality play as he describes 

himself as one who lustfully enjoyed physical pleasure: 

he was "hog in sloth, fox in stealth, wolf in greediness, 

dog in madness, lion in prey." The animal imagery 
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underscores the depraved condition the speaker claims to 

have experienced, but the imagery has an ironic effect 

when we consider that the speaker is Edgar. Somehow we 

"know" that Edgar, as the literal Edgar, son of Gloucester, 

has not been guilty of serious sin. Like Cordelia, Edgar 

is the ideal child. In acting out the role of the crazed 

Tom 0' Bedlam, he uses the words of a depraved sinner in 

Christian allegory, but we know that he is innocent. The 

implication is that all men are guilty of serious sin, 

that sin is natural and inevitable in man. This Dionysiac 

theme is denied in numerous passages in which the use of 

animal imagery is coupled with a plea for justice from the 

gods, such as the following speech by Albany: 

If that the heavens do not their visible spirits 
Send quickly down to tame these vile offenses, 
It will come, 
Humanity must perforce prey on itself, 
Like monsters of the deep. (IV.ii.46-50) 

Sin and chaos have gotten out of control, but they are 

aberrations. God is capable of restoring order; and in 

the Morality plays, the heavens send their "visible 

spirits." In Lear, on the other hand, the heavens are 

empty of all but wind and rain, and until Lear is reunited 

with his own human "spirit" of goodness, Cordelia, men do, 

indeed, prey on each other like "monsters." 

The reduction of Edgar to crazed fallen sinner is a 

reflection of the state Lear has fallen into; and in 

Lear's final reduction, we can see how Shakespeare extends 
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the allegorical conventions to tragic proportions. Lear 

recognizes with resentment and surprise his physical vul-

nerability: "They told me I was everything. 'Tis a lie--

I am not ague-proof." He seems repulsed by his own 

physical corruptibility when, as Gloucester tries to kiss 

his hand, he replies: "Let me wipe it first; it smells of 

mortality." Lear has become Dionysiac man. He has looked 

into the abyss of the inexplicable absurdities and terrors 

of existence; "nausea invades him." He fights back this 

repulsion by mixing "reason in madness" in his speech on 

the injustices of the world, which is sprinkled with utter 

absurdities. In fact, he begins to use individualized 

images to express his vision of man--"simple thief," 

"farmer's dog," "rascal beadle," "scurvy politician." It 

is in this further and more complicated reduction and the 

vision it brings that the Christian allegorical sinner be-

comes the universal and tragic "sinned against." It is 

with pity that we see Lear as an individual who asserted 

his will on the universe and is paying a terrible and 

unfair price for it; but it is with terror that we see 

man's augmented representative unjustly and inexplicably 

reduced from more than we have been to less than we can 

bear to acknowledge ourselves to be, for what amounts to 

pride, lack of self-knowledge, and poor judgment. 

I have said that Lear is Apollonian man gaining 

Dionysiac knowledge through suffering. During the storm 
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Lear is becoming one with the apparent chaos of the uni-

verse. We have seen that he begins to create Apollonian 

images to express his Dionysiac insight. The process he 

experiences is the same process as that experienced by the 

tragic artist according to Nietzsche's speculations. Fur-

thermore, Lear, the tragic artist, and the fallen sinner 

in Christian allegory share similar physical conditions 

during the period in which they are gaining insight into 

the nature of the universe and the human condition. The 

sinner's reversion to physical nature is often symbolized 

by gross changes in physical appearance. Magnificence 

wears dirty rags and has fallen into a bog before he is 

saved. The Dionysiac revellers entwined grape leaves in 

their hair and assumed the identity of wild beasts. In 

a variation on both traditions, Lear sheds his kingly 

apparel and roams about the countryside "bedecked with 

weeds." The sinner is sometimes portrayed as a man in-

toxicated by wine during his depraved, animalistic state; 

at any rate, his thinking is muddled. The Dionysiac wor-

shipper is intoxicated by wine and lapses into a trance 

which allows him to become one with his god, nature. 

Lear is intoxicated by rage and suffering, which have 

pushed him to the point of madness. All emerge from their 

states with "true" insight. 

It is essential to point out here how the traditional 

treatment in Christian allegory of the condition of the 
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fallen sinner, found in Lear, serves as a basis for the ex-

pression of the Dionysiac recognition, and how, as such, 

it shapes the tragic vision. First, it must be seen that 

this aspect of Christian allegory is a function of the 

Dionysiac tendency in Christianity. Christianity recog-

nizes the chaos and irrationality of the human experience, 

but it accounts for them as states resulting from man's 

separation from God. These qualities are often viewed as 

impositions of the body on the mind, and, as such, they 

are rejected as animal qualities. In this way, Christian-

ity incorporates the Dionysiac view of man as an "inex-

tricable" element of nature so that the view is completely 

subverted. That is, Christianity attributes irrationality, 

chaos, and corruptibility to the body, which is an element 

of "fallen nature"; rationality and order are attributes 

of the soul of man, which is perfect, or perfectible, be-

cause it comes from God. When man "falls" to nature, when 

he becomes one with nature, he loses his soul, becomes 

separated from God, and according to the Christian doctrine 

of original sin, man is doomed to "fall" the moment he is 

born. Thus the Dionysiac assertion that man is doomed to 

suffer gratuitously is present but subverted. 

It is necessary to pause here and observe that in 

Shakespeare's cultural milieu there was an established 

religion and a dramatic form derived from that religion 

which have the potential to provide form and content for 
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tragedy. While the religion and the dramatic form are 

chiefly Apollonian, they are transformed by Shakespeare's 

creative genius into the tragic. Shakespeare's modifica-

tions of the Morality play and Christian allegory are 

numerous and subtle, and they help create something 

different in kind. King Lear is not a Morality play; it 

bears the stamp of the allegorical pattern and imagery. 

One of the things that makes Lear a successful tragedy is 

that Shakespeare uses the very stuff of his audience's 

religion and artistic experience as a vehicle for the 

tragic expression. He speaks not only in the "true voice" 

of tragedy, in Sophocles' voice, but he also speaks in a 

"true voice" of his own time. Shakespeare's variations 

on the Morality play and use of imagery from Christian 

allegory naturally produced variations on the formal ele-

ments of Greek drama, which were produced by another 

religion and another tradition. In fact, almost all of 

the specifics are different. The original outlines--the 

nature of the hero, the plot pattern, and the themes--are 

there. The lyricism is there, too; Lear is poetic drama. 

Nevertheless, all of the details essential to the creation 

of character, the specific events, and the specific images 

are different, as they had to be for Shakespeare to speak 

to his time. 

We can see, also, that the changes Shakespeare made 

cannot be called profound because "profound" suggests a 



76 

change in kind. Rather, we can say that the change is 

thorough, or pervasive. Every element as we find it in 

the original Greek plays has undergone change. One of 

the most obvious and crucial changes is the absence of 

the chorus, which is the starting-place for Greek tragedy. 

The loss of the chorus results in a loss of simplicity. 

As we have seen, the chorus is the community of the king, 

and that community is fragmented into many varied charac-

ters in Elizabethan tragedy. More characters make speeches 

in Elizabethan tragedy, and numerous characters make choric 

statements. These statements are joined in a communal, 

a choric, voice because they echo each other and because 

they often share imagery. The pervasive animal imagery 

in Lear, for example, is a unifying force, just as the 

storm and sight imagery are. As we shall see, a similar 

fragmentation of character and plot occurs in Lear and 

in all Shakespearean tragedies. We have already seen that 

Lear and Edgar take on the attributes of the fallen sinner. 

They suffer the same kind of reduction. The animal 

imagery draws other characters--Goneril, Regan, Albany--

into this experience. By these complications the soul of 

the fallen sinner becomes the community of man, and, in 

the same way, one tragic hero becomes several "heroes" 

who wear "faces" of the tragic hero at some point in the 

play. 
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Before we examine the "faces" of the other characters, 

some additional comments on Lear must be made. Lear is 

the archetype of the king. In the first line of the play, 

Lear is referred to only as "the King." We first see 

him as head-of-state participating in a ritual of court. 

The king became particularly important in sixteenth-century 

allegory because of an increasing interest in politics. 

Many documents, including Morality plays and King Lear it-

self, reflect to some extent prevailing views of kingship, 

in which the Stoic virtues are added to the Christian in 

the making of a good king.10 Temperance in prosperity, 

fortitude in adversity, and an attitude of conternptu mundi 

were considered virtuous by the Stoics because they gave 

ordinary men peace of mind and allowed the king to rule 

effectively during prosperity and remain coolheaded during 

national disaster. It is an example of the complexity of 

Shakespeare's play that Lear begins as a choleric and 

foolish old man who cannot control his passions and ends 

having gained an awareness of the insignificance of outward 

show and physical possessions.11 Certainly, at the end of 

the play, Lear is indifferent to the things of the world. 

He has lost all interest in his country. He wants only to 

be with Cordelia. His momentary peace of mind is lost in 

the final action, however: we do not see a king streng-

thened and calmed by fortitude; we see a broken old man 

trying to deny reality. Lear fails as the king of Stoic 
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virtues because temperance and fortitude are not relevant 

in a world in which action is not efficacious. As the 

tragic hero he has experienced oneness with his fellow man 

and nature, and he is indifferent to the things of this 

world because he has learned the Dionysiac knowledge that 

the things of this world and the action connected to them 

are transitory and illusory. 

Many of the most ancient and fundamental religious 

rituals of Western culture are centered on the figure of 

the king, who was not only God's representative on earth, 

but whose destiny involved the destiny of the whole tribe 

or race. In response to Lear's physical and mental state 

near the end of the play, one of Cordelia's gentlemen 

says, "A sight most pitiful in the nearest wretch, / Past 

speaking of in a king." The figure of the king is an 

archetype precisely because as a figure of overwhelming 

importance and grandeur in the lives of ordinary men, 

the image of the king is a natural response to the Apol-

lonian tendency to represent the individual will. As we 

have seen, the fall of the king assumes tragic proportions 

because of what he represents. Part of the general terror 

and cosmic magnitude of Lear is found in the unstated but 

unavoidable suggestion that order, once destroyed by the 

error or death of the king, cannot be totally restored. 

In the primitive rituals, the death of the king was fol-

lowed by resurrection. In Lear, while there is 
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reconciliation of the king with good and while good finally 

defeats evil, there is no new king--equal in magnitude and 

sanctified by blood inheritance--to reassert authority and 

divinity. Although Albany remains and gives orders at the 

end, he seems to relinquish his authority to Edgar, who 

is left to "sustain"--not repair—the "gored state." 

Little needs to be said about the allegorical nature 

of Goneril, Regan, Kent, and Cordelia because they are so 

obviously allegorical. They are, for the most part, one-

dimensional. Goneril and Regan are "monsters of the deep," 

Prudentius' monsters. They can be seen as extensions of 

Lear in that they represent Appetite.12 They are voracious 

and single-minded in their appetites. They want power and 

land, but they are not responsible rulers. They lust for 

Edmund and are willing to betray each other for him. The 

sisters can be seen as the "false friends" of the Morality 

play.13 They use deceit to separate Lear from goodness. 

At least on one level, they seem to be little more than 

personifications of evil because they have no realistic 

motivations for the wrongs they commit and because they 

do not change during the play. 

Kent and Cordelia are Lear's "true friends," who go 

with him to his Summons from Death, and it is true to the 

allegorical formula that they are banished. Kent serves 

as Lear's companion during his journey of the soul; he is 

Fidelity itself. Maynard Mack points out that Kent 
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represents the traditional Morality play virtue, such as 

"Virtue Locked Out" or the "Messenger of the King Turned 

Away," in the scene in which he is put in the stocks. lk 

The scene in which Kent fights with Oswald is also reminis-

cent of the allegorical battles between the vices and vir-

tues . And Kent himself is like a Morality play hero in 

his final speech: "I have a journey, sir, shortly to go. / 

My master calls me; I must not stay." The only difference 

is that Kent's "master" seems to be Lear, not God. 

Cordelia represents spiritual goodness. In fact, she 

can be seen as pure Truth and Goodness acting out an un-

changeable nature. In this way, we can see that it was 

impossible for her to adjust her response to Lear during 

the love trial. As Virtue, Cordelia is like Redress in 

Magnificence, who changes the prince's physical appearance 

back to what it was before his fall. When Lear is reunited 

with Cordelia, she has "fresh garments" put on him, and 

there is every reason to believe that we are to imagine 

him dressed like a king. In her death, caused by her 

forgiving nature and her battle against the forces of 

evil, Cordelia is Christ-like in her patience, compassion, 

and self-sacrifice, as the Virtues frequently were in the 

Morality plays. As a figure from Christian allegory, 

Cordelia is purely Apollonian: her reunion with Lear 

represents his return to justice, beauty, and order. The 

feeling is, momentarily, that everything will be all right 
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after all; what went before was a terrifying nightmare, 

but it is over. Cordelia's effect before her death is an 

example of the Apollonian covering-over of the Dionysiac 

recognition. Her death, however, is a distortion of the 

allegorical endings of the Morality plays because it does 

not make way for the hero's joyful reinstatement in society 

or his admission into heaven. This departure from the 

Morality play pattern reflects the change in Christian 

allegory necessary to the expression of the tragic view of 

human experience. The strong presence of the Morality 

play and Christian allegory in the play shapes our expec-

tations concerning the end. The ironic treatment of the 

tradition produces Dionysiac knowledge: there is no salva-

tion except in death. 

The Gloucester sub-plot, in which Edmund plays the 

Vice, is closer to a Morality play than the Lear plot is. 

As J. F. Danby points out in Shakespeare's Doctrine of 

Nature, Edmund sees Nature as a godless, indifferent 

physical world inhabited by creatures who must compete 

for power and possessions in order to survive,15 and like 

the later Morality play vices, Edmund seems to enjoy acting 

out his evil nature as he strives to feed his appetite. 

As with the Vice, exuberance characterizes his speeches: 

"I grow, I prosper / Now, gods, stand up for bastards." 

Edmund is also the "false friend" who separates Gloucester, 

the allegorical hero, from virtue, Edgar. During his 
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separation from goodness and as a result of it, Gloucester 

undergoes the traditional spiritual, social, and physical 

fall. Like Everyman, he is accompanied by one "true friend" 

to the end. Like Magnificence, he is tempted by despair 

in adversity and is saved by Good Hope, Edgar, from com-

mitting suicide. Edgar is also Good Hope in that he speaks 

for the Christian (and Apollonian) position that the gods 

are on the side of the right: "The gods are just, and of 

our pleasant vices / Make instruments to plague us." Like 

Morality-play heroes, Gloucester and Edgar are dupes to 

Edmund's deceit and cleverness, and they learn something 

about the "gods" and the nature of human existence through 

the suffering he imposes on them. The Gloucester sub-plot 

seems to function mainly to universalize the main action 

of Lear. Perhaps because Gloucester and Edmund are 

"rounder" characters--Gloucester committed an "orthodox" 

sin and Edmund has a real complaint--what happens to them 

indicates that what happens to Lear and his family is not 

unique. In this way it also reinforces the impression 

created in Lear by the storm, for example, that under-

neath a surface of order, disorder is waiting to break 

out everywhere. 

The fact that the Gloucester sub-plot mirrors the 

characterization and action of the main plot points to an 

aspect of Lear and Shakespearean tragedies, in general, 

which has never been fully explained. The sub-plot is 
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part of the general fragmentation of the original Greek 

elements in Lear mentioned earlier. Gloucester is the 

tragic hero in the sub-plot. Gloucester's blinding, like 

that of Oedipus, is a symbol of his spiritual and intel-

lectual blindness. We have seen that Edgar's condition 

mirrors Lear's. In some ways, Cordelia can be said to 

undergo the tragic hero's experience. She, too, errs, 

thereby augmenting the nightmare of chaos, and she suffers 

inordinately for her error. We have seen, also, that 

Lear's guilt is reflected in the purely evil Goneril and 

Regan, just as Gloucester's is reflected by Edmund. We 

must remember here that the heroes in Greek tragedy, 

especially those in Aeschylus and Sophocles, are guiltier 

and more surely damned than those in Lear because their 

sin and punishment are directly tied to the gods. Accord-

ing to the Apollonian overlay, Lear sins most directly 

against man and the state and, while Gloucester has sinned 

against religious injunction, we see him sinning against 

a person, Edgar. Punishment takes place on earth by 

man, without the intervention of the gods, in Shakespearean 

tragedy. What underscores Lear's guilt is the fact that 

almost everyone is guilty or assumes the guise of the 

guilty. Crime and the necessity for punishment are per-

vasive in Lear's community, and so is the implication that 

man is doomed to suffer for his acts. Hence, the rela-

tionship between the two themes of tragedy is created by 
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different means. This fragmentation of the basic elements 

of original Greek tragedy is probably due partly to the 

influence of humanism on the art and religion of the 

Renaissance, but it can also be seen as a response to the 

loss of the chorus, which, as I indicated earlier, caused 

a separation and reorganization of the choric element. 

The chorus of Greek tragedy is most clearly retained 

in the Fool in Lear. Shakespeare uses elements from sev-

eral native traditions to produce a chorus-like figure in 

the Fool. No exact parallel for the Fool can be found in 

the Morality play, but in Christian allegory there is the 

concept that when evil takes over a reversal in the values 

of society occurs: wise men are considered fools. The 

Fool plays on this idea when he tells Lear that they have 

become indistinguishable; they are both fools. The Fool 

can be seen as an unorthodox extension of Lear's soul--

his reason. The Fool appears after Lear has banished 

goodness from his realm, and he disappears--with no 

explanation--before Lear is reunited with goodness. It 

is significant that the Fool suddenly drops out of the 

action before Lear's "reason in madness" scene (IV.vi) 

in which Lear shows an understanding of what the Fool 

has known all along about human nature and human existence. 

The Fool is Truth when he berates Lear for trusting Goneril 

and Regan and for abdicating his power; and he is Reason 

when he makes the very practical statement that "court 
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holy-water [flattery or deceit] in a dry house is better 

than this rain-water out o1 door." After Lear has ex-

perienced his Dionysiac recognition of the nature of 

the universe, his Reason--the wisdom of the Fool--has re-

turned, and the Fool is no longer needed. The madness of 

Lear then becomes "wise" madness, and his absurdities 

are the "nonsense" of the Fool: 

0, ho, are you there with me? No eyes in your 
head, nor no money in your purse? Your eyes are 
in a heavy case, your purse in a light; yet you 
see how this world goes. (IV.vi.148-52) 

And Lear's speech on the "image of authority" in lines 154 

through 179 of this scene is merely an expansion of the 

Fool's speech in the third act on the total disorder and 

corruption in the realm (11. 79-96). 

The Fool, like Edmund, perceives what Nature is really 

like--godless and indifferent to man's suffering--but he 

responds with compassion instead of contempt: man is a 

poor, helpless creature, threatened by the adversities of 

human and physical nature, and he would do well to look 

after himself as best he can. As the spokesman for a 

kind of tragic Reason, the Fool can be seen as a choric 

figure, then, but other characters make choric statements, 

too. What separates the Fool from the other characters 

and allows him to take on the function of the Greek chorus 

is his relationship to the action of the play. The Fool 

is not a regular character. He is not really part of the 
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action. He responds to the action, with words only, by 

interpreting it. Like the Greek chorus, the Fool is an 

intermediary between the stage and the audience. Like 

the chorus, the Fool is caught up in the chaos and suf-

fering of the hero, but his involvement has little to do 

with him as an individual. Unlike the chorus, the Fool 

does not gain wisdom in response to the action of the play. 

He was "wise" from the start. 

The fool or jester as sage was a native tradition 

in medieval and Renaissance literature and society. There 

were many variations on the figure of the fool.16 Ap-

parently, the tradition had its beginnings in the idea 

that the mentally or physically deformed had special 

powers to see into the divine nature of things because 

of a special relationship to God which was derived from 

the deformity, especially through insanity or mental 

retardation.17 This special relationship with God and 

his deformity allowed the fool or court-jester to comment 

on the activities at court or in the large houses with 

impunity. Also, he was attached to court or the house-

hold but, at the same time, remained separate, estranged 

to some extent, by virtue of his abnormality. 

A Renaissance audience was prepared, then, to see 

in the ridiculous and estranged figure of the Fool a 

sage, or purveyor of wisdom. In many ways, he was to 

Renaissance society what the original Greek satyr-chorus 
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was to Greek society. Nietzsche's view of the original 

chorus is applicable to the Fool in tradition and in 

Lear: 

But, notwithstanding its subordination to the god, 
the chorus remains the highest expression of na-
ture, and like nature, utters in its enthusiasm 
oracular words of wisdom. Being compassionate as 
well as wise, it proclaims a truth that issues from 
the heart of the world. Thus we see how that fan-
tastic and at first sight embarrassing figure 
arises, the wise and enthusiastic satyr who is at 
the same time the "simpleton" as opposed to the 
god. The satyr is a replica of nature in its 
strongest tendencies and at the same time a herald 
of its wisdom and art. He combines in his person 
the roles of musician, poet, dancer, and visionary, 
(p. 57) 

The Fool is a lowly figure, a servant to Lear on the literal 

level and a servant to reality on the tragic level, and 

he lives outside of any social sphere. On the most obvious 

level, the Fool in Lear is an entertainer; his literal 

role is that of the traditional court-jester, and he 

evokes thoughts of music, dancing, and poetry. His par-

ticipation in entertainment is minimal, however, because 

he performs a more serious, and less literal, function, 

that of perceiving reality and speaking "oracular words 

of wisdom." Because the wisdom of the Fool is Dionysiac 

wisdom, we can say that, like the original satyr-chorus, 

the Fool is a spokesman for Dionysos. Apollonian know-

ledge is expressed in the choric statements of other 

characters, not in the statements of the Fool. 
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Maynard Mack's statement that Lear is "the most remarka-

ble compound of realism and artifice that Shakespearean 

dramaturgy ever achieved" (p. 43) is probably more accurate 

than he realized. He is responding to the fact that the 

action in Lear, which is so obviously universal, is made 

especially tragic and poignant by touches of verisimilitude 

in just the right places. This verisimilitude is found 

especially in scenes of great feeling, ranging from bel-

lowing rage to deadly calm and/or frantic grief. A few 

examples are found in the passages incorporating the fol-

lowing lines: "I prithee, daughter, do not make me mad"; 

"0 reason not the need!"; "Blow, winds, and crack your 

cheeks"; and, perhaps the most touching, "Pray you undo 

this button." But we must say, as Nietzsche would, that 

the compound of realism and artifice found in Lear in-

volves much more than the play of verisimilitude against 

allegory. It involves, in a much larger sense, the to-

and-fro movement between an expression of Dionysiac 

reality and an Apollonian enactment of that reality. 

Throughout Lear, choric voices like the Fool's can 

be heard proclaiming various appraisals of the reality 

of human existence; at the end of the play, these out-

bursts are still ringing in our ears, but some of them 

are louder than others because they hold true according 

to the action of the play. We remember Lear's inviting 

the elements to destroy nature and punish man: "Crack 
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Nature's moulds . . . I That makes ingrateful man." We 

remember Gloucester's accounting for evil on the super-

stitious basis of celestial influence: "These late eclipses 

in the sun and moon portend no good to us." We hear Edgar 

say "the gods are just." In opposition to these asser-

tions, we cannot avoid hearing and suspecting the truth 

of the Fool's cynical speeches. And one of the most 

memorable speeches in the play is Edmund's disgusted 

response to Gloucester's faith in celestial influence: 

"This is the excellent foppery of the world, that when we 

are sick in fortune, often the surfeits of our own be-

havior, we make guilty of our disasters the sun, the moon, 

the stars. . . (I. ii. 112-15) . 

Lear learns that life is scarcely worth living: "When 

we are born, we cry that we are come / To this great stage 

of fools." Gloucester decides that the gods are malevolent: 

"As flies to wanton boys are we to th' gods; / They kill us 

for their sport." Edgar learns that "men must endure" 

despite the fact that the "strange mutations" of nature 

make men welcome old age and death. The audience learns 

with Lear that the only justice in the world is human 

justice: 

0, I have ta'en 
Too little care of this! Take physic, pomp; 
Expose thyself to feel what wretches feel, 
That thou mayest shake the superflux to them 
And show the heavens more just. (Ill.iv.32-36) 
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Lear seems to be unconsciously acknowledging that there is 

no divine justice and that the only way man can hope to 

survive in a godless and terror-ridden universe is to try 

to create justice for himself: he must be aware of the 

terrors of existence, and then he must use that awareness 

to create justice by sharing and banding together with 

other men. He must create artificial constructs, value 

systems, which at least give man the appearance of justice, 

order, and beauty. The Fool knows that man must also use 

his wisdom to protect himself, but he knows, too, that 

wisdom demands compassion for man. The effect of the re-

ligious background provided by the Morality play in Lear 

is a tragic effect because it reinforces the Apollonian 

assertion, repeatedly expressed by the characters' specu-

lations and cries for justice, that there is beauty and 

order. When we discover that there is no order, we are 

left with pity for man and admiration for his endurance. 

We see that the main characters do emerge as better and 

wiser men from their agons; and pride in man's indomitable 

nature, awe of the beauty man can exhibit in relationships 

with other human beings, and a sense that order is created 

out of disorder from time to time are all we get in Lear 

of the Apollonian desire for beauty, order, and justice. 

King Lear, then, possesses the essential elements of 

tragedy. The nature of the hero, the plot pattern, the 

choric element, and the themes of tragedy remain intact. 
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Despite the fact that all elements of the tragedy have 

undergone change in the play, they retain the power to 

create what is still essentially the vision and the ef-

fect created by the Greeks two thousand years ago. 

The most significant changes in the original ele-

ments are the result of cultural change. Greek religion 

has been replaced by Christianity, and there is no chorus 

among the dramaturgical elements in Renaissance drama. 

These changes required alteration of both the original 

Greek elements and of certain elements of Renaissance 

religious and dramaturgical traditions. Shakespeare had 

to emphasize and elaborate on aspects of traditional 

Christian allegory in order to allow for the expression 

of both themes of tragedy. He had to reassign the func-

tions of the chorus to various characters. He had to tie 

their choric statements together by using imagery which 

transformed their statements into the sort of communal 

voice found in Greek tragedy. 

Finally, our examination of Lear reveals something 

about how variation of the basic elements of tragedy 

occurs. There were social and literary traditions which 

were available to the Renaissance community as a whole 

and which allowed for the "mysterious marriage" of the 

Dionysiac and Apollonian tendencies required to produce 

tragedy. Tragedy as a dramatic type had aliready been 

introduced into Renaissance culture. We stand in awe of 
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Shakespeare as one who was able to take traditions which 

were significantly different from those in the Greek cul-

ture of the fifth century B.C. and shape them to create 

a dramatic form essentially identical to Greek tragedy. 

But we can also see that Shakespeare wrote in a cultural 

atmosphere that was conducive to the production of 

tragedy. We should, then, expect to see greater variation 

in works written in later, less conducive times. 
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CHAPTER III 

W. B. YEATS AND THE TRAGIC VISION 

As B. L. Reid points out in William Butler Yeats: The 

Lyric of Tragedy, there are two chief ways of looking at 

tragedy: first, there is what he calls "systematic" 

tragedy, or tragic drama--the highly formal literary genre--

and second, there is what he calls "generic" tragedy, or 

the tragic sense of life--the informal, unstructured 

"quotidian sense of the term as describing the melancholy, 

mysterious, and fatal logic or illogic of existence."1 

Reid makes these distinctions because Yeats made them 

and, he says, because it is this latter kind of tragedy— 

the tragic sense of life--of which Yeats was most expres-

sive in his works. For this reason, apparently, Reid 

confines the bulk of his work to an analysis of the develop-

ment and expression of "generic" tragedy in Yeats' poetry. 

Not until his excellent final chapter does Reid return to 

the formal elements of tragedy and assert his conclusion— 

with which this chapter begins--that Yeats is, after all, 

in close kinship with the great writers of tragedy because 

his poetry reveals "a design substantially identical to 

the design of the Dionysus-mystery which is the primitive 

original of tragedy."2 Of course, Yeats, like any writer 
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of tragedy, cannot be fully understood solely in terms of 

the Dionysiac aspect of tragedy, and Reid's failure to 

recognize that there is an important element in the "de-

sign" of Yeats' work which is a significant and alien 

addition to the Dionysiac pattern makes his analysis of 

Yeats as tragic artist incomplete and, in places, inac-

curate, especially about the meaning of the terms "tragic" 

and "tragedy." At any rate, Reid is correct in saying 

that throughout much of his poetry, Yeats is the tragic 

artist many of whose works are expressions of several of 

the original formal elements of tragedy and, therefore, 

of the myth and ritual underlying those elements. Fur-

thermore, we shall see that many elements fundamental to 

Yeats' work as a lyric poet--his aestheticism, his creation 

of myth, his dialectic of truth and counter-truth, and 

his "cold eye," a characteristic we should not expect to 

find in a lyric poet--can be understood as the products 

of the "mysterious marriage" of the Dionysiac and Apol-

lonian tendencies in the mind of a lyric poet writing in 

a time not characterized by that "marriage." 

Reid relies on the findings and intuitions of Gilbert 

Murray of the Cambridge School of Anthropology to support 

his thesis. As we have seen, Murray is convinced that 

there was originally a jubilant satyr-play which formed 

the fourth and now missing part of the Greek tetralogies. 

These final segments were, Murray, believes, peripeteias 
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from grief to joy which completed the Dionysos-ritual pat-

tern of dismemberment, death, and rebirth and which have 

survived only in the ritual. Although Murray is using a 

fairly scientific approach, he and Reid, like Nietzsche 

before them, are also revealing their own responses to 

tragedy--the spectator's response described in the Intro-

duction. This final "formal" element of tragedy, which 

is missing in the extant Greek plays and in Shakespearean 

tragedy, has been retained in the immediate response of 

the audience or reader: the transcendence of joy over 

grief is inherent in tragedy because by the end of a 

tragedy, Dionysiac and Apollonian sin have been atoned 

for, the "spell of individuation" has been momentarily 

broken, and order has been restored. 

Reid sees Yeats' poetry as a version of the tragic 

sequence, and we will have to return to the word "version" 

later. Although his analysis of its significance is inac-

curate, Reid is right when he chooses a line from "Lapis 

Lazuli" as Yeats' "cardinal poetic text":3 "All things 

fall and are built again, / And those that build them 

again are gay." The lines, especially as they are shaped 

by the rest of the poem, represent the fusion of the 

Dionysiac and Apollonian tendencies as the fusion is 

found in the mind of the tragic artist before the creation 

of his art. 
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"All things fall" represents the Dionysiac recognition 

that man's assertions of the will have no lasting effect; 

they do not change the eternal whole which endures all 

phenomenal change. These words, then, deny the "preten-

tious lie of civilization." The phrase "and are built 

again" celebrates man's refusal to submit to Dionysiac 

knowledge. This segment of the "poetic text" is a cele-

bration of man's will to create and re-create civiliza-

tions—artificial constructs. It also contains the 

acknowledgment in "again" that the process is an unending 

repetition. Therefore, it represents the Dionysiac 

artist's mind as it has been "corrupted" by the aspect 

of the Apollonian tendency which says that man should 

assert his will, that action is an acceptable response to 

the universe, that, in fact, man is admirable in his at-

tempts to create order and beauty. Furthermore, it is 

important to an understanding of Yeats' poetry that out of 

this second stage of the tragic sequence in his work is 

developed, usually by implication, a solipsistic view of 

the universe: "and are built again" seems to me a general 

expression of the implication in much of Yeats' poetry 

that man--specifically the artist--not only creates beauty 

out of pain or violence, but he also creates something out 

of nothing, creates his own universe. Not only does this 

show us that Yeats belongs to a sub-tradition or branch 

of Romanticism rather than traditional Romanticism; it 
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also reveals a great deal about Yeats' "version" of tragedy. 

Yeats is the tragic artist become extremely self-conscious. 

His work seems to be the product of the tragic artist who, 

having "put on" Dionysiac knowledge and "discharged" that 

knowledge in Apollonian images, has removed himself a step 

from that knowledge and those images by watching himself 

in this process. His self-consciousness has further "cor-

rupted" or "infected" both his Dionysiac knowledge and the 

Apollonian images and overlay which complete tragedy in 

the same way that the Apollonian tendency "corrupts" 

Dionysiac knowledge. That is, Yeats "knows" the Apollonian 

overlay for what it is, but he does not "believe" in it 

any less for that. Because he is, at the same time, the 

tragic artist and the artist watching the tragic artist, 

his attitude is ultimately ambiguous toward any kind of 

"truth." He knows that both "truths"--Apollonian and 

Dionysiac--are true, "true" at the moment of "knowing," 

true over and over but not all the time, not the only 

truth. This ambiguity accounts for Yeats' aesthetic 

distance, his "cold eye"--"Hector is dead and there's 

a light in Troy"--and it accounts largely for Yeats' 

aestheticism, his movement between truth and counter-

truth, his view of history, and his creation of myth, 

all of which are part of a whole which can best be 

described as a tragic view of life. 
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Art, for the aesthete, is a useless invention from a 

utilitarian point of view because the artist asks for no 

further "outcome" of his artistic production than the 

product itself. If the artist is satisfied with his 

product, he can say, then, that he has had complete 

control over the outcome of his action. Art is, in this 

case, the ultimate Apollonian act because man has asserted 

his will to create beauty and order, and he has succeeded. 

Art is also part of the eternal whole enduring all phenom-

enal change, not only when it reveals eternal truth--

Dionysiac truth and Apollonian counter-truth--but "always" 

from solipsistic man's point of view. If we look at his-

tory the way Yeats did, as eternally recurring cycle, we 

see that the "lie of civilization" is not so "pretentious," 

nor is it a "lie." Art, or any single civilization, is a 

"lie" in its promise to create beauty and order permanently. 

However, art, or civilization, can be seen as the natural 

and inevitable product of a part of nature--man--and in 

being such is a "natural" phenomenon that dies and is 

reborn like any other thing in nature. Art is, therefore, 

as "eternal" and "enduring" as anything else in physical 

nature. If man becomes a fossil, art becomes a fossil, 

but, according to Yeats' theory of the eternally recurring 

two-thousand-year cycles of civilization, art will not 

disappear until man does. 
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Yeats' theory of history and his belief in both 

Dionysiac and Apollonian truth also allow him to produce 

his own myth because he knows that his myth, artificial 

as it may be, is as valid as any other. Dionysiac know-

ledge tells him that his myth is another of the artifi-

cial constructs man makes to explain an incomprehensible 

universe; Apollonian knowledge tells him that he must try 

to know the universe so that he can use that knowledge to 

direct his will; his "cold eye" and solipsistic view show 

him that the act of creating the artificial construct and 

the subjective "fact" of the construct are all that mat-

ter. Yeat's theory of "unity of being" for an individual 

or a civilization, it is important to notice, is a metaphor 

for a kind of fusion of the Dionysiac and Apollonian forces. 

The dancer dancing represents a Dionysiac loss of indi-

viduality. In the act of dancing the dancer is not 

asserting his will in order to change anything; he has 

become one with the act, thereby becoming one with an 

eternally recurring part of nature. He is no longer 

individuated man because he has become one with a larger 

whole and with all other dancers. The same is true for 

the poet in the act of making poetry or the man engaged 

in the "heroic gesture"--"character isolated by a deed"--

yet Yeats gives, assigns, value to these activities, and 

they are conscious responses to the universe. "And those 

that build them again are gay" is true for Yeats because 
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when man creates, when he acts, he is acting out his true 

nature and by doing so, whatever the result of his action, 

whatever suffering he endures, however transitory his 

creation is, he is becoming one with the eternal whole 

enduring all phenomenal change. As Reid says, the last 

sequence "asserts transcendence of tragic fact, man's 

superiority to it."4 

Yeats' transmutation of the "mysterious marriage" of 

the Dionysiac and Apollonian tendencies also accounts 

for the fact that he is not a writer of formal tragedy. 

The notion of crime, which is produced by both tendencies, 

is missing in Yeats' work. Because Yeats reconciles the 

tendencies in a way that they cannot be in formal tragedy, 

the notion of crime is subverted. For this reason, Yeats 

is incapable of producing the kind of plot essential to 

tragedy. I believe this explains why Yeats expresses a 

view of human experience best described as tragic in his 

lyric poetry, yet there is not one tragedy among his plays 

and narrative poems. 

One last comment needs to be made concerning Yeats' 

"version" of tragedy. I have said that the artist must 

reduce reality to a specific image or event and mankind, 

or his collective consciousness, to a specific man or men 

in order to express his experience of the universe in 

formal tragedy. In lyric poetry, on the other hand, the 

artist and "specific man"--the hero of formal tragedy--
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frequently merge into one persona, or the "specific man" 

is missing altogether. One of the major differences be-

tween Yeats' expression of the tragic view and that of 

formal tragedy is that, because Yeats uses images and 

symbols rather than characters and events, his "Apollonian 

discharges" retain more of their Dionysiac source than 

those in formal tragedy do. That is, they are less spe-

cific, less individualized: the terrible fact of Oedipus' 

marriage to his mother is, for example, much more specific 

and individual than Yeats' image of the "gong-tormented 

sea," which is as unlimited an image as one can be and 

still be accessible. 

The Dionysiac recognition is in Yeats' poetry from 

the beginning. The theme of mutability is dominant 

throughout his poetry, but it becomes full Dionysiac, 

or tragic, outcry only after Yeats has attained the aes-

thetic distance necessary to see his frustrations over 

Maud Gonne and Ireland, for example, as parts of a 

universal pattern. One of the first full expressions of 

the Dionysiac recognition occurs in "The Second Coming." 

"Things fall apart; the centre cannot hold" because that 

is the nature of things: the "rough beast," born out of 

what has come before, is an image of a Dionysiac orgy of 

change, of ruin of existing systems, to come. The beast 

itself is merely the unwitting herald of the "blood-dimmed 

tide" or anarchy; both are nonrational, natural forces in 
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the universe. The horror created by the image more bestial 

than human is mitigated only by the understanding that 

the image represents part of eternal nature; it has oc-

curred before and will occur again. Because the speaker 

sees the image in a vision--a Dionysiac oneness with the 

universe--the image is given a validity which intensifies 

our horror and terror of what is to come. 

"The Second Coming" is, of course, a response to spe-

cific losses and failures in Yeats' life. There are too 

many poems, especially after "The Second Coming," even to 

list here in which Yeats turns personal and national dis-

order and grief into tragic conflict and a sign of history. 

In "Nineteen Hundred and Nineteen," Yeats' bitter reac-

tion to the failure of Home Rule and the resulting civil 

war becomes a recognition that "no work can stand . . . 

No honour leave its mighty monument." His personal 

feelings are universalized: "Man is in love and loves 

what vanishes, / What more is there to say?"5 Man con-

tinues to build and hope, but ruin and change are 

inevitable: "All men are dancers and their tread / Goes 

to the barbarous clangour of a gong" (p. 206). The sig-

nificance of Yeats' image is clear. The unexpected use 

of the word "tread" to refer to dancers' movements reduces 

man's actions to mechanical movements put into motion 

by a "musical" instrument incapable of creating patterns 

analogous to man's thought patterns. Also, we must not 
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overlook the sexual connotation of "tread": Yeats certainly 

sess man's spending himself physically in the sex act as 

a part of the mechanical movements he is driven to make. 

The "barbarous clangour of a gong," an ominously unmelod-

ious phrase, is the sound of the physical and irrational" 

it is the warning or commanding sound of a "blood-dimmed 

tide," a force beyond man's control or, in most cases, 

comprehension. And Yeats says, like Lear, he and those 

who dreamed to create order and justice "Learn that we 

were crack-pated when we dreamed" (p. 206). All that is 

left to the hero, finally, is to die magnificent in defeat, 

to hurl a defiant but dignified fist toward the sky. Since 

the hero as criminal is missing in Yeats' work, the hero 

as indomitable spirit stands out in bold relief; hence 

Yeats' emphasis on the "heroic gesture." This Dionysiac 

recognition points to an aspect of tragedy that is re-

vealed with more clarity in Yeats' work than in most 

tragedy. Man is bound to fail, and what separates the 

heroic from the nonheroic is style. Yeats, as self-

conscious tragic artist, is aware that man's only weapon 

against his inevitable doom, outside of art or re-creation, 

is his response to destruction. 

Numerous other poems are variations of the tragic 

vision in "Nineteen Hundred and Nineteen." The second 

song of "Two Songs from a Play," numerous passages from 

"The Tower," "Meru," and "Why Should Not Old Men Be Mad?" 



106 

are specific examples of the tearing-asunder and death of 

art, civilization, and nature which characterize man's 

condition and against which the tragic artist cries out. 

"Meru," from "Supernatural Songs," is perhaps the purest 

statement of the Dionysiac recognition which is repeated 

in the other examples given: 

Civilization is hooped together, brought 
Under a rule, under the semblance of peace 
By manifold illusion; but man's life is thought, 
And he, despite his terror, cannot cease 
Ravening through century after century, 
Ravening, raging, and uprooting that he may come 
Into the desolation of reality: 
Egypt and Greece, good-bye, and good-bye, Rome! 
Hermits upon Mount Meru or Everest, 
Caverned in night under the drifted snow, 
Or where that snow and winter's dreadful blast 
Beat down upon their naked bodies, know 
That day brings round the night, that before dawn 

His glory and his monuments are gone. (p. 287) 

The Apollonian assertion that beauty, order, and joy 

can be created and sustained by man rarely, if ever, ap-

pears in Yeats' poetry unless it is placed in some kind of 

conflict with the Dionysiac recognition. This is to be 

expected since the former is a response to the latter 

and since these things cannot be sustained permanently 

according to the tragic vision. The only major poem 

which provides a purely Apollonian resolution of man's 

dilemma is "Sailing to Byzantium.11 An "aged man" and 

evidence himself of the mutability of nature, the poet 

sends himself to Byzantium in order to remove himself 

from the natural world. Byzantium is a "holy city" because 
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it represents man's highest achievement in art and civili-

zation—in creating beauty and order and because it is in 

the past and no longer subject to the changes--to the 

passion or corruption—of the natural world. In the third 

stanza, the poet asks the sages of the gold mosaic wall-

artifacts themselves—to burn his "heart, his nature, 

away that he might be delivered from the "fury and mire 

of human veins" inescapable in human life. I use an 

image--the "fury and mire of human veins"--from "Byzantium" 

here because the chaos and suffering embodied in the image 

is precisely what the poet imagines himself to transcend, 

but in "Sailing to Byzantium" the speaker is already at 

such an aesthetic--Apollonian—distance from the "fury 

and mire" that there is no image in the poem which reveals 

a full Dionysiac recognition of man's condition. Yeats 

is imagining a time when he will exist in a frozen state 

of artifice, completely "out of nature." The golden bird 

"upon a golden bough" is the image of the soul completely 

uncorrupted by the physical or individual self: it repre-

sents the final escape from humanity and a kind of 

apotheosis of the tragic hero or, perhaps better, of 

the tragic artist. 

In many of Yeats' poems, a tension is created between 

the two tragic impulses. Two of Yeats' best poems provide 

a link between the visions expressed in the poems dis-

cussed and those in which the notion of tragic joy is fully 
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realized. "Easter 1916" and "Leda and the Swan" are two 

of the best among many poems which assert that beauty is 

born of suffering and violence, certainly a theme inex-

tricably connected to tragedy. "In "Easter 1916," the 

violence and death caused by human hatreds, in this case 

political, transform people previously engaged in the 

"casual comedy" of ordinary life into tragic heroes, and 

"All is changed, changed utterly: / A terrible beauty is 

born" (p. 178). Although Yeats usually hates political 

activism and the disorder it brings about, here he compares 

the devastation wrought by and upon those shot in the 

Easter Uprising of 1916 to natural change. He is recon-

ciled at least temporarily to the facts of change and 

death, perhaps because the heroic but futile actions which 

made these people tragic figures have for the moment re-

asserted man's nobility and courage in the race of injus-

tice and power much greater than he. It may be objected 

that there is little real political content in the heroic 

actions referred to in the poem; we might say, rather, 

that what Yeats is expressing here is aesthetic apprecia-

tion for the "heroic gesture." The latter reading does 

not change anything, however, because in the "heroic 

gesture" we have an image of man transcending tragic "fact" 

all the same. 

"Leda and the Swan" is Yeats' most perfectly realized 

vision of the creation of beauty and wisdom out of 
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violence. The sexual violence of Zeus's rape of Leda 

is powerfully graphic; the results of the act are numerous 

and amply suggested. It is as if the mind of the "stag-

gering girl" with "terrified vague fingers"--especially 

in the word "vague"—has been blank, unformed until she 

is possessed by "the brute blood of the air." After the 

"shudder in the loins," beauty--Helen--further violence, 

the Trojan wars, and more beauty--Homer1s poetry--are en-

gendered in the girl. But the final question—"Did she 

put on his knowledge with his power / Before the indif-

ferent beak could let her drop?" (p. 212)--also implies 

that a new kind of wisdom, perhaps a knowledge of the uni-

verse, has been engendered in the girl. The knowledge may 

not be pleasant--it comes from an unthinking, merely lust-

ful "indifferent beak"--but it may be the only kind of 

knowledge worth having in this life. Zeus, the "Swan," 

is the nonrational, chaotic, but natural force envisioned 

in "The Second Coming" as a "rough beast" and the "blood-

dimmed tide," and "Leda and the Swan" is just one of many 

expressions in Yeats' work which insists that there can 

be no beauty or wisdom in this life without experience 

and acknowledgment of this force. And, to return to 

Murray's terms, Yeats' theme of beauty born of violence is 

clearly a version of the recognition implied and acted out 

by the Dionysos-mystery rituals that the god, that nature, 
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must be torn asunder, must endure winter, in order to be 

reborn. 

The last two stanzas of "Among School Children" point 

the way to Yeats' "final" resolution of the conflict be-

tween the Dionysiac and Apollonian impulses found in 

tragic joy. The poem sets up man's numerous responses to 

his condition. In order to create order and beauty, 

schoolmasters teach reading and writing, philosophers 

create systems, men create religions. More specifically, 

women suffer the physical pains of childbirth to produce 

new life they hope will be beautiful; nuns deny themselves 

physically to worship God, a form of beauty and order. 

The seventh stanza is the poet's recognition of the 

failure of man's hopes: 

Both nuns and mothers worship images, 
But those the candles light are not as those 
That animate a mother's reveries, 
But keep a marble or a bronze repose. 
And yet they too break hearts--0 Presences 
That passion, piety or affection knows, 
And that all heavenly glory symbolise--
0 self-born mockers of man's enterprise. (p. 214) 

The images of children and the images of God which mothers 

and nuns worship "break hearts" and are the "self-born 

mockers of man's enterprise" because they are created by 

man and are ultimately inadequate: they are images of 

perfection and immortality; but children grow old, ugly, 

and die or fail to fulfill their mothers' dreams; religions 

last longer, but they too grow old, weak, and die or fail 
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to fulfill the self-denying souls' hopes. Man's attempts 

to achieve order, beauty, and a sense of permanence are 

successful only temporarily at best, perhaps only at the 

moment of the creation of the images he creates to emblem-

ize or assert permanence, order, and beauty. 

In the last stanza of "Among School Children," Yeats 

offers two images of what he would call unity of the soul: 

0 chestnut-tree, great-rooted blossomer, 
Are you the leaf, the blossom or the bole? 
A body swayed to music, 0 brightening glance, 

How can we know the dancers from the dance? (p. 214) 

Man is reborn, creates viable images, on earth only when 

he perceives and merges with the oneness, the wholeness of 

reality: he must, all of his faculties fused, understand 

that in the natural world, mind and body, ugliness and 

beauty, the creator and created (the golden bird), life 

and death--all the antinomies--are inseparable. And the 

image of the dancer points to what was said above: the 

dancer is in the act of dancing; the dance is real (via-

ble?) only while it is being danced. 

Yeats ends this poem, it seems to me, with this 

stanza because it contains two images of a kind of "know-

ing" and "being" not achieved in schoolrooms. That is, 

real knowing and being are not rational or logical; in 

the human case, they have to be intuited. The chestnut-

tree and the dancer are Apollonian images of Dionysiac 

insights. The tree is whole—contains fused in itself a 
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"knowledge," in "leaf," "blossom," and "bole," of birth, 

death, and rebirth--simply because it is a living part of 

nature. The dancer--a "body swayed to music"--caught up 

in the act of dancing and defined by that act, may be 

creating a pattern or order, but he is doing so in response 

to sensual, nonrational "knowledge": he is, in fact, "beingf' 

his "knowledge." It should also be pointed out that the 

images are sexual, and sexuality is always connected to 

the Dionysiac experience because of its necessity for propa-

gation and because of its nonrational nature. Yeats' 

sexual imagery in the chestnut-tree, a "great-rooted 

blossomer," and his use of the dance is reminiscent of 

the line in "Nineteen Hundred and Nineteen": "All men are 

dancers and their tread / Goes to the barbarous clangour 

of a gong." 

Although "Among School Children" does not speak of 

tragic joy, I think it suggests the experience. In "0 

brightening glance" we have a hint of the excitement and 

"gaiety" which accompany the fusion of the Dionysiac and 

Apollonian urges in one experience and which is most 

explicit in "The Gyres" and "Lapis Lazuli." 

Although "The Gyres" ends on a note reminiscent of 

"The Second Coming," the first two stanzas are embodiments 

of the movement from a Dionysiac recognition to a transcen-

dence of that recognition, of a peripeteia from grief to 
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joy. The last four lines of the first stanza reveal the 

final response to tragedy discussed earlier: 

Irrational streams of blood are staining earth; 
Empedocles has thrown all things about; 
Hector is dead and there's a light in Troy; 

We that look on but laugh in tragic joy. (p. 291) 

The first three lines, of course, reveal the horrors and 

terrors of the universe: destruction and chaos of the 

present and past. We are not really told why in "The 

Gyres," but, the last line above tells us, those who ex-

perience this recurring destruction and discord "laugh in 

tragic joy." The answer lies in the statement in the last 

lines of the poem that "all things run / On that unfashion-

able gyre again." What is implied here is explicit in 

"Lapis Lazuli": the process of destruction and creation is 

cyclical, and those who know the destructive force in the 

universe also know that man always recovers and builds 

again. And, as we are told in "Lapis Lazuli," those men 

who are heroic in the "numb nightmare" and those moments 

during which the earth is most stained by the "irrational 

streams of blood" are monuments to man's endurance because 

he does survive and rebuild: the "light" in Troy seems to 

refer not only to the destructive fire but also to the 

grandeur that Troy embodies and retains through history 

as great destruction and great civilization. 

The whole tragic pattern is found in "Lapis Lazuli": 

"All things fall and are built again, / And those that 
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build them again are gay" (p. 292). It is this line which, 

as I have said before, Reid rightly declares to be a paral-

lel of the sequence of tragic drama. In dramatic tragedy, 

whatever has happened, order is finally restored, and 

the viewer rejoices because order represents the continua-

tion of human life and the victory of the human will over 

the irrational forces of the universe. 

Like the martyrs in "Easter 1916," the tragic figures 

in stanza two of the poem are transformed by their ex-

perience; they are not like the "hysterical women" of the 

first stanza. They are not only transformed through en-

durance of suffering but also, and more important, through 

new insights gained during the suffering, through "Heaven 

blazing into the head." The tragic hero, and with him 

the viewer of tragedy, acquires the knowledge of the 

chestnut-tree and the dancer dancing, the knowledge as-

sumed for Leda after the rape. This is also the knowledge 

which enables the artist to respond to his experience of 

the human condition with tragic joy and which, in fact, 

enables the tragic artist to objectify his experience 

enough to fictionalize it. The Chinamen in the last two 

stanzas represent the tragic artist who has stared on the 

"tragic scene" of life, over and over it seems, and who 

now knows this "scene" so well that he no longer suffers 

grief. He writes of tragic events or plays "mournful 

melodies," but, knowing the absolute necessity for and 
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inevitability of the change and suffering he witnesses and 

expresses and knowing the equally necessary and inevitable 

outcome--"and are built again11—he is "gay." The Chinamen 

are not golden birds--they are only half-way up the mountain 

and are frozen there—but they are as close as man-in-nature 

can be to the kind of detachment the golden bird represents. 

Furthermore, just as even the Chinamen, their "eyes mid many 

wrinkles," must have paid the cost in suffering for their 

knowledge and still are paying the price of aging for being 

human, they are also able to feel the jubilance which ac-

companies transcendence of their human condition and which 

is not available to the golden bird. And through their 

"mournful melodies," it is implied in the whole poem, they 

lead ordinary men to experience tragic joy also. 

The tragic sequence is so intrinsic a part of Yeats' 

poetry that almost every important theme or set of poems 

in the poetry seems tied to some aspect of his tragic 

vision. Certainly the "Crazy Jane" sequence, for example, 

is not just an outgrowth of Yeats' late sexual frustrations. 

Crazy Jane exhibits the kind of efficacious knowledge Yeats 

has insisted upon throughout his poetry in "Crazy Jane 

Talks with the Bishop": 

'But Love has pitched his mansion in 
The place of excrement; 
For nothing can be sole or whole 
That has not been rent.' (p. 255) 
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This knowledge is expressed again in "Crazy Jane on the 

Mountain," and although it will not be pursued here, I 

do not think we can forget the mountain in "Lapis Lazuli" 

when we read this poem. 

Yeats was a prolific writer who wore, self-consciously, 

many different "faces," or "masks" as he called them. He 

invented a complicated and, for most critics, lifeless 

myth. We will probably never know how many of Yeats' 

avowed beliefs or personal stances were genuinely felt and 

how many were self-consciously assumed as metaphors. Yeats 

created himself, somewhat like he created his myth, from 

many different models—English, Irish, French--and under 

many different influences--Irish Catholicism, the Irish 

Renaissance and Revolution, Theosophy, aestheticism. I 

believe that as he developed as a poet and as a thinker, 

he began to need to develop a myth in order to have meta-

phors for the expression of his view of life because it 

was essentially and ultimately a tragic view. 

His cultural situation was varied and mixed. Like 

many modern men, he belonged to several communities at 

the same time, rather than to one community for a life-

time, and his beliefs were influenced by the beliefs and 

experiences of several different communities of people 

and knowledge. Perhaps because of his diverse experience, 

he could not accept Christianity as a viable "myth," 

although it certainly contributed something to the myth 
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he developed. Pagan Irish religion, Theosophy, and a 

cyclical theory of history were more important in the 

creation of his myth than Christianity. All of this is 

to say that Yeats could not use the myth of his community, 

but he needed one, so he invented one. His "religion" 

was, then, a consciously assumed thing, an artificial 

construct which provided him with a basis for imagery, 

but he knew it was artificial, and so do his readers. 

One thing that should always be remembered about 

Yeats is his aestheticism. He believed in art for art's 

sake. Coupled with this belief is his belief in the 

healing power of art. Yeats, like Nietzsche, believes 

that art, tragedy in particular, is a consolation, is, 

in fact, a source of joy. He emphasizes the healing 

power of art in the same way Nietzsche does. Nietzsche 

sees the Greek tragedians as responding to their Dionysiac 

experience by making Apollonian images, which, in fact, 

transformed and covered up that experience. The artistic 

process of creating tragedy, Nietzsche says, produced 

consolation and joy in the artist. Yeats repeatedly re-

fers to the "tragic joy" of the creator: "And those that 

build them again are gay"; they "laugh in tragic joy." 

The difference between the Greeks and Yeats is that he is 

self-conscious in his "tragic joy." That is, Yeats, as 

the artist watching himself as tragic artist, seems to be 

aware of the "covering up" aspect of the artistic process. 
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He knows the Apollonian overlay for what it is, but as 

one who believes in the inherent value of art, of anything 

created, he accepts the validity of the overlay. 

In accepting the overlay as valid because it is 

art and because it provides consolation, he also removes 

some of its power to move readers emotionally. We, too, 

become self-conscious; we view the tragic pattern from a 

distance and intellectually rather than experience it 

directly and emotionally. This is not to say that Yeats 

is a failure. I have not examined Yeats' work to discover 

whether he is a successful writer of tragedy. Rather, we 

have used a definition of tragedy to analyze the works of 

a lyric poet whose total body of work seems to be an ex-

pression of the tragic view of life. 

What we have found is that Yeats' total body of work 

seems to be an expression of a "version" of tragedy. More 

important, we have seen that Yeats' work can be understood 

by our application to his work of the theory proposed here. 

I believe that, as far removed from original tragedy as 

his work is, Yeats cannot be completely understood without 

a recognition of the many significant elements his work 

shares with classical tragedy. 



Notes 

William Butler Yeats: The Lyric of Tragedy (Norman: 
University of Oklahoma Press, 1961;, p.-5. 

2Reid, p. 245. 

3Reid, pp. 248-49. 

4Reid, p. 249. 

5William Butler Yeats, The Collected Poems of W. B. 
Yeats (New York: The Macmillan Company, 1959), p.~T27T 
All subsequent references to Yeats's poetry will be to 
this edition and will appear in the text. 
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CHAPTER IV 

TRAGIC VISION AND STRUCTURE IN ABSALOM, ABSALOM! 

For the most part, critics have acknowledged the 

tragic nature of Absalom, Absalom!. Most agree, rightly, 

that the novel incorporates elements of Greek tragic 

drama.1 The trouble with the criticism of the novel 

as tragedy is that much which is obvious and immediately 

accessible as tragic in the novel is discussed repeatedly, 

while the deviations from formal dramatic tragedy are 

acknowledged but dealt with cursorily or, in extreme cases, 

judged to be detriments to the tragic possibilities of 

the novel. The difficulty here grows chiefly out of an 

attempt to discuss a novel while using a definition, 

mainly Aristotelian, derived from tragic drama. John 

Paterson, for example, fails to understand both Absalom, 

Absalom! and the nature of tragedy when he claims that 

the novel is inferior as tragedy to Hardy's The Mayor of 

Casterbridge.2 It is inferior, he says, primarily because 

of Faulkner's use of history to replace myth, his natural-

istic treatment of characters, his fragmentation of plot 

and narration, and his emphasis on rhetoric. Before 

we examine Paterson's objections, it should be pointed 

out that tragic drama as it has been defined in this 
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study has been defunct since Shakespeare. If we are to 

look for tragedy in the modern novel at all, we must ac-

cept some kind of adjustment in the methods by which the 

tragic vision is expressed. We have already seen the 

changes--including fragmentation of plot and character 

and an emphasis on rhetoric--that Shakespeare had to make, 

and he was writing tragic drama. We saw that Yeats, 

like Faulkner, used history to create, not replace, myth. 

We shall see that the elements Paterson finds detrimental 

to tragedy in the novel are, in fact, elements of tragedy 

in the novel. These elements are not extraneous to the 

tragedy in the novel; they shape and are part of the es-

sential elements: the characterization, plot, choric 

element, and themes of tragedy. 

Southern history has been viewed as a viable myth 

in Faulkner's works by so many critics that support for 

his use of history to create myth should be unnecessary. 

Few critics fail to note that the wide mythological 

and Biblical references elevate Sutpen's and the South's 

histories to the stature of eternally repeated human 

activity.3 The Biblical references also underscore the 

implications throughout the novel that there is a moral 

order and that Sutpen and the South have violated it. 

An example of Faulkner's skill in translating the Greek 

tragic vision into twentieth-century terms is his treat-

ment of Sutpen's relationship to the Southern myth. Sutpen 
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is emblematic of the South in many ways. His "design" 

can only be carried out in the South. His exploitation 

of the land differs from that of the established aristoc-

racy only in that Sutpen's grandfather did not begin it--

he is a newcomer--and Sutpen does it better than the 

others. His crime is the South's crime, and the history 

of his expiation is also the South's history; his blindness 

to the meaning of his destruction, the South's blindness. 

His membership in the Southern community is established 

by the time war breaks out. But like the figure of the 

king, or hero, Sutpen is a member of the community while 

at the same time separate from its individual members. 

The sanctity of kingship--usually based on a mysterious 

ancestral descent from the gods and frequently attributed 

to heroes, in general—and the responsibilities of rule 

are replaced by Sutpen's mysterious past and the fact 

that his superiority derives from his almost superhuman 

will and capabilities. In this way, Faulkner uses 

specifics of Southern history and culture to connect 

what happens to Sutpen to the workings of the moral order--

to the myth of the story. 

Belief in the deterministic power of psychological 

forces contributes as much to the twentieth-century 

American concept of fate as our inheritance of the 

Puritan concept of predestination. And to the extent 

that both are seen as largely uncontrollable by man, 
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together they provide a concept of fate--doom in most 

cases—analogous to the Greek concept of fate. Sutpen's 

early environment and his rejection at fourteen lead him 

as surely to his doom as the decree of the gods leads 

Oedipus to his, and, despite the "verisimilitude" created 

by a diluted naturalistic treatment of Sutpen, his par-

ticular response to his world—his fate--remains as 

mysterious as Oedipus'. 

Similarly, the concept of the fragmented self and 

the expression of psychological fragmentation in subject 

matter and through structure are commonplaces of modern 

literature. Instead of having one voice tell the Sutpen 

story, numerous disjointed voices tell the story. Further-

more, the narrators seem to be fragments of the same 

"voice." Responding to the idea that Quentin is ultimately 

the tragic hero, Paterson says that "if it is Quentin's 

tragedy and not Sutpen's, then it is for obvious reasons 

no tragedy at all."lf He fails to make the necessary ad-

justment. Sutpen and Quentin are fragmented parts of the 

tragic hero. While Sutpen plays the role of king, god-

in-man, the individual will asserting itself on the uni-

verse, Quentin is the hero who, recognizing the nature of 

himself and the universe, looks into the abyss at the 

horrors and terrors of human existence. Both are doomed. 

Furthermore, as will be seen later, Faulkner's fragmenta-

tion of plot, characterization, and narration has an 
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implicit meaning fundamental to the tragic vision of 

Absalom, Absalom! Part of the tragedy of the novel is 

that, with the possible exception of Shreve, the narrators 

have fragmented or incomplete selves. They are as limited 

by the story they are telling as the characters in the 

story. This is revealed chiefly through the cumulative 

effect of the functions of each as different elements of 

formal tragedy: as narrators Miss Rosa, Mr. Compson, 

Quentin, and Shreve assume the role of tragic artist; all 

act the tragedy; all provide choric responses; all are 

spectators. 

It is Faulkner's attention to rhetoric, his "language 

of poetry," which provides the unifying force of the novel. 

The imagery, fiction, and rhythm in each narrator's ver-

sion express philosophical attitudes and varying levels 

of emotional intensity which pervade the other narrations, 

thereby uniting them. Volpe points out, for example, that 

although Miss Rosa's version occupies only two chapters, 

her narration "has a breathless, outraged, emotional 

quality so overwhelming that it dominates the reader's 

imagination throughout the entire novel . . . . "5 Shreve 

repeatedly refers to Sutpen as the "demon," Miss Rosa's 

epithet. And her images of Sutpen as satan, demon, and 

ogre join with her passionate desire to know what crime 

could have been committed by her forefathers to cause 

the "fataility and curse on the South and on [her] family" 
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to suggest unavoidably the existence of the Christian 

god's working out of sin and retribution. This suggestion 

has only to be echoed by the speculations of the other 

narrators on the fate or curse of the South to revive 

the vitality of her belief in retribution. Similarly, 

the smothering effect of Miss Rosa's obsessive images of 

her stultified, cloistered existence informs the less 

passionate speeches of Mr. Compson and his son; they too, 

along with the South they cannot escape, are stulfified, 

static. 

It is also important to note that Faulkner uses 

rhetoric to allow each of the narrators to share the role 

of tragic artist in the process of creating drama. Volpe 

notes that, despite details which identify them as indi-

viduals, the narrators "employ an identical rhetorical, 

impressionistic language."6 And the reader's involvement 

with the characters in the Sutpen story comes largely from 

the imagined re-creations of scenes, which include setting 

and dialogue, even by the narrators who were not born 

when the story took place. The effect of the similarity 

of rhetoric in the various versions of the actual story 

is that the reader forgets, fairly quickly, who is telling 

the story, and each storyteller becomes, at times, an 

omniscient, faceless narrator who is reliable: the scenes 

he creates are "true." Also, of course, it is the impres-

sionistic language which allows us to "see" Quentin and 
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Shreve enter the drama as Shreve-Charles and Quentin-Henry 

and which therefore mites the past and the present and 

reveals the final tragic implications of that unity. 

Finally, Puritan Christianity and Southern history 

join to form the myth which provides one of the themes of 

tragedy, the Apollonian overlay. Miss Rosa's pervasive 

sense of sin and retribution is supported by the historical 

facts of the South's sin of slavery and its punishment for 

that sin; and the outcries of characters and narrators 

for an explanation for the Sutpen and Southern catastrophes 

imply the existence of justice and order which can be ap-

prehended by man. But Sutpen's and the South's ultimate 

failure and destruction and the apparent injustice of the 

suffering brought upon the others suggest that man can af-

fect his destiny by an assertion of his will but that he 

cannot predict the results of his actions according to 

any dogma. Furthermore, the incomplete, ruined lives of 

Miss Rosa and the Compsons aid in the expression of both 

themes. On one hand, they represent the suggestion that 

everyone in the South must pay for the South's--Sutpen's--

crime. In this way, they support the Apollonian assertion 

that crime must be atoned for. On the other hand, the 

lives of the Compsons, especially Quentin, seem so utterly 

destroyed for so slim a connection to the crime that they 

support the Dionysiac assertion that human sin and punish-

ment are inevitable. 
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The ways in which Faulkner approximates the artistic 

process necessary to the production of tragedy were sug-

gested earlier. Absalom! Absalom! represents a dilation-

through emphasis on rhetoric and fragmentation—of that 

process. As we have seen, out of the Dionysiac state of 

oneness with the universe come Apollonian images of the 

knowledge gained in that state, and in drama the projected 

self of the artist as Dionysiac man becomes the tragic 

chorus. Faulkner enacts this process in the novel. The 

similarity of the narrators' rhetoric, its impressionstic 

nature, and the existence of the unobtrusive fifth nar-

rator—the author--create the impression that, despite 

fragmentation of narration, there is a single consciousness 

dominating the entire novel, discharging itself in Apol-

lonian images which are, in fact, the narrators of the 

novel . And Faulkner's—or the single consciousness's — 

narrators repeat the process. They too discharge Apol-

lonian images. 

Faulkner's dilation of the tragic artistic process 

culminates in the scenes in which Quentin and Shreve take 

part in the Charles-Henry action and then become one with 

them: 

Because now neither of them were there. They were 
both in Carolina and the time was forty-six years 
ago, and it was not even four but compounded still 
further, since now both of them were Henry Sutpen 
and both of them were Bon, compounded each of both 
yet either neither, smelling the very smoke which 
had blown and faded away forty-six years ago . . . .7 
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Tragic drama can be seen as a metaphor for the artistic 

process which produces it: we imagine the members of the 

chorus as the single consciousness out of which step 

actors who are simply individualized projections of the 

chorus. In the scenes mentioned above, Faulkner goes 

beyond the metaphor: he unites the artist and artistic 

process, the chorus, actors, and action in a way tradi-

tional drama cannot. Remarkably, he accomplishes this 

without compromising or distorting the meaning of tragedy. 

The tension between the Dionysiac and Apollonian 

tendencies as artistic forces in created in Absalom, 

Absalom! in yet another way. Like the characters in 

Greek drama, the images the chorus of narrators dis-

charges—the members of the Sutpen family and its story--

are both universal and specific. It is not merely the 

mythological, Biblical, and other literary associations 

surrounding them which suggest that they possess a 

larger stature than ordinary people. Miss Rosa, for 

all her talk of demon and ogre, finally sees in Sutpen 

"that crumb in madness which is divine." She thinks 

that which best defined him was his "solitary despair 

in titan conflict with the lonely and foredoomed and 

indomitable iron spirit." Wash Jones sees Sutpen as 

god-like. He says that if "God himself was to come 

down and ride the natural earth, that's what he would 

aim to look like." Mr. Compson says that the members 
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of the Sutpen family were "victims of a different circum-

stance, simpler and therefore, integer for integer, larger, 

more heroic and the figures therefore more heroic 

too . . . ." 

There is very little of the quotidian in the story 

of the Sutpen family. Even when detailed scenes are given, 

they are brief, and the actions in them are stylized. 

Sutpen's "wild nigger" fights are seen against a backdrop 

of darkness as if the mystery and savagery of the swamp 

have been set down in the middle of civilization. When 

Judith and Clytie are tilling the soil or doing household 

chores, we are only allowed to see them as if outlined 

against the sky or as puppets drawing breath from the 

towering mansion. Charles Bon is seen at one time as a 

"myth, a phantom" existing only in the minds of Judith 

and Henry. In fact, if Sutpen is a mad, unknowable god, 

his wife and children are simply instruments or manifesta-

tions of his design: all are defined solely in terms of 

that design. And it should be pointed out here that the 

frequently ugly facts of slavery, an enlargement of 

Sutpen's design, are not described. The specific effects 

of slavery on the enslaved, which would allow for either 

a realistic or sentimental treatment of it, are not im-

portant because slavery is not the issue in this novel. 

Furthermore, as Lind points out, despite the distor-

tions of fact which occur within each version, the creation 
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of legend, "the heroic enlargement, the urgency, and the 

aura of relentless doom," are established in the reader's 

mind before he knows details or understands the distor-

tions: "The reader is affected sensibly before he can 

react intellectually,"8 she says, and it is this phenomenon 

that creates a sense of universality of action. Thus, 

there is a constant tension between our fascination with 

Sutpen as a real person and our interest in him as the 

representation of something eternal. 

As the narrators tell the Sutpen story the tension 

between expressions of the Dionysiac and Apollonian con-

cepts of the nature and meaning of man's existence of the 

universe is also constantly maintained. In opposition to 

the assertions through statement and action that there are 

justice, order, and joy in the world is the realization 

that they do not exist. We hear various characters and 

narrators echoing the wisdom of Silenus. Miss Rosa says 

early in the novel that she cannot protect Ellen's 

children because Sutpen "has already given them life: 

he does not need to harm them further" (p. 22). Quentin's 

grandfather (Quentin imagines) thinks of Charles Etienne 

Bon: "Better that he were dead, better that he had never 

lived: then thinking what vain and empty recapitulation 

that would be to her [Judith] if he were to say it, who 

doubtless had already said it, thought it, changing only 

the person and the number" (p. 205). Quentin imagines 
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Jones' final disillusionment: "Better if his kind and mine 

too had never drawn the breath of life on this earth" (p. 

290). These expressions of despair are in response to 

what Mr. Compson has already learned and accepted. He 

says of Sutpen's attempt to protect his design that "one 

would almost believe that Sutpen's trip to New Orleans 

was just sheer chance, just a little more of the illogical 

machinations of a fatality which had chosen that family 

in preference to any other in the country or the land 

exactly as a small boy chooses one ant-hill to pour boiling 

water into in preference to any other, not even knowing 

himself why" (p. 102). 

The other narrators also experience Mr. Compson's 

Dionysiac recognition that man is doomed not when he 

disturbs some higher, rational order, but simply because 

he will not admit that the forces which affect man's 

destiny are unknowable and irrational. Even Miss Rosa, 

between cries for justice and understanding which she 

can accept, looks into the abyss: 

[She] must have known that living is one constant 
and perpetual instant when the arras-veil before 
what-is-to-be hangs docile and even gladto the 
lightest naked~~thrust if we~~Kad dared, were brave 
enough (not wise enougET no wisdom needed here) to 
make the rending gash. Or perhaps it is no lack of 
courage either: not cowardice which wiTT not face 
that sickness somewhere at the prime foundation 
of this factual scheme from which the prisoner 
soul . . . tugs its tenuous prisoner arteries and 
veins and prisoning in its turn that spark, that 
dream which . . . iŝ  more true than truth, from 
which the dreamer, waking, says not "Did I but 
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dream?" but rather says, indicts high heaven' s very-
self witHT~"Why did I wake since waking I shall 
never sleep again?" (pp. 142-43) 

Miss Rosa's "dream" is the Apollonian overlay—the creation 

of an illusion of order, justice, and beauty--which pro-

tects her from knowldedge of the true nature of her exis-

tence. Because she cannot accept the "what-is-to-be" of 

life, but recognizes it, she clings to her damaged dream, 

and her illusion becomes an obsession which destroys her 

as surely as if it had killed her. And the destructive 

impulse to create illusion--rational or irrational--to 

disguise the truth is shared by other characters and 

narrators: Quentin and Shreve, for example, are "dedicated 

to that best of ratiocination which after all was a good 

deal like Sutpen's morality and Miss Coldfield's demon -

izing" (p. 280). 

Miss Rosa's denial of her recognition is emblematic 

of the core of the tragic vision in Absalom, Absalom!, 

perhaps even in Faulkner's work as a whole. That is, in 

her own way she is as guilty of the crime of individuation 

and denial of the wholeness of nature and humanity as 

Sutpen. It is the Dionysiac recognition which unifies 

men and nature. The assertion is that the only "higher 

order" is nature itself. This recognition demands that 

man celebrate his oneness with nature by celebrating hu-

manity. Nietzsche imagines the effect of a Dionsyiac 

ritual on its participants: 
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Now the slave emerges as a freeman; all the rigid, 
hostile walls which necessity or despotism has 
erected between men are shattered. Now that the 
gospel of universal harmony is sounded, each indi-
vidual becomes not only reconciled to his fellow 
but actually at one with him . . . . 9 

A passage from "The Bear" reveals Faulkner's similar as-

sertion that man must participate in the oneness of 

humanity: 

Because . . . He created the earth, made it and 
looked at it and said it was all right, then He 
made man. He made the earth first and peopled it 
with dumb creatures, and then He created man to 
be His overseer on the earth . . . not to hold for 
himself and his descendants inviolable title for-
ever, generation after generation, to the oblongs 
and squares of the earth, but to hold the earth 
mutual and intact in the commnual anonymity of 
brotherhood . . . .10 

Man does not have the right to exploit or appropriate any 

part of nature for his individual gain. He must recognize 

that whatever he does sets up a cause-and-effeet reaction 

throughout humanity. That is, each man's individual 

history is insignificant by itself: it is in the total 

history of mankind--to which he will contribute--that 

man finds his meaning. Miss Rosa's crime, Sutpen's crime, 

the crime of slavery--as inimical to the enslavers as to 

the enslaved--are, then, emblems of a universal malaise, 

man's tragic flaw. 

Volpe believes that the theme of Absalom, Absalom! is 

"rejection and its moral consequences."11 Because of her 

individual needs, which are due mainly to rejection, 

Miss Rosa rejects the individuality of others: she sees 
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other people only as embodiments of Sutpen's design, 

instruments in her own design, or--Negroes, for example--

as types. The shock of being treated not as an individual 

but as a type, an "other," forces Sutpen to assert his 

will on the universe in order to gain a permanent,indi-

vidual identity. He will make something out of the 

"nothing" he feels he is after his rejection. And it 

should be pointed out that his decision is purely rational; 

he seems to lose all capacity to feel after his decision. 

By dragging, willing order out of the chaos of the 

swamp--hence the mud and live game imagery early in the 

novel--Sutpen, like the aristocrats he imitates, creates 

a barrier between himself and other men, nature, and, 

finally, a part of his own "humanness." And he automati-

cally rejects the individuality of others. 

A final manifestation of the destructive nature of 

Sutpen's and the South's--of man's--design, Quentin com-

pletes the tragedy. In Quentin's character the cumulative 

effect and meaning of Faulkner's fragmentation of plot, 

narration, and character are reached. Like the charac-

ters in the Sutpen story, Quentin can define himself only 

in terms of a design, but it is a dead one. Quentin 

does not get to act out his own tragedy, and he does 

not even get to die until The Sound and the Fury. 

Quentin inherits the worst aspects of both forces 

operating in and on man. He is Apollonian man looking for 
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a rational explanation, but he lacks the concomitant in-

dividual will and identity to construct one. His "very 

body was an empty hall echoing with sonorous defeated 

names: he was not a being, an entity, he was a common-

wealth" (p. 12). He experiences the Dionysiac recognition 

that each man is a part of the whole, that each man af-

fects the destiny of all men, that "maybe Father and I are 

both Shreve, maybe it took Father and me both to make 

Shreve or Shreve and me both to make Father or maybe 

Thomas Sutpen to make all of us" (p. 262). He cannot 

celebrate that knowledge or act on it, perhaps because 

his experience has been chiefly second-hand and character-

ized chiefly by destruction. When Quentin looks into the 

abyss, then, he cannot look away, cannot act, because he 

has nothing--no individual self, no will, no design--to 

return to. 

Faulkner underscores Quentin's dilemma by gradually 

reducing him to what seems like nothing but a bodiless 

mind. Throughout the novel flesh is seen as somehow 

sacred. Something approaching a traditional concept of 

the duality of flesh--intuition, feeling--and mind--

reason--is set up, but the "mindless sentient undreaming" 

flesh has a knowledge and integrity absent in the mind. 

Rosa sees Clytie as a real person for the first time 

when they touch--"there is something in the touch of 

flesh with flesh which abrogates, cuts sharp and straight 
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across the devious channels of decorous ordering . . . " 

(p. 139). And the further Quentin gets into his narration, 

the more indifferent he becomes to his body: he is com-

pletely oblivious to the cold while Shreve continues 

to protect himself from it. Quentin is finally less 

than human. The fragmentation of his self becomes com-

plete reduction, and restoration is impossible. 

Thus Sutpen's murder is paralleled by Quentin's 

psychic "death"--alienation from self. Sutpen acts out 

the tragic hero's error while Quentin gains the tragic 

hero's insight. As we saw earlier, they are further 

identified with each other by the fact that their des-

truction is connected to the South's destruction, as if 

they, like the South, are paying for crimes committed. 

In Sutpen, then, we find all but one of the basic quali-

ties in a tragic hero. Quentin complements and completes 

Sutpen as tragic hero. 

The plot of the Sutpen story is tragic: a hero suf-

fers a reversal of fortune because of an error he has com-

mitted. Because of the structure of the novel, the 

"beginning" of the Sutpen story shows him to be king-

like or heroic in manner and accomplishment. In the 

middle, he, as a member of the Southern landowner class, 

suffers chaos and reduction because he has succeeded in 

asserting his will on the universe. In the end, he 

has been destroyed by a product of his and the South's 
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"design"--Wash Jones--because he failed to recognize the 

"humanness" of a person again and because the chaos of 

war and defeat have created a special relationship be-

tween Sutpen and Jones. 

The choric element is present in the narrators as they 

function as communal voice and in the imagery and rhetoric 

which join their narrations. Faulkner's creation of 

the choric element is very similar to Shakespeare's. We 

accept Lear as tragedy even with variations such as frag-

mentation of characterization and plot and an emphasis on 

rhetoric. The variations in Absalom, Absalom! are more 

extensive than in Lear, but they cannot be said to be 

different in kind. 

The only way in which Absalom, Absalom! can be said 

to "fail" as tragedy is in the way the end of the novel 

creates an imbalance in the Dionysiac and Apollonian 

assertions about the nature of man's condition. The 

traditional restoration of order and the intuition that 

man has somehow won by losing are not completed in 

Absalom, Absalom! It ends with a hopeless cry in the 

dark, and neither Quentin nor the reader is left with 

any illusions. However, the tragic pattern is completed 

in the Sutpen story, and the ongoing state of defeat and 

chaos that the South is left in seems almost identical 

to the "gored state" Lear's England is in at the end of 
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the play. Lear, too, utters a cry at the end of his 

story. 

Of course, there are more "stories" in Absalom, 

Absalom! than there are in Lear or in any drama. I 

believe we react to the Sutpen story the way we react 

to any tragedy: we experience the peripeteia from grief to 

joy found in the Greek audience's response to tragedy 

because something magnificent has gone on before our 

eyes and because we perceive that man is equal to his 

fate. The Compson story is open-ended, and its "hero," 

Quentin, is like many modern "heroes" who are purely 

Dionysiac men. Having looked into the abyss, they are 

paralyzed. They live in the modern existential world of 

fiction in which action is not efficacious, in which man 

is a victim rather than a hero. We can see, however, 

that in Absalom, Absalom! Faulkner has connected Quentin's 

suffering to the South's crime. In The Sound and the 

Fury, which is not a tragedy, that connection is lost, 

and with it the last vestige of the Apollonian overlay 

is gone from Quentin's story. 
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CHAPTER V 

CONCLUSION 

In the present study, I have defined and applied a 

theory of tragedy. In terms of the definition I have 

examined and analyzed a play, a body of lyric poetry, 

and a novel. The play, King Lear, was written during a 

period in which tragedy, though modified from its Greek 

origins, was flourishing. In fact, largely because of 

Shakespeare, Renaissance England is generally treated as 

a time and place in which "classical tragedy" re-emerged. 

The lyric poetry treated in this study was written by an 

Anglo-Irishman born in 1865 who called himself "the last 

of the Romantics." Faulkner, the author of Absalom, 

Absalom!, was born in 1897 and belongs to a period in 

which the dominating philosophical force is existential-

ism. It is generally agreed among critics that Yeats 

and Faulkner belong to a period in which tragedy is 

not a flourishing art type. 

My reason for choosing these disparate works, King 

Lear, Yeats's poetry, and Absalom, Absalom!, for examina-

tion is that they are important works by major figures 

in Western literature and that they provide diversity 

in genre and cultural milieu. More important, they were 
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chosen so that I could demonstrate that tragedy is a 

concept which transcends genre and that the essential 

elements can be isolated and defined outside of any con-

sideration of genre. I wanted to show, also, that we 

should not approach variations found in tragedies written 

after the Greek period as variations on specific original 

Greek plays, as variations on Oedipus Rex, for example. 

We should approach those variations as different ways 

of creating the essential elements of tragedy, and then 

see whether they are successful in creating those elements. 

In the Introduction I used Nietzsche's speculations 

and intuitions concerning the origin and nature of 

tragedy to isolate and define the essential elements 

of tragedy. Nietzsche helps us account for the mysterious 

nature of tragedy by describing and accounting for its 

complexity. Tragedy is the product of a strange synthe-

sis, a "mysterious marriage," of the Dionysiac and Apol-

lonian forces in Western culture. It is a complex set of 

beliefs, experiences, and images which can best be 

described in simple terms as the artistic enactment of 

a world view. 

The world of tragedy has specific properties, and 

something specific happens in it. It is, first of all, 

populated, and at times controlled or "managed," by man. 

One of the most important things that happens in tragedy 

is that man moves from the center of the universe to 
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nowhere in particular in the universe. The Apollonian 

view is that there are gods and a system which offer the 

possibility of security, justice, beauty, accomplishment, 

perhaps even perfection. The gods are there to show the 

way, but in tragedy we are looking at man, at what happens 

to him. The Dionysiac view says that nature--Faulkner1s 

"sentient flesh," "the green fuse," even Hardy's "Immanent 

Will"--is god and that man is part of nature. Both god 

and man undergo change--dismemberment (suffering) and 

death--to live. In this view, man is not the center of 

the universe; there is no center. 

The tragic world view, then, automatically requires 

that a protagonist representing mankind experience first 

one and then the other world. This change in experience 

requires a specific kind of plot in which the protagonist 

suffers a change, a "reversal," in experience which forces 

a change in his perception of the nature of the world 

and his place in it. The protagonist "falls" from the 

center of a secure, predictable world. A special setting, 

a special character, and a special plot are unquestion-

ably essential elements of tragedy. 

The protagonist on whom the plot is centered also 

has specific characteristics. Because tragedy is about 

the universe and man's experience of it, tragedy is 

always about a community--"all" the men in the world--

and the main character must be one of the "best" of men, 
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one of the men who represent communal values. The only-

way we can have a hero is by having group values by 

which men can be judged. Therefore, the hero and his 

community must be connected to some value system which 

is sufficiently realized--by statement and imagery--to 

allow us to accept its validity. In the course of 

tragedy, the hero violates the value system, or moral 

order, which is established at the beginning of the 

work as the system governing the universe. He must be 

seen as the initiator of the action which finally results 

in the reversal of his experience. He must suffer in-

ordinately—by alienation or death--because it is by his 

suffering that the "pretentious lie" of the moral order 

is exposed. 

Finally, the complications and paradoxes of plot 

and character described above must be made emotionally 

acceptable to the audience or reader. The sense that we 

are witnessing eternally recurring human experience, 

that what we are experiencing is "true," was created 

largely by the chorus and its connection to religious 

ritual in Greek tragedy. It is created largely by 

language in tragedies in which the chorus is missing. 

One of the most misunderstood aspects of tragedy is its 

essentially lyric nature. It is the lyricism necessary 

to tragedy, I believe, that has confused many critics. 

They have been led to assume, wrongly, that ritualistic 
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treatment of the action in tragedy is necessary to or 

characteristic of tragedy. It is not ritual but the 

kind of experience ritual offers that is inherent in suc-

cessful tragedy. Original Greek tragedy was connected 

to religion at the time it was written and performed. 

As we saw in the Introduction, it was performed near the 

temple and in celebration of a god--usually Dionysos. It 

fairly clearly evolved from religious ritual; we know it 

was similar to religious ritual for the Greeks. They 

"knew" they were viewing a "special reality." Tragedy, 

even that written by Shakespeare and based on religious 

dramatic form, became a secular art form, divorced from 

any specific religion, when it was introduced into the 

Western world again during the Renaissance. The complete 

separation of tragedy from a particular religion does 

not, however, change its nature. It merely puts a 

greater burden on writers of tragedy to produce an ef-

fect that was natural to Greek tragedy. 

Aristotle's rather naive statement that the language 

of tragedy should be appropriate to the action can be 

viewed from a clearer perspective if we understand that 

the language of tragedy is the language of religious 

worship or the language of poetry. As I have said, 

the loss of the chorus and the "religious," or partly 

nonrational, or irrational atmosphere it provided resulted 

in an emphasis on rhetoric and imagery even in Shakespeare 
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because his culture provided him with an art form which 

was chiefly realistic (rational), but tragedy is not a 

realistic art type. It is not about daily reality; it 

is, at least at some point in the work, an exposure of 

the illusions of daily reality. We should not be sur-

prised to find Faulkner placing a great emphasis on 

rhetoric and imagery, then, because the novel has been 

a thoroughly realistic (rational) genre from its inception. 

I contend, and I believe I have demonstrated, that 

tragedy is a very specific and complicated art type. 

Its complexity and specificity account for the infre-

quency with which it is produced. The last time the 

synthesis of the Dionysiac and Apollonian forces occurred 

in a culture in such a way that a large corpus of tragic 

work was produced was the Renaissance. It has occurred 

since then only in isolated instances, usually in one 

work among many by an author. So we have The Mayor of 

Casterbridge by Hardy or Absalom! Absalom! by Faulkner as 

the only tragic works by prolific writers. It is possible 

for the synthesis to be made in the mind of an individual 

writer for a lifetime. I think it could be argued that 

Blake's work represents such a synthesis or something very 

close to that synthesis. I have shown that Yeats can 

be understood as a writer whose lyric poetry is an expres-

sion of the necessary synthesis of the forces that produce 

tragedy. It is revealing that of modern writers the only 
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one whose major body of work can be said to be tragic is 

a lyric poet. In fact, using the theory proposed in this 

study, we can predict that there will not be any success-

ful tragedy written in the present or future which does 

not show an emphasis on rhetoric and imagery--the chief 

tools for the creation of lyric or poetic, nonrational, 

reality--because all of our modern literary genres except 

for lyric poetry are realistic by tradition. 

Using the theory outlined above, I have examined 

different genres from different times. I have shown 

that the elements isolated and defined in the Introduc-

tion are basic elements of the works examined. Despite 

their differences in form and cultural sources, they 

can be said to belong to the same type. We have seen 

that the variations--such as fragmentation of plot and 

character, an emphasis on rhetoric and imagery, or the 

use of history to create myth--are not necessarily detri-

mental to the creation of tragedy. In fact, they have 

been shown to be aspects of the basic elements needed 

to create tragedy. 
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