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Tragedy in European Tradition

Theses: Death of a Salesman and The Great Gatsby both have elements of great tragedies, Willy Loman and Gatsby possess traits of tragic heroes, and the definition of a tragedy has evolved over the ages.

Learning Objectives: To identify the elements of tragedies throughout the ages, to compare the traits of a Classical and Shakespearean tragic heroes, to analyze Death of a Salesman and The Great Gatsby as tragedies, and to analyze Willy Loman and Gatsby as tragic heroes. 

Key Ideas:

Classic Tragedy According to Aristotle

· Tragedy: “an imitation of action that is serious, complete, and of a certain magnitude; in language embellished with each kind of artistic ornament, the several kinds being found in separate parts of the play; in the form of action, not of narrative; with incidents arousing pity and fear, wherewith to accomplish its catharsis of such emotions”

· “Every tragedy must have six parts, which parts determine its quality – namely Plot, Characters, Diction, Thought, Spectacle, Melody.” 

· Plot: “arrangement of the incidents,” “imitation of the action”

 incentive moment, desis, climax, lusis, resolution, scene of suffering occurs at the end

· Characters:

 a character’s moral purpose is revealed by showing what kind of things a man chooses or avoids

 hamartia: modern “tragic flaw”

 renowned and prosperous protagonist (emphasize his downfall)

 4 qualities: good (moral purpose expresses character, usually relative to class), fit to character (gender has relative qualities), realistic (able to exist), consistent (motivations remain the same)

· 
Thought: “required wherever a statement is proved”

 general truth proved/enunciated

 includes themes

· Diction: “metrical arrangements of the words”

 same essence in both verse and prose

 stylistic devices: i.e. metaphors

· Melody: songs

 “chief place among the embellishments”

 contributes to unity of the plot (echoes ideas and morals)

· Spectacle: visual effects

 “least artistic” (for poet)

 “depends more on the art of the stage machinist than that of the poet”

Tragic Heroes: Classic versus Shakespearean

Classic (Aristotle) Tragic Hero
Shakespearean Tragic Hero

 Nobility (of a noble birth) or wisdom (by virtue of birth)

 Hamartia: either a mistake in the character's actions or in his personality that leads to his downfall (not perfect --outrage at downfall-- or evil --deserved fate)

 Catastrophe: change of fortune (good to bad)

** Peripeteia: tragic irony (good fortune to bad fortune) that has an effect opposite to intention --due to hamartia

** Anagnorisis: discovery or recognition that the reversal was brought about by the hero's own actions -- audience feels dramatic irony
 Aristotle: "A man doesn't become a hero until he can see the root of his own downfall"

 Tragic hero has downfall
 Tragic virtue (as opposed to the Classical hamartia): hero exhibits traits that are desirable under other conditions but cause one's eventual undoing due to external circumstances

 Often abnormal conditions of the mind are introduced (insanity, somnambulism, hallucinations…) and unnatural elements (ghosts, etc.)

 Tragic hero must die 

 Good versus evil

 Evil is eventually destroyed and the moral order of the world is restored

 General format: Good, evil, chaos, death, re-assertion of Good 



Willy Loman as a Tragic Hero

· Willy Loman exhibits qualities of a modern tragic hero as opposed to a classic or Shakespearean hero because of his inability to have control over his own life, without even the free will to make mistakes.

· The other main reason is because unlike Aristotle’s view of a tragic hero, Will is of no nobility, nor does he have a high status in society.

· His hamartia is that he is focuses so intently on obtaining the American dream that it is clouding the fact that his family is suffering from on account of his insanity and this blindness is what ultimately leads to his downfall.

· In reality, the world is changing faster than his beliefs and this contributes heavily to the situation he finds himself in.

· Another tragic flaw is that he will never let go of the fact that good looks and personality are not the way to obtaining the American Dream. This stubbornness, also seen in Biff, causes much of the conflict between him and Biff.

· Willy’s affair with the Woman shatters Biff’s beliefs and he is no longer able to accomplish the goals set out by his father. This leads to Willy’s disillusionment and he never lets go of what can now never happen – Biff taking his place in business. This is an example of Willy’s pride because if he could only find it in him to admit to his affair with The Woman, he would be able to understand the reasons for Biff’s failures. This would alleviate much of the stress on Willy’s troubled mind.

· Willy is actually quite selfless because he truly believes that if he kills himself, it will benefit his family. "This act is an act only found in someone who demonstrates qualities of a tragic hero" (Bloom, 33).

Gatsby as a Tragic Hero

Jay Gatsby might have elements of both a Shakespearean and a modern tragic hero but he best fits the classical tragic hero because he does have a chance to remove himself from the present environment by not constantly trying to win over Daisy.  

Tragic Hero
Not a Tragic Hero

-Obtains his wealth (higher status) and has good morals

-Tragic virtue: perseverance, "worth the whole bunch of them": virtuous

-Hamartia: blinded by love therefore cannot see Daisy's flaws (can never truly love Gatsby because of his status)

-Catastrophe: Daisy rejects Gatsby after learning of his crimes (Gatsby waits all night, but she never returns to him)

     -Gatsby's love is unrequited

     -Original social class exposed

-Tragic hero has downfall and dies
-Not of noble birth

-No anagnorisis: Gatsby never acknowledges his error of ignorance/disillusionment; his quest for materialism is hollow, much like Daisy’s personality

-Possess wealth and fairly high social status: some achievement of American Dream



Evolution of Tragedy

· Classical Tragedy (Greek)

· From religious hymns worshiping Dionysus, according to Aristotle’s Poetics

· Poetic drama that expresses human truths of a universal kind drawn from Greek mythology with characters experiencing “tragic deaths” due to hamartias

· Aeschylus added the second actor, diminished the part of the chorus and gave prominence to the dialogue

· Sophocles added the third actor, scene-painted and lengthened plots

· Meter changed from tetrameter to iambic (no more “sportive tragedy” –satyric drama)

· Classical Tragedy (Roman)

· Horace wrote Ars Poetica (The art of Poetry) outlining rules for constructing plots and characters such as limiting the characters to three speakers and having only five acts

· Medieval Tragedy

· Reflection of the inevitable turning of the Wheel of Fortune by the blindfolded Dame Fortune

· Prose or poetic narrative (not a drama)

· Mystery (based on Biblical stories), morality (characters personify moral qualities), and miracle plays (account lives of saints)

· Shakespearean Tragedy

· Based on ancient Greek form

· Tragic flaw causes protagonist’s downfall

· Modern Tragedy

· Encroachment (unconscious mistake due to overconfidence or insensitivity), complication (building up of events), reversal (opposite of intentions occurs), catastrophe (exposes limits of hero’s power and waste of his life), and recognition (character may realize the larger pattern before character’s downfall)

Discussion: To what extent are Death of a Salesman and The Great Gatsby tragedies?  Who is more of a tragic hero: Willy Loman or Gatsby?  Which type of tragedy is most effective: Classical, Shakespearean or Modern?

Conclusion: Death of a Salesman and The Great Gatsby both definitely possess elements of a tragedy, Willy Loman and Gatsby both possess traits of tragic heroes, but also lack certain characteristics of a tragic heroes, and tragedies have evolved over the ages, but the essence of a tragedy remains the same.
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