LESSON:  Tragedy & Aristotle
 

According to Aristotle, tragedy is imitation with serious purpose, specifically imitation of the way things could be.  Moreover, Aristotle asserts that tragedy is higher and more philosophical than history because history tells us what has transpired whereas tragedy examines what might happen.  Consequently, tragedy, unlike history, is universal and timeless. 

Importantly, aroused within audience members of a tragedy is not only pity, but fear since the audience can visualize themselves in this cause and effect chain of what could happen if… (tragedy teaches a crucial lesson). Tragedy provides catharsis (purging of tension, fear, and/or stress/intense emotion).
Tragedy can involve an Aristotelian tragic hero.  An Aristotelian tragic hero is when in exchange for the loss of social prestige and power, the tragic hero, through mental and/or physical suffering, receives some special insight into human nature in general and his own character in particular. 
Characteristics of Aristotle’s Tragic Hero Archetype:

i. Hero:  The protagonist must be heroic.  The word hero is Greek for a person who faces hardship and demonstrates courage even though danger is present. 

ii. Tragic Hero: Is the hero who must face his/her downfall. Protagonists in the genre of tragedy are tragic heroes.

iii. Hamartia / tragic flaw:  A trait that the tragic hero embodies that leads to his or her downfall (for many Shakespearean characters, as with many great literary characters, the tragic flaw is inability to balance passion and reason, whether that passion be madness, mental instability, excessive obsession over/passion for another character, greed/vaulting ambition, etc.)
iv. Hubris:  Excessive pride, excessive self-confidence, ambitious pride that results in the disrespect of nature/natural order of things.
v. Peripeteia:  Is the reversal of fate and fortune the hero experiences.  For example, the hero enjoys social prestige and power and this fate & fortune is reversed, and hence the hero no longer enjoys this social prestige and power (King Lear whose daughters strip him of power and throw him out of the castle & Macbeth who is once viewed as a loyal, noble, valiant and a victorious soldier and then is viewed as a disloyal cowardly tyrant). 

vi. Nemesis:  Unavoidable punishment that the tragic hero cannot avoid and is a result of his hubris – often = poetic justice. The word nemesis is an allusion to Greek Mythology, specifically to the Goddess of Revenge & Divine Retribution – retribution sought against people guilty of hubris. 

vii. Anagnorisis:  A moment in the plot of the story where the tragic hero identifies or recognizes and/or understands his/her true nature & identity and the true nature of his/her situation and/or the situation of others (like in King Lear, after his daughters Goneril & Regan take his power and throw him out of the castle, who learns of the little food and shelter the masses of his kingdom have access to, while also recognizing how he mistreated his loyal daughter Cordelia).  In Aristotle’s words, anagnorisis is “a change that occurs from ignorance to knowledge” (a discovery which brings about a change from ignorance to knowledge). NOTE:  Ancient Greeks were of the conviction that knowing one’s self and one’s place in the world is key in order to maintain order and avoid tragedy and/or avoid further tragedy. 
viii. Catastrophe:  The end/conclusion/final resolution in a drama, poem, or narrative plot. In tragedy, catastrophe is the death of one or more main characters.
ix. Catharsis:  The inevitable downfall of the tragic hero/protagonist brings about in the audience feelings of pity and fear, and hence helps to purge of these emotions/stress in their own lives, since they feel they are not alone in human suffering. If a king can suffer, anyone can, and hence people are not alone in human suffering.  
Other Key Terms:

Protasis = Introductory part of a play

Epitasis = The main action of the play where the protagonists/tragic hero’s trials and tribulations increase and intensify and build towards a climax and denouement. 

Catastasis = The climax of a play
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