
Tragedy 

 

Tragedy: Drama that shows the downfall of a noble hero, 

a generally good person of high birth who makes a tragic 

mistake or error in judgment. It can also be a character 

flaw. (In Greek tragedy, it is usually hubris, or excessive 

pride, that causes the downfall of the character.) Prior 

to his death, the hero usually has some realization about 

human fate and destiny.  

 

A tragedy was supposed to arouse pity and fear in the 

audience—pity that a man of reasonably good character 

is suffering and fear that the same thing could happen to 

them.  The end of tragedy was intended to produce 

katharsis, the purging or cleansing of the excess pity and 

fear aroused by the play. The goal of tragedy was to 

reduce negative emotions to a healthy, balanced 

proportion. 

 

Aristotle loved Sophocles’ play cycle of Oedipus the King 

and considered it the perfect tragedy. He wrote Poetics 
to give the “rules” of tragedy. There are six elements, 

with plot being the most important and spectacle being 

the least.  

 

1. Plot: must have a beginning, middle and end. In Greek 

tragedy, there is only one plot, no subplots. Each 

event in the plot must play off the others. There can 

be no “coincidences.” A tragic plot must be serious. 



 2 

A plot should be complex, and must show that the 

tragic hero recognizes the cause of his problems and 

is sorry for his actions before his death. According 

to Aristotle, there is a definite cause and effect 

chain throughout the play. 

 

2. Character: character supports plot, and the 

motivations of the character are tied to the plot. 

The downfall of the main character should occur 

because of a tragic flaw (actually translates to 

“Tragic mistake”) due to some frailty in character. 

The tragic hero brings about his own downfall due to 

self-destructive actions brought about by blindness 

(in the metaphorical sense). 

 

3. Thought: speeches should reveal character; ex. 

Creon’s blaming other people and things—money, 

anarchy—and accusing Tierisias of taking bribes at 

the end of the play is an example of thought. 

 

4. Diction: according to Aristotle, the highest form of 

diction in a tragedy was for the playright to have 

control of metaphors. 

 

5. Song: (or melody) The chorus should be fully 

integrated into the play, and the odes sung at the 

end of each scene should contribute to the unity of 

the plot. 
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6. Spectacle: production of spectacular effects: Deaux 
ex machina (machine of the gods where actors were 

transported out of the arena) should come second to 

the actual plot to achieve pity and fear in the 

audience. 

 

 

The Greeks are given credit for creating the genre of 

tragedy. The plays were performed in festivals in honor 

of Dionysus, the god of wine. Dionysus represents all that 

is dark and uncivilized in mankind, so perhaps the 

festivals in the spring were to all people to “let out” the 

elements that the Greeks considered undesirable and 

worked to suppress. The plays consisted of three 

separate but related plays followed by a satyr play. (A 

satyr play was fairly short and consisted of actors 

dressed in half-man/half-goat costumes running around 

pretending to do obscene acts.) 

 

Another important Greek playwright was Aeschylus, who 

wrote the Oresteia. This play tells the story of 

Agamemnon, the Trojan War hero who is murdered by his 

wife when he returns home because he had sacrificed 

their daughter to the goddess Demeter so the winds 

would blow and the Greeks could sail to Troy.  The 

importance of Aeschylus is that he shows the beginning 

of trial by jury and the phasing out of revenge killings.  
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It was taboo to act out violence onstage, so it always 

happened off stage with a messenger describing it in the 

play. 

 

Only three actors were on stage at one time. 

 
 


