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1 
Chapter One I n t r o d u c t i o n : Scope and Method 

The problem of understanding tragedy has cha l l e n g e d man f o r as long 

as he has been l i t e r a t e . As F r a n c i s Fergusson w r i t e s i n h i s i n t r o d u c t i o n 

to A r i s t o t l e ' s P o e t i c s . "The q u e s t i o n why tragedy, w i t h i t s images of 

c o n f l i c t , t e r r o r and s u f f e r i n g , should g i v e us p l e a s u r e and s a t i s f a c t i o n , 
1 

has been answered i n many ways." T h i s paper i s a d i s c u s s i o n of a p a r t 
r 

of the f i r s t answer to t h a t q u e s t i o n , the P o e t i c s of A r i s t o t l e , and an 

e x e r c i s e i n the use of t h a t answer to a n a l y z e Shakespeare's Romeo and 

J u l i e t . 

T h i s t h e s i s i s concemed w i t h the use of a p a r t i c u l a r c r i t i c a l t o o l 
2 

i n the a n a l y s i s of a s p e c i f i c p l a y . The t o o l i s the A r i s t o t e l i a n con

cept of hamartia, and the p l a y i s W i l l i a m Shakespeare's Romeo and J u l i e t . 

S t u d i e s of t h i s n a t ure presume the a p p l i c a b i l i t y of the concepts of A r i s 

t o t e l i a n c r i t i c i s m to many p o s t - A r i s t o t e l i a n p l a y s , poems, and othe r 

p i e c e s of l i t e r a t u r e . A r e c e n t l y p u b l i s h e d i n s t a n c e of such c r i t i c a l 

s c h o l a r s h i p i s P r o f e s s o r Sam Smiley's d i s c u s s i o n of the " s t r u c t u r a l p r i n 

c i p l e s " of L i v i n g Newspapers of the F e d e r a l T h e a t r e P r o j e c t of the 1930's, 

P r o f e s s o r Smiley examines the p l o t s t r u c t u r e of d i d a c t i c drama. T h i s 

paper r e c o r d s r e s e a r c h i n the use of the concept hamartia. S p e c i f i c a l l y , 

t h i s paper i s l i m i t e d to the hyp o t h e s i s t h a t an A r i s t o t e l i a n hamartia i s 

not a s i g n i f i c a n t p a r t of the p l o t of Romeo and J u l i e t . 

I t i s a l s o understood t h a t "There a r e k i n d s of qu e s t i o n s which A r i s -

1. New York, 1961, p. 32. 

2. See Appendix A of t h i s t h e s i s . 
3. " R h e t o r i c on Stage i n L i v i n g Newspapers," (JJS, L I V (February, 1968), 

29-37. 



2 

t o t l e , f o r example, can t r e a t but C o l e r i d g e not, and other k i n d s of ques
t i o n s which C o l e r i d g e can d e a l w i t h t h a t f i n d no p l a c e i n A r i s t o t l e ' s 

4 

p o e t i c . " A r i s t o t l e can and does d e a l w i t h the q u e s t i o n of the p l a c e of 

hamartia i n tragedy. C o l e r i d g e does not d e a l w i t h i t , i n the same sense 

of the word, nor do many, of the othe r c r i t i c s d e a l t w i t h i n t h i s paper. 

Many modern c r i t i c s use the terms hamartia and i t s most frequent t r a n s 

l a t i o n " t r a g i c f l a w , " but those terms have a v e r y d i f f e r e n t meaning f o r 

them than they do f o r A r i s t o t l e , who f i r s t used them, and the modern neo-

A r i s t o t e l i a n s c h o o l . The Romantic c r i t i c s , b e l i e v i n g t h e i r theory to 

be an e x t e n s i o n of A r i s t o t l e ' s , i n i t i a t e d the n o t i o n t h a t a t r a g i c f l a w 

i s a permanent p a r t of the c h a r a c t e r o r p e r s o n a l i t y of the hero of a 

tragedy. That n o t i o n , most e x p l i c i t l y s t a t e d by the ni n e t e e n t h - c e n t u r y 

c r i t i c A. C. Bradley, c o n t i n u e s to be an assumption of most modern c r i t 

i c a l t h e o r i e s . Such a concept of " t r a g i c f l a w " i s an important and use

f u l one i n the c o n s i d e r a t i o n of many Romantic and modern p l a y s . I t i s , 

however, not a concept w i t h which A r i s t o t l e i s concerned. I n c o n t r a d i s 

t i n c t i o n to the modern conceptions, A r i s t o t l e ' s hamartia. an a c t i o n on 

the p a r t of a t r a g i c c h a r a c t e r , i s n e c e s s a r y to the fo r m u l a t i o n of a 

"complex" t r a g i c p l o t . The "complex" p l o t i s the one A r i s t o t l e c a l l s 

the t h e o r e t i c a l b e s t p l o t f o r tragedy and i s one of four t r a g i c p l o t s he 

d e s c r i b e s i n chapter e i g h t e e n of the P o e t i c s . For c l a r i t y i n t h i s paper, 

the term hamartia w i l l be used i n r e f e r e n c e to A r i s t o t l e ' s o r i g i n a l con

c e p t , and the term " t r a g i c f l a w " w i l l be used f o r the l a t e r concept. 

The view of " t r a g i c f l a w " propounded by the Romantic and n i n e t e e n t h -

century c r i t i c s has a wide acceptance among modem c r i t i c s . Many of them 

4. R. S. Crane, e t a l . , C r i t i c s and C r i t i c i s m (Chicago, 1952), pp. 9-
10. 
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riistakenly a t t r i b u t e t h a t view to A r i s t o t l e . Even though t h i s paper w i l l 
focus p r i m a r i l y on A r i s t o t e l i a n hamartia, i t w i l l c o n s i d e r b r i e f l y what 
has come to be the standard d e f i n i t i o n of " t r a g i c f l a w " as p o s t u l a t e d 
e s p e c i a l l y by Bradley and as accepted by many contemporary c r i t c s . 
There w i l l be no attempt to prove t h a t " t r a g i c f l a w " i s an i n v a l i d c r i t 
i c a l t o o l , or i s i n any way i n f e r i o r to hamartia. A c e r t a i n amount of 
doubt w i l l n e c e s s a r i l y be c a s t on the u s e f u l n e s s of " t r a g i c f l a w " to 
d e s c r i b e any p a r t of Romeo and J u l i e t , but the es t a b l i s h m e n t of t h a t 
doubt i s not c r u c i a l to the primary goal of t h i s paper. Consequently, 
there w i l l be no e x t e n s i v e d i s c u s s i o n of t r a g i c c h a r a c t e r s as p e r s o n a l 
i t i e s . H i s t o r i c a l c o n s i d e r a t i o n of W i l l i a m Shakespeare or the v a r i o u s 
t h e a t r i c a l productions of Romeo and J u l i e t i s a l s o beyond the purview of 
t h i s paper, because t h i s i s a c r i t i c a l and not an h i s t o r i c a l study. I n 
the same v e i n , the nature of the study p r e c l u d e s a d i s c u s s i o n here of 
Northrup F r y e ' s theory of "nythos," or any v a r i a t i o n of t h a t theory. 
Such a d i s c u s s i o n i s not germane because the proponents of t h a t theory 
see hamartia i n a s i g n i f i c a n t sense d i f f e r e n t l y than t h i s paper does. 
F r y e does not, as t h i s paper intends to, accept A r i s t o t l e ' s d e f i n i t i o n 
of hamartia. 

T h i s d i s c u s s i o n i s l i m i t e d to an a p p l i c a t i o n of"an o f t e n misunder

stood c r i t i c a l concept where i t has not been used before; the concept 

of hamartia as a p p l i e d to Romeo and J u l i e t . Modern c r i t i c s of the A r i s -

5. A. C. Bradley, Shakespearean Tragedy, (London, 1960), p. 27; Susanne 
Langer, F e e l i n g and Form: A Theory of A r t (New York, 1953), p. 
358; Northrup F r y e , The Anatomy of C r i t i c i s m ( P r i n c e t o n , 1957), 
pp. 38, 213; and H. D. F. K i t t o , Greek Tragedy (Garden C i t y , N.Y., 
1954), pp. 116-117, a l l accept w i t h no q u e s t i o n the Romantic n o t i o n 
t h a t hamartia i s a permanent c h a r a c t e r f l a w or a l t e r n a t e l y as F r y e 
puts i t "a c o n d i t i o n of being," p. 213. 
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t o t e l i a n s c h o o l have a p p l i e d h i s t h e o r i e s to other p l a y s and poems. 
T h i s i s the f i r s t study to apply i t to Romeo and J u l i e t . 

There i s a p a u c i t y of s c h o l a r l y l i t e r a t u r e from any group of c r i t i c s 

on Shakespeare's f i r s t g r e a t tragedy. Of theses and d i s s e r t a t i o n s w r i t 

t en over the l a s t twenty y e a r s on Romeo and J u l i e t , two were a c t i n g note

books and a l l but one of the remainder were "production" theses concern

ed withthe design and e x e c u t i o n of s e t t i n g s and/or costumes f o r c o l l e g e 
7 

productions of the p l a y . Most of the more ambitious o r famous c r i t i c s 

would, i t seems, r a t h e r d i s c u s s Shakespeare's l a t e r t r a g e d i e s . There 

a r e v e r y few a r t i c l e s i n the j o u r n a l s on t h i s tragedy, and i t i s g e n e r a l -
8 

l y passed over q u i c k l y i n l a r g e r works. Consequently, Romeo and J u l i e t 

has o f t e n been t r e a t e d p e r i p h e r a l l y i n the r e f l e c t e d l i g h t of c r i t i c a l 

w r i t i n g s d e a l i n g w i t h o t h e r t r a g e d i e s . 

The paper begins w i t h a d e s c r i p t i o n of hamartia and concludes w i t h 

a d e s c r i p t i o n and a n a l y s i s o f the p l o t of Romeo and J u l i e t . I t i s the 

hyp o t h e s i s of t h i s study t h a t hamartia i s an element n e c e s s a r y only i n 

a "complex" t r a g i c p l o t , and t h a t Romeo and J u l i e t has a " p a t h e t i c " 

t r a g i c p l o t . Consequently, hamartia does not e x i s t to a s i g n i f i c a n t ex

t e n t i n e i t h e r the p l o t o r s t o r y - o f Romeo and J u l i e t . 

6. Crane, e t a l . 

7. See Appendix B of t h i s t h e s i s . 

8. Romeo and J u l i e t i s e i t h e r not mentioned o r mentioned only i n p a s s 
i n g i n these modern works: E r i c B e n t l e y , The L i f e of the Drama (New 
York, 1964), The Pl a y w r i g h t as Th i n k e r (New York, 1946), and I n 
Search of Theatre (New York, 1965); Jan.Kott, Shakespeare Our Con
temporary (Garden C i t y , N.Y., 1966); Bradley; Langer; F r y e ; F r a n c i s 
Fergusson, The Ide a of a T h e a t r e , ( P r i n c e t o n , 1949). 
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Chapter Two A r i s t o t l e 

There i s probably no work i n dramatic c r i t i c i s m which has been l e s s 

understood or more o f t e n m i s i n t e r p r e t e d than the P o e t i c s of A r i s t o t l e . 

I n common w i t h many a n c i e n t t e x t s , i t i s marked by l a p s e s and gaps i n 

the t e x t . I t was a t one p o i n t n e a r l y l o s t . I n a d d i t i o n to these pro

blems, from the time i t was f i r s t d i s c u s s e d by s c h o l a r s , i t has been 

g r o s s l y d i s t o r t e d to f i t whatever views were c u r r e n t l y popular. At 

p l a c e s i n i t , the n e o - c l a s s i c i s t s found support f o r t h e i r three u n i t i e s . 

The R o m a n t i c i s t s found support f o r the t r a g i c hero, and more re c e n t c r i t 

i c s have found support f o r the p s y c h o l o g i c a l drama. The g r e a t e s t d i s 

t o r t i o n s have come frora c r i t i c s who c r i t i c i z e A r i s t o t l e f o r s a y i n g some

th i n g t h a t he d i d not say. I r o n i c a l l y , some whose c r i t i c a l systems l e a n 

h e a v i l y on the P o e t i c s s t i l l c r i t i c i z e A r i s t o t l e f o r not agreeing w i t h 

them. The m i s i n t e r p r e t a t i o n s a r e , moreover, not the works of u n s c h o l a r -

l y w r i t e r s . Some of the most c e l e b r a t e d l i t e r a r y l i g h t s have been un

a b l e to p e n e t r a t e the fog. C o r n e i l l e , C o l e r i d g e , L e s s i n g , Goethe, Brad

l e y , W. MacNeil Dixon, H. D. F. K i t t o , and c o u n t l e s s l e s s e r c r i t i c s con

ti n u e to mock and misunderstand the P o e t i c s . 

As w i t h the whole, so w i t h the p a r t s . I f the e n t i r e concept of the 

P o e t i c s i s misunderstood, so too a r e s e c t i o n s , concepts, and i n d i v i d u a l 

words. One of the most famous concepts of the P o e t i c s i s the t r a g i c 

f l a w . I n freshmen l i t e r a t u r e courses the n o t i o n of a t r a g i c hero and 

h i s t r a g i c f l a w i s o f t e n taught as being a n e c e s s a r y p a r t of any tragedy. 

A r i s t o t l e i s quoted by well-meaning s c h o l a r s as the author of t h i s con

c e p t , and he i s c r i t i c i z e d because t h a t concept does not f i t e a s i l y i n t o 

every drama. T h i s paper w i l l support the view t h a t A r i s t o t l e i s only 

p e r i p h e r a l l y concemed witha a t r a g i c hero and even l e s s concemed w i t h 



a t r a g i c f l a w . 

The term t r a g i c f l a w i s an erroneous and improper t r a n s l a t i o n of 

A r i s t o t l e ' s language. The word he u s e s , t r a n s l i t e r a t e d i n t o the L a t i n 

alphabet, i s hamartia. The term appears i n chapter t h i r t e e n of the 
9 

P o e t i c s and a l s o i n a dozen other p l a c e s i n A r i s t o t l e ' s w r i t i n g s , a l 

though few of those other uses help much i n e x p l a i n i n g the term's mean

in g . I n order to understand the s i g n i f i c a n c e o f t h i s term i n the con

t e x t of A r i s t o t l e ' s argument i n the P o e t i c s , an understanding must be 

gained of what A r i s t o t l e ' s s u b j e c t i s i n the whole t r e a t i s e . 

I n the f i r s t sentence of the work A r i s t o t l e says t h a t he has l i m i t 

ed h i s d i s c u s s i o n to "the a r t of p o e t i c composition i n g e n e r a l and i t s 

v a r i o u s s p e c i e s , the f u n c t i o n and e f f e c t o f each of them; how the p l o t s 

should be c o n s t r u c t e d i f the composition i s to be an a r t i s t i c s u c c e s s . . 

Most of t h i s t r e a t i s e i s devoted to the s u b j e c t of tragedy, w i t h some 
11 

d i s c u s s i o n of e p i c . The second book of the P o e t i c s , on comedy, has been 

l o s t . A r i s t o t l e i s not r e v i e w i n g the l a t e s t production a t the Athenian 

t r a g i c f e s t i v a l , although he does use many contemporary t r a g e d i e s to ex

emplify h i s argument; he i s not w r i t i n g a primer on p l a y w r i t i n g f o r the 

beginning p l a y w r i g h t , although every beginning p l a y w r i g h t should read i t . 

9. B o n i t z , Index A r i s t o t e l i c u s , 2nd ed. (Graz, A u s t r i a , 1965). 
10. A r i s t o t l e , P o e t i c s , t r a n s . G e r a l d E l s e (Ann Arbor, 1967), p. 15 (1447 

8-10). Unless otherwise i n d i c a t e d quotations from the P o e t i c s a r e 
from.Gerald E l s e ' s 1967 t r a n s l a t i o n , h e r e a f t e r c i t e d as A r i s t o t l e . I 
have a l s o employed the standard system f o r c i t i n g works of A r i s t o t l e 
as prepared f o r the B e r l i n Academy by Immanuel Bekker i n 1830. The 
P o e t i c s i n c l u d e s pages 1447 through 1462 of t h a t work. The l e t t e r s 
'£' and 'b' f o l l o w i n g the page numbers r e f e r to the l e f t and r i g h t 
hand columns r e s p e c t i v e l y . L i n e numbers are a l s o g i v e n . 

11. A r i s t o t l e , p. 10. 



Rather, A r i s t o t l e i s d i s c u s s i n g how t r a g e d i e s a r e s t r u c t u r e d and the ma

t e r i a l s of which they a r e formed. T h i s s u b j e c t i s a p a r t of what we 

c a l l dramatic c r i t i c i s m . 

The P o e t i c s i s p r i m a r i l y l i m i t e d to a d i s c u s s i o n of dramatic theory, 

t h a t i s , an i n v e s t i g a t i o n of the s t r u c t u r e of p l a y s and the m a t e r i a l s 

which make them up. A r i s t o t l e d e s c r i b e s drama as "a process of i m i t a t -
12 

i n g an a c t i o n . " A r i s t o t l e f u r t h e r l i m i t s much of h i s d i s c u s s i o n by d e a t 

i n g p r i m a r i l y w i t h the t h e o r e t i c a l b e s t p l o t f o r t r a g e d i e s , the "complex" 

p l o t . By p l o t , A r i s t o t l e i s r e f e r i n g to"the s t r u c t u r i n g of the e v e n t s " 
13 

i n a tragedy. I f tragedy i m i t a t e s human a c t i o n s , the p l a y w r i g h t ' s t o t a l 

o r g a n i z a t i o n of those a c t i o n s f o r h i s own purposes i s c a l l e d p l o t . I t 

i s important to remember t h a t A r i s t o t l e , except by i m p l i c a t i o n , i s not 

t a l k i n g about a l l t r a g e d i e s o r a l l drama. Many of the d i f f i c u l t i e s en

countered i n commentaries on the P o e t i c s r e s u l t from a misunderstanding 

of the t o p i c of the P o e t i c s . That t o p i c i s the t h e o r e t i c a l p e r f e c t p l o t 

s t r u c t u r e of t r a g i c drama. 

The t r a g i c p l o t , which A r i s t o t l e i s d e f i n i n g , must have a " s i n g l e 
14 

r a t h e r t h a n £ a j double" ending. I t must be t r a g i c f o r a l l the c h a r a c 

t e r s i n v o l v e d . The p l a y should not end withtfche p r o t a g o n i s t winning and 

the a n t a g o n i s t l o s i n g . F u r t h e r , the "^complex* a c t i o n R s ] one i n which 
15 

the r e v e r s a l i s continuous but w i t h r e c o g n i t i o n or p e r i p e t y or both." 

12. A r i s t o t l e , p. 25 (1449b 2 4 ) . 

13. A r i s t o t l e , p. 26 (1450a 5 ) . 

14. A r i s t o t l e , p. 38 (1453a c . 13-14). 15. A r i s t o t l e , p. 35 (1452a 17-18). 



8 

The b a s i s of the t r a g i c a c t i o n i s a r e c o g n i t i o n of d i s c o v e r y on the p a r t 

of some c h a r a c t e r i n the p l a y . That r e c o g n i t i o n leads to an i n s t a n t a n e 

ous r e v e r s a l , p e r i p e t y , of the f o r t u n e s , g e n e r a l l y the fortunes of the 

main c h a r a c t e r s of the p l a y . I t i s not important to whom t h i s change of 

fortune o c c u r s . Because A r i s t o t l e has l i m i t e d the i d e a l a c t i o n to a 

s i n g l e outcome, i n e f f e c t the change of fortune a f f e c t s everybody. "Per

i p e t y i s the s h i f t o f the a c t i o n towards the opposite pole i n accordance 
16 

w i t h the p r i n c i p l e s p r e v i o u s l y mentioned." 

These important p o i n t s about the s t r u c t u r e of t r a g i c p l o t s a r e made 

i n chapters 7 through 11 of the P o e t i c s . Chapter 12 i s a d i s c u s s i o n of 

the q u a n t i t i v e p a r t s unique to Greek t r a g i c drama and are not p e r t i n e n t 

to t h i s d i s c u s s i o n . 

I n chapter 13 i s one of the mbst debated and l e a s t understood para

graphs of dramatic c r i t i c i s m . Bywater's t r a n s l a t i o n , a v e r s i o n commonly 

used by c r i t i c s , i n i t s most important p a r t s i s as f o l l o w s : 
Such a s t o r y may arouse the human f e e l i n g i n us, but i t w i l l not 
move us to e i t h e r p i t y or f e a r ; p i t y i s occasioned by undeserved mis
for t u n e , and f e a r by t h a t o f one l i k e o u r s e l v e s ; . . . .There r e 
mains, then, the int e r m e d i a t e k i n d of personage, a man not pre 
eminently v i r t u o u s and j u s t whose misfortune however, i s brought 
upon him not by v i c e and d e p r a v i t y but by some e r r o r o f judgment, 
of the number of those i n the enjoyment of g r e a t r e p u t a t i o n and 
p r o s p e r i t y . . . .The p e r f e c t P l o t , a c c o r d i n g l y , must have a s i n g l e , 
and not a double i s s u e ; the change i n the hero's f o r t u n e s must be 
not from m i s e r y t o happiness, but on the c o n t r a r y from happiness 
to misery; and the cause of i t must l i e not i n any d e p a r v i t y , but 
i n some g r e a t e r r o r on h i s p a r t ; the man h i m s e l f being e i t h e r such 
as we have d e s c r i b e d , o r b e t t e r , not worse, than than.17 

16. A r i s t o t l e , P o e t i c s , t r a n s . G e r a l d E l s e , i n A r i s t o t l e ' s P o e t i c s : the 
Argument, by G e r a l d E l s e (Cambridge, Mass., 1957), p. 342 (1452a 2 2 ) . 

17. A r i s t o t l e , P o e t i c s , t r a n s . Ingram Bywater i n I n t r o d u c t i o n to A r i s 
t o t l e , ed. R i c h a r d McKeon (NewYork, 1947), pp. 639-40 (1453a 2-5, 
11-16). 
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The word hamartia appears twice i n the Greek o r i g i n a l of t h i s passage. 

I t i s t r a n s l a t e d by Bywater f i r s t as 'some e r r o r of judgement' and then 

as 'some g r e a t e r r o r . ' L a t e r i n t h i s paper t h a t t r a n s l a t i o n w i l l be c h a l 

lenged, but f i r s t c o n s i d e r a t i o n w i l l be g i v e n to some oth e r i s s u e s i n 

t h i s passage. 

John Jones, Senior L e c t u r e r i n E n g l i s h L i t e r a t u r e a t the U n i v e r s i t y 

of Oxford, takes i s s u e w i t h the long-held i d e a of the t r a g i c hero: 

I n d e t a i l e d commentary and c r i t i c i s m , as i n the broad o u t l i n e s of 
i n t e r p r e t a t i o n , A r i s t o t l e ' s 'change of f o r t u n e ' has always been 
taken to mean, and indeed i s o f t e n t r a n s l a t e d , 'changes i n the 
hero's f o r t u n e s . ' T h i s i s the s e t t l e d t r a d i t i o n to which must be 
o f f e r e d the d i r e c t c h a l l e n g e t h a t t h e r e i s no evidence- not a shred 
- t h a t A r i s t o t l e e n t e r t a i n e d the concept of the t r a g i c hero.*-** 

More s p e c i f i c a l l y Jones notes these a l t e r a t i o n s made by Bywater: 

Where he has 'a good man' the Greek has 'good men'; where he has 'a 
bad man' the Greek has 'bad men'; and where he renders 'the change 
i n the hero's f o r t u n e s ' the Greek has 'the change i n f o r t u n e ' . The 
f i r s t and second of h i s a l t e r a t i o n s a r e not q u i t e as t r i v i a l as 
they seem, f o r they c o n t r i v e j o i n t l y to suggest t h a t A r i s t o t l e has 
i n mind a s i n g l e dominant f i g u r e through out, when i n f a c t h i s d i s 
course s h i f t s from p l u r a l to s i n g u l a r . These two a l t e r a t i o n s h e l p 
pave the way f o r the t h i r d , which i s i n the whole range of i t s im
p l i c a t i o n s , monentous. 9 

I n o p p o s i t i o n to t h a t n o t i o n t h a t tragedy f i r s t of a l l i m i t a t e s or " i s 

about" man, A r i s t o t l e says i n h i s famous d e f i n i t i o n of tragedy t h a t i t 
20 

" i s a process of i m i t a t i o n of an a c t i o n . " The n o t i o n of the t r a g i c hero 

ought to be abandoned i n any d i s o u s s i o n of the P o e t i c s , f o r as Jones 

p o i n t s out the t r a g i c hero and the t r a g i c f l a w a r e not mentioned i n the 

P o e t i c s . Not only does A r i s t o t l e not mention them, but he a l s o s t a t e s , 

somewhat c r y p t i c a l l y t h a t "a tragedy cannot e x i s t without a p l o t , but i t 

18. John Jones, On A r i s t o t l e and Greek Tragedy (London, 1962), p. 13. 
19. Jones, pp. 19-20. 

20. A r i s t o t l e , p. 25 (1449b 24);. 



16 
21 

can without c h a r a c t e r s . " I n a d d i t i o n , Jones makes the p o i n t , although 

i t i s l e s s s u b s t a n t i a t e d , t h a t fchereiis l i t t l e evidence t h a t A r i s t o t l e 

meant t h a t t r a g e d i e s had to end unhappily, i . e . , w i t h the downfall of 

the t r a g i c hero. Jones bases h i s o b j e c t i o n on the f a c t t h a t A r i s t o t l e 

"Once. . .says unhappy r e s o l u t i o n s a r e p r e f e r a b l e , once. . .says the op-
22 

p o s i t e . " The second passage he r e f e r s to i s 1451a 11-15; i t i s c e r t a i n l y 

a weaker passage than the one i n chapter 13, commonly c i t e d to show t h a t 

A r i s t o t l e favored an unhappy ending. A r i s t o t l e i s o f t e n c r i t i c i z e d f o r 

seeming to say t h a t a l l t r a g e d i e s must end unhappily, but again i t must 

be borne i n mind t h a t A r i s t o t l e i s a t t h a t p o i n t d i s c u s s i n g only the 

"complex" t r a g i c p l o t . A tragedy l i k e the Eumenadies does not have a 

"complex" p l o t , and f o r t h a t reason i t i s i n v a i n to seek the elements 

of t h a t k i n d of t r a g i c p l o t i n i t s s t r u c t u r e . There a r e p l a y s t h a t do 

not have A r i s t o t l e ' s t h e o r e t i c a l b e s t p l o t but t h a t are n one-the-less 

t r a g i c . There a r e even some t r a g e d i e s t h a t , because of t h e i r emphasis 

on c h a r a c t e r , might be s a i d to have a t r a g i c hero; but having a t r a g i c 

hero i s not the n e c e s s a r y mark of a tragedy. 

I n h i s d i s c u s s i o n of the fundamental nature of tragedy, A r i s t o t l e 

has d e f i n e d drama as the i m i t a t i o n of an a c t i o n . A t r a g i c a c t i o n i s one 

t h a t evokes the emotions of p i t y and f e a r . At some p o i n t i n the p l o t of 

a complex tragedy, a d i s c o v e r y must occur. G e r a l d E l s e notes t h a t the 
b e s t r e c o g n i t i o n " i s a d i s c o v e r y of the i d e n t i t y of a 'dear' person', a 

23 
b l o o d - r e l a t i v e . " The d i s c o v e r y r e s u l t s i n a r e v e r s a l of f o r t u n e s . The 

21. A r i s t o t l e , p. 27 (1450a 24-25). 

22. Jones, pp. 46-47. 

23. E l s e , A r i s t o t l e - i s P o e t i c s : The Argtment (Cambridge, Mass., 1957), 
p. 379 - h e r e a f t e r c i t e d as E l s e , The Argument. 



b e s t p l o t i n v o l v e s t h i s g r e a t change "not thanks to wickedness but be-
24 

cause of some mistaken of g r e a t weight and consequence," i . e . , because 

of some hamartia. Jones, i n d i s c u s s i n g t h i s sentence, again c h a l l e n g e s 

the concept of the t r a g i c hero. Because an hamartia i s committed by 

some i n t e r m e d i a t e k i n d of personage "does not e n t i t l e us to s t y l e t h a t 
25 

personage the T r a g i c Hero." F o r when we make the i n s t i g a t o r of the a c 

t i o n so important, we can l o s e s i g h t of the f a c t t h a t i t i s the r e s u l t 

of t h a t hamartia and d i s c o v e r y and r e v e r s a l , i . e . , the t r a g i c s t a t e of 

man, which i s most important and i s , a f t e r a l l , the s u b j e c t of tragedy. 

Jones and A r i s t o t l e both make the po i n t t h a t the p l a y w r i g h t i s not r e a l l y 

t a l k i n g about the hero but about the s t a t e of man and h i s t r a g i c e x i s 

tence on e a r t h . A misunderstanding of hamartia o f t e n e x p l a i n s a c r i t i c ' s 

misreading of the whole of the P o e t i c s . 

A c o n s i d e r a t i o n of hamartia and what A r i s t o t l e meant by i t r e v e a l s 

t h a t he preceeds both of h i s uses of the word ( i n chapter 13) by s a y i n g 
the "change of f o r t u n e " comes about not because of "any r e a l badness o r 

26 

wickedness" ( o r C h r i s t i a n " s i n " ) but because of hamartia. Hamartia i s 

understood to be not a permanent, i n h e r e n t e v i l i n the s o u l , p e r s o n a l i t y , 

or c h a r a c t e r . The n o t i o n , then, t h a t has been taught f o r so long t h a t 

A r i s t o t l e i s here d i s c u s s i o n the t r a g i c f l a w of a t r a g i c hero i s exposed 

as f a l l a c i o u s . Even some Greek s c h o l a r s s t i l l r e f e r to hamartia as be

ing an e v i l c h a r a c t e r t r a i t of a hero. L. J . P o t t s suggests t h a t "The 

24. A r i s t o t l e , p. 38 (1453a 15-16). 

25. Jones, p. 20. 
26. A r i s t o t l e , p. 38 (1453a 9 ) . 
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theory of the ' t r a g i c f l a w ' belongs r a t h e r to the C h r i s t i a n e r a and to 
a c e r t a i n phase of Shakespearean c r i t i c i s m . . . . I t may have a r i s e n be-

27 
cause i n the Greek New Testament Hamartia i s the r e g u l a r word f o r ' s i n . ' " 

A r i s t o t l e i s not d i s c u s s i n g c h a r a c t e r when he uses the term hamartia, 
even though l a t e r c r i t i c s do mean t h a t when they use the term " t r a g i c f l a w . " 
The c r i t i c a l e r r o r here has been to t r y to e s t a b l i s h a resemblance be
tween these two concepts, one c l a s s i c a l and the o t h e r Romantic. 

One of the important modern c r i t i c s who does not accept t h a t r e 

semblance i s G e r a l d E l s e , chairman of the Department of C l a s s i c a l S t u d i e s 

a t the U n i v e r s i t y of Michigan. His d i s c u s s i o n of the P o e t i c s i s perhaps 

the f i n e s t , a t l e a s t the most complete, commentary on t h a t work i n Eng-
28 

l i s h . He uses A r i s t o t l e ' s own words to support A r i s t o t l e and to show the 

i n n e r c o n s i s t e n c y of A r i s t o t l e ' s argument. E l s e agrees w i t h Jones t h a t 

chapter 13 i s about the t r a g i c change and not about the t r a g i c hero or 

t r a g i c flaw. He seems to g i v e more credence however to the n o t i o n t h a t 
29 

A r i s t o t l e d i d t a l k about a t r a g i c herd. E l s e says a semantic study of 

hamartia, i n c l a s s i c a l Greek, i s i n c o n c l u s i v e because i t and i t s forms 

show "such a wide range of meanings - a l l the way from e r r o r or f a i l u r e 
30 

t o ' s i n ' . . .the only s a f e guide i s the c o n t e x t of A r i s t o t l e ' s argument. 
27. L. J . P o t t s , t r a n s . . The P o e t i c s , by A r i s t o t l e (Cambridge, Eng., 

1953), p. 81. 

28. I n a d d i t i o n to A r i s t o t l e ' s P o e t i c s : The Argument, and h i s 1967 t r a n s 
l a t i o n of the P o e t i c s , see a l s o by E l s e , Homer and the Homeric Prob
lem ( C i n c i n n a t t i , 1965); The O r i g i n and E a r l y Form of Greek Tragedy 
(Cambridge, Mass., 1965); "Agamemnon." C l a s s i c a l P h i l o l o g y , 52, 
January (1957); and " I m i t a t i o n i n the 5th Century," C l a s s i c a l P h i l o 
logy, 53, A p r i l , (1958). 

29. E l s e , The Argument, pp. 376-377. 

30. E l s e , p. 379. 
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The concept of hamartia i s p a r t of A r i s t o t l e ' s argument on the s t r u c 
t u r e of the t r a g i c p l o t . As noted above, t h a t d i s c u s s i o n begins w i t h chap
t e r 7 and continues through chapter 13. "Hamartia i s a f u n c t i o n a l e l e -

31 

ment i n a complex p l o t , otherwise A r i s t o t l e would not mention i t h e r e . " 

I n preceding c h a p t e r s A r i s t o t l e d i s c u s s e s the p e r f e c t t r a g i c p l o t . As 

we have a l r e a d y s a i d , he s p e c i f i e s t h a t i t must i n c l u d e r e c o g n i t i o n and 

r e v e r s a l , as w e l l as many other t h i n g s not d i r e c t l y r e l a t e d . Of c h a p t e r 

13 E l s e s p e c u l a t e s t h a t hamartia i s t h a t which makes p o s s i b l e the d i s c o v 

ery t h a t causes the r e v e r s a l . "Might not hamartia be the ignorance from 
32 

which the change b e g i n s ? " F u r t h e r , E l s e s a y s t h a t a c c o r d i n g to A r i s t o t l e 

the b e s t d i s c o v e r y i s "of the i d e n t i t y of a 'dear' person, a b l o o k - r e l a -

t i v e ; i t f o l l o w s t h a t the precedent hamartia would denote p a r t i c u l a r l y 
33 

a mistake or e r r o r or ignorance as t d the i d e n t i t y of t h a t person." I f 

E l s e ' s view i s accented, hamartia i s i n the P o e t i c s a p a r t of the machi

nery of a p e r f e c t t r a g i c p l o t and of a 'complex'plot only. "The reason 

why A r i s t o t l e does not c a l l i t so along w i t h p e r i p e t y , r e c o g n i t i o n , and 

pathos, i s presumably t h a t i t may l i e o u t s i d e the a c t i o n of the p l a y paro-
34 

per, as i n the Oedipus." Although hamartia i s not n e c e s s a r i l y a formal 

p a r t of the t r a g i c p l o t of the "complex" k i n d i t i s a n e c e s s a r y c a t a l y t i c 

agent f o r the e x i s t n e c e of t h a t jblot. An hamartia s e t s up the s i t u a t i o n 

31. E l s e , p. 379. 

32. E l s e , p. 379. 

33. E l s e , p. 379. 

34. E l s e , p. 385. 
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f o r the r e c o g n i t i o n - p e r i p e t y sequence, which i s the b a s i c form of the com

ple x t r a g i c p l o t . I n u s i n g the term i n the P o e t i c s , A r i s t o t l e makes no 

attempt to d e f i n e i t . 

I t i s o f t e n n e c e s s a r y when studying a p a r t i c u l a r A r i s t o t e l i a n con

cept to c o n s u l t s e v e r a l of h i s works. " C e r t a i n key terms. . . can only 
35 

be f u l l y understood i n the l i g h t of A r i s t o t l e ' s other w r i t i n g s . " B o n i t z ' 
36 

Index A r i s t o t e l i c u s l i s t s over a dozen i n s t a n c e s of A r i s t o t l e ' s use of 

the work hamartia o r some form of i t . Most of these i n s t a n c e s shed no 

l i g h t on i t s d e f i n i t i o n . I n the Nichomacean E t h i c s i n book 5, chapt e r 

8, A r i s t o t l e d i s c u s s e s the kin d s of u n j u s t a c t s . The s e c t i o n i s some

what confusing because A r i s t o t l e s a y s t h e r e a r e "thr e e k i n d s of i n j u r y 
37 

i n t r a n s a c t i o n s between man and man." L a t e r i n the same paragraph he 

i t e m i z e s four such r e l a t i o n s h i p s , but between those two statements he 

i t e m i z e s four ways i n which the second of those r e l a t i o n s h i p s takes 

p l a c e . A r i s t o t l e i s drawing d i s t i n c t i o n s between k i n d s of u n j u s t a c t i o n s , 

f i r s t p o i n t i n g out a d i f f e r e n c e between i n t e n t i o n a l and u n i n t e n t i o n a l 

a c t i o n s . F r e d e r i c k Copleston notes " t h a t to do an a c t i o n which r e s u l t s 

i n damage to another, when the damage was not f o r e s e e n o r intended . . . 

i s v e r y d i f f e r e n t from doing an a c t i o n which would n a t u r a l l y r e s u l t i n 
damage to another, p a r t i c u l a r l y i f t h a t damage was f o r e s e e n and in t e n d s 

38 
ed."-i$ T h i s i i s the d i s t i n c t i o n t h a t s e p a r a t e s the f i r s t t hree k i n d s o f un-
35. F r a n c i s Fergusson, " I n t r o d u c t i o n " P o e t i c s , by A r i s t o t l e (New York, 

1961), p. 3. 

36. B o n i t z , P. , p. 37. 

37. A r i s t o t l e , E t h i c s . t r a n s . W. D. Ross, i n I n t r o d u c t i o n to A r i s t o t l e , 
ed. McKeon, p. 411 (1135b 1 1 ) . 

38. F r e d e r i c k Copleston, A H i s t o r y of Philosophy (NewYork, 1962), I , 
p a r t i i , 84. 
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j u s t a c t i o n s from the f o u r t h . T h i s f o u r t h form of i n j u r y i s i n t e n t i o n a l 

i n j u s t i c e , an i n j u r y to another t h a t o c c u r r e d w i t h f u l l knowledge of the 

a c t and the d e l i b e r a t e p e r p e t u a t i o n of i t ? The s e v e r a l murders of R i c h 

ard I I I i n Shhkespeare's p l a y seem to be t h a t k i n d of u n j u s t a c t i o n . 

The f i r s t of the remaining t h r e e k i n d s of i n j u r i e s i s a t y c h i a or misad

v e n t u r e , an i n j u r y t h a t does not imply v i c e by the o r i g i n a t o r and t h a t 

occurs c o n t r a r y to any reasonable e x p e c t a t i o n , or as Copleston d e s c r i b e s 
39 

i t "the damage would not o r d i n a r i l y r e s u l t from t h a t a c t i o n . . . ." 

A t y c h i a i s pure a c c i d e n t i n the moral sense. A t r a i n a c c i d e n t , f o r ex

ample, may have many p h y s i c a l c a u s e s , worn-out t r a c k s , brakes t h a t do 

not hold, and of course g r a v i t y p l a y s i t s p a r t . There would be, however, 

no moral cause and no moral g u i l t i n v o l v e d i n such a t r a i n a c c i d e n t , an 
a t y c h i a . The second k i n d of u n j u s t a c t i o n d e s c r i b e d by A r i s t o t l e i s 

40 

hamartia. Hamartia i s a mistake, an i n j u r y to another not c o n t r a r y to 

reasonable e x p e c t a t i o n and which does not imply v i c e . The t h i r d form of 

i n j u r y i s u n i n t e n t i o n a l i n j u s t i c e , an i n j u r y to another t h a t o c c u r r e d w i t h 

f u l l knowledge of the a c t but without d e l i b e r a t i o n , as when a man k i l l s 

i n anger o r p a s s i o n ; the deed i s u n j u s t but the man, fundamentally, i s s 

not. A r i s t o t l e ' s d i s t i n c t i o n s between a t y c h i a and hamartia and between 

hamartia and between hamartia and the u n i n t e n t i o n a l a c t of i n j u s t i c e a r e 

f i n e ones. The f o l l o w i n g c h a r t (page 16<) i s an attempt to v i s u a l i z e the 

d i s t i n c t i o n s A r i s t o t l e made among the four k i n d s of a c t s . The d i f f e r e n t i a 

t i o n by o b j e c t , means, and manner i n the t r a d i t i o n a l A r i s t o t e l i a n system 

39. Copleston, p. 84. 
40. Because Greek nouns a r e d e c l i n e d , the word which appears i n the Greek 

t e x t of the E t h i c s has a d i f f e r e n t ending. A t y c h i a appears as atychema 
and hamartia as hamartema. 



Act Object 
I s the end 
known? 

Means 
I s the means to the 
end i n t e n t i o n a l g a s 
a r e s p o n s i b l e a c t 
of reason? 

Manner 
I s the manner of 
the means p a s s i v e 
or a c t i v e ? 

A t y c h i a No No P a s s i v e 

Hamartia No No A c t i v e 

Act of 
P a s s i o n 

Yes No A c t i v e 

Premeditated Yes 
a c t 

Yes A c t i v e 



17. 

i s not intended to determine the s p e c i f i c o b j e c t , means, and manner, but 

the nature of those c l a s s i f i e r s . The c h a r t shows f o r each of the c l a s s e s 

of a c t i o n d e s c r i b e d by A r i s t o t l e whether or not the o b j e c t , t h a t i s , the 

end or f i n a l c a u s e , l i s known by the agent; whether or not the means used 

to accomplish t h a t a c t was i n t e n t i o n a l or n o n - i n t e n t i o n a l ; and whether 

the manner of t h a t means was p a s s i v e or a c t i v e . I n the premeditated 

and p a s s i o n a t e u n j u s t a c t i o n s the agent knows the outcome. For the 

other two the unknown o b j e c t o r f i n a l cause i s e i t h e r "the person a c t e d 
41 

on, the a c t , the instrument, or the end t h a t w i l l be obtained . . . ." 

The p a s s i o n a t e a c t i o n d i f f e r s from the premeditated one i n not being 
42 

i n t e n t i o n a l ; i t i s done "with knowledge but not a f t e r d e l i b e r a t i o n . " 

Hamartia d i f f e r s from the p a s s i o n a t e a c t i n t h a t the agent cannot f o r e 

see the f i n a l cause of h i s a c t i o n . An example of each w i l l s u f f i c e . 

Oedipus' s l a y i n g of the o l d man was an hamartia. Romeo's f i g h t i n g w i t h 

T y b a l t was an a c t of p a s s i o n . The o b j e c t of Oedipus' a c t was the s l a y 

ing of h i s f a t h e r , a r e s u l t which he could not know. Romeo, however, 

d i d know what the r e s u l t of f e n c i n g might be. The manner of t h e i r a c t 

ions was the same. They both a c t i v e l y and p u r p o s e f u l l y k i l l e d someone. 

Neither i n t e l l e c t u a l l y intended t h a t the o b j e c t which d i d come about 

should. Romeo's p a s s i o n b l i n d e d him to the knowledge of the outcome of 

h i s a c t i o n . Even had Oedipus not been angry a t the time he k i l l e d the 

o l d t r a v e l e r , he s t i l l could not have known t h a t t h a t man was h i s f a t h e r . 

Oedipus' k i l l i n g of L a i u s i s an hamartia. That hamartia i s d i s c o v -

41. A r i s t o t l e , E t h i c s , t r a n s . W. D. Ross, p. 415 (1135b 21-26). 

42. A r i s t o t l e , p. 415 (1135b 19-20). 
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ered i n the course of the p l o t of Oedipus the King and r e s u l t s i n a r e 
v e r s a l of f o r t u n e s . The a c t i o n t h a t i s i m i t a t e d by t h i s tragedy i s the 
d i s c o v e r y of the hamartia, the r e s u l t a n t r e v e r s a l , and the pathos of 
t r a g i c f i g u r e s . The k i l l i n g of T y b a l t i s a p a s s i o n a t e a c t only. That 
a c t i s the climax i n the p l o t of Romeo and J u l i e t and r e s u l t s i n no s i g 
n i f i c a n t r e v e r s a l s . The a c t i o n t h a t i s i m i t a t e d by t h i s tragedy i s a 
s e r i e s of p a s s i o n a t e a c t s and the pathos t h a t surrounds them. 

A t y c h i a d i f f e r s from hamartia i n t h a t i t s manner i s p a s s i v e . I t 

comes c l o s e to being an event r a t h e r than an a c t i o n . No t r a g i c p l o t 

comes to mind as an example of a t y c h i a or a c c i d e n t . I n an automobile 

a c c i d e n t caused by the c o l l a p s e of a bridge, the d r i v e r ' s a c t i s e s s e n t 

i a l l y p a s s i v e , although the passengers i n h i s c a r may d i e as a r e s u l t of 

h i s d r i v i n g over t h i s bridge i n s t e a d of another one. Had the a c c i d e n t 

occurred because of e x c e s s i v e speed the r e s u l t a n t i n j u r i e s would be the 

r e s u l t of an hamartia on the p a r t of the d r i v e r . 

The next important q u e s t i o n f o r the purposes of t h i s paper i s : Does 

hamartia belong " s p e c i f i c a l l y to the theory of the "complex" p l o t . . . 
44 

[ a n d ] . . .not to the theory of p l o t s i n g e n e r a l ? " The answer to t h i s 

q u e s t i o n i s found i n a s h o r t s e c t i o n i n chapter 18 of the P o e t i c s . I n 

the Bekker e d i t i o n i t i s 1455b approximately l i n e 33 to 1456a a p p r o x i 

mately l i n e 3 as here t r a n s l a t e d by G e r a l d E l s e : 
There a r e four k i n d s of tragedy ( t h a t being a l s o the number of 
' p a r t s ' t h a t have been mentioned): the complex which i s a l l p e r i 
pety and r e c o g n i t i o n ; the f a t a l , l i k e A j ax and I x i o n p l a y s ; the 
moral, such as the Women of P h t h i a , and the Peleus; and the e p i s o d 
i c , l i k e Daughters of Phorcys, Prometheus, and a l l the Hades dramas.' 

44. E l s e , The Argument, p. 384. 

45. p. 50. 
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The passage i s admittedly sketchy, but E l s e w i t h some j u s t i f i c a t i o n con

cludes t h a t what A r i s t o t l e means here i s t h a t a p l o t may be c l a s s i f i e d 
46 

by i t s dominant element. A drama may be both complex and f a t a l but i s 

be s t c l a s s i f i e d a c c o r d i n g to i t s dominant element. A r i s t o t l e s t r e s s e s 

t h a t "one must t r y i f p o s s i b l e to have a l l these f e a t u r e s , or i f not, 
47 

the b i g g e s t ones and as many of them as one can manage." And of course 

he has a l r e a d y s a i d t h a t the complex i s the b e s t . F u r t h e r i t i s E l s e ' s 

conclusion; t h a t complex p l o t s may a t the same time be f a t a l , moral, or 

e p i s o d i c ; but t h a t should any one of these t h r e e elements dominate a 

p l o t , i t "cannot be complex and must n e c e s s a r i l y be c l a s s i f i e d , accord-
48 

in g to i t s dominant f e a t u r e . " 

The complex tragedy r e q u i r e s t h e s s m i s t a k e - r e c o g n i t i o n - r e v e r s a l s t r u c 

t u r e . "The hated enemy or c a s u a l l y d e s p i s e d f e l l o w - w a y f a r e r suddenly r e 

v e a l e d as the person n a t u r a l l y d e a r e s t to him i n the whole world; t h a t 
49 

i s the q u i n t e s s e n c e of 'complex' as A r i s t o t l e d e f i n e s i t . " I n opposi

t i o n to t h i s the f a t a l tragedy may be the one w i t h a simple s t r u c t u r e 

of p l o t ( i . e . , absence of the r e c o g n i t i o n - r e v e r s a l s t r u c t u r e ) and an un-
50 

happy outcome f o r the hero. "The f a t a l p l o t does not get i t s d e f i n i t i o n 

merely from the dominance of the pathos. I t i s a l s o d e f i n e d i n p a r t by 
46. E l s e , The Argument, p. 525. 

47. A r i s t o t l e , p. 50 (1456a c 3 - 5 ) . 

48. E l s e , The Argument, p. 533. 

49. E l s e , pp. 383-384. 

50. E l s e , p. 531. 
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the two neighboring "kinds"; f o r as a g a i n s t "complex" i t suggests a 

simple p l o t s t r u c t u r e , and as a g a i n s t 'moral' i t connotes an unhappy 

ending. Such a nexus of i d e a s i s hard to render by an E n g l i s h word." 
51 

E l s e suggests the word " f a t a l . " 

The f a t a l or p a t h e t i c t r a g i c p l o t , then, i s one which t u m s on 

chance; i t i s dominated by the t r a g i c deed, w h i l e the "moral" p l o t i s 

dominated by c h a r a c t e r (which f o r A r i s t o t l e i s moral and e t h i c a l c h o i c e , 

ergo, such a drama would be dominated by the moral and e t h i c a l c h o i c e s 

of the c h a r a c t e r s . ) The f o u r t h k i n d , the ' e p i s o d i c ' p l o t , i s dominated 

by events c a u s a l l y u n r e l a t e d . Within these c r i t i c a l categairdes i n 

theory there i s n a t u r a l l y a g r e a t d e a l of a r t i s t i c v a r i a t i o n i n p r a c 

t i c e . 

E l s e t r i e s to d e f i n e the moral or e t h i c a l as having a double p l o t 

s t r u c t u r e i n which not only i s c h a r a c t e r supremely important to the p l o t 
52 

but i t "wins the s u c c e s s i t d e s e r v e s , " or the p r o t a g o n i s t wins and the 

a n t a g o n i s t l o s e s . That d e f i n i t i o n i s more l i k e l y to f i t melodrama than 

a form of tragedy. E l s e has admitted t h a t he i s s p e c u l a t i n g beyond 

A r i s t o t l e ' s statements. The moral p l o t need only be one i n which char

a c t e r i s more important than any other element. The f a t a l tragedy too 

may have v a r i a t i o n s . I t i s dominated by the p a t h e t i c deed. Pathos f o r 

A r i s t o t l e i s "a d e s t r u c t i v e or p a i n f u l a c t , such as deaths on stage, 
53 

paroxyms of p a i n , woundings, and a l l t h a t s o r t of t h i n g . " The q u e s t i o n 

a r i s e s whether t h i s deed of the p a t h e t i c p l o t could be anyone of the four 

51. E l s e , p. 532. 
52. E l s e , p. 531. 
53. A r i s t o t l e , p. 37 (1452b c . 12-13). 



u n j u s t a c t i o n s mentioned i n chapter 5 of the E t h i c s and d i s c u s s e d above. 

I t could not be hamartia. F o r t h a t a c t to be important to the p l o t of 

a tragedy, i t must be d i s c o v e r e d ; and the r e s u l t of the d i s c o v e r y must 

be a r e v e r s a l . A t r a g i c p l o t dominated by such a s t r u c t u r e i s the com

ple x k i n d . T h e r e f o r e the p a t h e t i c p l o t t u r n s on e i t h e r the i n t e n t i o n a l 

or u n i n t e n t i o n a l u n j u s t a c t or p o s s i b l y on a t y c h i a . The same argument 

holds f o r the moral and e p i s o d i c p l o t s ; hamartia does not p l a y a p a r t i n 

them. 

Hamartia i s an a c t i o n n e c e s s a r y to the formation-of the "complex" 

t r a g i c p l o t only. I t i s an u n j u s t a c t performed unknowingly and unin

t e n t i o n a l l y , which, when i t or i t s r e s u l t s a re d i s c o v e r e d , b r i n g s about 

a tremendous change i n the fortunes of the l e a d i n g c h a r a c t e r s of a t r a 

g i c drama. Hamartia need not be expected i n the "pathetic 1, 1 "moral," 

or " e p i s o d i c " k i n d s of p l o t s , f o r i t i s not i n h e r e n t i n t h e i r forms. 

They are more concerned w i t h other t r a g i c elements. The concept i s i n 

h e r e n t only i n the "complex" p l o t as A r i s t o t l e d e s c r i b e s i t . I n the 

s t r i c t e s t sense of the word, p l o t does not i n c l u d e hamartia. The p l o t 

i n c l u d e s only what o c c u r r e s w i t h i n the a c t i o n of the p l a y i t s e l f . 

The theory of the P o e t i c s s e r v e s to d e s c r i b e a s p e c t s of most i f not 

a l l drama. At a minimum i t provides a s e t of terms to use so t h a t c r i t 

i c s can be sure they are a l l t a l k i n g about the same t h i n g s . A r i s t o t l e 

might ve r y w e l l have f e l t t h a t Aeschylean and, had he read i t , Shakes

pearean tragedy were not as good as Sophoclean, which to him approached 

the t h e o r e t i c a l b e s t ; but t h a t i s not to say t h a t those other t r a g e d i e s 

may not be accorded a c o n s i s t e n t and l o g i c a l p l a c e i n h i s ^ t h e o r y . One 

may very w e l l argue w i t h A r i s t o t l e about what k i n d of tragedy i s the b e s t 



or even i f t h e r e i s a^best, as P r o f e s s o r K i t t o does i n h i s s e v e r a l books. 

I t i s a very d i f f e r e n t t h i n g to argue t h a t A r i s t o t l e ' s t h e o r i e s do not 

apply to other t r a g i c forms. I t i s another t h i n g to argue t h a t A r i s 

t o t l e ' s e x p l a n a t i o n s may not a i d i n the understanding of Aeschylean and 

Shakespearean tragedy. 



Chapter Three Romantic and 19th Century T h e o r i e s of Hamartia 

T h i s d i s c u s s i o n of Romantic and ni n e t e e n t h - c e n t u r y c r i t i c i s m w i l l 

be b r i e f because c r i t i c s i n those e r a s seldom i f e v e r d i s c u s s e d dramatic 

s t r u c t u r e i n any way meaningful to t h i s paper.-. Others, l i k e the French 

n e o - c l a s s i s t s , thought of nothing but s t r u c t u r e . The Romantic w r i t i n g s 

on drama a r e g e n e r a l l y u n p r o f i t a b l e as f a r as d i s c u s s i o n of hamartia 

goes. "There a r e k i n d s of que s t i o n s which A r i s t o t l e , f o r example, can 
54 

t r e a t but C o l e r i d g e n o t " and v i c e v e r s a . A r i s t o t l e can and does d e a l 

w i t h the p l a c e of hamartia i n t r a g i c s t r u c t u r e . C o l e r i d g e does not, nor 

do many of the o t h e r c r i t i c s d i s c u s s e d i n t h i s c h apter. During the Re

n a i s s a n c e , Western man made a f u t i l e attempt to ape the a n c i e n t s . He 

probably accomplished more d i s t o r t i o n of the Greek and Roman c u l t u r e s 

than s u c c e s s f u l p r e s e r v a t i o n of them. That attempt has i n f l u e n c e d dramat

i c c r i t i c i s m and was the dominant f o r c e i n the f i e l d u n t i l the t w e n t i e t h 

century. Some Fren c h d r a m a t i s t s and c r i t i c s used obscure passages o f the 

P o e t i c s to co n f i r m the three u n i t i e s , time, p l a c e , and a c t i o n , as laws 

f o r a l l good drama. I n the process they ignored the many Greek dramas 

t h a t d i d not adhere to those u n i t i e s . Jean Mairet (1604-86'_) was one of 

the e a r l i e r advocates of the thr e e u n i t i e s . I t i s a t l e a s t to h i s c r e 

d i t t h a t h i s p l a y s were gi v e n good r e c e p t i o n s . He helped b r i n g tragedy 

back i n t o f a v o r . P i e r r e C o r n e i l l e (1606-84) w i t h Le C i d a c t u a l l y v i o 

l a t e d those r u l e s f o r drama and he was i n v o l v e d i n the heated C i d con

t r o v e r s y over the " u n i t i e s " . That c o n t r o v e r s y i n v o l v e d a l l French men 
54. R. S. Crane, " I n t r o d u c t i o n " i n C r i t i c s and C r i t i c i s m , by Crane, 

e t . a l . (Chicago, 1952), pp. 9-10. 
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of l e t t e r s i n c l u d i n g C a r d i n a l R i c h e l i e u . The French c r i t i c s used t h e i r 
a n a l y s i s of A r i s t o t l e to c a s t i g a t e Shakespeare, whom they considered 
to be u n d i s c i p l i n e d . 

The Romantic r e a c t i o n to n e o - c l a s s i c i s m s t r e s s e d the n a t u r a l w r i t 

ing a b i l i t y of Shakespeare, h i s "wildness and freedom" from any laws of 

drama. I n t h e i r books the Ro m a n t i c i s t s seem to d e r i v e more p l e a s u r e from 

o v e r l y g e n e r a l i z e d statements g l o r i f y i n g o r condemning i n d i v i d u a l p l a y 

w r i g h t s than s a y i n g anything s i g n i f i c a n t about dramaturgy. Samuel T a y l o r 

C o l e r i d g e has a r e p u t a t i o n as a l e a d i n g Shakespearean s c h o l a r . His g r e a t 

e s t concerns a r e w i t h lauding Shakespeare f o r h i s 

deep f e e l i n g and e x q u i s i t e sense of beauty, both as e x h i b i t e d to 
the eye i n combinations of form, and to the e a r i n sweet and ap
p r o p r i a t e melody; t h a t these f e e l i n g s were under the command of 
h i s own w i l l ; t h a t i n h i s very f i r s t productions he p r o j e c t e d h i s 
mind out of h i s own p a r t i c u l a r being, and f e l t , and made othe r s 
f e e l , on s u b j e c t s no way connected w i t h h i m s e l f , except by f o r c e 
of contemplation and t h a t sublime f a c u l t y by which a gr e a t mind be
comes t h a t which i t meditates on.56 

and f o r making glowing 

statements on passages he has j u s t quoted from the poet. About Mercu-

t i o he s a y s : 

0 how s h a l l I d e s c r i b e t h a t e x q u i s i t e e b u l l i e n c e and overflow of 
y o u t h f u l l i f e , wafted on over the laughing wavelets of p l e a s u r e 
and p r o s p e r i t y , waves of the s e a l i k e a wanton beauty t h a t d i s 
t o r t e d a f a c e on which she saw her l o v e r gazing enraptured, had 
w r i n k l e d h e r s u r f a c e i n the triumph of i t s smoothness.$7 

55. P h y l l i s H a r t n o l l , The Oxford Companion to the Th e a t r e , 3rd ed. 
(London, 1967), p. 338. 

56. C o l e r i d g e ' s W r i t i n g s on Shakespeare, ed. Terence Hawkes (New York, 
1959), p. 55 - h e r e a f t e r c i t e d as C o l e r i d g e . 

57. C o l e r i d g e , p. 118. 
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And about one of J u l i e t ' s l i n e s he s a y s : "The i m a g i n a t i v e s t r a i n e d to 
58 

the h i g h e s t . What an e f f e c t on the p u r i t y of the mind." 

C o l e r i d g e i n d i c a t e s t h a t he t h i n k s Shakespeare d e v i a t e s not only 

from Sophocles who he s a r c a s t i c a l l y says was "the g r e a t model of tragedy," 

but he a l s o d e v i a t e s from " A r i s t o t l e the i n f a l l i b l e d i c t a t o r . " A f t e r 

c r i t i c i s i n g A r i s t o t l e and exposing h i s own ignorance of the P o e t i c s . Cole

r i d g e s a y s t h a t i t does not matter t h a t Shakespeare d i d not accept the 

59 

c l a s s i c a l r u l e s . C o l e r i d g e attempts to d i s c u s s the c h a r a c t e r s i n p l a y s 

i n terms of how Shakespeare must have conceived of them, what e x p e r i e n c e s 

Shakespeare must have had, what h i s c o n j e c t u r e s on a p a r t i c u l a r c h a r a c 

t e r might have been. I n other words, C o l e r i d g e wants to t a l k about Shake

speare's mental p r o c e s s e s t h a t occurred as he wrote. F o r example, the 

p a r t of O t h e l l o was w r i t t e n w i t h the help of "the inward eye of medita

t i o n upon h i s own n a t u r e : f o r the time, he became O t h e l l o , and spoke as 
60 

O t h e l l o , i n such c i r c u m s t a n c e s , must have spoken." 

T h i s k i n d of i n q u i r y has l i t t l e to do w i t h dramatic c r i t i c i s m . I t 

i s r a t h e r the work of the e a r l y b e h a v i o r a l s c i e n t i s t . One may v e i y w e l l 

l a b o r f o r many hours over a passage i n C o l e r i d g e , attempting to d e t e r 

mine i t s meaning and s i g n i f i c a n c e and have as a r e s u l t f o r one's work 

only a s t e m command to enjoy the l o v e l i n e s s of the " n a t u r a l l y u n d i s c i -

plinedV^poetry of Shakespeare, f i n d i n g no comment a t a l l on h i s poetry 

as drama. 

58. C o l e r i g e , p. 120. 

59. C o l e r i d g e , p. 66. 

60. C o l e r i d g e , p. 129. 
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C o n t i n e n t a l Romantic c r i t i c s such as L e s s i n g , Goethe, and N e i t z c h e , 
63 

whose The B i r t h of a Tragedy i s s u r p r i s i n g l y romantic, a r e more v a l u a b l e 

than C o l e r i d g e , y e t they too a r e more concerned w i t h i n f l u e n c e s o u t s i d e 

the p l a y than w i t h the form of the drama i t s e l f . The i n f l u e n c e of these 

Romantic c r i t i c s i s s t i l l an important p a r t of dramatic theory. 

Although Romantic and French n e o - c l a s s i c a l w r i t e r s had l i t t l e to 

say of i n t e r e s t on hamartia. P r o f e s s o r A. C. Bradley i s the prime promul

gator of the modern n o t i o n of " t r a g i c f l a w . " I t should be noted t h a t 

Bradley i n Shakespearean Tragedy never uses the term hamartia, and he 

only twice mentions A r i s t o t l e . Y e t h i s i d e a of " t r a g i c f l a w " has become 

i d e n t i f i e d by l a t e r s c h o l a r s w i t h t h a t Greek term. I t i s the purpose 

of t h i s s e c t i o n of t h i s chapter to d e s c r i b e B r a d l e y ' s view and to i n d i 

c a t e the c u r r e n t widespread acceptance of B r a d l e y ' s view among s e l e c t e d 

t w e n t i e t h century c r i t i c s . The acceptance of B r a d l e y ' s view of t r a g i c 

f l a w on the p a r t of c r i t i c s of Romeo and J u l i e t has l e d those c r i t i c s 

i n t o e r r o r i n the i n t e r p r e t a t i o n of t h a t p l a y . 

Bradley says t h a t Shakespeare's heros a r e marked by a "one-sided

n e s s " of c h a r a c t e r , which he d e s c r i b e s as "a f a t a l tendency to i d e n t i f y 

the whole being w i t h one i n t e r e s t , o b j e c t , p a s s i o n , or h a b i t of mind." 

He f u r t h e r l a b e l s t h i s "the fundamental t r a g i c t r a i t . " I n the circum

s t a n c e s i n which the p l a y w r i g h t p l a c e s the c h a r a c t e r , h i s t r a g i c t r a i t 
61. Gotthold Ephraim L e s s i n g , Hamburg Dramaturgy, t r a n s . Helen Zimmern 

(New York, 1962). 

62. Rene Wellek, A H i s t o r y of Modem C r i t i c i s m : 1750-1950 (New Haven, 
1955). 

63. F r e d r i c h N i e t z s c h e , t r a n s . C l i f t o n P. Fadiman, (New York, 1927). 
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proves "fatal to him." Because of t h i s t r a i t the hero e r r s , " a n d h i s 

e r r o r , j o i n i n g w i t h o t h e r c a u s e s , b r i n g s on him r u i n . T h i s i s always so 

w i t h Shakespeare." T h i s f a t a l " i m p e r f e c t i o n o r e r r o r . . . i s never ab

s e n t " although i n the cas e of Romeo, Bradley s a y s i t " s c a r e c e l y . . . 
64 

d i m i n i s h [ e s j our regard f o r him." 

I n B r a d l e y ' s view tragedy i s a human a c t i o n i n which the agents must 

be h e l d r e s p o n s i b l e f o r t h e i r a c t i o n . "The c a t a s t r o p h e i s , i n the main, 

the r e t u r n of t h i s a c t i o n on the head of the agent. . . . The c r i t i c a l . 
65 

a c t i o n i s , i n g r e a t e r o r l e s s degree, wrong o r bad." 

F u r t h e r B r a d l e y s a y s t h a t i n every Shakespearean tragedy there i s 

a "source of c o n v u l s i o n " which i s " i n every c a s e e v i l . " I n Romeo and 

J u l i e t t h a t source i s "the s e n s e l e s s h a t r e d of t h e i r houses." The hero, 

even the comparatively innocent hero, f o r Brad l e y has some g r e a t d e f e c t , 

" i r r e s o l u t i o n , p r e c i p i t a n c y , p r i d e , c r e d u l o u s n e s s , e x c e s s i v e s i m p l i c i t y , 

e x c e s s i v e s u s c e p t i b i l i t y to s e x u a l emotions, and the l i k e . " Of them he 

s a y s , "These d e f e c t s o r i m p e r f e c t i o n s a r e c e r t a i n l y , i n the wide sense 
of the word, e v i l , and they c o n t r i b u t e d e c i s i v e l y to the c o n f l i c t and 

66 
c a t a s t r o p h e . " 

G e n e r a l l y , B r a d l e y saw t r a g i c e r r o r o r fl a w as a t r a i t i n the char 

a c t e r of the hero. The t r a i t i s e s s e n t i a l l y e v i l and i s the major f a c 

t o r l e a d i n g to the hero's d e s t r u c t i o n . Bradley suggests, as mentioned 

above, t h a t the e v i l " c o n v u l s i o n " i n Romeo and J u l i e t i s the feud. 

64. B r a d l e y , (London, 1960), pp. 26-28. 

65. Bradley, p. 35. 

66. B r a d l e y , p. 37-38. 
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Bradley says t h a t Romeo's flaw i s h i s "excess and p r e c i p i t a n c y . " That 

i d e a i s amplified-by some of h i s d i s c i p l e s who l a t e r a p p l i e d Bradleyan 

t h e o r i e s more e x t e n s i v e l y to Romeo and J u l i e t ( see chapter f o u r ) . 

Even though Bradley s a y s t h a t the hero does not s u f f e r " i n propor-
68 

t i o n to m e r i t , " t h e r e seems to be no way of av o i d i n g the c o n c l u s i o n 

from Bradley t h a t the hero w i t h a n e c e s s a r i l y e v i l c h a r a c t e r t r a i t i s 

destroyed l a r g e l y as a r e s u l t of t h a t c h a r a c t e r t r a i t . 

67. B r a d l e y , p. 28. 

68. B r a d l e y , pp. 35-36. 
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Chapter Four S e l e c t e d Modern C r i t i c s on Hamartia 

Most of the t w e n t i e t h - c e n t u r y w r i t i n g - o n - h a m a r t i a f o l l o w s B r a d l e y . 

That i s , B r a d l e y ' s view of " t r a g i c f l a w " i s accepted by many modem c r i t 

i c s ( i n c l u d i n g those who d i f f e r on other q u e s t i o n s from B r a d l e y ) who have 

a tendency to a t t r i b u t e B r a d l e y ' s view to A r i s t o t l e . Some other impor

t a n t c r i t i c s make no mention of the s u b j e c t . As the views of such o t h e r 

c r i t i c s aregno.t germane to t h i s study, t h e i r c r i t i c a l systems a r e not 

examined i n t h i s paper. Northrup F r y e i n h i s important work. The Anatomy 

of C r i t i c i s m , does not use the view of hamartia accepted i n t h i s paper. 

He says t h a t " A r i s t o t l e ' s hamartia. . . may be simply a matter of being 
69 

a s t r o n g c h a r a c t e r i n an exposed p o s i t i o n . " L a t e r , i n a d i s c u s s i o n of 

t r a g i c c h a r a c t e r s and man's t r a g i c c o n d i t i o n , F r y e says " A r i s t o t l e ' s 
70 

hamartia, then, i s a c o n d i t i o n of being, not a cause of becoming." He 

a p p a r e n t l y means t h a t tragedy i s a r e s u l t of man's p o s i t i o n i n nature 

r a t h e r than a s p e c i f i c a c t . Although t h a t may be t r u e i n the context of 

h i s theory, i t i s c e r t a i n l y not t r u e of A r i s t o t l e ' s concept of hamartia 

as an a c t i o n . F r y e ' s use of the word hamartia should not be understood 

to be an attempt to d e f i n e the word as A r i s t o t l e used i t . B r a d l e y ' s 

theory r e q u i r e s a permanent t r a i t of c h a r a c t e r which i s v i t a l to the 

t r a g i c end of the hero. F r y e holds t h a t j u s t by being a man a hero i s 

brought down. I n F e e l i n g and Form: A Theory of A r t , Susanne Langer a c 

cep t s B r a d l e y ' s concept. "The a c t i o n £of a tragedy] i t s e l f must r e v e a l 

the l i m i t of the p r o t a g o n i s t ^ powers and mark the end of h i s s e l f - r e a l i -

69. p. 38. 
70. p. 213. 
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z a t i o n . And so, indeed, i t does: the t u r n i n g p o i n t of the p l a y i s the 

s i t u a t i o n he cannot r e s d l v e , where he makes h i s ' t r a g i c e r r o r , ' or exhib-
71 

i t s h i s t r a g i c 'weakness. Langer and other l e a d i n g c r i t i c s do not d i s 

cuss A r i s t o t l e ' s hamartia. F r a n c i s Fergusson i n The Idea of a Th e a t r e , 

and i n h i s important e s s a y "Macbeth as the I m i t a t i o n of an A c t i o n " i n 

The Human Image i n Dramatic L i t e r a t u r e ; J . L. Styan i n The Elements of 

the Dram; and E r i c B e n t l e y i n h i s four b e s t books. The Dramatic Event, 

I n Search of Th e a t r e , The Playw r i g h t as Th i n k e r , and The L i f e of the 

Drama do not c o n s i d e r the s u b j e c t of hamartia from an A r i s t o t e l i a n p o i n t 

of view. I n the next chapter c o n s i d e r a t i o n w i l l be given to the i d e a s 

of two of Br a d l e y ' s f o l l o w e r s because they have s p e c i f i c things to say 

about Romeo and J u l i e t i n r e l a t i o n to " t r a g i c f l a w . " Preceding t h a t d i s 

c u s s i o n , t h i s chapter w i l l c o n s i d e r the works of two modern E n g l i s h d r a 

matic c r i t i c s , W. MacNeil Dixon and H. D. F. K i t t o , who have d e a l t spec

i f i c a l l y w i t h the s u b j e c t of hamartia from an A r i s t o t e l i a n p o i n t of view. 

Both men are profoundly i n f l u e n c e d by n i n e t e e n t h century c r i t i c i s m , but 

d e a l i n what i s c a l l e d formal or s t r u c t u r a l c r i t i c i s m . 

Both Dixon and K i t t o spend c o n s i d e r a b l e time t a l k i n g about tragedy's 

p l a c e i n philosophy and w i t h s o c i e t y ' s need f o r drama. That need seems 

to be a f o r c e determining i t s form. Dixon sa y s t h a t i n both a n c i e n t and 
72 

modern times "the problem of e v i l " i s a g r e a t concern and th a t tragedy 

takes t h i s as i t s s u b j e c t . Tragedy i s concemed w i t h why the gods, or 

f a t e , or circ u m s t a n c e , o r chance, o r whatever a p a r t i c u l a r culture;; c a l l s 

71. p. 358. 

72. W. MacNeil Dixon, Tragedy (London, 1929), p. 57. 
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i t , s t r i k e s down the innocent. Modern drama has been concerned l a r g e l y 
w i t h s o c i a l man and p s y c h o l o g i c a l man. I t has explored man's i n n e r t u r 
moil brought on by a dehumanized s o c i e t y . I t has made the d i v i d e d s e l f 
the b a s i s f o r tragedy. That i s , modern drama i s o f t e n l a r g e l y about 
c h a r a c t e r p o r t r a y a l . The gr e a t concern i n modern drama i s , then, w i t h 
c h a r a c t e r and the s i t u a t i o n i n which c h a r a c t e r f i n d s i t s e l f . Modem 
c r i t i c i s m has a tendency to broaden the c o n c e m of c h a r a c t e r not only to 
make i t dominant i n modem p l a y s but to s t r e s s o v e r l y i t s importance i n 

E l i z a b e t h a n and Greek tragedy. "Yet to i d e n t i f y the i n t e r e s t of tragedy 
74 

w i t h the i n t e r e s t of c h a r a c t e r i s to l e t the t r u t h escape u s . " Charac

t e r s u r e l y has an important r o l e i n dramaturgy, but i t should be "admit

ted as a f a c t o r only, no f u r t h e r than as a p a r t of the int e r m i n a b l e web.' 

I n modem c u l t u r e , when i n t e r e s t i n c h a r a c t e r i n c r e a s e s , tragedy i s l e s s 

p o s s i b l e . Modern dramas h e a v i l y emphasizing c h a r a c t e r seem to have as 

t h e i r c o n c l u s i o n t h a t the world i s meaningless and c h a o t i c . A problem 

a r i s e s when c r i t i c s accustomed to c h a r a c t e r a n a l y s i s i n contemporary 

drama, attempt to a n a l y z e Shakespearean or Greek c h a r a c t e r s . They begin 

s e a r c h i n g f o r t h i n g s unimportant to the understanding of those dramas. 

One such example i s the s e a r c h f o r a " t r a g i c flaw',' hamartia, i n dramas 

never intended to i n c l u d e i t . Hamlet, f o r example, i s o f t e n c a l l e d a 

v i c t i m of h i s own i r r e s o l u t i o n . That i s supposed to be h i s " t r a g i c 

f l a w . " Some c r i t i c s f e e l they must f i n d some f a u l t i n Hamlet. Dixon 

73. Dixon, p. 98. 

74. Dixon, p. 99. 
75. Dixon, p. 101. 



f i n d s t h a t unnecessary: "With what reason can a n a t u r a l and proper a v e r 

s i o n be construed i n t o a shortcoming?. . . perhaps we a r e to suppose t h a t 

i n so d e t e s t a b l e , so unsavory a s o c i e t y , i n such a s i t u a t i o n as f e l l to 

Hamlet's l o t the w e l l - p o i s e d , h e a l t h y mind should f e e l p l e a s a n t l y a t ease 
76 

and a t home." Dixon's p o i n t i s t h a t the f a u l t i s not i n Hamlet but i n 

Denmark and t h a t a concern w i t h c h a r a c t e r has l e d to a f a l s e i n t e r p r e t a 

t i o n of the p l a y . Dixon t a l k s about the dilemma t h a t must e x i s t f o r t r a 

gedy, i.e., a good man must be shown to s u f f e r , h i s c a r e e r to end i n d i s -
77 

a s t e r , and y e t such a phenomenon i s morally o f f e n s i v e . That i s , tragedy 

r e q u i r e s t h a t a good man be punished. That i s the t r a g i c statement about 

l i f e . Good i s not always rewarded and e v i l i s not always punished. 

Tragedy holds t h a t the world i s not c h a o t i c . Unless the good man's s u f 

f e r i n g s a re regarded w i t h h o r r o r and f e a r , tragedy i s i m p o s s i b l e . For 

i f f a t e or i n j u s t i c e i s accepted without q u e s t i o n chaos r e i g n s . Sut 

when the same deed i s r e j e c t e d as morally repugnant, when the p l a y w r i g h t 

r e f u s e s to a c c e p t man's f a l l , he e x a l t s man. 

P r o f e s s o r Dixon uses language v e r y s i m i l a r to A r i s t o t l e ' s , but i n 

p l a c e s he misreads A r i s t o t l e . Dixon says A r i s t o t l e says t h a t the t r a g 

edy i s " i n a measure s e l f - i n f l i c t e d , the consequence of some f a u l t or 

78 
f r a i l i t y . " Again a c c o r d i n g to Dixon, A r i s t o t l e s a y s t h a t when misery and 

79 
chaos d e s t r o y s i n r i o c e n t men, the u n i v e r s e i s c h a o t i c . He t h i n k s A r i s t o t l e 

76. Dixon, pp. 102-103. 

77. Dixon, p. 130. 

78. Dixon, pp. 130-131. 
79. Dixon, p. 131. 
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wants the poet to c r e a t e a c h a r a c t e r "with the h e e l of A c h i l l e s . " Not 

only does Dixon o b j e c t to such o b s e r v a t i o n on tragedy, but A r i s t o t l e 

does too. There i s here the unusual phenomenon of a s c h o l a r c r i t i c i z i n g 

another s c h o l a r who i s s a y i n g v e r y n e a r l y the same t h i n g . There i s no 

evidence t h a t A r i s t o t l e s a y s any of the t h i n g s Dixon a t t r i b u t e s to him. 

Dixon's misreading of A r i s t o t l e a l l o w s him to become confused, to s t a t e 

a t one p o i n t t h a t Hamlet i s not concerned p r i m a r i l y w i t h the c h a r a c t e r 

of Hamlet, but w i t h the t r a g i c problem, the "moral o f f e n s i v e n e s s we meet 
81 

w i t h i n the world." I n another p l a c e he s a y s t h a t the poet i s wholly 
82 

concerned w i t h the i n d i v i d u a l and the p h i l o s o p h e r w i t h the moral order. 

His confusion stems from not i n v e s t i g a t i n g the P o e t i c s f u l l y . He s a y s 

of hamartia, "Whether i t means a moral or i n t e l l e c t u a l e r r o r , of the 

h e a r t or head, no one has y e t d i s c o v e r e d , an e r r o r a r i s i n g out of a 

momentary or permanent s t a t e of mind or c h a r a c t e r , an e r r o r to which r e 

s p o n s i b i l i t y a t t a c h e s or does not a t t a c h i t s e l f , an e r r o r which could; 

or could not have been avoided, whose r e s u l t s could or could not have 
83 

been f o r s e e n , an e r r o r of ignorance or p a s s i o n or m i s - c a l c u l a t i o n . " 
T h i s concept hamartia i s not, as Dixon supposes, a mere " d e x t e r i t y of 

84 

w i t " on A r i s t o t l e ' s p a r t . I t i s r a t h e r a q u i t e l u c i d l y e x p l a i n e d i n t e 

g r a l p a r t of A r i s t o t l e ' s view of the "complex" t r a g i c p l o t . MacNeil 

80. Dixon, pp. 134-135. 

81. Dixon, p. 140. 

82. Dixon, p. 138. 

83. Dixon, p. 133. 
84. Dixon, p. 133. 
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Dixon than has the r i g h t i d e a about tragedy; he merely r e f u s e s to recog
n i z e t h a t some two thousand y e a r s before him someone s a i d the same t h i n g 
b e t t e r . 

One of the f i n e s t contemporary c r i t i c s i s P r o f e s s o r H. D. F. K i t t o , 

a Greek s c h o l a r frorajthe U n i v e r s i t y of B r i s t o l , who. i s i n t e r e s t e d i n 

dramatic theory. He i s one of the l e a d i n g proponents of the school of 

c r i t i c i s m t h a t i s concerned more w i t h the content and s t r u c t u r e o f 

p l a y s than w i t h t h e i r author's p s y c h o l o g i c a l , s o c i a l , or p o l i t i c a l pro

blems. T h i s r i g o r o u s system of a n a l y s i s he has used v e r y e f f e c t i v e l y 

i n t h i s c r i t i c i s m of A e s c h y l u s . D e s p i t e h i s f i n e commentaries on Aeschy

l e a n tragedy, K i t t o too has h i s d i f f i c u l t i e s i n understanding A r i s t o t l e . 

He takes i s s u e u n n e c e s s a r i l y w i t h A r i s t o t l e . He s a y s t h a t A r i s t o t l e ' s 

theory has nothing to do w i t h A e s c h y l u s ' p l a y s . He s t a t e s t h a t the main 

c h a r a c t e r i n A e s c h y l u s ' dramas i s not a t a l l l i k e the " A r i s t o t e l i a n hero.' 

I n t h i s second statement he i s c o r r e c t , because t h e r e i s no such hero. 

S p e c i f i c a l l y , K i t t o s a y s of hamartia: " t h i s i s the flaw, be i t g r e a t 

or s m a l l , moral or i n t e l l e c t u a l , without which the hero would not have 

f a l l e n or h i s c h a r a c t e r have been a t r a g i c one." And a g a i n , " i t i s the 

d e f e c t which makes h i s c h a r a c t e r t r a g i c a l l y i mperfect and i s d i r e c t l y r 
86 

r e s p o n s i b l e f o r h i s f a l l . " "Flaw" i s simply the wrong term to use f o r 

t h i s concept. Hamartia i s not a case of h a b i t u a l wrong doing. I t i s 

an i s o l a t e d mistake on which f a t e c a p i t a l i z e s . K i t t o i n e f f e c t blames 

A r i s t o t l e f o r t r y i n g to apply to Aeschylean tragedy the hero-flaw con

cept, when A r i s t o t l e never mentioned such a t h i n g . Furthermore he q u i t e 

85. H. D. F. K i t t o , Greek Tragedy (Garden C i t y , N.Y., 1954), p. 116. 
86. K i t t o , Tragedy, pp. 116-117. 
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s p e c i f i c a l l y mentions many p l a y s of Aeschylus as not f i t t i n g h i s "com

p l e x " model and t h e r e f o r e not having hamartia. K i t t o ' s understanding 

of hamartia i s t h i s : " A r i s t o t l e p l a c e s f i r m l y i n the c e n t e r of h i s 

i d e a l p l a y the T r a g i c Hero, w i t h h i s hamartia. the f l a w i n a c h a r a c t e r . 

otherwise b e t t e r than the average. I n the b e s t form of tragedy, the Hero 

w i l l make h i s t r a n s i t . . . from happiness to unhappiness by the l o g i c a l 

working of the flaw, i n the given c i r c u m s t a n c e s ; and the end is*''Pity and 

F e a r - emotions which we f e e l because the hero i s not u n l i k e o u r s e l v e s . 

To A r i s t o t l e (though not to the d r a m a t i s t s ) the s p e c t a c l e of a good man 
87. 

r u i n e d by no f a u l t of h i s own i s shocking, and not t r a g i c . " These 

statements a r e a m i s r e p r e s e n t a t i o n . A r i s t o t l e does not p l a c e the t r a g i c 

herb i n the c e n t e r of h i s i d e a l p l a y , he does not t a l k about t h a t ; he 

s t a t e s q u i t e s p e c i f i c a l l y t h a t hamartia i s not a c h a r a c t e r flaw, t h a t i t 

i s an a c t i o n of a narrowly d e f i n e d type; nor does the change i n fortune 

n e c e s s a r i l y occur from good to bad. A r e l a t i v e l y good man, i . e . , " n e i 

t h e r a paragon of v i r t u e and j u s t i c e . . . (ru i n e d not") through any r e a l 
88 

badness or wickedness" i s & t r a g i c and of the h i g h e s t form. A r i s t o t l e 

s a y s these t h i n g s as s p e c i f i c a l l y as one could r e q u i r e . Although K i t t o 

f u l l y agrees w i t h the l o g i c of A r i s t o t e l i a n c r i t i c i s m , he f a i l s to a t 

t r i b u t e i t to A r i s t o t l e . K i t t o makes the mistake t h a t too many twent

i e t h - c e n t u r y c r i t i c s make: t h a t A r i s t o t l e ' s d i s c u s s i o n of the t h e o r e t 

i c a l b e s t i s a p r e s c r i p t i v e l i m i t a t i o n of the k i n d s of t r a g e d i e s t h a t ^ 

can be w r i t t e n . That i s not the c a s e . A r i s t o t l e makes the judgment t h a t 

the "complex" tragedy i s the b e s t , but he does not r u l e out t h a t o t h e r 

87. H. D. F . K i t t o , Form and Meaning i n Drama (New York, 1964), p. 233. 

88. A r i s t o t l e , p. 38 (1459a 8-10). 
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Chapter F i v e Hamartia i n Romeo and J u l i e t 

I t i s the i n t e n t of t h i s c h a p t e r to d i s c u s s the i n t e r n a l s t r u c t u r e 

of Romeo and J u l i e t and the congruence of t h a t s t r u c t u r e w i t h the mean

ing of the p l a y . An attempt w i l l be made to i d e n t i f y i n the s c r i p t ex

amples of important pathos, d i s c o v e r i e s , and r e v e r s a l s , the b u i l d i n g 

blocks of the p l o t s of tragedy. An attempt w i l l be made to show where 

some common mistakes a r e made i n the a n a l y s i s of t h i s p l a y . The p l o t 

of Romeo and J u l i e t w i l l be d i s c u s s e d i n the l i g h t of A r i s t o t l e ' s des

c r i p t i o n of t r a g i c p l o t s , e x p e c i a l l y as hamartia i s i n v o l v e d as a p a r t 

of a t r a g i c p l o t . The proof f o r any contentions about the pla y w i l l be 

i d e n t i f i e d i n the t e x t i t s e l f . There w i l l be no concern w i t h the p u r i 

ty of the poetry but there w i l l be an assumption t h a t Shakespeare knew 

what he wanted to say and, being a g r e a t p o e t i c d r a m a t i s t , s a i d i t . 

I n the Prologue the pl a y w r i g h t r e l a t e s the essence of what w i l l 

happen i n the p l a y and how i t willhhappen. A f a m i l y feud i s to be com

p l i c a t e d by a " p a i r of s t a r - c r o s s i d l o v e r s . " Nothing could end t h a t 

feud except the death of the l o v e r s , "Whose misadventur'd p i t e o u s over-
89 

throws/ Doth w i t h t h e i r death bury t h e i r p a r e n t s ' s t r i f e . " 

The opening scene i s a s t r e e t brawl between Capulet and Montague 

s e r v a n t s and some younger members of the f a m i l i e s . Capulet and Montague 

themselves both a r r i v e . I t i s e v i d e n t t h a t the Capulet and Montague 

women a r e not as strong f o r the f i g h t . Lady Capulet says to her hus

band, 
89. A l l quotations from the pla y a r e from W i l l i a m Shakespeare, Romeo and 

J u l i e t , ed. George Lyman K i t t e r e d g e , r e v i s e d I r v i n g Ribner (Waltham, 
Mass., 1966). Each q u o t a t i o n i s followed i n the t e x t of t h i s paper 
by the Roman numerals of the Act and scene from which i t i s taken. 
No f u r t h e r footnotes a r e i n c l u d e d f o r r e f e r e n c e s to the t e x t o f the 
p l a y . 
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A c r u t c h , a crutch. 1 Why c a l l you f o r a sword. 

( I . i ) 

and Lady Montague to h e r s , 

Thou s h a l t not s t i r one foot to seek a foe. 
( I . i ) 

L i k e most f i g h t s , t h i s one begins over an i n c o n s e q u e n t i a l remark, " I 

s e r v e a s good a man as you," say s a Montague s e r v a n t to a Capulet s e r 

v a n t . Of such grounds f o r i n s u l t g i v e n and taken, the P r i n c e comments, 

Three c i v i l brawls bred of an a i r y work 
By thee, o l d Capulet, and Montague, 
Have t h r i c e d i s t u r b ' d the q u i e t of our s t r e e t s . 

( I . i ) 

The s t r e e t f i g h t s e v i d e n t l y begin over s m a l l m a t t e r s , but emotion runs 

h i g h and both s i d e s e a s i l y r i s e to s l i g h t provocation. 

A f t e r the P r i n c e has disbanded the crowd and Benvolio has r e l a t e d 

the s t a r t of the q u a r r e l to Montague, Romeo i s f i r s t mentioned, and the 

s u b j e c t i s i n e f f e c t changed. 

We l e a r n from both h i s par e n t s and from h i s own mouth t h a t Romeo i s 

love s i c k , h i s sad hours caused by, 

Not having t h a t which having makes them s h o r t . 
( I . i ) 

B e nvolio t r i e s i n v a i n to r a i s e Romeo's s p i r i t s . I t i s s i g n i f i c a n t t h a t 

Romeo's i n i t i a l love s i c k n e s s i s as doomed as h i s l a t e r ; he f e e l s the 

b i t t e r f a t e of h i s imp o s s i b l e love w i t h R o s a l i n e , 

She hath forsworn to l o v e , and i n t h a t vow 
Do I l i v e dead t h a t l i v e to t e l l i t now. 

( I . i ) 

T h i s f i r s t love i s no l e s s f a t e d than the l a t e r one. The f o l l o w i n g 

scene i s mostly e x p o s i t i o n . I n Act I scene i i i one of Shakespeare's 

memorable c h a r a c t e r s , the Nurse i s intorduced. She i s a g a r r u l o u s o l d 
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woman who takes too much time t e l l i n g an unnecessary and s l i g h t l y bawdy 
rem i n i s c e n c e , 

dost thou f a l l upon thy f a c e 
Thou w i l t f a l l backward when thou h a s t more w i t . 

( I . i i i ) 

The s t o r y i s t o l d i n the presence of J u l i e t . The g r e a t c o n t r a s t between 

t h i s funny and bawdy o l d Nurse and her young charge i s e s p e c i a l l y ob

v i o u s a t the p o i n t t h a t Lady Capulet a s k s J u l i e t i f she has thought of 

being married, to which J u l i e t answers. 

I t i s an honour t h a t I dream not of. 
( I . i i i ) 

and the Nurse r e p l i e s . 

An Honour? Were not I t h i n e only Nurse 
I would say thou hadst suck'd wisdom from thy t e a t . 

( I . i i i ) 

A f t e r encounters such as t h i s i t should be e v i d e n t t h a t J u l i e t w i l l not 

go to her wedding bed i n ignorance. 

I n the f o l l o w i n g scene, I , i v , the v o l a t i l e Mercutio i s introduced. 

He i s a t a l k a t i v e , i m a g i n a t i v e , and g e n e r a l l y v e r y l i k a b l e f r i e n d to 

Romeo. He t y p i c a l l y a d v i s e s Romeo t h a t . 

I f l ove be rough w i t h you, be rough w i t h l o v e . 
P r i c k love f o r p r i c k i n g , and you beat love down. 

( I , i v ) 

Romeo should f o r g e t h i s unrequited love f o r R o s a l i n e and j o i n i n the fun. 

The famous Queen Mab speech i n which Mercution " t a l k ' s t of nothing" has 

o f t e n been ignored by c r i t i c s who see i n i t nothing more than an E l i z a 

bethan crowd p l e a s e r . I t may w e l l have been t h a t but i t a l s o s e r v e s to 

c r e a t e g r e a t empathy f o r Mercutio. Here and i n l a t e r scenes he i s pre

sented as a f r i v o l o u s , happy-go-lucky, f u n - l o v i n g young man. His speeches 

i n c l u d e non-Freudian bawdry. 
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T h i s i s the hag, when maids l i e on t h e i r backs 
That p r e s s e s them and l e a r n s them f i r s t to bear, 
Making them women of good c a r r i a g e . 

( I , i v ) 

The image of Mercituo i s c r u c i a l to the t r a g i c deeds which f o l l o w . 

The scene, which i s u s u a l l y l i s t e d as the l a s t i n Act I , the dance 

scene, adds the only r e a l c o m p l i c a t i o n of any s i g n i f i c a n c e to the con

f l i c t , the Juliet-Romeo love a f f a i r . Romeo, Mercutio and f r i e n d s c r a s h 

the p a r t y a t the C a p u l e t s * . Even though T y b a l t , a young and f i e r y Cap

u l e t , would s t a r t a f i g h t a g a i n . Lord Capulet welcomes the young men to 

the f e s t i v i t i e s . During the dance Romeo d i s c o v e r s J u l i e t and they both 

d i s c o v e r the sudden love between them. A s i g n i f i c a n t r e v e r s a l takes 

p l a c e f o r him, 

Did my h e a r t love t i l l now? Forswear i t , sight.' 
For I ne'er saw tr u e beauty t i l l t h i s n i g h t . 

( I , v ) 

F o r g o t t e n i s R o s a l i n e as Romeo and J u l i e t s t e a l k i s s e s i n a corn e r of 

the dance f l o o r . The two then d i s c o v e r , both of them from the Nurse, 

t h a t t h e i r new l o v e r i s an h e r e d i t a r y enemy and both a r e s t r u c k w i t h 

f e a f a t the meaning of the l o v e , 

Romeo: I s she a Ca p u l e t ? 
0 dear account.' my l i f e i s my foe's debt. 

( i . v ) 
J u l i e t : M y only love,sprung from my only h a t e i 

Too e a r l y seen unknown, and known too late.' 
Prodigious b i r t h of love i t i s to me 
That I must love a loathed enemy. 

( I . v ) 

Immediately they begin to su s p e c t t h a t f a t e has taken hold of t h e i r 

l i v e s as love has. I t i s these two themes which dominate both the poe

t r y and the p l o t of Romeo and J u l i e t . At t h i s p oint i n the pla y two 

young people have, as i n n o c e n t l y as young people can, f a l l e n i n l o v e . 



T h e i r love i s sweet ahd tender. The p l a y w r i g h t has c o n t r a s t e d i t w i t h 

the bawdy quips of Mercutio, the unconscious r a v i n g s of the Nurse, and 

F a t h e r Capulet's i n h e r e n t assumption t h a t he can g i v e J u l i e t ' s hand to 

whom he-wishes even though he i s not i n c l i n e d to g i v e i t to anyone now. 

L a t e r i n the garden of the Capulet house the balcony scene takes p l a c e . 

I n order to s e t i t o f f , t h e r e occurs another scene w i t h Mercutio immed

i a t e l y before the balcony scene. I f p o s s i b l e Mercutio i s more suggest

i v e than before as he and Benvolio attempt to f i n d Romeo, 

0, Romeo, t h a t she were, 0 t h a t she were 
An open e t c e t e r a , thou a pop'rin pear.' 

( H . i ) 

and, 

I f love be b l i n d , love cannot h i t the mark. 
( I I . i ) 

I n whatever way i t i s managed, t h i s scene i s meant to be followed d i r e c t 

l y by the sweet l y r i c i s m of the balcony scene. During t h i s scene the 

l o v e r s swear t h e i r devotiom.and e t e r n a l l o v e . 

T r u s t me, gentleman I ' l l prove more t r u e 
Than those t h a t have more cunning to be s t r a n g e . 

My bounty i s as boundless as the s e a . 
My l o v e as deep. 

Wert thou as f a r 
As t h a t v a s t shore wash'd w i t h the f a r t h e s t s e a , 
I would adventure f o r such merchandise. 

Sleep d w e l l upon t h i n e e y e s, peace i n thy breast.' 
Would I were s l e e p and peace, so sweet to r e s t ] 

( I I . i i ) 

And l i k e a l l young l o v e r s they a r e s i l l y and l o v e - s t r u c k , 

J : I have forgot why I d i d c a l l thee back. 

R: L e t me stand here t i l l thou remember i t . 
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J : I s h a l l f o r g e t , to have thee s t i l l stand t h e r e , 
Rememb'ring how I l o v e thy company. 

R: And I ' l l s t i l l s t a y to have thee s t i l l f o r g e t . 
F o r g e t t i n g any othe r home but this.. 

( I I , i i ) 

Romeo i n swearing h i s love s a y s . 

And but thou love me, l e t them f i n d me here. 
My l i f e were b e t t e r ended by t h e i r hate 
Than death prorogued, wanting of t h y f l o v e . 

( I I , i i ) 

T h i s i s an innocent enough p r o f e s s i o n of lo v e , i n o r d i n a r y c i r c u m s t a n c e s . 

I t i s a l s o the s t u f f of which tragedy i s made. Romeo i s not say i n g any

t h i n g more than any other l o v e r would say to impress upon h i s lady the 

s t r e n g t h of h i s l o v e ; he would r a t h e r d i e than l i v e without h e r l o v e . 

I n Verona t h a t innocent promise of love or death, might as q u i c k l y be

come death as love; f o r Romeo has f a l l e n i n love w i t h the daughter of 

h i s f a t h e r ' s eneny. J u l i e t seems to see the danger i n t h i s more than 

he. I t i s she who f e a r s f o r h i s l i f e t h e r e i n the garden w h i l e he 

b l i t h e l y t a l k s of lo v e . I t i s J u l i e t who s a y s , 

Although I j o y i n thee 
I have no j o y of t h i s c o n t r a c t t o - n i g h t . 
I t i s too r a s h , to unadvis'd too sudden; 

( I I , i i ) 

J u l i e t i n t r o d u c e s the s u b j e c t of marriage and urges Romeo to make a r 

rangements f o r i t . Then toward the end of the scene J u l i e t a g a i n pre

sages some i l l r e s u l t from t h e i r l o v e . 

Y e t I should k i l l thee w i t h much c h e r i s h i n g . 

( I I , i i ) 

The balcony scene i s sweet and b e a u t i f u l ; two l o v e r s alone, being j u s t 

what they a r e : impetuous, s i l l y , and very s e r i o u s about t h e i r a f f e c 

t i o n s f o r each other. Y e t the scene i s ting e d w i t h d i s a s t e r . There i s 

the s l i g h t h i n t of coming doom; not t h a t they expect i t , o r want i t , or 
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even c o n s c i o u s l y t h i n k of i t , but the dramatic p o t e n t i a l i s t h e r e . Two 
members of opposing f a m i l i e s a r e i n love. 

The f o l l o w i n g scene i n t r o d u c e s F r i a r Laurence. The F r i a r makes ex

tended comments on l i f e , comparing i t to the weeds and fl o w e r s he i s gath

e r i n g . 

Within the i n f a n t r i n d of t h i s weak flower 
Poison hath r e s i d e n c e , and medicine power;. . . 
Two such opposed k i n g s encamp them s t i l l 
I n man as w e l l as herbs - grace and rude w i l l ; 
And where the worser i s predominant, 
F u l l soon the canker death e a t s up t h a t p l a n t . 

( I I , i i i ) 

Some c r i t i c s say t h a t the F r i a r i s here condemning the w i l d p a s s i o n of 

Romeo and J u l i e t and t h a t the pl a y w r i g h t has put h i s own words i n the 

F r i a r ' s mouth. According to t h i s n o t i o n , Shakespeare i s t e l l i n g the 

reader how he ought to r e a c t to the l o v e l y scene a t the balcony. I t i s 

c l e a r t h a t the F r i a r i s c o u n s e l l i n g f o r moderation both i n t h i s scene and 

i n many o t h e r s . 

Wisely and slow; they stumble t h a t run f a s t . 
( I I , i i i ) 

and. 

These v i o l e n t d e l i g h t s have v i o l e n t ends, 

( H . v i ) 

The F r i a r ' s slowness i s a l s o i n c o n t r a s t to and seems to emphasize the 

r a p i d pace a t which the pla y moves. But he i s f a r from s a y i n g here t h a t 

young love i s an e v i l to be avoided. He approves of t h e i r love by mar

r y i n g them, even as he counsels them to "Love moderately." ( I I , v i ) The 

c r i t i c a l view t h a t h i s f i r s t long speech r e v e a l s Shakespeare's own s e n t i 

ments about the l o v e r s i s d o u b t f u l . Assuming,vas was s t a t e d above t h a t 

what the p l a y w r i g h t has to say i s nothing l e s s than the whole a c t i o n of 
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of the p l a y , i n d i v i d u a l speeches by i n d i v i d u a l c h a r a c t e r s may be i n d i s 

agreement w i t h the p l a y w r i g h t ' s message. I t i s true t h a t many modern 

p l a y w r i g h t s put words i n t o the mopths of t h e i r c h a r a c t e r s which they 

themselves have o f t e n been heard to speak i n p u b l i c . I n such an i n 

s t a n c e the argument of the whole p l a y i s or should be the same as the 

i n d i v i d u a l speech i n q u e s t i o n . F r i a r Laurence's speech i s not the same 

as the argument of the whole p l a y . There i s no evidence to i n d i c a t e t h a t 

F r i a r Laurence should be c o n s i d e r e d the"mouthpiece" f o r Shakespeare r a 

t h e r than F a t h e r Capulet, or Mercutio, or even Romeo. I f we were to ad

mit t h a t the F r i a r here i s i n the name of the p l a y w r i g h t condemning the 

l o v e r s , we would have some b a s i s f o r saying the l o v e r s a r e m o r a l l y r e s 

p o n s i b l e f o r t h e i r f a t e . Nowhere does the s c r i p t j u s t i f y such a c o n c l u 

s i o n . 

The f o l l o w i n g two scenes move the a c t i o n along a l i t t l e f a r t h e r . 

Romeo meets the Nurse and they arrange a time f o r J u l i e t to be m a r r i e d 

a t Laurence's c e l l , and then the Nurse a f t e r much groaning informs J u l i e t 

of the p l a n s . None of t h i s a c t i o n i s as important to the p l o t s t r u c 

t u r e as the c h a r a c t e r r e v e l a t i o n . I t i s important once a g a i n to w i t n e s s 

Mercutio and the Nurse i n a c t i o n . Mercutio i s w i l d and w i t t y ; h i s puns 

are more than a l i t t l e s a l a c i o u s , 

For t h i s d r i v e l l i n g love i s l i k e a g r e a t n a t u r a l t h a t runs l o l l i n g 
up and down to hide h i s bauble i n a h o l e . 

The bawdy hand of the d i a l i s now upon the p r i c k of noon. 
( I I , i v ) 

And he s i n g s a mocking song to the Nurse comparing her to an o l d hoary, 

h a i r y w h o r e . Mercutio i s a h i g h l y empathetic c h a r a c t e r . 

The Nurse, who has p r e v i o u s l y seemed r a t h e r harmless, begins to ap-
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pear l e s s so. She takes money from Romeo to t e l l J u l i e t the marriage 

arrangements. Then, when she gets home to J u l i e t , she takes her time 

i n d i v u l g i n g the news f o r which J u l i e t so e a g e r l y a w a i t s . The Nurse i s 

not purposely avoiding J u l i e t ' s q u e s t i o n s , she i s merely unconscious of 

anything but her aching back. She too gets i n her quip, 

I am the drudge, and t o i l of your d e l i g h t ; 
But you s h a l l bear the burden soon a t n i g h t . 

( I I . v ) 

L a t e r the l o v e r s meet a t Laurence's c e l l where, a f t e r he e n j o i n s them to 

" l o v e moderately," they a r e m a r r i e d . The F r i a r ' s hope i s t h a t 

T h i s a l l i a n c e may so happy prove 
To t u r n your households' rancour to p u r e i l o v e . 

( I I , i i i ) 

The F r i a r ' s good i n t e n t i o n s a r e q u i c k l y swept a s i d e . Within an hour 

a f t e r the marriage, Romeo encounters T y b a l t on the s t r e e t . T y b a l t c h a l 

lenges him, 

Romeo, the l o v e I bear thee can a f f o r d 
No b e t t e r term than t h i s : thou a r t a v i l l a i n . 

( H l . i ) 

Romeo, who i s now T y b a l t ' s c o u s i n , attempts to avoid a f i g h t w i t h T y b a l t . 

Romeo had e a r l i e r c l e a r l y shown h i s a v e r s i o n to a q u a r r e l , "This love 

f e e l I , t h a t f e e l no love i n t h i s . " ( I , i ) Mercutio, incensed by what 

seems to be Romeo's cowardice, h i m s e l f c h a l l e n g e s T y b a l t . Mercutio comes 

to t h i s f i g h t not without some previous d i s l i k e of T y b a l t . I n Act I I 

scene i v i n d i s c u s s i n g T y b a l t he c a l l s him "The courageous c a p t a i n of com

pl i m e n t s . . . [one of t h e s e j . . . fashion-mongers, these pardon-mi's" 

( I I , i v ) Here a t the beginning of the t h i r d a c t Mercutio's m e r c u r i a l 

temperature r i s e s as he sees Romeo avoiding a c h a l l e n g e . As Mercutio 

and T y b a l t f i g h t , Romeo attempts to stop them, "The P r i n c e e x p r e s s l y 
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hath/2Forbid t h i s bandying i n Verona s t r e e t s , " and then he s t e p s be
tween them to stop the f i g h t . T y b a l t k i l l s Mercutio under Romeo's arm, 
and Romeo p r o t e s t s , " ! thought a l l f o r the b e s t . " Mercutio i s a s s i s t e d 
o f f stage to d i e . At t h i s p o i n t there i s a s i g n i f i c a n t r e v e r s a l f o r 
each of the c h a r a c t e r s and f o r the a c t i o n of the p l a y . A l l of the work 
t h a t the pla y w r i g h t has done to c r e a t e a l o v e a b l e and empathetic Mercu
t i o comes to f r u i t i o n . With Mercutio dead, Romeo's impetuous response 
i s . 

My v e r y f r i e n d , hath;:;g6t cthis.tmoi-tal .hur.t 
I n my b e h a l f - my r e p u t a t i o n s t a i n ' d 
With T y b a l t ' s s l a n d e r - T y b a l t , t h a t an hour 
Hath been my c o u s i n . 0 sweet J u l i e t , 
Thy beauty hath made me effeminate 
And i n my temper s o f t ' n e d v a l o u r ' s s t e e l j 

( I I I , i ) 

The response to the death of Mercutio i s untempered emotion. I t i s 

ther e i n the words of the p l a y ; i t i s the r e i n Romeo's c h a r a c t e r ; and, 

although t h i s i s unimportant to a d i s c u s s i o n of the form of the drama, 

i t must a l s o be there i n the audience. Mercutio's death, the u l t i m a t e 

r e v e r s a l of h i s f o r t u n e s , i s a shock to a l l ; and i t sends Romeo i n t o a 

" f i r e - e y ' d f u r y . " Romeo s l a y s T y b a l t . "0, I am fo r t u n e ' s f o o l i " i s 

h i s r e a l i z a t i o n of what he has done, what i t w i l l mean, the r e v e r s a l of 

h i s f o r t u n e s , and i t i s the l a t e s t i n the s e r i e s of cues given to the 

reader o r vi e w e r t h a t these l o v e r s a r e doomed. 

I t i s p a r t of the hypotheses 6 f t h i s paper t h a t the s i g n i f i c a n c e of 

the tragedy of Romeo and J u l i e t hangs on the event d e s c r i b e d above. A l l 

of the f o l l o w i n g a c t s occur without any malevolent premeditation on any

body's p a r t . Throughout the reaminder of the p l a y , each c h a r a c t e r mere

l y r e a c t s to what has a l r e a d y happened, given the d i v i s i v e n e s s t h a t e x i s t s 
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i n Verona. The P r i n c e e x i l e s Romeo from the c i t y . The Nurse and the 

F r i a r c o n t r i v e a b r i e f r e s p i t e f o r the l o v e r s and there f o l l o w s the touch

ing f a r e w e l l scene. But before t h a t , Romeo comes to the F r i a r , and, d i s 

c o v e r i n g t h a t he has been banished, i n r e a c t i o n t h r e a t e n s to k i l l him

s e l f . 

I n what v i l e p a r t of t h i s anatomy 
Doth my name lodge? T e l l me, t h a t I raay sack 
The h a t e f u l mansion. 

( I l l , i i i ) 

The F r i a r who has so f a r been the only person i n Verona, except the 

P r i n c e , to co u n s e l reason and moderation, continues i n t h a t r o l e and 

convinces Romeo to f l y to Mantua, 

Wherecthou s h a l t l i v e t i l l we can f i n d aifeime 
To b l a z e your marriage, r e c o n c i l e your f r i e n d s , 
Beg pardon of the P r i n c e , and c a l l thee back 
With twenty hundred thousand times more j o y 
Than thou went'st f o r t h i n lamentation. 

( I l l , i i i ) 

Romeo goes to e x i l e i n Mantua, pausing only a t J u l i e t ' s bed. Both Romeo 

(scene I I I , i i i ) and l a t e r J u l i e t (scene I V , i ) t h r e a t e n to k i l l them

s e l v e s . These scenes foreshadow t h 6 i r s u f f e r i n g and death i n the tomb 

scene a t the end of the p l a y . T h e i r response to a d i f f i c u l t s i t u a t i o n 

i s not to f i g h t back, and they a r e both capable of s u i c i d e . 

j|eanwhile F a t h e r Capulet has h i s own r e a c t i o n s to the death of Ty

b a l t . E i t h e r to p l a c a t e the P r i n c e o r to help end J u l i e t ' s g r i e f over 

T y b a l t , he makes "a desperate tender" ( I I I , i v ) of h i s c h i l d ' s love to 

P a r i s . J u l i e t understandably r e f u s e s . 

Now by S a i n t P e t e r ' s Church, and P e t e r too, 
He s h a l l not make me the r e a j o y f u l bride1 

(IH.v) 
but cannot t e l l h e r p a r e n t s of h er marriage to Romeo. F a t h e r Capulet 
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f l i e s i n t o a rage. 

Thank me no thankings, nor proud me no prouds. 
But f e t t l e your f i n e j o i n t s ' g a i n s t Thursday next 
To go w i t h P a r i s to S a i n t P e t e r ' s Church, 
Or I w i l l drag thee on a hurdle t h i t h e r . 

( I I I , v ) 

Both!Lady Capulet and the Nurse, who knows J u l i e t ' s dilemma, r e f u s e to 

a s s i s t her. The Nurse even cou n s e l s t h a t she f o r g e t about Romeo, "This 

second match/. . . e x c e l s your f i r s t . " ( I I I , v ) I n d e s p e r a t i o n J u l i e t 

rushes to the F r i a r ' s c e l l to seek h i s a s s i s t a n c e . When J u l i e t t h r e a t e n s 

to k i l l h e r s e l f , the F r i a r once again provides the v o i c e of calm. He a l 

so provides a scheme "which c r a v e s as desperate an execut i o n / As t h a t i s 

desperate which we would prevent." ( I V , i ) He g i v e s h e r a drug t h a t w i l l 

make her f e i g n death f o r forty-two hours. He then sends word about t h i s 

scheme to Romeo by a F r i a r . The r a p i d i t y w i t h which the events s i n c e the 

marriage happen i s emphasized s t i l l f u r t h e r as Capulet i n s i s t s on s h o r t 

ening the time before the marriage by ar r a n g i n g ££ f o r Wednesday, the 

v e r y next morning. 

The F r i a r ' s p l a n would seem to work w e l l enough d e s p i t e i t s desper

ate n a t u r e , but another s e r i e s of a c c i d e n t s s e r v e s to b r i n g about the 

f a t a l c o n c l u s i o n . Romeo's man, B a l t h a z a r , b r i n g s to Romeo i n Mantua the 

news, a f a l s e d i s c o v e r y , t h a t J u l i e t has died; f u r t h e r , he has no word 

from the F r i a r . Romeo buys a poison and rushes to J u l i e t ' s grave. Mean

time the F r i a r ' s messenger i s trapped i n a quarantined house and r e t u r n s 

the l e t t e r he was to d e l i v e r to Romeo to F r i a r Laurence. The F r i a r too 

h u r r i e s o f f to*;the grave. 

I n the f i n a l scene i n the tomb i t s e l f , the order i n which the eve n t s 

occur s e a l s the f a t e of the l o v e r s . P a r i s comes weeping and str e w i n g 
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f l o w e r s to the grave, and he i s followed by Romeo. They f i g h t over J u l 

i e t ' s bod£ and F a r i s i s k i l l e d . Romeo takes the poison and d i e s . The 

F r i a r e n t e r s ; J u l i e t wakes; but t h i s time the F r i a r i s too a g i t a t e d a t 

the s i g h t of the two more dead bodies and can provide no counsel f o r J u l 

i e t . F e a r i n g d i s c o v e r y he f l i e s and J u l i e t s t a b s h e r s e l f . F i n a l l y the 

P r i n c e and h i s guards a r r i v e , the Capulets and the Montagues a r r i v e , and 

a moment of p a t h e t i c c a r t h a r s i s o c c u r s . Had Romeo a r r i v e d f i v e minutes 

l a t e r or the F r i a r f i v e minutes e a r l i e r , the ending might have been d i f 

f e r e n t . Every e f f o r t , p r i o r to the f i n a l scene, to save the l o v e r s i s 

of no a v a i l . The f i n a l tragedy hinges on nothing l e s s than pure chance. 

Nowhere i n the s c r i p t does Shakespeare i n d i c a t e ( a s Arthur Brooke 

d i d so o b v i o u s l y before him) t h a t these a c t i o n s a r e anyone's f a u l t . 

The f a u l t l i e s r a t h e r i n the s i t u a t i o n t h a t s t a r t e d t h i s c h a i n of eve n t s . 

The a c t i o n of the p l a y i s one of p a s s i o n stemming from the o l d f a m i l y 

feud. The moments of g r e a t p a s s i o n a r e the death of T y b a l t , Romeo's 

t h r e a t to commit s u i c i d e , and the three deaths a t the tomb. Three 

times the F r i a r a v e r t s f u r t h e r v i o l e n c e and e x c e s s of p a s s i o n : 1) when 

Romeo comes to him wanting to be married, 2) when Romeo thr e a t e n s s u i 

c i d e upon d i s c o v e r i n g he has been banished, and 3) when J u l i e t t h r e a t e n s 

s u i c i d e rafcttier than f a c i n g marriage w i t h P a r i s . I n each of these i n 

st a n c e s the F r i a r q u i t e r i g h t l y curbs the p a s s i o n of these young people. 

The deaths of Mercutio, T y b a l t , P a r i s , and Romeo occur when no a d u l t i s 

there to s e r v e as a r e s t r a i n i n g i n f l u e n c e , and when the f u l l c i r c u m s t a n c e s 

a r e hot known by the p r i n c i p a l s . J u l i e t d i e s when the F r i a r i s no long

e r a b l e to provide c o n s o l a t i o n . The a c t i o n of the p l a y then r e s t s on 

two f a c t o r s : 1) the youth of the main c h a r a c t e r s and 2) the e f f e c t of 
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the c i v i l s t r i f e on them. The young people, e s p e c i a l l y the l o v e r s , a r e 

imp u l s i v e as youth u s u a l l y i s . The q u a r r e l prevented the a d u l t s from 

s e r v i n g as they normally would to q u i e t the p a s s i o n . The extreme p a s s i o n 

i s a r e s u l t of the f a c t t h a t a d u l t s do not save them from t h e i r worst 

e r r o r s . The a d u l t s f a i l because of the c i v i l s t r i f e e x i s t i n g i n Verona. 

I f there i s anyone mo r a l l y r e s p o n s i b l e i n the C h r i s t i a n sense of s i n i t 

i s the e l d e r C a p u l e t s and Montagues, but t h a t i s another p l a y . I f t h e r e 

i s anything t h a t causes the tragedy, i t i s the c u r r e n t s o c i a l s i t u a t i o n . 

I f the n o t i o n t h a t Romeo and J u l i e t a r e not the cause of t h e i r own 

t r a g i c demise, i s a c c e p t a b l e ; i f Romeo and J u l i e t were only a c t i n g a c 

cording to t h e i r own b e s t notions of r i g h t and wrong>and, as t h a t d i d 

not work, k i l l e d themselves r a t h e r than l i v e alone; and i f they were l e d 

to t h i s by the q u a r r e l and the v a r i o u s a c c i d e n t s , a quest i o n a r i s e s 

about what k i n d of t r a g i c c h a r a c t e r ' s they a r e and what k i n d of tragedy 

t h i s i s . 

I t i s the hy p o t h e s i s of t h i s paper t h a t a c r i t i c a l use of A r i s t o t l e ' s 

theory w i l l c o n t r i b u t e to an understanding of Romeo and J u l i e t . One of 

the key p o i n t s of such a d i s c u s s i o n i s the p l a c e of the p a r t i c u l a r t r a g i c 

a c t i o n , o f t e n c a l l e d " t r a g i c f l a w , " which has been used i n t h i s paper 

u n t r a n s l a t e d as hamartia. T h i s c l a s s of u n j u s t a c t i o n does not e x i s t 

e i t h e r i n the p l o t or i n the s t o r y l i n e of Romeo and J u l i e t to any im

po r t a n t degree. I t could be s a i d t h a t Romeo's attempt to break up the 

Mercutio-Tybalt f i g h t was an hamartia, but t h a t a l s o seems to f i t the 

d e s c r i p t i o n of atychema. Even i f i t were hamartia, i t i s not the impor

t a n t a c t i o n of the p l a y . F u r t h e r i t l e a d s to no d i s c o v e r y and r e v e r s a l ; 

i t l e a d s to Romeo's i m p u l s i v e murder of T y b a l t . I t i s t h a t l a t e r moment 
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which i s the important moment of c r i s i s i n the a c t i o n . T y b a l t ' s murder 

r e s u l t e d from unthinking p a s s i o n and anger. I t i s the t h i r d of the 
90 

t h r e e u n j u s t a c t i o n s which A r i s t o t l e d e s c r i b e s i n the E t h i c s . I f hamar

t i a p l a y s no s i g n i f i c a n t r o l e i n t h i s tragedy and there i s no consequent 

d i s c o v e r y and r e v e r s a l from i t , Romeo and J u l i e t cannot be the k i n d of 

tragedy which A r i s t o t l e says has the t h e o r e t i c a l b e s t p l o t , the "com

p l e x " t r a g i c p l o t . Of the othe r k i n d s of t r a g i c p l o t s t h a t A r i s t o t l e 

d e s c r i b e s b r i e f l y i n chapter 18 of the P o e t i c s , Romeo and J u l i e t comes 

c l o s e s t to the p l o t of p a s s i o n / f a t e / p a t h o s . T h i s means simply t h a t t h e r e 

i s more emphasis i n the s t r u c t u r e of the pla y put on p a s s i o n a t e a c t i o n 

and f a t e . I t i s a c t i o n of u n c o n t r o l l e d emotion and sheer misfortune 

which dominates t h i s p l a y . 

I t i s not supposed t h a t the above argument i s the only p o s s i b l e i n 

t e r p r e t a t i o n of t h i s p l a y . Along n o n - A r i s t o t e l i a n l i n e s c e r t a i n o t h e r 

c o n c l u s i o n s have been forwarded. One c r i t i c s t a t e s t h a t Romeo and J u l 

i e t has been c a l l e d "a drama of f a t e or or sheer misfortune i n which the 

l o v e r s a r e not a t a l l r e s p o n s i b l e f o r the ca t a s t r o p h e they s u f f e r . . . 

f h o w e v e r l . . . a number of s c h o l a r s . . . would have regarded the l o v e r s 
L J 91 

as g u i l t y s i n n e r s r a t h e r than innocent v i c t i m s . " Whether pathos o r 

ethos i s the h i g h e s t importance i n the p l a y i s the i s s u e a t hand. I t i s 

i n order here to take note t h a t the c r i t i c s who c l a i m t h a t Romeo and J u l 

i e t were impetuous s i n n e r s and t h a t t h e i r s i n brought them to r u i n ( i . e . , 

c h a r a c t e r i s more important to the p l o t of Romeo and J u l i e t ) are not >••• 

90. See Chapter Two of t h i s paper. 
91. Paul N. S i e g e l , " C h r i s t i a n i t y and the R e l i g i o n of Love i n Romeo and 

J u l i e t , " SQ, XIX (1961), p. 371. 
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operating on the same ground of formal c r i t i c i s m used i n t h i s paper. 
92 

Paul S i e g e l and H. Edward C a i n a r e modern c r i t i c s of E n g l i s h l i t e r a t u r e 

who are most g r e a t l y i n f l u e n c e d by A. C. Bra d l e y . Quite independently 

of each other they have t r i e d to c a r r y B r a d l e y ' s t h e o r i e s from Shakes

pearean Tragedy to a d i s c u s s i o n of Romeo and J u l i e t . 

Both of these c r i t i c s spend c o n s i d e r a b l e time b r i n g i n g to a d i s c u s 

s i o n of the pla y m a t e r i a l from o u t s i d e the pla y to prove t h e i r conten

t i o n about i t . Paul S i e g a l has a f i n e a r t i c l e d e t a i l i n g the h i s t o r y and 

the v a r i o u s sources of the Romeo and J u l i e t legend. That d i s c u s s i o n has 

l i t t l e do do w i t h Shakespeare's r e n d i t i o n of the s t o r y . S i e g a l p o i n t s 

out t h a t i n n e a r l y every other t e l l i n g of the s t o r y the l o v e r s a r e c a s t 

i g a t e d f o r extreme p a s s i o n . I n almost every form i n which the s t o r y 

has appeared, i n c l u d i n g Arthur Brooke's poem of 1562, each author condemns 

the l o v e r s ' h a s t y a c t i o n as the cause of t h e i r doom. S i e g a l reasons 

t h a t i t must be t r u e i n Shakespeare's s t o r y too. There i s no evidence 

i n the p l a y t h a t Shakespeare condemns t h e s l o v e r s . He n o t i c e a b l y ex

cludes the c a s t i g a t i o n from h i s treatment of the s t o r y . The F r i a r may 

t r y to a l t e r the l o v e r s p r e c i p i t a t e a c t i o n s and the p u r i t a n i c a l r e a d e r 

may d i s l i k e them, but Shakespeare i n t e n d s no blame to f a l l on them. 

P r o f e s s o r C a i n ' s a r t i c l e i s l a r g e l y a d i s c u s s i o n of E l i z a b e t h a n 

e t h i c a l theory. He c i t e s sources as v a r i e d as the w r i t i n g s of S i r Thom

as More and King John. That d i s c u s s i o n takes the major p a r t of h i s 

paper. C a i n s u c c e s s f u l l y e s t a b l i s h e s t h a t the s i n of impatience-anger 

(he d e f i n e s the two terms as synonymous) was u n i v e r s a l l y opposed by 
92. H. lEdward C a i n , "Romeo and J u l i e t : A R e i n t e r p r e t a t i o n , " SAB, 22 

(1947). 
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the t h e o r i s t s of the day. I f impatience-anger was con s i d e r e d a s i n by 
the E l i z a b e t h a n audience ( C a i n assumes t h a t tie E l i z a b e t h a n audience had 
the same moral p r o c l i v i t i e s as S i r Thomas More and King John) and Romeo 
i s i m patient and e a s i l y angered, then t h i s must be a tragedy d e a l i n g 
w i t h the s i n of anger, thus Romeo i s a s i n n e r who deserves the f a t e he 
bri n g s upon h i m s e l f . There a r e two i m p l i c a t i o n s of Cai n ' s argument which 
seen unacceptable. The f i r s t i s t h a t the E l i z a b e t h a n audience i s nec
e s s a r i l y the b e s t judge of what t h i s p l a y i s about. Even i f we could 
know what the E l i z a b e t h a n audience was r e a l l y l i k e and provided we could 
p o l l them about t h e i r r e a c t i o n s to t h i s p l a y , Cain's argument would l e a d 
us to assume t h a t audience r e a c t i o n i s the b e s t i n d i c a t o r of what a p l a y 
i s about. T h i s alone i s enough to d i s q u a l i f y C a i n as a c r i t i c . I f a c 
cepted, i t might d i s q u a l i f y a l l c r i t i c s i n favor of the audience a n a l y s t 
or p o l l t a k e r , who needs only ask an audience what Romeo and J u l i e t i s 
about to get a t the h e a r t of the matter. Even i f i t could be proved 
t h a t the E l i z a b e t h a n audience and Shakespeare h i m s e l f dissapproved of 
the s i n of impatience-anger, the s c r i p t of Romeo and J u l i e t can be seen 
to hold another meaning. I t i s the c r i t i c ' s r e s p o n s i b i l i t y to e l u c i d a t e 
t h a t meaning. 

The o t h e r assumption t h a t C a i n makes i s t h a t t r a g e d i e s a r e about 

s i n s . Modern c r i t i c i s m has a tendency to look f o r a t r a g i c f law i n 

the hero of a tragedy and to c a l l t h a t t r a g i c f law a s i n . That tenden

cy i s a r e s u l t of a misunderstanding of the Greek root f o r t r a g i c f l a w , 

hamartia. C a i n says Romeo and J u l i e t i s a tragedy d e a l i n g w i t h the s i n 

of p a s s i o n . I t i s p o s s i b l e to d e s c r i b e and analy z e tragedy i n a number 

93. C a i n , p. 167. 
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of ways. I n t h i s paper we have been, w i t h A r i s t o t l e , s a y i n g t h a t t r a g 

edy d e a l s w i t h the p e c u l i a r c o n d i t i o n of tnan. To say as C a i n does, t h a t 

tragedy d e a l s w i t h man's s i n s i s not so much to form a modern d e s c r i p 

t i o n of tragedy as i t i s to ignore the s i g n i f i c a n c e of t r a g i c p l o t and 

emphasize c h a r a c t e r p o r t r a y a l . , Even though Oedipus most a s s u r e d l y s i n 

ned, those s i n s a r e not the s u b j e c t of Sophocles' p l a y . Even though 

Hamlet s i n n e d , h i s s i n s a r e not the s u b j e c t of Shakespeare's p l a y Ham

l e t . Romeo too s i n s ; he i s g u i l t y of murder and i s punished f o r i t by 

not being allowed to l i v e a happy married l i f e w i t h J u l i e t . Shakespeare's 

concern i s w i t h normal men and women who, d e s p i t e t h e i r every e f f o r t and 

by v i r t u e of t h e i r being men, a r e destroyed. 

The p l o t of Romeo and J u l i e t i s dominated by a sense of f a t e and 

by the unthinking p a s s i o n a t e a c t s of young people caught i n an i n h e r i t 

ed world of ha t e . 
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Chapter S i x C o n c l u s i o n 

A r i s t o t l e ' s d i s c u s s i o n of tragedy i n the P o e t i c s i s seen i n t h i s 

paper to be d e s c r i p t i v e and not p r e s c r i p t i v e . That d i s c u s s i o n i s con

sequently a p p l i c a b l e to t r a g e d i e s w r i t t e n a f t e r A r i s t o t l e . S p e c i f i c a l l y 

h i s t h e o r i e s a re here used i n an e x p l i c a t i o n of Romeo and J u l i e t : F u r 

t h e r , hamartia has been d e s c r i b e d i n t h i s paper as a p a r t i c u l a r k i n d of 

human a c t i o n t h a t has an i n t i m a t e r e l a t i o n s h i p to the form of the "com

p l e x " t r a g i c p l o t . Hamartia i n A r i s t o t l e ' s sense i s unimportant to other 

k i n d s of t r a g i c p l o t s . L a t e r c r i t i c s , i n adapting to t h e i r use the terms 

" t r a g i c f l a w " and hamartia, have not meant what A r i s t o t l e meant when he 

used the word hamartia. They have o f t e n changed the o r i g i n a l meaning of 

hamartia. There has been no attempt to e s t a b l i s h A r i s t o t l e ' s view of 

hamartia as b e t t e r , more c o r r e c t , more l o g i c a l , or i n any sense super

i o r to the view of " t r a g i c f l a w " taken by A. C. B r a d l e y and other twen

t i e t h - c e n t u r y c r i t i c s . Rather t h i s paper has e s t a b l i s h e d the d i f f e r e n c e 

between hamartia and "flaw". 

Romantic and n i n e t e e n t h - c e n t u r y c r i t i c s have had v e r y l i t t l e to say 

on the s u b j e c t t h a t has been of concern i n t h i s paper, t r a g i c p l o t s t r u c 

t u r e . T h e i r c h i e f concern seems to be i n the d e s c r i p t i o n of the person

a l i t i e s of the t r a g i c c h a r a c t e r s found i n drama. To a g r e a t e x t e n t Ro

mantic and n i n e t e e n t h - c e n t u r y c r i t i c i s m has been more h i s t o r i c a l than 

c r i t i c a l i n i t s concern w i t h the p e r s o n a l i t y and p e r s o n a l philosophy of 

the p l a y w r i g h t . 

Most modern c r i t i c s d i f f e r l i t t l e from the view of " t r a g i c f l a w " 

formulated by B r a d l e y . P r o f e s s o r s Dixon and K i t t o seem to agree w i t h 

A r i s t o t l e f a r more than t h e i r comments would i n d i c a t e . There i s a c l e a r 

d i s t i n c t i o n between A r i s t o t l e ' s use of hamartia on the one hand and i t s 
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use by Romantic, ni n e t e e n t h - c e n t u r y , and some modern c r i t i c s on the oth

e r hand. 

The term " t r a g i c f l a w " i s most o f t e n used by c r i t i c s i n r e f e r e n c e 

to some permanent t r a i t of the p e r s o n a l i t y of a c h a r a c t e r i n a p l a y . 

F u r t h e r , t h i s n o t i o n i s seen to be n e c e s s a r y to a l l tragedy. I n Brad

l e y a n terms, c h a r a c t e r i s v i t a l l y important. Bradley might e x p l a i n t h a t 

the youth of J u l i e t and Romeo should be l a b e l e d the " t r a g i c f l a w " f o r 

t h i s p l a y , i n the sense t h a t youth o f t e n a c t s to e x c e s s . Without t h e i r 

y o u t h f u l p e r s o n a l i t i e s they would not be capable of c a r r y i n g out the 

p a r t s they must p l a y i n the t r a g i c p l o t . Such a statement would not be 

germane to t h i s study. I n any c a s e , the problem w i t h the use of the 

term " t r a g i c f l a w " i s t h a t i t i s p e r j o r a t i v e . To be young i s not a " s i n 

i t i s merely a s t a t e of being. I n Verona to be young and inl: love w i t h 

the wrong person i s to c o u r t death. There seems to be no purpose i n c a l 

l i n g t h a t s i t u a t i o n a " f l a w . " To c a l l such a s i t u a t i o n hamartia i s , of 

cour s e , merely to confuse the use of the term. 

Romeo and J u l i e t ' s p l o t s t r u c t u r e has been analyzed i n t h i s paper 

i n t h e t i i g h t of A r i s t o t l e ' s d e s c r i p t i o n of p l o t . I t has been seen to 

be the k i n d of p l o t t h a t A r i s t o t l e s a y s i s dominated by p a t h e t i c deeds 

and f a t e . I n t h a t k i n d of p l o t hamartia does not pla y a s i g n i f i c a n t 

r o l e . To speak of the hamartia o r the " t r a g i c f l a w " of e i t h e r the c h a r 

a c t e r s o r the p l o t of Romeo and J u l i e t i s , i n s t r i c t l y d e f i n e d A r i s t o t e 

l i a n terms, to d i s c u s s t h a t which does not e x i s t . 

Modern c r i t i c s have spent c o n s i d e r a b l e time looking f o r " f l a w s " i n 

t r a g i c c h a r a c t e r s . The accepted assumption being t h a t any t r a g i c hero 
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has a " f l a w . " T h i s paper has reopened t h a t q u e s t i o n . I n A r i s t o t e l i a n 
terms hamartia i s ne c e s s a r y only to the "complex" p l o t and the p l o t of 
Romeo and J u l i e t i s one of pathos. The c o n c l u s i o n i s t h a t , as f a r as 
A r i s t o t e l i a n t h i n k i n g i s concerned t h e r e i s no hamartia i n the ;:plot of 
Romeo and J u l i e t . I t i s a l s o doubtful t h a t , even i n Br a d l e y ' s sense of 
s i n f u l e x c e s s i v e n e s s , there i s a " f l a w " i n Romeo's or J u l i e t ' s c h a r a c 
t e r . 

T h i s study may be seen as an argument f o r g r e a t e r c a u t i o n i n the use 

of c r i t i c a l terms and concepts. Many modern c r i t i c s have unquestioning

l y accepted the n o t i o n t h a t A r i s t o t l e ' s hamartia and Br a d l e y ' s " f l a w " 

ar e v e r y s i m i l a r i n meaning. I f t h i s s i n g l e concept i s misunderstood 

and c a r e l e s s l y used, i t might be ap p r o p r i a t e to begin a reexamination of 

contemporary thought about the P o e t i c s . G e r a l d E l s e , a c l a s s i c a l scho

l a r , has a l r e a d y begun such a study, but i t would make g r e a t sense f o r 

t h e a t r e s c h o l a r s to begin t h e i r own study and r e e v a l u a t i o n . I t i s con

s t a n t l y a s c h o l a r ' s t a s k to reexamine h i s b a s i c concepts; such a r e e v a l 

u a t i o n of A r i s t o t l e i s long overdue. There a l s o seems to be a need f o r 

f u r t h e r s t u d i e s of Romeo and J u l i e t from the standpoint of A r i s t o t e l i a n 

c r i t i c i s m and contemporary n o n - A r i s t o t e l i a n c r i t i c i s m . The amount of 

pu b l i s h e d l i t e r a t u r e on t h i s p l a y i s q u i t e s m a l l i n comparison to t h a t 

on other Shakespearean t r a g e d i e s . The author hopes t h a t h i s paper may 

prove to be an impetus toward the f u r t h e r study of both the P o e t i c s and 

Romeo and J u l i e t by other dramatic c r i t i c s . 
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