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UI'T;ULGIC 11.. RI C:x
our Democs.tic ralth Needs Correcting If /e are
to I'roduce Great 'l'ragic Jrama

5

After 12 years of silence, a new drama by our uo,l
playwright, Eugene O'Neill, 1is an event, Sut this
one, '‘he Iceman Lometh, prompts the reflection that
no first-rate american trugedy has ever been written,
not even by 0'Neill, this despite tne fact that
the world has been steeped in tragedy for rmany vears
and desvite the Tact that all the cheraclers in The
Iceman are nmiserable speciluens indeed, 1nstead of
the ennotling effect that tr'f@dv is suvpnosed to ~ive,
The Iceman is more Yike a cosmic bellyache, :nd
0 'Neill's best nlavs, as & writer in lheafre .rts
mazarzine has rointed out, ure not oo ruuch resl
t

"Adramatizations of the tramoiec Tnct

lost sight of ais 2vm ;resatness,
america's fallure to create lirst-rete truredies

mey not seem ligKe a national (1saster. Yet dramatic

trazedy has been the chogsen meuium of history's

sreatest artists, and our tfailure in 1t may tetoken

some deeper fuilure in the imerican charatter or : [

scene, .« neovrle who cannot witness ~reat remninders

of the tragic asmnect of their ovm exiostence =re not

getting the most out of life and nerhaps cannot be

rankeéd amons; the greatest civilizations, 1he neople

of athens end of 3ha ikespeare's %nvlwnd were able 1o

suffer vicariously with thelr trasic heroeg in un

emotional workout that left them wiser and more serene,

tnat, saild ..ristotle, 1s the purvose of rragedy--to

Durge the emotions thnrough pity ancé tear, bput a~mericans

disapprove of fear and wunt to free fne world o»f it,

ATe we an essentially untre "ic neople?

What 1 s Trasedy?

. First, a few dﬂfinitions, necasssrily donratic,
neenrdins to aristotle, the V1rat snthority on the
subiect, tremedy mu.t be "serisus, cornlete and of
& certzin nesnitude," to which “Webster's dictinnary
=dds that the hero "is by sore nassion or limitation
bronrht to a catastroohe," the cction oz » whole
working out as " a ronifestation of fate” striet iy
%npnwlnﬂ, f rst-rote trosedy has been uvritien in onlv
two erasy by only four men: by ucﬁnbV1us, sonhoclas

und V‘lllh@('o “1n the 5th Censturvy BE,C, 2nd by shaxespesre.

Grade B tra.edy (still Jerv ine stuf”) -hizs been

achieved by 0¢Leille, 2ucine, Goethe, Ihgen snd others,
including comnosers of 19Ju Centnry oneira; and vnu

can =rade it on dovm from there, o©ut 2ivh Lt tedy

must not be confused with ni
unharny ending,

thos, #loom or o mere
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A key word In aristotle's definitdgn is "magnitude,™
The CreeX and 3hakespearean harnes were nrincesy Xings
or rgenerals at least, outsize charuacters hoas Tote
involved the fate of whole cities or natiosons with
their own, Compare King Oedinus or Kins Lear with
what vasses for a traglc hero on the .merican 2
the ¢lerk-hero of Elnmer Rice's addins Luachine,
significantly named Mr, Zero, or fThe moponic Lennie
in 3SteinbecK's Of Mice and lien, Our heross arveal
not to our awe bLit Lo our power of symnath=tic
identification, alded by navurslictic settinss =nd
dialog, we are above all made to feoel at hone,
among ecuals or inferinrs, the chricters or our
stage znd screen may ke rich und sdmirable, but we
z2re alwars reminded ol rtaelr huwrd e orisin, treir o
warts or sore other comiortable mnd exceadiv-ly }
nontrasic flaw, the Tceman carries tils aermocretic
snobbism about as far as it can be carried: the
charazters all start out as a bunch of driniken dbuns
and finish the same,

The reguirement of "hasnitud&y" hich our drama
fails to meet, sugrests that XXEXZIXx@rx great
tragedy may be incomnatible with .mericsn derocracy,
Except at the 3inatra-fan level, wes don't reallv
believe in heroes, and when they apnear amonZ us
anyway we unfit them for tragegy by cutting them
down to size, Just as reacted to the nhenormenon
of riitler by singing Der Filhrer's i'uce, so we debunk
our own heroes, good or bad, Jwmericanfiction has
nroduced a few chracters, such as .hab in Lioby Dick,
who are of truly tragic masinitude, sut the tvnieal
American resder tries to et around .hab by dukting
hinm a fanatic,

One reason for the greatness of ~hab and o
hizgh seriousness of mnuch Victorian literature
comparison with our own was that our forebesrs
shared a deap Christian sense of sin, (his sense
of sin was related to a sense of man's cosmic
importance, which .we secem to have lost, To a
Greek, zlso, man was the center of the universe;

: his very gods had rianlike attributes and were
t constuntly involvins thenselyves in nan'g aifairs,
: whether guiding him inbattle or makin:it love to
his wife. but rmodern man has moved from the center
of the universe and reduged himself to a trivial
i biological svecimen, e cannot esteem himself
K‘ ‘ ishly enough for high tragzedy, ke can unnroise,
' analyze, respect and belittle himself, but he cannot
recard himsell 'rithrwe, _
Without awe, tramedy cannot <chieve its srenvest
imnact, snd it may be that ounr L-liaf that 411 men
are equal, our refusal to =zdmit the verv 2onzent R
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of aristocrscy, debuars us “roam ouvnr XRE fealln:
awe thet the .tienlang Celn toverd osoimn o
glivatethrn sroundlinss tovcird Lesar, In T2y case
‘our Tailure to produce sreat trecedy may te o virtue,
or at least afuir nrice to vav for our democr=cy,

i wvbe we are rore like the xomans, who wlso had

seept volitical gifts and never vrrocuced any ~reat
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tranedy GiTheI‘.
Yet democraty does produce heroes, amdour nistory

is replete ”lch tragic themes, 1lhese themes and heroes

may nakesf”ﬁqt American tragedy il we get over our

pelittling habit and admit to ourselves that the

averaZe man is not the measure ol ull things, out,

even fthat won't be enough, UFor while great tragedy

i5 1ot necessarily incompatible with democr=zey,

it is incomnatible with another habit that lies

deep in the .unerican zrain,

THe I dea of Froegress

This habit is an ontimistic faith in rogress. ‘ H
Professor J,B, Bury, who wrote a history of The Idea '
of Prozress, deflnes it to mean "that civilizetion
has moved, is moving and will move in a desirable
alreotlon, This idea is onlv about as old us
modern science, stemiing, from soeon and Descoartas
But it has as Lrlm a zrip on the modern world as the
expectation of the Judgment Day had on the medieval
world, 4nd except among Russian Comrinists (for Marx
swallowed 1t whole) the idea of vroZiess has nowhere
teken deeper root than in america,

Now why is this idea incomnatible with high tragedy?
Beacuse we have let it rewnlace the old convictions
on which tragedy devends, that man is finite (or
sinful) and that his destiny does not lie wholly
in nis own hands, ‘The idea of vrozress orew from
the observable Tact of science's increasins conquest
of material nature, DBut Darwin, uterbert Svencer
and others stretched this observable fact into
certain unprovable amsumptions: namely, that "all
environments [Darwin's words) will tend to nrogress
toward perfection," that man himself is nerfectidle
through scdentific xnowledpge and that evil is

not a nermament necessity in the world, kven
devour men like ‘lennyson, whose Looxblpv 1igll
is the buttle hymn of progress, could rromote

the new faith by assuning God wa on 1ts side,
iis indeed He may be, 5ut fnere is increasine
evidence to the contrery, ‘There 1s slso evidence
thet the underrinninzs of our raith in nrosrass
mey te wea<ening, 1or the scientists themselves
are no longer so sure., ‘he leadine nhvsicists
kthe lon: since re:oined «n =lmost priwitive avre
the universe, urd 1,G, ells remicicted a
lllﬂlon"")T’hl"fﬂ nroTress P@?ﬂ?f>fiﬁ>lﬁft &
world 10T vMinsh his fircl eniviet ooa "doomed
formicary." Bury's book s risten o ceuerchinn
before the =fonmic bomb, but the Lomb ~ives flnse
vords of his a neu noint: "If there wore =nod
caise 1or hpllonng that the =arth would be
uninhabitable in 4,0, 2000 or 2100, the doctrine
of Frogress would lose its neaning and would
antomaticnlly disavoecy,n
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RevelIr st 1 of Vasluezs

To r&in o seanse of tracedy, .oovcicons
therefdre Virtually reverse two ol thoir
values: on the one hand, we must recover
awareness of evil, uncertaintv as? fesr;
other, we must .suin o oonge ol mon'y oo
greatness | which is ulte o Q1 =ren :
"the diznity of the cormon wan"),  For nreeadl
essence, is the Spectacle-of & srest nan

confronting his own finiteness an: being
nunished for letting his redoh exeeed his sruasp,
The GrecKs had two words for this--hybris, nride,
and moira, rate--which told them that subtle dansers
N In il eien ;,Alﬁvemn”+~ and thet the
blﬂﬂér tney are the harder thev f0ll, bLut if americans
believe that there are no 1r;oluble miestions, .

they can't wsk tragic questions, =«and if they believe
that punishment is nlj for ionnorines or inadenuate
effort, they can't give trfwlw angwers,  ‘hey can't
nave the trazic sense,

'hat sense 1s to feel a due muility beinre
the forces that are able to humble ug, without
wishing to:avoid the —contest iiere tho humbling
may take ploce, e will be o rore clivilized vecnle
vhen wve get i1,




