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When the life has entirely gone out of a work of art come down to us from the past, when 
we read it without any emotional comprehension whatsoever and can no longer even 
imagine why the people for whom it was intended found it absorbing and satisfying, then, 
of course, it has ceased to be a work of art at all and has dwindled into one of those 
deceptive "documents" from which we get a false sense of comprehending through the 
intellect things which cannot be comprehended at all except by means of a kinship of 
feeling.  And though all works from a past age have begun in this way to fade there are 
some, like the great Greek or Elizabethan tragedies, which are still halfway between the 
work of art and the document.  They no longer live in the world which they represent, but 
we can half imagine it and we can measure the distance which we have moved away.  We 
write no tragedies today, but we can still talk about the tragic spirit of which we would, 
perhaps, have not conception were it not for the works in question. 
 
The materials out of which the latter created his works—his conception of human dignity, 
his sense of the importance of human passions, his vision of the amplitude of human 
life—simply did not and could not exist for his contemporaries.  God and Man and 
Nature had all somehow dwindled in the course of the intervening centuries, not because 
the realistic creed of modern art led us to seal out mean people, but because this 
meanness of human life was somehow thrust upon us by the operation of that same 
process which led to the development of realistic theories of art by which our vision 
could be justified. 
 
Hence, though we still apply, sometimes, the adjective, "tragic" to one or another of those 
modern works of literature which describe human misery and which end more sadly even 
than they begin, the term is a misnomer since it is obvious that the works in question have 
nothing in common with the classical examples of the genre and produce in the reader a 
sense of depression which is the exact opposite of that elation generated when the spirit 
of a Shakespeare rises joyously superior to the outward calamities which he recounts and 
celebrates the greatness of the human spirit whose travail he describes.  Tragedies, in that 
only sense of the word which has any distinctive meaning, are no longer written in either 
the dramatic or any other form and the fact is not to be accounted for in any merely 
literary terms. 
 
Tragedy is not, then, as Aristotle said, the imitation of noble actions, for indeed, no one 
knows what a noble action is or whether or not such a thing as nobility exists in nature 
apart from the mind of man.  Certainly the action of Achilles in dragging the dead body 
of Hector around the walls of Troy and under the eyes of Andromache, who had begged 
to be allowed to give it decent burial, is not to us a noble action, though it was such to 
Homer, who made it the subject of an able passage in a noble poem.   
  
Certainly, too, the same action might conceivably be made the subject of a farce, 
depending upon the way in which it was treated; so that to say that tragedy is the 
imitation of a noble action is to be guilty of assuming, first, that art and photography are 



the same, and, second, that there may be something inherently noble in an act as 
distinguished from the motives which prompted it or from the point of view from which 
it is regarded. 
 
And yet, nevertheless, the idea of nobility is inseparable from the idea of tragedy, which 
cannot exist without it.  If tragedy is not the imitation or even the modified representation 
of noble actions it is certainly a representation of actions considered as noble, and herein 
lies its essential nature, since no man can conceive it unless he is capable of believing in 
the greatness and importance of man.  Its action is usually, if not always, calamitous, 
because it is only an opportunity to reveal itself triumphant over the outward universe 
which fails to conquer it; but this calamity in tragedy is only a means to an end and the 
essential thing which distinguishes real tragedy from those distressing modern works 
sometimes called by its name is the fact that it is the former alone that the artist has found 
himself capable of considering and of making us consider that his people and his actions 
have that amplitude and importance which make them noble. 
 
To those who mistakenly think of it as something gloomy or depressing, who are 
incapable of recognizing the elation which its celebration of human greatness inspires, 
and who, therefore, confuse it with things merely miserable or pathetic, it must be a 
paradox that the happiest, most vigorous, and most confident ages which the world has 
ever known—the Periclean, and the Elizabethan—should be exactly those which created 
and which most relished the mightiest tragedies; but the paradox is, of course, resolved 
by the fact that tragedy is essentially an expression, not of despair, but of the triumph 
over despair and of confidence in the value of human life. 
 
Interpreted broadly, Milton said the function of all art is satisfying the universally human 
desire to find in the world some justice, some meaning, or, at the very least, some 
recognizable order.  Hence it is that every real tragedy, however tremendous it may be, is 
an affirmation of faith in life, a declaration that even if God is not in his Heaven then at 
least Man is in his world.  
 
Thus for the great ages tragedy is not an expression of despair but the means by which 
they saved themselves from it.  It is a profession of faith, and a sort of religion, a way of 
looking at life by virtue of which it is robbed of its pain.  The sturdy soul of the tragic 
author seizes upon suffering and uses it only as a means by which joy may be wrung out 
of existence, but it is not to be forgotten that he is enabled to do so only because of his 
belief in the greatness of human nature and because, though he has lost the child's faith in 
life, he has not lost his far more important faith in human nature.  A tragic writer does not 
have to believe in God, but he must believe in man. 
  
And if, then, the Tragic Spirit is in reality the product of a religious faith in which, 
sometimes at least, faith in the greatness of God is replaced by faith in the greatness of 
man, it serves, of course, to perform the function of religion, to make life tolerable for 
those who participate in its beneficent illusion.  It purges the souls of those who might 
otherwise despair and it makes endurable the realization that the events of the outward 
world do not correspond with the desires of the heart, and thus, in its own particular way, 



it does what all religions do, for it gives a rationality, a meaning, and a justification to the 
universe.  But if it has the strength it also has the weakness of all faiths, since it may—
nay, it must—be ultimately lost as reality, encroaching further and further into the realm 
of imagination, leaves less and less room in which that imagination can build its refuge. 
 
Bearing this fact in mind, let us compare a modern "tragedy" with one of the great works 
of a happy age, not in order to judge of their relative technical merits but in order to 
determine to what extent the former deserves its name by achieving a tragic solution 
capable of purging the soul or of reconciling the emotions to the life which it pictures.  
And in order to make the comparison as fruitful as possible, let us choose Hamlet on the 
one hand and, on the other, a play like Ghosts, which was not only written by perhaps the 
most powerful as well as the most typical of modern writers but which is, in addition, the 
one of his works which seems most nearly to escape that triviality which cannot be 
entirely escaped by anyone who feels, as all contemporary minds do, that man is 
relatively trivial. 
 
Yet the journey from Elsinore to Skien is precisely the journey which the human spirit 
has made, exchanging in the process princes for invalids and gods for disease.  We say, 
Ibsen would say, that the problems of Oswald Alving are more "relevant" to our life than 
the problems of Hamlet, that the play in which he appears is more "real" than the other 
more glamorous one, but it is exactly because we find it so that we are condemned.  We 
can believe in Oswald but we cannot believe in Hamlet, and a light has gone out in the 
universe.  Shakespeare justifies the ways of God to man, but in Ibsen there is no such 
happy end and with him tragedy, so called, has become merely an expression of our 
despair at finding that such justification is no longer possible. 
 
Like the belief in love and like most of the other mighty illusions by means of which 
human life has been given a value, the Tragic Fallacy depends ultimately upon the 
assumption which man so readily makes that something outside his own being, some 
"spirit not himself"—be it God, Nature, or that still vaguer thing called a Moral Order—
joins him in the emphasis which he places upon this or that and confirms him in his 
feeling that his passions and his opinions are important. 
 
We can no longer tell tales of the fall of noble men because we do not believe that noble 
men exist.  The best that we can achieve is pathos and the most that we can do is to feel 
sorry for ourselves.  Man has put off his royal robes and it is only in sceptered pomp that 
tragedy can come sweeping by. 
  
 
 
 


