Elements of Tragedy

A tragedy is a conflict that ends in a catastrophe. Most of Shakespeare’s famous plays are tragedies.

1. The Hero (or protagonist in a tragedy) is usually a person of noble birth (i.e. somewhat secure to the people beneath him socially). 

2. The hero brings about his own death. 

3. He has the potential to involve other individuals, indirectly (or directly) causing their deaths as well.

4. The hero has generally an admirable character marred by one tragic flaw. The flaw is a character trait that all audience members will share and find within them. This tragic flaw makes the hero relatable to audiences.

5. There is always an impression of a wasted future or potential upon the hero’s death. 

6. The emotional reaction to tragedy is pity and terror. 

7. The tragic hero is placed in the one situation that his tragic flaw prevents him from overcoming. 

8. There are multiple conflicts the hero faces (Man vs. Man, Man vs. Self). 

9. Often, the supernatural plays some part in moving the plot along, but the hero appears to have some influence in the situation.
10. Chance (often unlucky chance) plays a minor part, but the majority of the tragic event is predetermined by fate (a common topic in most tragedies).

11. Abnormal conditions of mind are often present. 

12. The main source of the action, which leads to suffering and death, is perceived as a moral evil.
13. The ultimate power in the tragic world is moral order (the triumph of good in life versus evil—tragedy cannot be resolved until the evil is wiped out).

14. Audience becomes well aware of tragic flaws as the plays use a didactic tone.

