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SERIES PREFACE

A cultural history of tragedy faces a daunting task: how to address tragedy’s influence on Western culture while describing how complex and changing historical conditions have shaped it over two and a half millennia. This is the first study with such an extensive scope, investigating tragedy’s long-lived cultural impact and accounting for its material, social, political, and philosophical dimensions. 

Since antiquity, tragedy has appeared in a myriad of forms, reinvented in every age. It has been performed as opera, dance, film, and television as well as live theater. From the beginning, concepts of tragedy have also surfaced in other literary genres such as narrative poetry and novels, as well as in non-literary forms, including journalism, visual art, and photography. Tragedy never appears in a vacuum: the conditions of performance and production and its communal functions always affect its form and meaning. Tragedy has never belonged solely to elite culture, and who creates and consumes these forms of tragedy also makes a difference. Not only has the status of tragedy’s producers—the writers, actors, artists, and performers—evolved over time, but so has the nature of the audiences, viewers, and readers as well, all significantly affecting tragedy’s aesthetic and social impact. 

Tragedy also does more than simply represent or perform human catastrophe or suffering; it is a mode of thought, a way of figuring the human condition as a whole. Philosophers and social and cultural theorists from Plato to Lacan have long pondered the idea of the tragic, while in turn literary models have influenced philosophy, social thought, and psychoanalysis. Tragedy has always had a complex relationship with religion and ritual practices, both complementing and conflicting with religious orthodoxies concerning fate, the power of the gods, and the meaning of suffering. At the same time, since its earliest staging in fifth-century Athens as a civic as well as religious event, tragedy has both echoed and challenged relationships of power and political events in societies experiencing conflict or change.

While tragedy in all its versions has thus profoundly tapped into broad social, intellectual, and political movements, it has often represented those themes through individual experiences, ranging from the titanic sufferings of princes to the sorrows of ordinary men and women. While tragedy’s themes of ambition, authority, transgression, and rebellion are grounded in religion and politics, its plots often play out through family relationships that both mirror and conflict with social and political norms. When tragedy thus engages familial and personal themes, it often involves tensions of gender and sexuality. Sexuality is a powerful driver of tragic catastrophe, when desire is granted its own kind of fatal power. 

As with other Cultural History series, here the story of tragedy writ large is divided into volumes covering six historical periods from antiquity to modernity. Although the boundaries between those time are necessarily fluid, the volumes are divided as follows: 1. Antiquity (500 BCE–1000 CE); 2. Middle Ages (1000–1400); 3. Early Modern Age (1400–1650); 4. Age of Enlightenment (1650–1800); 5. Age of Empire (1800–1920), and 6. Modern Age (1920–present). While such a history naturally focuses on Western culture and history, at the end it also touches on tragedy’s later post-colonial adaptations, which put its fundamentally Western concerns in a global context. Each volume has its own introduction by an editor or co-editors presenting an original and provocative vision of tragedy’s manifestations in one historical era. Each volume also covers the same eight topics as the others in the Cultural History: forms and media; sites of performance and circulation; communities of production and consumption; philosophy and social theory; religion, ritual, and myth; politics of city and nation; society and family; and gender and sexuality. Readers may thus follow one topic over a wide historical span, or they may focus on all dimensions of tragedy in one period. Either way they read, they will be able to appreciate the power of tragedy to shape our understanding of human experience, and in turn, how tragedy has changed over time, both reflecting and challenging historical conditions.

Rebecca Bushnell, University of Pennsylvania, General Editor




Introduction

The Nineteenth Century: 
“Tragedy in the World”

MICHAEL GAMER AND DIEGO SAGLIA

We open this volume on nineteenth-century tragedy in an unlikely year (1788), place (Edinburgh), and genre (the scholarly lecture). During that year in April, some fourteen months before the storming of the Bastille that started the French Revolution, Henry Mackenzie presented his “Account of the German Theatre” to the Royal Society of Edinburgh. The author of four plays and three novels and editor of The Mirror (1779–80) and The Lounger (1785–7), Mackenzie was arguably Edinburgh’s most cosmopolitan man of letters, his Man of Feeling (1771) having made him famous throughout Europe, where he maintained a broad correspondence. The previous year he had effectively introduced Robert Burns to the city’s literary circles by favorably reviewing Poems, Written Chiefly in the Scottish Dialect (1787). He was now doing the same, via his public lecture, for Gottfried Ephraim Lessing, Johann Wolfgang von Goethe, and Friedrich Schiller, whose tragedy The Robbers (1781) he singled out for sustained commentary and especial praise.

The fruit of months of labor acquainting himself with German literature, Mackenzie’s address to the Royal Society was audacious, announcing the arrival of a new dramatic tradition. As in the case of Burns, literary gold had come from an unlikely place: a country of “small potentates” whose “limited revenues” made the establishment of good theaters nearly impossible. How, then, had such a revolution in taste occurred? Part of the answer, Mackenzie argued, lay in the nature of theatrical representation, which in “every country marks more strongly than any other of its productions, the features, both of its genius and of its manners.”1 The remainder, he surmised, lay in the national character of the German people, whose dominant bourgeoisie demanded plays about middle-class life in the tradition of George Lillo’s The London Merchant: or, The Tragedy of George Barnwell (1731). In Germany, “the body of the people” had spoken, demanding “Dramas that rouse the passions and shake the soul.”2 The result was nothing less than a new tradition of tragedy.

Over the next decade, it is fair to say that British readers did more than take Mackenzie at his word. In a few short years German literature, especially tragedy, became one of the most acclaimed, popular, and controversial new literatures of the day. Inspired by Mackenzie’s address, a translation of The Robbers appeared in 1792 in London; by 1800 dozens of German plays, most conspicuously those of August von Kotzebue, had been published or staged with great success in Europe, Britain, and North America. Readers also fueled a vogue for German poetry, particularly tragic ballads like Gottfried August Bürger’s “Lenore,” whose translators by 1797 included William Taylor of Norwich, the Poet Laureate Henry James Pye, Anna Seward, and a young barrister named Walter Scott, who at the time was penning several original tragedies in what he considered the “German” style. Though his House of Aspen (composed 1799, published 1830) was rejected for representation by Drury Lane, he had managed to sell his translation of Goethe’s tragedy Goetz von Berlichingen (1798) for fifty pounds to J. Bell of London, thanks to the help of another popularizer of German drama, Matthew Gregory Lewis, who also published with Bell. During these same months, two other young writers, Samuel Taylor Coleridge and William Wordsworth, also composed tragedies for the London stage; like Scott, both received rejections, but this did not stop them from traveling to Germany in the autumn of 1798 in hopes of learning the language and meeting its greatest writers. Short on funds, Wordsworth spent a miserable winter in Goslar, learning little German but producing many of the poems that comprised the second volume of Lyrical Ballads (1800). Coleridge fared better, enjoying Göttingen’s vibrant intellectual and artistic culture and, on his return, publishing his own translations of two of Schiller’s historical tragedies, The Death of Wallenstein and The Piccolomini, in 1800. What had begun twelve years earlier as a single lecture delivered to a learned society had transformed itself, by the end of the century, into a burgeoning, truly international literature. Put another way, the years we customarily associate with the beginnings of Romanticism in Britain coincide with those that witnessed the discovery, dissemination, and appropriation of a new kind of tragic writing emanating from Germany—one that inspired an entire generation of young writers, from Joanna Baillie to Heinrich von Kleist, Lord Byron to Charles Nodier, Germaine de Staël to Victor Hugo.

The keywords of this volume, then, are transformation, proliferation, and hybridization. Our essays start from the recognition that tragedy did not die with Romanticism, as George Steiner famously argued, but rather transformed itself into multiple, vibrant forms with which it kept a constant dialogue.3 With the notable exception of Shakespeare in Britain and a few other foundational figures in other national traditions, early modern tragedy might have lost its dominance in metropolitan theaters as the nineteenth century turned, but only because it was forced to share space with other mutating forms, both on the stage and off. For this reason, the contributors to this volume, far from limiting themselves to the stage, pointedly reach beyond it to tell this story of hybridization: across media, across genres, across demographics, across faiths both religious and secular, and across national boundaries. Some, like Jeffrey Cox and Jonathan Sachs, present tragedy as pan-European and emphasize its disciplinary crossings. Others, among them Cole Heinowitz, Michael Meeuwis, and Dana Van Kooy, focus more firmly on Britain to demonstrate the renewed energy with which nineteenth-century tragedy portrays the violence of gender and class relations. And still others, such as Katherine Newey, Lissette Lopez Szwydky, and Sharon Weltman, foreground tragedy’s fondness for crossing boundaries of genre and of high and popular culture. Thanks to their different approaches, the eight essays contained in this volume capture tragedy’s multiple trajectories and variations in the nineteenth century, providing a panorama rich in spatial, temporal, formal, and contextual concerns.

Far from announcing fragmentation or incoherence, this proliferation of tragedy in the nineteenth century heralded new questions that remain central to modern reflections on the tragic. In the years covered by this volume, the most pressing of these concerns is the relation between tragedy and politics—not just the question of tragedy’s political valence, but also of what it means to bestow a tragic worldview on one’s own present. Aptly, Hayden White in Metahistory reads the status of tragedy within the culture of nineteenth-century Europe as a crucial vehicle for “emplotment”: a broad, almost archetypal, narrative structure used to interpret historical data.4 As with romance, comedy, and satire, tragedy functions in White’s account as an interpretive lens: a story we tell to understand our world and ourselves, both on and off the stage. Such stories, he argues, have the power to deepen and even transform everyday consciousness. Nineteenth-century theatergoers emerging late in the evening from a performance of An Enemy of the People (1882), for instance, might find themselves so moved by Ibsen’s tragedy as to begin thinking differently along a number of lines: about the difficulty of acting on principle, about what it means to scapegoat a member of a community, and about the effects of moneyed interests in local politics. Reading a newspaper the following morning, they might find their evening reflections resonating anew with the stories in front of them, and might recast such events as “tragic.”

This movement—between universal and ephemeral, abstract and material, transcendent and local—feeds not just nineteenth-century tragedy; it also has shaped critical writing on the subject since the 1960s. For George Steiner, these shifts in focus account for tragedy’s so-called “death” in the nineteenth century, when a new interest in bourgeois experience transformed what was apparently universal into something seemingly more mundane. Steiner framed the problem as one of secularization: if tragedy for millennia had explored transcendent good and evil, then modern tragedy at best could question the possibility of meaning in a godless world.5 Responding to Steiner, Raymond Williams recast these same terms to ask how tragedy captures human experience in the world:


Tragedy, as such, teaches nothing about evil, because it teaches many things about many kinds of action. Yet it can at least be said, against the modern emphasis on transcendent evil, that most of the great tragedies of the world end not with evil absolute, but with evil both experienced and lived through. … I believe that the meanings matter as such; in tragedy especially, because the experience is so central and we can hardly avoid thinking about it. If we find a particular idea of tragedy, in our own time, we find also a way of interpreting a very wide area of our experience: relevant certainly to literary criticism but relevant also to very much else.6


In moving from the possibility of Evil to the experience of it, Williams broadens his inquiry to include the “historical”—not to subsume earlier, “particular” meanings, but rather to place these contextual concerns in dialogue with metaphysical and transcendent ones. In this, he mirrors the movement of stage tragedy itself in the nineteenth century. As Jeffrey Cox’s essay in this volume puts it succinctly, “history is the heartland of modern tragic drama.”

If there is a politics of history emanating from nineteenth-century writers, it resides in what Williams calls “a tragedy of revolution.” There, the potential for social change is undermined by a too dogged insistence on either individualism or idealism—or, as Jonathan Sachs frames it in his cogent survey of tragic philosophy and social theory, “freedom and necessity.” In this formulation, modern tragedy at once emanates out of Romanticism while containing (as do many foundational texts of that literary and cultural phase) its own self-critique. For Jennifer Wallace, this same doubleness attends tragic performance, which by design involves audiences in the lives of characters even as it reserves painful ends for many of them. If tragedy is


a matter of response, rather than purely aesthetic structure, then it immediately has implications for ethics. What is the purpose of stirring our emotions? We may feel sympathy for the hero’s pain or shock at the cruelties inflicted on stage—Aristotle’s pity or fear—but these feelings must have a function if the experience of tragedy is to offer anything other than a cheap thrill.7


Wallace’s “must” nicely captures the uneasiness caused not just by stage tragedy but by any event, outcome, or life deemed “tragic.” Given the presence of real, often unnecessary suffering, surely there must be some kind of reason for it. The alternatives—that there exists no providential meaning in the universe, that suffering and death are ultimately senseless, or that we might actually enjoy viewing or reading about the pain of others—are precisely what tragedy asks us to ask ourselves by interpolating us into action of at once harrowing and suspect status. Our point is not that people in the nineteenth century were the first to ask these questions. As Wallace’s reference to Aristotle suggests, they are as old as tragedy. Rather, our volume suggests that part of the nineteenth-century’s fascination with tragedy stems from the intensity with which readers and viewers had to confront the old question—is it human to garner pleasure from watching the suffering of another—in new ways. Indeed, Simon Goldhill, in Sophocles and the Language of Tragedy (2012), remarks that if there were a “nineteenth-century obsession with the tragic,” this was because tragedy, for the nineteenth century, “became a structuring principle of the self-understanding of modernity, … history, and the suffering of humankind.”8

Where might lie a convenient term to sum up what happens to tragedy in nineteenth-century Western culture, that bourgeois age of nations, revolutions, and empires, roughly delimited by the French Revolution and the First World War? And, more specifically, how to capture the ways in which tragedy met, was transformed by, and offered a lens to view what Georg Wilhelm Friedrich Hegel called “the prose of the world”? Taken from his lectures on aesthetics, Hegel’s expression encapsulates the experience of the atomization—even pulverization—of the real that becomes increasingly pertinent as the nineteenth century progresses. For Hegel, “the prose of the world” referred to an increasingly fragmented perception of reality and history that made both seem comprised only of transient, even potentially insignificant, facts and events; and, as a result, the world in Hegel’s vision had become almost mired in the material detritus of life.9 This process bears essentially on what happens to tragedy and the tragic over the period covered by this volume, beginning with the bourgeois revolution in France that had rewritten the map of Europe by the time the nineteenth century turned.

Yet, as the essays of Katherine Newey and Lissette Lopez Szwydky remind us, this same material detritus can also chronicle tragedy’s expansion into new media and sites of performance. In a Paris roiled by revolutionary turmoil, tragedy quickly began to mutate into a worldly, even everyday, mode for apprehending and representing drastic socio-political changes. This was most apparent in Paris’s theaters, which in the 1790s saw a flourishing of the genre, especially that type of tragedy promoted by the Jacobins as a tool for educating the minds of the citizens. Firmly neoclassical and overtly intended as an instrument of propaganda, these plays were a staple of the early revolution. Yet, these same years also saw tragedy expand beyond the stage. No longer confined to the stage and to treatises on poetics, tragedy began to “walk the streets,” in Matthew Buckley’s evocative



























APPENDIX: THE VENUES
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