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Tragedy, Comedy
and Romance in

Shakespeare

Romeo and Juliet, Macbeth, The
Merchant of Venice, The Tempest




Tragedy
_ structure

= The play begins harmoniously, although
the audience are often warned of
impending disaster.

= The sense of happiness increases until it
reaches the climax.

= This moment of extreme happiness is
quickly followed by a moment of crisis,
when everything starts to change.

= The situation declines until it reaches
the final catastrophe, which often
involves death and isolation.
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Tragedy

= The hero/heroine is high on the social scale.
= Hostile destiny seems to be controlling his/her life.

= He/She has a fatal character flaw which precipitates the
downfall.

= He/She is psychologically complex, multi-faceted.

= Monologue and soliloquy are used to reveal feelings and
depth of character.

= His/Her speeches use heightened and figurative language.
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Romeo and Juliet

The Prologue

= We know the play will be a tragedy because the
Prologue tells us this clearly.

= This device raises the level of tension from the
beginning of the play and is only relieved by
intermittent episodes of comedy.
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Romeo and Juliet

Romeo and Juliet are from two opposing
families, who hate each other with a passion.

They fallin love at first sight, thus setting the
scene for the tragedy that will unfold.

The play progresses through a series of secret
meetings, with the fear of being discovered, to
the marriage of Romeo and Juliet by a friar, the
only person who knows what is going on.
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Romeo and Juliet

Storyline

= The marriage is the high point of happiness
for the couple, but the audience knows
that they are doomed.

= The deaths of Tybalt and Mercutio mark
the moment of crisis.

= |n the decline, complications and
misunderstandings draw us towards the
final catastrophe, in which both Romeo
and Juliet die at their own hands.
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Macbeth

= Macbeth is referred to as Shakespeare’s Scottish
tragedy.

= |t was written to please and flatter King James |
by recounting the true story of James I’s
ancestor, Banquo, who is portrayed in the play in
a very favourable light.

= |t speaks about the ruthless political ambitions
of Macbeth and Lady Macbeth.

= The supernatural, represented by the witches,
plays a key role in the development of the story.
Witchcraft was a subject of great interest to
James|.
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Macbeth

= The play begins on a positive note with
Macbeth’s promotion and the promise that
he will inherit the throne.

= Macbeth and Lady Macbeth’s ambition, fed

by the three witches, drives them to murder
King Duncan.

= Macbeth reaches the climax of his ambition
when he is crowned King.
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Macbeth

= Both Macbeth and Lady Macbeth
desperately try to hold on to power, while
falling prey to their feelings of guilt.

= Lady Macbeth is haunted by nightmares
and eventually commits suicide.

= Macbeth becomes more and more
violent and more and more isolated.

= |n the closing scenes, Macbeth is killed
and Duncan’s son, Malcolm, rightfully
takes the crown.
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Macbeth

A Tragic Hero

= Macbeth has many characteristics of a tragic hero.

He is a high-ranking subject who becomes a thane
and then king.

Hostile destiny, in the shape of the witches, drives
him forward on his tragic course.

His fatal character flaw is his ambition, which pushes
him to evil and ruthless acts.

He is psychologically complex and reveals his feelings
and depth of character through his monologuesand
soliloquies.

His speeches use heightened and figurative
language.
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Comedy

= |n the introduction the audience shares the
problems and misfortunes of the characters.

= Asthe play develops, complications are added
until the situation seems impossible to solve.

= |n the closing scenes, the problems begin to
unravel until the denouement, when all is
sorted.

= There is a happy ending, often with more than
one marriage and songs.

= The characters are often ‘flat’ — types or
caricatures.
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The Merchant of Venice

= The Merchant of Venice opens with Bassanio’s problem of
how to find the money to woo the heiress, Portia.

= Things become more complicated when Shylock demands
a bond for his loan, when Shylock’s daughter elopes with a
Christian, and when Antonio thinks he has lost all his ships
and cargo at sea.

= Portia unravels Antonio’s problems by saving him during
the trial. Soon after, Antonio discovers his ships are safe.

= The play features multiple marriages: those of Portia and
Bassanio, Portia’s companion and Bassanio’s friend, and
Shylock’s daughter with her lover.
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The Merchant of Venice

Dark Comedy

= However, the play also contains elements of tragedy.
= For this reason, it is referred to as a ‘dark comedy’.

= Shylockis not a flat character: he is psychologically
complex and delivers a powerful monologue worthy of a

tragic hero.
= The end of the play, for him, is tragic.
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The Merchant of Venice

The Jewish Theme

= The persecution of Jews in Venice described by
Shakespeare was a reality.

= Jews were marginalised, forced to wear a badge to
identify them as Jews, and made to live in
restricted areas with limitations on their freedom.

= The Jewish ghetto in Venice, nevertheless,
became a thriving community with businesses and
services which were also used by non-Jews.

= The play, The Merchant of Venice, suggests that
Shakespeare shared the prevailing view of Jewish
people to some extent, but was also profoundly
aware of their humanity.
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Romance

Style and Peculiarities

= Romances are a kind of tragicomedy: they have
elements of both tragedy and comedly.

= |n Shakespearean romances there is usually:

= fantasy, improbability, extravagance, the
marvellous and the mythic;

= the resolution of a conflict or injustice which
happened sometime before;

= the full repentance of the person responsible for
the injustice;

= the reuniting of divided families;

= a happy ending which remains somewhat
overshadowed by the previous injustice or conflict.
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The Tempest

= The magician Prospero uses a spell to conjure a storm which
wrecks a ship whose passengers include Alonso (the King of
Naples) and Prospero’s treacherous brother, Antonio.

= Prospero continues to tormentthem once they reach land. He

is intent on revenging the fact that his dukedom was stolen
from him.

= Prospero’s slave, Caliban, plots to rid himself of his master,
but is thwarted by Prospero’s spirit-servant Ariel.

J U LI E T A Y M O R

T EMPEST
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The Tempest

= The King of Naples’ young son, Ferdinand, thought
to be dead, falls in love with Prospero’s daughter
Miranda.

= |n the finale, Prospero reveals his identity as the
usurped Duke of Milan.

= The families are reunited and all conflictis
resolved. Prospero grants Ariel his freedom and
prepares to leave the island.
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The Tempest

= The Tempestis a good example of
Shakespeare’s romances.

= The play is full of magical spells and
extravagant scenes.

= The injustice suffered by Prospero and
Miranda is resolved.

= Antonio repents his actions, as does Alonso,
who helped him achieve his ends.

= The families are reunited and Miranda and
Ferdinand marry.
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