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Tragealy ... openeth the greatest wounds, and showeth forth the ulcers that are
viveredd with tissue [and] teacheth the uncertainty of this world, and upon how weak
lmmdations gilden roofs are builded.

Sir Philip Sidney, ‘A Defence of Poetry’ (1582)"

Wiix iajestical roof fretted with golden fire, why, it appeareth to me nothing but a foul

wil pestilent congregation of vapours. What a piece of work is 2 man, how noble in

teason, how infinite in faculties ... and yet to me what is this quintessence of dust?
William Shakespeare, Hamler, 2.2.301-8

A theory of Renaissance tragedy

A kv exists for a reason: it is not mere decoration, but a necessary worker in
the necessary business of a human culture. No system of thought — mytho-
lopical, religious, scientific — has yet represented reality to its believers so
lully, accurately, and coherently that the system never fails,” that the gold
ronls beneath which we stage our glories never collapse. Most forms of art
are used to reconcile apparent contradictions in a culture’s consensual view
ul reality; some radical forms, tragedy in particular, serve to acknowledge
ihose contradictions and reconcile us to the problems and pain they gener-
ate. Contemporary criticism has an unfortunate tendency to construct arti-
liial barriers between past and present, to scold modern students for
allempting to experience Renaissance tragedies as accessible expressions of
previous if painful insights, English Renaissance culture was in many ways
iliflerent from ours, but not so different as to prevent us from recognizing
the kinds of conflicts its tragedies explore, or to deprive those tragedies of
any direct impact on the conflicts we ourselves face.

'I'he valid argument that one cannot discuss literature outside its historical

! Sir Philip Sidney, ‘A Defence of Poetry', ed. J. A. Van Dorsten {Oxford, 1966), p. 45-
' Cf. the ‘Incompleteness Proof of Kurt Gidel, which indicates that any system of unified
explanation inevitably develops internal incoherencies; see his On Formally Undeadabic
Principles, trans, B. Meltzer {(London, 1g62).
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