Quotes and thoughts on tragedy
“What Richard Sewall suggests is the most salient characteristic of true tragedy
is not its plots, themes or subjects so much as the range of human feeling it incor-
porates in a single work, notably the 'capacity for suffering’ and the 'stamina’ of
its central figures. To this I would add that it is not suffering and stamina alone
which contribute to the greatness of a work ... but the range of contradictory feel-

ings underlying the characters’ statements and actions.”
— Michael Manheim

“Nietzsche dreaded the ‘weightlessness of all things’, the inauthenticity of experi-
ence...(H)ence his celebration of what he called the ‘energizing pessimism’ of the

Greeks in their great day...”
— Lionel Trilling

«_..for human suffering humanly considered is an enjoyment of the self for man.”
— Karl Marx

I feel in good company with my own "appalled elation” from experiencing trag-
edy vicariously, in the safety of the theatre. Eugene O'Neill made similar obser-
vations about his response to tragedy - that it put him in awe of the suffering,
striving human spirit. In this country's current prosperous times so many techni-
cal and cultural devices strive to distract, sanitize or, conversely, sensationalize
any meaningful encounters we might have with, or lessons we might learn from,
the fundamental questions of human torment, familiar to so many human beings
~who are alive or have lived on this troubled planet. The prosperous Greeks of
2424 years ago (roughly 48 lifetimes), when Hecuba was first performed, sought

to depict head on, the basic, tormenting questions of existence. In tragedy they

did it without sentiment, without glibness, without real answers, but with ele-
gance and monumental imagination calling on and tapping into layers of human
mystery, human consciousness.

Euripides writes powerful, effective and generous opportunities for such encoun-
ters. When tragedy is effective, it is as though the forces of nature (and super-
nature) are translated by the writer into glorious words and terrible actions. Then,
if the actor's art is pure and crystalline, if it can open the hearts of the audience,
‘these forces can be transmitted directly into the lives of those witnessing the
tragic event. This is the amazing potential and promise of theatre, of tragedy in
particular. The result of what can occur is ephemeral and not easily named.
What can occur is not only processed by the mind, but experienced through the
eyes and ears of the heart, felt through the harmonics of the nervous system.
What tragedy can bring forth in those watching and listening, though invisible, is
real, is as actual as a hammer, as a tree, as a human life. It becomes undeniable.

The attempt to ¢reate an opportunity for tragedy to occur in the theatre is a daunt-
ing, humbling, delicate task with no sure outcome. But if we do manage to create
a tragic experience it will give everyone present the opportunity to experience
their own bewilderment, their own savagery and to realize their own inescapable
and fundamental connection to all the rest of humanity. I wish for all our benefit
that we, who offer it to you, succeed.

- Mark Jenkins
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